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To all the dreamers who wonder if they can, or if they should.

Yes.






Chapter 1


People thought having a bodyguard was cool. Mysterious. Sexy, even. 
They were so wrong.
Having a bodyguard was a colossal pain in the ass. Especially when it was the one currently sitting twenty feet away, watching her like she was the crowned jewels and every person in the coffeehouse was a potential thief.
Someone please save me from this idiot.
Across the bistro table, Lillian Beaumont caught the direction of her disgruntled gaze. “How much longer do you have to put up with your shadow?”
Too damn long.
Scowling into her coffee, Thea sighed. “At least until my parents get back from their trip.” Which was another three very long weeks away.
Silently, she cursed her father for asking this of her, and then herself for agreeing. She hadn’t accepted a bodyguard in over four years. Not since she turned eighteen and got a say in her own life. But she’d grudgingly undone all those years of independence and agreed that, for now, she’d have one with her whenever she left the family estate.
Her mother wouldn’t have gotten on the plane otherwise.
And not even having to put up with Simon the Idiot would make her stand in the way of the bucket-list vacation her mom so desperately needed and deserved. Not after everything she’d been through the past ten months.
In truth, she didn’t usually mind her shadows much. Most of them respected her wishes enough to make the current situation, if not enjoyable, then at least bearable.
Not Simon, though. He was like a splinter shoved under her fingernail, always making his presence known in painful little ways.
Now, if Doyle was still one of her bodyguards, instead of having become their boss, she wouldn’t mind the close attention one little bit. Not that she’d ever managed to get Doyle to give her the kind of attention she really craved from him.
Not yet, anyway.
“Are they still in Kenya?” Amelia Westlake’s green eyes dancing with avid interest. “I am so going to bug your mom for pictures when they get back. I’ve always wanted to go there. I even suggested it for our honeymoon, but Charles wasn’t interested.”
Of course not. When was he ever interested in anything Amelia wanted to do?
Thea pushed the uncharitable—but not inaccurate—thought aside to answer her friend’s question.
“They’re out on safari until the end of the week. And be careful what you wish for. She’ll keep you captive forever once she starts showing you the thousands of pictures she’s probably taking.” She chewed her lower lip. “Maybe if I call my dad when they get back where there’s cell service, he’ll agree to let Doyle give me a little more breathing room.”
Or not. 
Frank Fordham tended to be a little crazy when it came to protecting “his girls,” as he called her and her mother. It was one of the reasons Thea had insisted on going out of state to attend college. Far, far out of state.
Sometimes her father’s brand of love could be a bit overwhelming.
“You know he wouldn’t have wanted you protected if he didn’t feel there was a need.” Lillian took a huge bite of the double-double chocolate chip muffin she’d been steadily consuming with her mocha latte.
Thea watched with open food envy. She had no idea where all the calories went, but as much as her petite friend ate, she never seemed to gain an ounce. Which was so unfair. She’d probably gained half a pound just watching her eat it.
“It’s not that big a deal.” She sighed when Lillian gave her the look. “Okay, I know. Every threat is a big deal. I just really hate knowing there’s someone watching me all the time.” If anyone would understand, it was them. Her best friends since middle school, they’d chafed under the same scrutiny and restrictions wealth brought with it. “But I could put up with it for now if he just wasn’t so…Simon.”
Their gazes all shifted to the man they were discussing. At a table with his back to the wall, his body was angled so he could view both the patrons coming in the door and the dozen or so already clustered around various tables and booths sipping their cappuccinos and lattes.
He had no coffee in front of him. No book laying open to make it seem like he had a reason to be loitering so long. Not even his phone was out. He simply sat and watched.
Thea rolled her eyes.
Like someone’s going to grab me right in the middle of a crowded coffeehouse. 
But that was Simon. He was all about the job. A little too much so, if her opinion counted for anything. Which it seemed it didn’t, since he’d been assigned to her detail yet again today, despite her previous objections.
“He does look a little…intense,” Amelia said.
Lillian flicked her dark, spiky bangs out of her eyes as she studied him. “I’d say there’s a definite Clint Eastwood complex going on there.”
“I was thinking more Men in Black.” Amelia cocked her head as she studied the bane of Thea’s existence. “I mean, come on, the dark suit, the sunglasses? Definite Tommy Lee Jones vibe.” The grin on her face slid away when it seemed like Simon’s gaze zeroed in on her as if he’d heard. But with the sunglasses, it was hard to tell.
“I hate it when he does that,” she muttered into her cup, cheeks pinkening. “It’s creepy.”
Yeah, it was.
It wasn’t that Simon was a bad guy, really. He was just a little too into the whole bodyguard persona. If only he could at least try to blend in, maybe having him around wouldn’t be such a royal pain in her patoot. Even six-foot-four Daryl Raintree didn’t stand out as badly. Daryl blended because he wore normal clothes. And smiled.
And wasn’t a jerk.
“Why don’t you ask Doyle to not put him on your detail, then?” Lillian asked.
As always, thoughts of her father’s head of security sent conflicting signals of frustration and desire coursing through her entire body. She did her best to ignore both. “I did. You see how well that went.”
“Did he give you a reason?”
Thea gave her stirrer a brisk turn around her cup. “He feels I have an unreasonable dislike of Simon, and basically told me if I couldn’t give him a legitimate reason to remove him, then I should pull up my big-girl panties and deal with it.”
Amelia’s eyes widened. “Wow.”
Lillian winced. “Ouch.”
Thea didn’t voice her own feelings. The memory of that conversation still chafed. All she’d done was make what was, to her, a simple and reasonable request. And Doyle had responded by making her feel like a silly little girl.
Again.
It was all just so damn frustrating. Boulder was her hometown. She felt comfortable here. Safe. Personal security details were supposed to be for special occasions that attracted too much media attention, and for when there was some kind of credible threat.
Like now.
And, as Doyle had reminded her, since so much of his staff was half a world away with her parents, there were only so many people available to accompany her when she decided to “flit around town” with her friends.
That had hurt. She could be accused of a lot of things, but flitting wasn’t one of them. She just couldn’t stand to stay locked in at the family estate 24/7. It would drive her insane.
Especially with Doyle there.
Shoving away the shaft of pain his unfair accusation had jabbed into her pride, she focused on putting both Doyle and Simon out of her mind.
Idiot men.
“Mellie, how go the wedding plans?” she asked.
Amelia had surprised them both by getting engaged the previous month. She and Charles Davenport had only been dating for a few months and mostly long distance. Since she’d spent the first sixteen years of her life being trotted out for display at one political function or another by her senator father and hating every minute of it, her engagement to an up-and-coming young politician had been something of a shock.
But since Amelia seemed to love her fiancé, and so far it seemed he returned the sentiment, they were trying hard to be supportive of her decision. Although privately, Thea thought Charles was a bit of an arrogant, self-centered ass.
“Oh, things are going fine.” Amelia toyed with her cup, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “Mother and Mrs. Davenport assure me they have everything well in hand.”
Thea glanced at Lillian, who met her gaze with an answering frown of concern.
“Mellie, honey, you’re not letting them take over everything, are you?”
The way Amelia shifted in her seat was answer enough.
Her quiet nature tended to allow people to walk all over her. Her mother certainly did. With the addition of Mrs. Davenport, the two political grande dames were likely to steamroll right over Amelia’s—and probably Charles’s—wishes without giving either the bride or groom a second thought.
Poor Amelia would end up lucky to get an invitation to her own wedding.
“Oh, sweetie.” Lillian reached over to touch her arm. “You need to say something.”
Amelia’s cheeks pinkened again, something the fair skin she’d inherited along with her blond hair tended to do with great frequency. “No, it’s okay, really. They know how to plan an event like this, and I don’t.” She managed a strained smile. “I wouldn’t want to embarrass Charles.”
That sounded an awful lot like she was repeating words she’d been hearing a lot of lately.
“Please. You couldn’t embarrass Charles if you tried.”
The strained quality faded at Thea’s words, but Amelia’s smile remained more halfhearted than happy. “He’s at the most important stage of his career, when everyone’s eyes are going to be on him. Everything has to be perfect for him.” Amelia refocused on Thea. “Speaking of careers, how’s the job hunt going?”
Leave it to Mellie to find the one topic Thea was excited enough about to allow the blatant use of her own change-the-subject tactics against her.
She smiled as a fizz of excitement filled her. “I think I might have gotten it.”
“Which one is this?” Lillian asked.
“Timberlake Interiors.” She couldn’t keep the pride out of her tone. It was one of the most prestigious firms in the state and, best of all, based right there in Boulder. “I interviewed with Janice Timberlake herself last Friday, and I think I made a good impression. She seemed impressed with my portfolio, and we got along really well.” Which was the most important part. She couldn’t see herself working for someone she didn’t like.
“What about…the other thing?”
“The other thing” was what had kept Thea from taking the half-dozen jobs she’d already interviewed for in the months since returning home from college. Never mind that her grades had been top-notch, or the glowing letters of recommendation she had from both her teachers and the firm she’d interned with during her senior year. All that had mattered to her prospective employers had been the name Fordham on her résumé.
As in Fordham Electronics.
As in Money, with a very capital M.
By the Timberlake interview, she knew to address the issue of her wealth right off the bat. With a determination that would have done even Mrs. Westlake proud, she’d assured Janice Timberlake that as far as she was concerned, the name Fordham didn’t make her any better—or worse—than anyone else. If she was hired, her family’s wealth and social standing would in no way impact her job or how she dealt with clients.
“I think I managed to nip it in the bud this time.” Thea mentally crossed her fingers. She really wanted this job. She didn’t need the paycheck, but she did need to have something to do with her life that didn’t include living off her trust fund.
Or, worse, taking a position in her father’s company. Thea loved her father dearly, but she wanted her own life. An office job, even as an exec, would bore her to death.
Interior design, on the other hand, intrigued her on a visceral level. She loved playing with color and texture, the challenge of matching the feel of a room to the person who would use it. Madison Helmsworth, the owner of the firm she’d interned with in California, had told her she had a natural eye. She’d also only half-jokingly predicted Thea would have her own design firm within five years.
While starting her own business held definite appeal, she needed some practical experience under her belt first to establish her credentials. That was why she was excited about the Timberlake job. If she got it, she’d know it would be because they considered her an asset rather than a trophy.
Most of all, though, it meant she could stay in Boulder. And as much as she’d missed her parents, it wasn’t just them she wanted to be close to.
She’d spent the past four long years trying to erase her feelings for Brennan Doyle. He’d dealt her ego an enormous blow before she’d left for college, and she’d been determined to get over him once and for all.
Unrequited love was hell on a person’s self-confidence.
But after less than a week back home, she’d known nothing had changed. She still loved the big jerk. And he was still treating her like a teenage girl rather than a mature, capable twenty-two-year-old woman.
She wasn’t sure what she was going to do about the whole Doyle situation. But at least getting the Timberlake job would keep her where she had time to figure it out.
“When will you know if you got it?” Amelia asked.
“She’s supposed to call me by the end of the week.” Which meant she’d spend every day until then on pins and needles waiting for the phone to ring.
As they discussed which shops they wanted to browse through that afternoon, they cleared the small table, dumped their trash, and headed for the restroom. Before Thea could touch the door, however, an arm appeared to block her. She tensed with displeasure before stepping back.
Simon knocked and slipped through the door, leaving her scowling at his back. For Pete’s sake. There was being a good bodyguard, and then there was being a jerk who couldn’t see the line between effective and excessive.
Not even Francine or Kirsten cleared the restroom when they were on duty. They stayed unobtrusive. Low-key. Whereas Simon’s Secret Service-level routine managed to hit every one of her hot buttons.
With a sledgehammer.
Ignoring him when he came out and gave the all clear, Thea shoved through the door with a slightly harder push than necessary. Her friends continued discussing their shopping plans as they washed their hands and touched up their lipstick, but her joy in the day had soured.
Which must have shown, because Lillian gave her a hip bump and grinned into the mirror behind the sinks at her.
“We can always lose the loser between stores.”
Thea grinned back, but shook her head. Though it sounded fun, ditching Simon would be the height of stupidity. Even though the threats made against her family were unlikely to come to anything, she’d made a promise and she’d keep it.
That didn’t mean she wouldn’t keep trying to get Doyle to see reason about axing Simon from her detail, though. She was doing her best to be a reasonable adult in her war of wills with him, but he was making it tough.
The fact she got distracted by a hum of arousal deep in her belly every time she was alone with him didn’t help, either.
Not that she was willing to admit that bit of information to anyone. Not even her best friends. As far as they were concerned, her teenage longings for Brennan Doyle had been discarded along with her penchant for M&M binges and midnight skinny-dipping.
If only Doyle was as easy to give up as the chocolate.
Thea forced her thoughts away from the too-sexy-for-her-peace-of-mind man. “I think I’ll just have to put up with him for today.” Her lips twitched. “Besides, I kind of like the idea of dragging him through every dress and shoe store in town. It should bore him stupid.”
Lillian had opened her mouth to comment when a raised voice outside the restroom caught everyone’s attention. All three stared at the door as the words “You have no right!” rang clearly through it. Some woman was not a happy camper, and Thea knew exactly who was to blame.
She swore under her breath.
“You’ll both testify it was justifiable homicide, right?” She stalked to the door. “Because I’m going to kill him.” Steeling herself, she yanked it open.
At first, all she saw was a lot of back, since Simon was standing in front of the opening doing his “you shall not pass” routine. Then he shifted to the side to let her out—after she gave him a hard poke—and Thea saw the furious woman who’d been denied entry to the restroom while Thea’s oh-so-special personage was using it.
Janice Timberlake.
Of course.
Thea smiled a weak apology at the woman, but got only a glare in return.
So much for assuring her I don’t expect any special treatment.
It was a pretty good bet she wouldn’t be getting the happy phone call she’d been expecting at the end of the week. In fact, she might as well forget about applying to any other design firms in Boulder, or the entire Denver area.
Once Mrs. Timberlake and the professional gossip network got through chewing this over, the only people willing to interview her would be those suck-ups and sycophants she’d been trying to avoid.
Oh yes, her humiliation was quite complete.
And she knew exactly who to blame.
[image: image-placeholder]There had been many times in Brennan Doyle’s thirty-four years that his sharply tuned instincts had saved his ass.
They’d made him ditch his cigarette down the toilet seconds ahead of the principal’s arrival back in his St. Cyril High School days. They’d let him slip unnoticed from Mary Jane Kelly’s bedroom window right before her mother did a surprise post-midnight bed check. They’d even kept him and his men alive during more than one mission in the Middle East and other hot-spots around the globe.
Several of his Marine Recon buddies had laughingly dubbed it “Doyle’s Spidey Sense,” but to a man they’d respected it. If he said jump, they didn’t ask why. They just asked which way.
Doyle’s instincts had never let him down yet. And those instincts were telling him something was about to screw up his day.
Big time.
Not five minutes after the troublesome feeling began, the door to his office in the security bungalow slammed open, and that something stalked in to stand in front of his desk, her eyes spitting blue flames of fury.
“You have to do something about him.”
The words sounded as though they were being ground out through clenched teeth. Which, he saw on closer inspection, they were.
Everything about the rigid line of Cynthia Fordham’s lithe form screamed barely restrained rage. Her fists were clenched so tight at her sides that her knuckles had gone white, and her entire body practically quivered like a live wire.
There was only one thing he could think of that would drive her to such a state.
What the hell did Poole do now?
He donned his professional calm expression. “Why don’t you have a seat?”
Contrary woman that she was, she ignored the chair and started to pace despite the tight space of his office.
“I don’t want to have a seat. And I don’t want to hear how he’s a professional and I should just let him do his job.” Thea stopped and leaned on the front of the desk with both hands, bringing her eye-to-eye with Doyle where he sat. “I just want him gone.”
With great difficulty, he ignored the way her silk blouse gaped as she leaned over, revealing creamy skin he definitely shouldn’t be noticing. Harder still was not inhaling the intoxicating sweet scent of vanilla and honey that surrounded her like a delicious cloud.
Eye contact, jackass, eye contact.
“We’ve had this discussion before. Several times, in fact. I’m not going to remove one of my people from a detail just because you don’t get along with him. He’s there to be your bodyguard, not your friend.”
“What he is is a pain in my—”
“Thea.”
Drawing herself upright, for which he was eternally grateful, Thea glared down at him with narrowed eyes.
“He’s embarrassed me for the last time, Doyle. He’s supposed to be a nice, invisible shadow. Everyone else is a shadow. Francine is a shadow. Daryl is a shadow. But Simon…”
“Not a shadow?” Doyle was half-amused despite her fury.
“Worse. He’s…he’s an attention-seeking Secret Service wannabe. Or a Men in Black wannabe. We can’t decide which.”
Doyle didn’t need to ask who the “we” was. The Royal Court, as the trio of friends had been dubbed back in high school, as much for their families’ combined wealth and power as for the way people naturally gravitated toward them, trying to ingratiate themselves into their inner circle.
Their security code names had even been derived from the teasing appellation. Lillian Beaumont was the Queen, the one who led them on most of their outrageous stunts. Amelia Westlake was the Princess, the one born with a silver spoon in her mouth and a dragon of a mother to guard her castle gates. And Thea was the Lady, the calming influence and voice of reason.
Usually.
“He’s a trained professional doing his job.”
“Well, whatever he is, today he went too far. He humiliated me, and he cost me the job I wanted. One I would have been really great at, too, if anyone would give me half a chance to prove it.” She drew an unsteady breath. “So, I’m not asking anymore, Doyle. I’m telling you. Get Simon off my detail. Today. Right now. This very second.”
Doyle frowned. “What do you mean, he cost you a job?”
“Mrs. Timberlake.” Her voice wobbled, making his gut tighten. “Timberlake Interiors. She was there, at the coffeehouse, and he wouldn’t let her in, and I could tell, I could just tell from the look on her face she was thinking everything I told her was a lie. That I really was this spoiled little rich bitch. There’s no way she’s going to hire me now. And she’ll tell everybody what happened and no one else will, either, and I’m going to end up decorating tacky little motel rooms in the middle of nowhere for the rest of my life, and it’s all his fault.” She ended in a near wail.
Since Thea wasn’t usually so verbally challenged, it took him a few long seconds to make sense of her convoluted explanation. “He wouldn’t let her into the coffeehouse?”
“The bathroom, Doyle. He wouldn’t let her into the bathroom.” She rolled her eyes in disgust. “Don’t you get it? He stood there like…like…”
“A bodyguard?”
“A jerk”—she shot him a scathing look—“and refused to let her in. To a public restroom.”
“It stopped being public the minute you went into it.” Although considering the known location, it might have been a tad over-cautious on Poole’s part.
“For God’s sake, Doyle! How many times do we have to have the same argument? I refuse to have my life upended and dictated by bodyguards and handlers. I managed just fine on my own for four whole years while I was at college. There’s no reason I can’t manage something as simple as using the restroom on my own now that I’m back home!”
Except there was. A big, fat, dangerous reason.
Only not the one she thought.
Not that he could tell her about it. Just like he couldn’t tell her she hadn’t been quite as on her own during those four years as they’d let her think.
With his hands tied, the best he could do was make sure Thea did nothing impulsive. Or, worse, stupid. She was normally neither, but he’d felt a change in her since she returned home four months ago. A sense of dissatisfaction and edgy restlessness that made him wonder who or what had put it there, and what problems it might cause him. To do his job, he needed her content and contained.
And if the first wasn’t possible, he’d settle for the second.
No matter how much she hated it.
“Your father’s takeover of Zephyr Industries made a lot of people very unhappy.” The cover story Frank Fordham had insisted on when the need to increase the security surrounding her had first arisen wasn’t perfect, but he’d sell it for all it was worth. “There were more than a few ugly threats made.”
Thea gave a snort of dismissive disgust. “By a bunch of overpaid executives who were pissed at losing their cushy jobs and golden parachutes. Both of which were why the company was failing and ripe to be bought out in the first place.”
Doyle stifled a grin. She might say she didn’t want to work for her dad, but she was one hundred percent her father’s daughter when it came to business sense. “All the more reason for them to want a little revenge. You saw the letters your father got.”
Thea sighed. “I know.”
“They threatened to hurt him and his family as payback.”
“I know.”
“Your mother only agreed to go ahead with the trip if you promised to accept whatever security I deemed necessary to keep you safe from any potential danger those threats might present.”
“I. Know.”
Invoking her mother’s concerns had been a little low, but he refused to feel guilty. He needed Thea’s complete cooperation. If he had to push on some of her soft spots to get it, he would.
“I would have agreed to just about anything to keep her from cancelling their trip,” Thea said on a sigh.
You’re not the only one.
He wasn’t proud of the fact that he’d lied to Evie Fordham’s face the morning they’d left for the airport. Not that he’d had a choice. Frank had decreed she be told the same cover story as Thea about the threatening letters—which had already been investigated and deemed harmless—and not about the actual issue.
Doyle didn’t agree with his boss’s decision, though he understood the reasoning behind it. The month-long trip had been planned as a way for Evie to finally de-stress and recuperate from the health scare she’d struggled through earlier in the year.
The last thing she needed was to spend the entire time worrying about the fact Thea had acquired a stalker.
He might’ve had to lie to Evie about the reason, but he hadn’t lied when he’d given her his promise to keep Thea safe. That he would do at all costs. He just wondered who would protect him and Frank from Evie’s wrath when she found out the truth.
But that was a worry for later. Right now, he had another fiery Fordham to placate.
“Cheer up. It won’t be forever.”
“No, it’ll only feel like it.” Thea sighed. “I’ve accepted I have to have someone with me whenever I leave home. For now,” she added, reasserting her ongoing stand about being a Normal Person.
Doyle nodded. “For now.”
“And I haven’t tried to ditch a detail, not even once, have I?”
“No.” Thank God for small miracles.
“So why can’t you please make my life easier and do something about Simon?”
This time, he was the one who sighed. “Do you honestly think he cost you that job?”
To her credit, she didn’t launch into another emotional tirade. Instead, she pushed her hand through her thick chestnut hair again and took a moment to consider it. “I don’t know, Doyle. I really think he might have.”
His mouth went dry as the motion of Thea’s arm pushed her breasts snugly up against her silk blouse. Her nipples, hardened by the air conditioning, dimpled the soft material as they stood at pert attention. Doyle jerked his attention away from the sight. He cleared his throat. Then cleared it again.
Damn.
“I’ll talk to him about it.”
“You’ve talked to him before.” Thea looked at him with pleading eyes. “Please, Doyle.”
Staring into those blue, blue eyes, he crumbled. He’d never been able to say no to Thea when she looked at him like that. Well, except for once. But that time, saying no had been a matter of honor, not to mention self-preservation. And it had still been the hardest damn thing he’d ever had to do.
“I’ll take him off your detail.” It was a reluctant acceptance of the inevitable. Simon and Thea had clashed from their first meeting. Some people enjoyed the whole “look at me, I’m important enough to rate a bodyguard” thing, but Thea wasn’t one of them. Simon just hadn’t seemed able to get that through his thick head, no matter how many times Doyle explained it to him.
Well, maybe now he would.
She gifted him with a dazzling smile that did strange things to his gut. 
“Thank you, Doyle. You’re the best!”
Watching Thea’s exit was torture, her crisp linen slacks giving him a perfect view of her firm rear. He slumped back in his chair. The best? Hell no. He was the worst.
What kind of asshole would check her out like that? She was little Thea Fordham. It didn’t matter if her breasts were full and looked to be just enough to overflow his hands, or her ass was tight and round, or her long legs would wrap nicely around his waist while he…
He growled as he snapped a leash on those thoughts and brought them to heel. This was Thea, for chrissake. Thea. He had no business thinking about her assets, full, tight, or otherwise. He worked for her father. The man who trusted him to keep her safe. Even from himself.
Especially from himself.
She was a child. A mere twenty-two to his thirty-four. He was old enough to be her…well, her much older brother. And here he was, practically drooling over her delectable young breasts.
I’m a disgusting bastard.
Doyle picked up the phone and asked to have Simon sent to his office. After that, he called and left a message on Margo’s cell phone asking if she was free for dinner the following night. If he was paying attention to little Thea’s assets, it meant he wasn’t availing himself of Margo’s generous charms as often as he should.
Yeah, that was it. He was a healthy man in his sexual prime, and he’d been depriving himself of his needs for too long. It made perfect sense.
But it still didn’t explain why his palms itched when he thought again of little Thea and her perky assets.




Chapter 2


Thea glared at the phone on the corner of her sleek mahogany desk. 
Ring, damn it.
Her lips pressed into a grim line as she turned her chair and ignored the phone, staring instead at the still unfinished sketch of the bedroom her mother’s friend had asked her to redesign. It was slow going. Not because it was a difficult task—the room had great bones, and Mrs. Butler had wonderful taste and an openness to trying things out of the box, which gave Thea a lot of freedom to find the perfect look. But her mind wouldn’t stay focused.
Usually, the atmosphere of the home office she’d created in one of the spare bedrooms was perfect for blocking out all distractions and letting her focus solely on her work. But today was Friday, and that just wasn’t going to happen.
Come on, ring!
Since neither glaring nor ignoring had produced the desired effect, Thea resorted to something she hadn’t done since she was eight years old and wanted a pony for Christmas, even though her parents had said they didn’t have room in their two-bedroom house in Durango to keep one. She closed her eyes, crossed her fingers, and wished as hard as she could.
Please let the phone ring. Please, please, please, please…
After a few minutes of silent chanting, Thea groaned and dropped her head onto the desk. It was no use. Wishing wouldn’t get Janice Timberlake to call any more than it had gotten her that stupid pony. It was almost three o’clock. If the call was coming, it would have come by now. Her job at Timberlake Interiors was his-to-ry.
The pity party was intense, but short. When it was over, she pushed herself upright and took stock. Sure, she’d lost her best shot with Timberlake thanks to the Bathroom Incident, as Lillian now called it. And, yes, she’d pretty much exhausted all the other interior design firms in the greater Boulder area. That didn’t mean she was quitting now.
There were still dozens of firms out there. Just not as close to home. And while that might help to distance herself from her name and all the pitfalls that went with it, it would also mean removing herself from the one place she most wanted to be.
Near Doyle.
Ridiculous, really, since the man didn’t have a clue. He either treated her as a museum piece to be surrounded in bubble wrap and guarded, or else he treated her the same way he had when he first came to work for her father: like a big brother. A very domineering, overprotective, annoying big brother.
Ugh!
Thinking of Doyle in the big brother role had been fine when she was thirteen, but she’d grown up in the nine years since then. Too bad Doyle seemed to have missed that little fact. When she looked at him now, she didn’t see the nice guy who taught her to hold her breath underwater, or comforted her while she cried her eyes out after her dog was hit by a car.
No, when she looked at Brennan Doyle, she saw a man whose military training showed in every disciplined line of his well-toned body. Whose intelligence and wit shone from gorgeous hazel eyes that could stop a girl dead with one look. Whose very presence in a room could start her heart pounding in a triple-time beat no salsa could ever match.
She’d racked up more sweaty dreams about the man than she cared to count, starting when she was sixteen and didn’t even understand what sweaty dreams were all about.
Doyle, her big brother? Not in a million years.
But knowing how she felt didn’t change a thing about how he felt. Or didn’t feel. That was the part that made her the craziest. She didn’t know if the spark of something she sometimes thought she saw in his gaze meant anything, or if she was just being pathetic and projecting what she wanted to see in those incredible, see-into-your-soul eyes.
Acknowledging she wasn’t going to make any progress today, she put aside the sketchpad and turned on her laptop. It wouldn’t hurt to do an internet search for interior design firms based in Denver, Pueblo, and maybe even Colorado Springs. At least it would help to keep her mind off of the what-ifs and maybes that surrounded her turbulent feelings regarding what to do about Doyle.
Attracting men was not something she’d ever gotten the hang of. Rebuffing them, now that she had gotten down to a science by her second semester at college, right after the Dave Disaster. He had been her first, and only, lover and it had been, well, a disaster. She’d caught him cheating. He’d accused her of being frigid and needy. After that, it had been easier, and safer, to avoid relationships altogether.
No, making men sit up and beg was more Lillian’s field of expertise. But asking for her help would mean admitting she was still hung up on Doyle after four years of repeated denial.
Maybe she should write to Dr. Phil instead.
Dear Dr. Phil: There’s a sexy ex-Marine living in the guest house on my parents’ estate, and I dream about him every night in enough detail to make Hugh Hefner blush. But I don’t know how to tell him I want to tear his clothes off and have wild monkey sex with him until neither of us can walk straight. What do I do?
A faint shudder ran through her. Okay, what she definitely shouldn’t do was think about Doyle and wild monkey sex in the same sentence.
The same paragraph.
The same time zone.
With a groan, she saved her search results and shut down the computer. She needed help all right, and it was time to swallow her pride and ask for it. The hardest part was going to be confessing the truth to her friends.
[image: image-placeholder]“What do you mean, you know?”
Ignoring Thea’s stunned exclamation, Lillian plucked a brownie from the plate on the kitchen table between them and took a huge bite. She rolled her eyes and gave an appreciative moan. “Rosa has got to give up her recipe for these someday. They’re just too decadent to keep a secret.” As if to prove it, she shoved the rest of it into her mouth and made more yummy noises as she chewed.
“Lil, what do you mean you know?” Thea slid the plate of treats she’d brought as a bribe out of reach. “I’m holding the chocolate hostage until I get an answer.”
After taking a large swallow of milk, Lillian gave her friend an exasperated look. “I mean, I know. I’ve always known. Just because you stopped whining about it doesn’t mean it isn’t still perfectly obvious you’re in love with the guy.”
Heat flooded her cheeks. Was she that transparent?
God, was she that pathetic?
“I didn’t whine,” she mumbled. Her shoulders slumped. “Okay, I whined. A little. But that was then. I was eighteen, and he was thirty. That made me invisible. I get it. But I’m not a kid anymore. I’m a twenty-two-year-old woman, and he still doesn’t notice me. So, give it to me straight, Lil. What the heck is wrong with me?”
Thea shoved a bite of brownie into her mouth and slid the plate back toward the center of the table. She rubbed a slow finger over the indentations marking the distressed oak surface as she chewed, enjoying the tactile feature.
The table had been the only hard sell when Mrs. Beaumont had let Thea redo the kitchen, but it was the perfect complement to the French country style she wanted for the space. The warm, cozy feel suited the family so much better than the miles of stainless steel and glass it had replaced. Every time she saw them using and enjoying the room, Thea got a small thrill of satisfaction.
I am freaking good at this job, damn it.
Realizing her friend hadn’t answered, Thea looked up to find Lillian staring at her with the same level of assessment she’d been giving to the table. It was uncomfortable being the singular focus of that intense brown gaze. Lillian might be the least serious one of their group, jumping from job to job and interest to interest with frenetic abandon, but she was also the one who read people the best.
Thea fought not to squirm as she wondered what she saw.
Finally, Lillian picked up another brownie and nibbled on it as she shrugged. “There’s nothing wrong with you.”
Thea snorted, but bit back her retort as Lillian’s twin brother Peter walked into the kitchen. At a few inches over six feet, he was a commanding presence in his crisp, black police uniform. This was not a man anyone in their right mind would want to come up against, all brawny muscle and intimidating stares.
Until he smiled and two huge dimples at the sides of his mouth turned his stern expression into boyish glee. “Brownies!”
“Good to see you, too, Pete.” Thea gave a wry grin as he swooped down and stole a half dozen of the gooey cakes.
Having the decency to look sheepish, he dropped a kiss on her cheek. “Sorry.” The spicy scent of recently applied body spray touched her nose.
No fashion statement there. Just a necessity to counter the perspiration generated after wearing a bulletproof vest for eight hours in the early summer heat until he could shower and change. That subtle reminder of the very dangerous and grown-up job he did never failed to sober her and make her thankful he could still be the big goof she knew and loved.
Which was why she waved away the apology, knowing he couldn’t help himself. He was as much a chocaholic as his sister.
“I understand. Food must come before the niceties. You’re a growing boy, after all.”
“Like he needs to grow any more,” Lillian said. “He’s already a walking mountain.”
“So says the molehill.” He went to one of the glass-fronted cabinets for a glass.
While her brother’s back was turned, Lillian poured the rest of the milk from the container on the table into her glass. Thea hid a smile behind her own glass.
When Pete went to pour his milk and found the container empty, he leveled his best cop-face at Lillian. “Childish, Lil. Very childish.” He shook his head in disappointment and walked to the fridge.
“No, childish would be entering your baby pictures in that amateur photo contest The Boulder Gazette is holding this month. You know the ones I mean, don’t you? The ones with you wearing your toy police hat and holster and nothing else? And I do mean nothing else.”
Thea nearly choked on her suppressed laughter at the horror on Pete’s face as he spun around. “Mom said she burned those.”
Lillian shrugged. “She may have missed a few.” In an aside to Thea, she said, “He really looks adorable, you know. Three years old and proud as can be, holding his toy gun and his—”
“Lil!”
She turned an innocent look on her brother. “Hmm?”
Beginning to take on the air of a trapped animal, Pete dragged a hand through his hair, a few shades lighter than his sister’s, standing the short strands on end. “What do you want?”
“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”
“Jesus, Lil, do you have any idea what something like that could do to me down at the station? They’d never let me live it down!”
“Imagine that.” There was an edge of humor to Lillian’s otherwise cool voice. The teasing might have seemed cruel if Thea didn’t have a pretty good idea of what had prompted it. If she was right, then Pete deserved every moment of agony he was getting.
“Name your price.”
Lillian looked triumphant at the desperation in her brother’s voice. “Swear you’ll never, ever follow me again when I’m on a date. Or have one of your buddies follow me, either.”
Pete’s mouth set in a mulish line.
“The guy had a record, Lil. Five speeding tickets. Five!”
“And we did thirty-five all the way to dinner, thanks to the squad car that sat on our bumper the whole time.”
Pete saluted her with his milk. “Mission accomplished, then.”
“First prize gets their pictures published in the Gazette. And all the entries will be available to view on the paper’s website. For weeks. Do you know how many hits that website can get in weeks?”
Pete glared at her.
Lillian glared right back. “Swear it.”
“Dam—darn it, Lil…”
“Swear. It.”
Brow drawn into a fierce scowl, he was silent before he finally relented. “Fine. No more following you on dates. But I want those pictures back.”
“Deal.”
“Well,” Thea said, “as entertaining as it is to watch you eviscerate your baby brother—” 
“Only by ten minutes!” Pete held up both hands, fingers splayed.
“—maybe we can get back to my, um, difficulty with, um, you know.”
“And that’s because she was pushy even in the womb.”
“I just wanted out because you were taking up all the room, Gigantor.” Untrue, since they’d weighed within six ounces of each other at birth, regardless of their disparate sizes now. But Lillian always made the claim, anyway.
Thea waved a hand in her friend’s face. “Hello, remember me? The needy friend?”
Lillian blinked and then looked from Thea to her brother, calculation gleaming in her eyes. “Pete, you’re a guy.”
A wary look crossed his face. “No good has ever come from those words passing a woman’s lips. Especially yours.”
Lillian ignored him. “Do you think there’s anything wrong with Thea?”
“Oh, my God, Lil!” She couldn’t believe Lillian had actually asked that. Bad enough for her to know how pathetic she was, but Pete! That would be blackmail material to last him a lifetime. And she didn’t have any image-damaging baby photos she could drag out as protection.
“Well, you won’t take my word for it, so maybe you’ll listen to a member of the sex in question.” Lillian waved a vague hand in Pete’s direction. “Poor specimen that he is, he’s still the best we have at the moment. So, go on. Make use of him.”
Thea shook her head and shoved a brownie in her mouth instead.
Undeterred, Lillian asked her brother, “Well, do you?”
“Do I what?”
“Think there’s anything wrong with her?”
“Wrong?” Pete’s face scrunched, as if he sensed a trap. “Wrong, how?”
“Is there anything about her that would prevent her from attracting a man?”
With a mortified groan, Thea sank lower in her chair. Maybe no one would notice if she slid all the way to the floor and crawled out of the room.
“Ah.” Pete offered Thea a knowing nod. “Doyle’s still doing the won’t-look, can’t-touch thing, huh?”
For the second time in less than an hour, Thea felt her mouth drop open. “Does everybody know about me and Doyle?” Realizing she’d just confirmed what Pete might have only assumed, she squeezed her eyes shut. “Please, just shoot me now and put me out of my misery.”
“Forget who knows and who doesn’t,” Lillian said. “The only two people who matter are you and Doyle.”
With a sad laugh, Thea opened her eyes. “Too bad one of those two is the only person who apparently doesn’t seem to know how I feel. Or how he feels, for that matter.”
“Maybe, maybe not.” Pete rubbed his chin as he thought. “Doyle came to work for your father when you were what, ten, twelve?”
“Thirteen.” A young, immature, tomboyish thirteen, who had tripped and fallen straight into hero-worship at Brennan Doyle’s boot-clad feet the second she’d laid eyes on him. “So?”
“So, first impressions are hard to shake.”
“But I was a kid!”
“Exactly.”
Thea’s shoulders slumped as defeat started to set in. “Great. So basically, I could strip down in the middle of his office and dance naked on his desk, and he’d still never see me as a full-grown woman.”
Pete made a small choking sound, although she wasn’t quite sure if it was a laugh or not.
“I didn’t say that,” he finally managed to get out. “But that might just do the trick.”
“What trick?”
“Of shaking up that first impression.” Lillian grinned at her brother. “Maybe you’re not such a rock-head, after all.”
“And maybe I am,” Thea said, “because I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Lillian turned her smile on her. “We’re talking about giving Mr. Brennan Doyle a hard enough shake to make him see the real you. All of the real you.”
Thea gulped. “I was kidding about the naked dancing thing.”
“We’ll save it as a last resort.”
“Maybe I should just go with Plan B.”
“And what’s Plan B?”
“I move to South America and start decorating huts in the Amazon.”
With another of those dismissive waves she seemed so darn good at, Lillian said, “You’d hate it. The constant humidity would make your skin peel like a snake.”
Eeew.
“Alaska, then.”
“Frostbite. You’ll walk funny when you start losing toes, and I don’t think Manolo Blahnik makes an orthopedic pump.”
They could keep going all the way to Plan Z, but Thea had a feeling Lillian would have an answer for every one of them. Time to suck it up and face the music. She forced herself upright in the chair, dreading her next question.
“Okay, then. What do I need to shake, and how hard do I have to shake it?”
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Doyle’s head jerked up at the voice, annoyed with himself that he hadn’t heard the other man come into his office. He’d been too sunk in rage as he read the note in his hands. “What?”
With a tip of his head, Charlie “Red” Fields, Doyle’s second-in-command on the Fordham security team, indicated the paper in Doyle’s hand. “From the way you were scowling at that, I figured it had to be one or the other.”
Doyle dropped the paper onto his desk and fought the desire to go wash his hands despite the latex gloves he wore. “I’d have preferred either.”
The other man’s weathered face tightened in sudden comprehension. “Shit.”
“That about sums it up.” Doyle waited as Red took a latex glove from the box on the corner of the desk before picking up the paper by its edge and scanning it. He knew exactly when Red got to the worst part by the way his mouth thinned into a bloodless rope. The words had his own gut churned into a tight knot over the obscene picture they’d painted.
Love and devotion laced with anger and madness, all wrapped into a disgusting mélange of pain and sexual violence. Try as he might, he knew it would take quite some time before he could push those unwanted images away.
“Same son of a bitch,” Red said in a flat voice.
Doyle nodded. There was little doubt. Even if the tone of the letter hadn’t been the same as the others, the small, cramped handwriting that filled the page was unmistakable.
“Fucking hell.” Red dropped the paper on the desk. “How did this one come?”
“With a box of chocolates that found its way into the groceries delivered this morning. It’s on its way to the lab,” he said, anticipating Red’s next question. Red grunted in approval. “I already sent Sam and Kirsten to question the staff at the grocers, but I’m not expecting much. Whatever else this guy is, he’s not stupid.”
“It would make me feel better if he was.”
Silently seconding that, Doyle put the offending missive into a plastic sheet protector with its envelope and locked them away in his desk. The sender had been careful to keep fingerprints or any other identifying evidence from the six previous notes and letters, so there was little hope he would have screwed up this time. But he’d still send it to the police lab and have it checked out. Sometimes one dumb mistake and a little blind luck were all you got.
At this point, he’d take either.
Disposing of the gloves he’d worn to handle the letter, Doyle poured two cups of coffee from the machine on the credenza behind his desk. There was a bottomless communal pot always brewing in the kitchen area of the small bungalow that served as the security office. But, in a concession to the grumblings about the strength at which he preferred his—sludge was one of the kinder phrases used—Doyle had installed his own personal coffeemaker. Everyone had been happier since.
Except for Red, who as a former Navy SEAL preferred the sludge.
“That’s two in a week, both with gifts.” Red swallowed a mouthful of the steaming black brew as if it were ice water. “He’s escalating.” 
Doyle nodded, his mood darkening. The letters had been arriving by mail over the past six weeks or so. But it was these last two that had Doyle worried.
The one before this had come pinned to a bouquet delivered by a local florist. The order had been taken over their website. So far, tracing the computer used to do it and the account the payment was wired from had proven fruitless.
The note mailed to the florist to be sent with the flowers had had a California postmark, but that had been of little help since each of the other notes had been postmarked from different places around the country. No two were the same, and they followed no pattern anyone had been able to discern. So, for now, the postmarks were a dead end.
This latest gift, though, had Doyle really concerned. Not only was it Thea’s favorite brand of chocolate, it was her favorite collection as well, loaded with the brand’s signature burnt caramel. Definitely not something you picked up at the corner drugstore.
That intimate knowledge of Thea’s likes and habits made him uneasy. The fact the accompanying letter had been more graphic than the others made him angry. Add in the fact the “gift” had to have been slipped into the Fordhams’ groceries in person, and he was downright disturbed.
“I still think we should tell her there have been more letters.”
So did he. But that wasn’t his call. He’d already toed the line of getting fired by arguing with Frank over it. Only the thought of not being around to help protect Thea had made him shut his mouth and agree to go along with Frank’s lies.
“Her father doesn’t want her exposed to the garbage in them. It’s bad enough she read the first one.” Which thankfully had been more of an overture, letting her know she had an admirer, rather than a full-out batch of bat-shit crazy like this last one was. Still, it had creeped her out enough that she’d brought it right to him, despite her embarrassment over the somewhat sexual content.
Stubborn she might be, but Thea was no fool.
“I didn’t say let her read them. Just let her know it wasn’t a one-time deal. Some freak has fixated on her, and she needs to be more cautious when she goes out.”
“You know Frank’s orders on that. We stick to the script, no matter how much it sucks. Even with her not knowing the truth, she knows she needs to be careful. And she’s got someone with her whenever she’s off the grounds.”
“Right, like she’s never ditched one of us before.”
“She won’t. We had a meeting of the minds about things.”
Red looked surprised before an understanding glint lit his eye. “So that’s why Poole’s been sulking the last few days. She bargained him off her detail.”
“Something like that.”
Running a hand through his distinctive brush-cut hair, Red let out a long breath. “You’re probably right. Still, I know if it was me, I’d want to know the reason I needed to watch my six. She’ll be pretty ticked about being kept in the dark when she finds out.”
Ticked didn’t begin to cover Thea’s reaction if she ever found out what they were keeping from her. If there was one thing she didn’t tolerate, it was lying.
“With luck, she’ll never need to know anything about it.”




Chapter 3


When Doyle departed the security cottage a short while later, Red’s words were still ringing in his ears. 
The agent at the camera console had informed him Thea had left a message she wanted to speak with him when it was convenient. A quick location check showed he could find her with the other two members of the Royal Court at the swimming pool behind the house, so he headed in that direction as he mulled over the situation.
The hell of it was, Red was absolutely right. The more Thea knew, the safer she’d be, regardless of their other precautions. And yet, Frank had left his hands tied on the matter. A man smart enough to build a multimillion-dollar empire in ten short years should have been smart enough to know that no situation remained static for long.
And this one was no exception.
The appearance of the gifts and what they implied—namely the sender’s probable presence in Boulder—changed everything. The unsub had gone from admiring from afar to courting with flowers and candy, at least in his own sick little mind. And that made him a thousand times more dangerous than he’d been before.
As things sat now, Frank’s edict was no longer the safest possible course. And yet, Doyle hadn’t used the emergency sat phone to contact the detail with the Fordhams out on the savannah. Because he knew how stubborn his boss could be, and he’d learned a long time ago, it was easier to ask for forgiveness than permission.
His spidey sense was telling him he was going to need that leeway before too long.
The sound of laughter and splashing brought him out of his musings. Leaving behind the shadows of the graveled path as he stepped onto the polished flagstones of the pool surround, Doyle paused to slip on his sunglasses while his eyes made an unconscious circuit of the area.
Amelia Westlake sat on a chaise in the sun, her pale skin gleaming with sunscreen. Lillian Beaumont was sprawled in the hot tub, her short hair spiked up in front from the steam, her hands flying as she held a boisterous conversation with Thea, who was treading water in the middle of the free-form pool. Thea laughed, throwing her head back as the throaty sound echoed between the waterfall and the tiled walls.
Entranced as much by the sound as the sight, Doyle found himself unable to look away from Thea as she splashed a wave at Lillian, who screeched as the cooler pool water rained over her. Avoiding retribution, Thea dove. Doyle watched as her long strokes brought her to the end of the pool, where she broke the surface and laughed again.
With her thick chestnut hair slicked back from her face and the wide grin she wore, she reminded Doyle of a mischievous otter.
Damn.
How could he tell her the truth about her stalker? She looked happier than she
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