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Deception is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

––––––––

A champagne toast to Sherrill Bodine, who generously opened her Lake Geneva homes to our critique group for writing retreats two or three times a year. My time spent there over two decades gave me a fun, realistic setting for Deception.  

Deception clashes with desire when an undercover bodyguard gets too close to the woman he’s sworn to protect...

The illegitimate daughter of a notorious tycoon, Katelyn Wade has built a successful business on her own terms. She doesn’t believe that she’s being targeted by someone with a vendetta against her father—not until one of her employees at her restaurant turns up dead. Suddenly, she can’t trust anyone, not even her new bartender, a man with an instinct for trouble.

Katelyn has no idea that her father is paying Thorne Hudson to protect her. Crossing professional lines never ends well, especially when both their lives could be at risk. But even Thorne’s military resolve, honed by years of training, is no match for his growing feelings for Katelyn. And after he’s pushed into temptation, Thorne aches to tell her the truth—just as soon as she’s safe from harm. 
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READER REVIEWS:

~I thought the emotion between Thorne and Katelyn was solid and I liked the tension of waiting to see who was targeting Katelyn. 

~This story captivated my attention right from the get go and held on tight until the very end, it was so addictive and had me flying through the pages as fast as I could swipe them!

~The suspense kept pace with the burgeoning romance in a perfect blend of romantic heat and chilling suspense that kept me guessing until the very end. Great read!

~An intense story that keeps you turning page after page...characters that draw you in, and keep you coming back for more.

~I was on pins and needles the entire book. This keeps your heart beating and the pages turning. No sleep for you!
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Chapter 1
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Thorne Hudson turned from South Lake Shore Drive onto the narrow Wisconsin road that led straight to Geneva Lake. A moment later, he pulled his truck off alongside a wooded area. Grabbing his binoculars, he got out and surveyed the south shore to get his bearings. Through the trees, he could see a couple of speedboats skipping across the middle of the lake, one towing a bikini-clad redhead on water skis. He looked across the lake to the heart of the Wisconsin tourist town. Busy, busy, but nothing to arouse suspicion. Closer to the lake, he glimpsed parts of houses—mostly mansions—with landscaped grounds and, along the water, their private docks, many with boats tied to them. 

A couple of teenagers were walking the shore path that wound twenty-one miles around the lake. He stayed on them for a moment, just to be certain, then continued his inspection, stopping when he came to a building with a gray stone first level, white clapboard covering the two additional stories. Checking the photo on his cellphone, he confirmed he was looking at Lakeside Guest House and Café. 

Before he could put the cell away, it vibrated in his hand. He didn’t have to check the screen to know who was calling. 

He answered, “Hudson.” 

“Are you in Lake Geneva yet?” 

“Just arrived in town.” 

“Good. Good. I’m trusting you, Hudson.” 

“I’ll do what’s necessary.” 

“Remember to keep me informed.” 

And then the conversation ended as abruptly as it had begun. 

Thorne took a few more minutes to survey the area. He was nothing if not meticulous, a trait he credited with keeping him alive in Afghanistan. 

A moment later, behind the wheel of his truck again, he headed for the crowded parking lot behind Lakeside Guest House and Café. He parked off to one side far in the back, the truck’s nose pointing toward the business—he’d have privacy, if he needed it. 

And a good view all the way down to the lake. Getting out, he passed the guest house entrance and headed downhill, following the sign to the café. From the number of vehicles in the lot, he figured the restaurant must be doing a brisk lunch business, an observation that was confirmed when he entered the building. The cheerful room with whitewashed walls was small, with maybe twenty tables painted in blues and greens. Only two unoccupied. He could see why: the view. The room’s nearly floor-to-ceiling windows were open, letting in a fresh breeze off the lake. Beyond the windows, more customers packed an outside patio. 

He was skipping his gaze from table to table, rapidly registering who was sitting where and what they were doing, when a woman asked, “Can I help you find someone?” She’d come up behind him so quietly she’d surprised him. 

Turning to face her, he was surprised again by his own reaction. He recognized her, of course: Katelyn Wade. Owner of the establishment. Dark hair formed a sleek frame around a naturally lovely face, makeup free but for a swipe of berry on full lips that curled in a warm smile. He’d studied her photo on his cellphone enough times that he should be unfazed by now. Should be. Wasn’t. From the first time he’d seen that photo, there’d been something about her—a surprising sweetness—that he couldn’t help being drawn to no matter how hard he tried. And he couldn’t now, either. That smile of hers reaching straight to her baby blues was even more powerful in person—it heated up his insides. The simple white tank top and skirt that clung to her lush womanly curves did other, unspeakable things to him. Things he couldn’t afford to think about. 

He cleared his throat. “Just looking for a table.” 

“I can give you one of those.” 

The smile widened, threatening to steal his breath.

Taking a menu from the hostess stand, she headed across the room. She had a way of walking with a slight swaying of her hips that mesmerized him for a moment. 

“Here you go.” Stopping, she set the menu on a small table for two along the far wall. “While you take a look at that, can I get you something to drink?” 

Sliding into a chair, he managed, “A bottled brew. Something local.” 

“I’ll see what we have on hand.” With that, she whipped away. 

He couldn’t rip his gaze from her until she rounded the bar and stooped out of sight, no doubt to check an undercounter fridge for that beer. He glanced around and saw she was the only one behind the bar. No bartender at lunchtime. Then he scanned the room, starting with the customers closest to her. No one seemed to be paying her any mind, so he continued his assessment. A waitress carrying a tray of food crossed the middle of the room, and on the patio, a busboy was cleaning off a table. No one who raised his short hairs. Another glance at the Wade woman still behind the bar told him she’d retrieved that beer. 

He’d better figure out what he wanted to eat. 

He glanced at the menu, but before he got a thorough look at his options, a bottle and a mug settled on the table in front of him. 

“Want me to pour?” Katelyn asked. 

“I think I can manage.” Thorne took the bottle and filled half his glass. Foam rose and topped it. He took a sip and nodded. “Perfect.” 

“Good. I like happy customers.” She cleared her throat. “I, um, haven’t seen you here before.” 

“Maybe because I just got into town.” He put some glad-to-meet-you warmth in his tone and gave her a friendly grin. “Thorne Hudson.” 


“Thorne. Strong name. I like that.” She held out her hand. “Katelyn Wade.” 


He shook. Her grip was firm. Solid. And damn, she was smiling at him again, like she really was glad to meet him. 

Something she might have cause to regret. 

“Visiting friends?” she asked, taking back her hand. 

He shrugged. “Don’t know anyone in Lake Geneva.” 

“Vacationing alone?” 

“Nope. I’ve been doing some traveling, seeing the country while taking on different jobs.” Which was fairly accurate. “Now I’m looking to set a spell.” He locked onto her gaze, saying, “Something appealing about this place.” 

She started, then laughed. “Appealing. You mean the town or the café?” 

“Right.” He meant her and was certain she knew it. “Does the guest house have any vacancies?” 

“A few.” 

Thorne didn’t want to press his luck. He could get back to the room situation later. “So ... lunch.” He indicated the menu. “What do you recommend?” 

“Personally, I love the cauliflower steak sandwich. But I have a feeling you’re more of a meat kind of guy.” 

“I do love a good burger.” 

“Black and blue?” 


“I’m partial to blue cheese,” he admitted. “A black and blue burger it is. Rare.” 


Her eyes sparkled at him. “Of course.” 

“Rare, but not still walking,” he clarified. 

She backed away. “Got it. Coming right up.” 

She headed for the computer to put in the order, leaving Thorne feeling restless. He wanted to follow her and keep the conversation going. It took everything in him to sit tight and drink his beer and keep his attention on his surroundings. 

Which is exactly where his focus belonged. 
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KATELYN COULDN’T HELP eyeing the new guy as she placed his order, then greeted a young couple at the entrance and seated them, leaving them with menus and the assurance that their waitress would be right with them. 

Because she was always too busy acting as hostess and overseeing both the dining room and kitchen, she didn’t normally take food orders. Thorne Hudson’s being an exception. Something about him... 

She glanced his way again, admired the snug T-shirt showcasing his upper body. Ripped. Super-defined muscles. Definitely hot. At least she’d gotten hot just looking at him. 

Another glance—she couldn’t help herself. Thick dark hair brushed the back of his neck, his high forehead and rugged cheekbones. Wide hazel eyes roamed the crowd, again making her think he was looking for someone. Her? She wished. 

“Katelyn, there you are.” 

The deep male voice brought her back to her work. She turned around to meet a set of sharp gray eyes. “Mr. Eklund, I didn’t see you come in.” And at six feet, with thick silver hair, he was hard to miss. 

“You weren’t in the room,” he said, “so Tansy seated me. And as I’ve told you before, call me Gerard.” 

“Gerard,” she agreed. “Have you looked over today’s specials?” 

“I have, but I’m waiting for your recommendation.” 

Single and probably in his late forties, Gerard Eklund was a regular at the café, normally stopping in for lunch or dinner a few times a week. He was particular about his food and so sought her opinion before he ordered. Lately he’d been here every day and had become more demanding of her time. Since he was the kind of customer who undoubtedly recommended the café to his friends and acquaintances, she gladly went the extra mile to give him what he wanted. 

She said, “The shrimp risotto would be my choice.” 

“Then it will be mine.” 

“I’ll let Tansy know.” She started to step away. “I’m swamped today.” 

“You shouldn’t have to work so hard.” 

“I love what I do, so it doesn’t feel like work.” 

“An attitude you undoubtedly inherited from your parents.”

“From my father,” she admitted. 

“You’ve mentioned him before. What was his name? Ronald? No, Robert.” 

“Good memory.” 

“Robert Wade.” He looked thoughtful. “No, doesn’t ring a bell. What does he do again?” 

“He’s a businessman.” Not about to announce that her father’s notorious last name was Hamilton—or get into the fact that he was the CEO of one of several companies that he owned—Katelyn looked for an out. “Oh, I see we have a new arrival.” Thankfully, a lone woman had just come into the café. 

“Wait, I would like a drink. One of your Lakeside specials.” 

“I’m sorry, but I don’t have a bartender right now. I can only offer you a beer or wine.” 

“A craft beer, then. Surprise me.” Before she could leave, he mused, “Hmm, the bartender wasn’t here yesterday, either.” 

Katelyn couldn’t believe Sam had gone AWOL during tourist season, and without a word. Which was going to be a problem that night when a dozen women having a birthday party for a friend just turning twenty-one showed up. They were expecting more than wine and beer. Sam had always been so responsible and acted like he had her back. 

Until now. 

“Sorry to disappoint you, but we’re working on it. Enjoy your meal.” 

“I would enjoy it more if you would pay me more mind.” 

Forcing a smile, she left without another word. Geez, talk about demanding. He was getting to be a bit much. Harder to keep her smile real when dealing with him. A few moments later, after seating the new customer, she went in search of Tansy. The blond waitress was at a wait station, placing an order on a computer. 


“I have another one for you,” Katelyn said. “Gerard Eklund. Shrimp risotto.” 


Tansy raised her eyebrows. “Hmm. Someone has a not-so-secret crush.” 

“Hardly. The man simply thrives on personal attention.” 

Entering the order, Tansy snorted. “I’m sure he’d like to give you lots of personal attention away from this place.” 

“If so, he’s wasting his time.” 

“Why? You got a new boyfriend?” 

“I have a new business,” Katelyn countered. “That takes up all my spare time.” 

“There’s always time for sex. On that note, order’s up. Later.” 

In her mid-twenties, Tansy had a good sense of humor and often shared bits and pieces of her sexual adventures. Not that Katelyn minded. Tansy could be amusing. She was also a hard worker and a great waitress. Katelyn liked her and knew she could count on her to handle anything. 

Noticing several more couples waiting near the entry, she rushed over to greet them. Thankfully, a few more tables had opened up. As she seated them, she couldn’t help but think about Tansy’s offhand comment about sex, which made her turn her gaze toward Thorne Hudson yet again. When she’d been talking to him, she’d had the distinct feeling that he felt the same sexual spark that had captivated her. Or maybe it was just wishful thinking. 

Realistically, she attracted mostly boy-next-door types. Nice guys. Or a young businessman looking for a woman who could kick-start his career. She took a deep breath. Didn’t want to think about Aaron Starkman again. The con man had gotten close to her, had made her think about marriage, when she’d merely been a game piece to him, her father’s professional backing being the prize. She’d rather daydream about Thorne Hudson, even if he was nothing like the really nice, really clean, really boring men who usually sought her company. Well, he seemed nice, too, if in a different way. Definitely out of her league, though. 

That didn’t keep her from imagining what it would be like to spend some quality time with him. To feel one of those ripped arms curled around her back. To anticipate getting closer. 

Katelyn started. What was wrong with her? She didn’t know anything about the man, for heaven’s sake. For all she knew, he could be someone who used women and left them. 

Maybe she ought to let Tansy, who was the waitress in his area, take over his table service. Yes, that’s what she should do. 

Only she didn’t. 

When his order came up from the kitchen, Katelyn took it to his table herself. 

As she drew closer, she hesitated. Her pulse was thrumming. And he was still scanning the crowd as if looking for someone. Or something. His expression was so intent, it gave her a weird feeling. What was he searching for? But then, as if instinct told him she was there, he turned and met her gaze. His expression immediately shifted into friendly. 

“Hey, that was quick,” he said. 

“I have an efficient kitchen staff.” 

His gaze bore down on the fancy burger and hand-cut fries. “My mouth is already watering.” 

She set the plate down in front of him. “Check the burger to make sure it’s the way you like it.” 

One eyebrow arched sexily, and he grinned as he picked up the burger. Katelyn felt a rush of something tingly shoot through her stomach as he took a bite. Trying to distract herself, she took a big breath. 

“Mmm, rare but not walking. Exactly as ordered.” 

She noticed his glass was half empty. “Can I get you another beer?” 

“I’m good.” He hesitated a moment, then asked, “No bartender?” 

“Not this afternoon. Or for a couple of days, actually. I have a part-timer to help with the weekends, but my full-time guy walked out on me. Just didn’t show up for work yesterday. I’ve actually had to keep drink orders to beer and wine until I find someone to replace him.” 

And this after developing a nice friendship with Sam. Nothing romantic. He’d been mooning over some woman from Fontana, one he hadn’t even dated. Yet. Sam figured he just needed to be patient. 

She’d wished she had a brother like Sam rather than the one she did have. Sam was one of the few people in town who knew who her father was and didn’t treat her differently or, worse yet, try to use her for it. How could he have walked out on her without telling her he was quitting? What would have made him be so irresponsible? 

The woman? Had he hooked up with her? What was her name again? Charlie something. 

Realizing Thorne was staring at her, she came to her senses. “Well, my work here is done.” 

She started to leave, but he stopped her short, saying, “You said your kitchen staff. And that you have a part-timer. So you manage the café?” He popped one of those fries into his mouth. 

She nodded. “Actually, I own the place.” 

“Really.” He seemed pleasantly surprised. 

“Honest.” 

“Well, you’re the one I need to talk to, then. I’ve been thinking about what you said before.” 

“What did I say?” 

“About rooms in the guest house. I’ve decided I like the place. Great lake view. Just far enough away from the center of town so it’s not too noisy. A nice change from my past few big-city digs. When I’m done eating, can you show me the rooms available for rent?” 

Spend time with him? Alone? “Yes, of course.” She cursed what she could only describe as a thrill shooting through her. He wanted a place to stay, not her. “I need to check on the kitchen, but I’ll make time for you when you’re done.” Picking up the burger, he said, “I’ll be looking forward to it.” Not as much as she would. 

Smiling, Katelyn nodded and headed for the kitchen, glad that the lunch rush was coming to an end so she would have as much time as she liked with him. Showing off those rooms for rent, of course. 

***
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THIS WASN’T PART OF the deal. Thorne told himself he wasn’t supposed to be attracted to Katelyn Wade, but there it was. Not that being attracted to her would hurt anything. As long as he didn’t act on it, she didn’t have to know about his having the hots for her any more than she did about his reason for being here. 

True to her word, she made herself available to show him the unoccupied guest rooms by the time he finished eating. The first room she opened was on the second floor. It was cheerfully decorated in yellow and white. The bed was king-size. The bath had what looked like a new walk-in shower with multiple heads. But the view out the window was of the road and the parking lot. 

“So what do you think?” she asked when he finished his inspection. 

“It’s fine, but anything with a lake view?” 

“On the third floor. It is a suite, though, not just a room. Nearly double the cost.” 

“Sounds good.” 

“Well, then.” She shrugged. “Upstairs, it is.” 

He let her lead the way. Watching her hips sway as she climbed the stairs sent a frisson of heat through him. He told himself to find some distraction. He kept looking at her rear anyway. 

When they got to the third floor, he glanced around as she opened the door to the right of the stairway. There were eight rooms with baths below, but only six doors on this floor. 

“You have what? Two suites up here?” 

Her brow crinkled as she glanced at him. “Good guess. You really are observant.” 

“So you live in the other one?” 

“Me? No. I have an apartment on the first floor. I have a direct view of the lake, but I’m pretty much too tied up all day anyway to appreciate it.” Then she stepped inside. 

Thorne followed her into a nicely decorated room with old sepia-tone prints of the town and lake on the pale blue walls. A comfortable-looking cream-colored couch and two matching chairs were grouped around a large flat-screen television. 

Katelyn was saying, “This suite has a walk-out balcony,” but he was already there, opening the doors. 

She followed him outside. 

“Great view,” he said. 

“Yes, one of the reasons I bought the place. I always had an affinity for water growing up in Kenosha on Lake Michigan. But Geneva Lake has a special place in my heart. You can see not only the town from here, but the waterside mansions, as well.” 

“Right.” He had a 180-degree view. He could see anyone approaching the place from the lake. Or from the lakeside pathway in either direction. “Perfect.” 

“You haven’t even seen the bedroom and bath.” 

He arched a brow at her. “I’m sure they’re great.”

She blinked and her cheeks flushed. 

Warmth rushed through Thorne, making him think his assignment was going to be more difficult than he’d imagined. 

He cleared his throat. “About the bartender’s job, do you have anyone in mind?” 

“No. Sorry. If you want more than beer, you’ll have to go into town, at least until the weekend when Chad’s working the bar. I’ve put the word out that I have an opening, but no one has applied.” 

“What about me?” 

“You?” Her eyes widened. “I can’t guarantee you’ll make enough to pay for this suite.” 

“That’s not why I’m asking. I don’t need a job at the moment.” He was already at work, not that he could say so. “But I’m planning on sticking around Lake Geneva for a while. Bartending will give me a chance to get to know some of the locals. At any rate, you need a bartender now, right? I could fill in until you find someone permanent.” 

Katelyn appeared skeptical. “Any experience?” 

“More than enough.” That had been a few years back, before he’d figured out what he wanted to do with his life, but getting behind a bar would be like riding a bike. It would all come back to him. “Give me a trial period. If you find someone else you’d rather have work for you, I’ll step back.” 

But in the meantime, he would get a better lay of the land. Not to mention that he would be able to get closer to Katelyn without raising her suspicions. 

“I do have a birthday party coming in tonight.” Heaving a sigh, she caved. “All right. A trial it is, then. For more than that, I would need a reference, at least. And if that works out, the café is open Tuesdays through Sundays. You can get an extra day off if you can get Chad to work for you.” 

“Perfect.”
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Chapter 2
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Perfect . . . 

The sentiment resonated with Katelyn later that afternoon. Having checked in a couple of new arrivals to the guest rooms, she retreated to her own quarters to relax until the dinner rush started in a couple of hours. 

Thorne Hudson seemed too perfect to be real. She would have not only the bartender she needed so she wouldn’t lose patrons to one of the nearby competitors, but also an amiable bartender for the young women who frequented her place. Thinking the last made her frown, but she shook off any negativity. If Thorne drew in more customers by tending bar, that was just plain good for business, which meant it was good for her. 

Her cellphone rang. About to answer it, she stopped herself when she saw Aaron’s name on the screen. Her former boyfriend had left several concerned-sounding messages about what had happened on the Bascom College campus the previous week. Seven people killed, others injured, the gunman disappearing after discarding the automatic weapon made by one of her father’s companies. But why the sudden renewed interest in her? She’d been through with him for eight months. Did he think he simply needed to show some concern about her father, and she would let him back into her life, even after he’d turned all their problems on her after the breakup? 

Like hell she would. 


Her life had changed drastically for the better since she’d gone her own way. 


For years she’d fought using the trust fund her father had set up for her. She knew he loved her, and she loved him, but she hadn’t wanted to feel like she was indebted to him in any way. Her father was the most controlling person she’d ever known, even if he was well-intentioned. 

That was the reason her mother, Marion, hadn’t wanted to marry him, the reason she’d left him and come home to Wisconsin, and then put off telling him she was pregnant. The end of the relationship for Mom had come when her father had paid off the lease to Mom’s rental apartment without telling her because he said he was moving her in with him. At the same time, he’d told her employer she was quitting because she no longer needed to work. He’d also assumed Mom was going to be his wife without ever asking her properly. Not wanting a life in which she wasn’t an equal partner, Mom had broken up with Dad and left town without telling him where she was going, only to discover that she was pregnant a few weeks later. Katelyn knew Mom had considered never telling Dad about her, but in the end, she’d wanted her child to have a father, so she’d invited Dad to Katelyn’s first birthday party. By then, Dad had married on the rebound, and his new wife was expecting their first child. 

Katelyn was like her mother—independent. She’d avoided her father’s dictates all her life. Where she was going to go to school: she’d chosen the University of Wisconsin rather than the University of Chicago, where he’d wanted her to go. What her major would be: hospitality and tourism rather than going for an MBA. Where she would work when she graduated: a Milwaukee hotel rather than one of his corporations. All of which she had fought for to live the life she wanted. She’d frustrated the heck out of him while still trying to keep their relationship solid. But even when she was in grammar school, she’d found it difficult to stay at his house in Chicago on the occasional weekends and weeks during summer vacations. He’d wanted to orchestrate her every activity. And it had been especially difficult to be around his “real” family. Under the direction of their contentious mother, Laura, her half-siblings had treated her like the family’s embarrassing secret. 

When Katelyn had walked out on Aaron last fall after dating him for several months, she’d concentrated on her career at that Milwaukee hotel, though in the end, it hadn’t quite satisfied her. She’d tried her best to make a go of it and had learned as much as she could. She was a hardworking, responsible adult, after all. Some would say she was resolute in everything she did. Actually, her best friend at the time, Jennie, had accused her of being an obsessive workhorse. Maybe she was, but there was nothing wrong with putting everything she had into achieving an objective, no matter what it was. She figured that was her real inheritance from her father. Pretty scary. But being obsessive about something that didn’t in the long run matter to her was simply a waste of time. Realizing that what she did for a living didn’t make her happy made her rethink her priorities and what her father had done for her by establishing that trust. 

Lakeside Café had always been her favorite place to spend time in the Lake Geneva area. Plus, she’d stayed in one of the guest rooms for several weekends over the past years. It had been her place for celebration and her refuge. She’d done a lot of thinking here, had come to the realization that it was time to put all her energy into making something she loved work. So when the business had gone up for sale last winter, she hadn’t been able to resist. Unable to get such a big mortgage without using her trust fund as a source of income anyway, she’d had a talk with her father about it. He’d beamed with happiness that she’d found something she really wanted to do. He had offered to cosign the mortgage agreement. 

That’s where they had differed. Katelyn hadn’t wanted a partner. Or someone who would “guide” her every move. So she’d been ready to back off and stay where she was. Surprisingly, Dad had caved. He’d admitted that he’d set up that trust fund for her so she could be free to live the way she wanted. He’d promised that if she went for it, he would step aside and not interfere. Hoping she could count on him to do exactly that, she’d quit her job in Milwaukee and bought the place. 

Now she had to make a success out of it. 

She’d only owned the business for several months and had experienced a slow start. But with tourist season, things had picked up. If only she wasn’t plagued by employee turnover. First she’d fired a waiter who hadn’t lived up to her expectations. Thankfully, Tansy Cooper had applied for the job the next day. Then, a couple of weeks ago, her maintenance man had quit to work for a relative. She’d only hired Donald Radtke to replace him on Monday after finding him on handyman.list.com. Two of the three satisfied clients she’d emailed about him had gotten back to her, claiming he was competent and didn’t raise any issues, so she’d hired him. The man wasn’t a pleasure to be around, but, in his late thirties, he was broad and built for strength, and so far he’d done his job decently, which was what she needed. 

But now Sam had taken off, leaving her in the lurch for both a bartender and a friend she could confide in. She wasn’t close to anyone else in Lake Geneva, and she would deeply miss his humor and practical outlook on life. Maybe he would come back with a good explanation as to why he’d up and disappeared. Or maybe she was fooling herself. Thinking of his being gone, she felt let down, more for the loss of a friend she could talk to than the loss of a bartender. Hopefully, Thorne Hudson would work out filling the job. Something had to go her way. 

Considering that she’d bought the business with money from her father, she had to prove that she could make it work on her own from here on out. 

As if her father knew she was thinking about him, he took that very moment to call her. 

Giving the cellphone her best version of the evil eye, she answered. “Hey, Daddy. What’s up?” As if she didn’t know. 

“Do I need a reason to call my firstborn?” 

“Probably, but you’re not going to talk me into having a bodyguard, so don’t try.” 

“Would I do that after you’ve refused? Several times, in fact.” 

“Yes.” Her father was worried that someone would come after his family because of the Bascom College shooting. 

“You’re wrong. I wasn’t calling to talk you into something you don’t want. I simply want to make sure nothing unusual has happened in the last few days.” 

“Not a thing.” Other than her bartender leaving without notice. “All is quiet on the lakefront.” 

“That’s good to hear.” 

“So you can quit worrying.” 

“I will never quit worrying about you, Katie-bug.” 

His using her childhood nickname made Katelyn smile despite herself. “I love you, too, Daddy.” No matter how obsessive he was, she knew he had only her best interests at heart. 

“That’s my girl. You haven’t said anything to your mother about the threat, have you?” 

Mom knew about the campus shooting. They’d talked about it the other day. But she had no idea there was a revenge plot in play. 

“I promised you I wouldn’t say anything.” Though it did go against her grain to keep this from her mother, she hadn’t wanted Mom to worry about something that she herself had decided wasn’t a threat. Not to her. 

“Good. Good. Just promise me that you’ll be extra cautious.” 

His intensity made her stomach go tight. All this talk of the need for a bodyguard had made her paranoid that someone was watching her on more than one occasion over the past couple of days. But no one had been. She’d peered closely into every corner and found nothing. 

“Katie, promise me.” 

“Yes, Daddy, I’ll be super extra cautious.” 

“And if you suspect anything is wrong, you call.” 

“I promise. You should be worrying about Jason and Lilah, not me. But nothing is going to happen.” 

Both of her half siblings lived in the Chicago area near their father and carried the Hamilton name, unlike her. They were the likely targets if the threat turned out to be real. She wouldn’t know how they felt about anything. Though related to her through their father, they had never accepted or recognized her as a sister. She’d actually heard their mother refer to her as “the intruder” more than once. Despite the difficult relationship she had with her half-siblings, she didn’t want to see anything bad happen to them. After all, her father loved his family. 

She heard him sigh. “I told you what happened to Lilah just hours after I got that email.” 

Katelyn rolled her eyes. Her father had told her that Lilah had almost been run over by a speeding car that had roared out of nowhere and swooped toward her. Luckily, she’d jumped back on the curb just in time, though she had fallen. 

“How is her wrist?” 

“Minor sprain. That’s not the point. She could have been killed! The driver didn’t even stop, just whipped around a corner and fled the scene.” 

Katelyn still couldn’t believe it had anything to do with the threat her father had received. “Oh, come on, Daddy, you know Lilah was probably in her own little world, as usual, and just didn’t see the car coming.” Maybe she’d been texting someone. Lilah lived with a cellphone in hand. “It was just an accident.” 

“I can’t take the chance that it wasn’t. Your sister and brother both get it, Katie. They’ve agreed to live with bodyguards watching over them until this thing is settled.” 


Hearing the strain in her father’s voice, she said, “Daddy, it wasn’t your fault.”


“Then whose fault was it? My company, my responsibility.” He added, “That’s why I’ve put the business up for sale.” 

Katelyn was shocked into silence. Her father wasn’t the type to let anyone intimidate him like that. “Why?” 

“I had to, Katie. Hell, I have to live with what happened. I can’t do anything to change it. This is all I can think to do to make up for it.” 

“Please stop blaming yourself. You might own the company, but you didn’t hand the assault weapon over to the man who killed those people.” 

“I know you’re right.” 

“Then, please, Daddy, stop blaming yourself. If you need someone to talk to about it, I’ll be here for you.” 

“That’s my Katie-bug.” 

The conversation came to an end a short time later, but Katelyn couldn’t get it out of her mind as easily as she had before. She’d never heard her father sounding so down, especially on himself. A part of her wanted to get in her car and drive to Chicago so she could be with him, make him feel better, but he would raise holy hell if she so much as suggested it at this critical time. And his wife would make her feel utterly unwelcome. “The intruder.” An embarrassing intruder. He had enough on his mind as it was. Besides, she’d based her anti-bodyguard argument on her being safe here, a hundred miles from him and where no one knew they were related because of their different last names. 

She was safe. No one here in Lake Geneva other than Sam knew of her connection to Robert Hamilton. Even so, her father’s call reminded her that she had reason to keep vigilant. Just in case. She tried to shake away the worry, to bury it deep where she didn’t have to think about it. She needed to get ready for the dinner crowd. 

Plus, she had a new bartender to train. 

Thorne hit the bar early so he could see exactly how things were organized. Glasses. Mugs. Ice. Bottles of hard liquor. The refrigerator for the bottled beer was half empty, so he asked one of the busboys where to find the stock, then went to get replacements. He was hauling two cases of local beers back to the bar when Katelyn made an appearance. 

And what a transformation! 

This morning she’d appeared fresh-faced and sweet. 

Tonight she was sophisticated and a touch of a siren in a simple black sheath and pole-dancer heels, making her nearly as tall as
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