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        “They’ve kidnapped the governor!”

      

        

      
        Until five minutes ago, Marc Caldwell was an out-of-work ex-military man trying to figure out how to adjust to civilian life while also protecting his hapless younger brother from the upstart radical group trying to recruit him.

      

        

      
        To be honest, Marc wasn’t doing a very good job at any of it.

      

        

      
        As if his life needed one more complication, suddenly, the governor of the state of Michigan is standing in his living room, with zip ties around her wrists and a scowl on her pretty face.

      

        

      
        That radical group managed to kidnap the governor—and dropped her on Marc’s doorstep.

      

        

      
        He doesn’t want anything to do with all this crazy. He’s proven too many times that he’s nobody’s hero.

      

        

      
        Until he hears about the group’s plans for the unfortunate politician.

      

        

      
        Suddenly, they’re both running for their lives, through the rugged countryside to the state capital. As it turns out, it’s hard as hell to hide when the person you’re protecting is a public figure.

      

        

      
        But Marc will be damned if he lets those nutjobs get to her.

      

        

      
        Maybe he could be a hero after all.
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      “Another solid speech today, Governor.”

      “Thank you, Ernie.” Whitney gave the janitor a brief smile. He was an older Black man with a head full of white hair. Well past retirement age, no one would guess it by his fluid movements. He’d once told Whitney his secret was to never stop—otherwise, he’d stop for good.

      A dinging noise drew her gaze back to her laptop. Another email from the head of security, reminding her that her own safety was of utmost importance, so do not leave the building without an escort.

      Impatiently, Whitney deleted it and paused to give Ernie the attention he deserved. He was a voter, after all, and a staunch supporter.

      “Really got the other side riled up this time. But then, you always do,” he commented.

      “Yes, I do. A lot of people get annoyed by that. They think I’m deliberately pushing buttons.”

      “You are, aren’t you?”

      She supposed it appeared that way. “I just want to do what’s right. For everyone.”

      “Can’t do that, Governor.”

      Since becoming governor two and a half years ago, Whitney saw Ernie almost every single day. And she’d asked him to call her by name almost every single one of those days.

      Politeness—and respect for the office—were not dead.

      Instead of repeating the request yet again, she canted her head. “Why do you say that?”

      He leaned on his mop handle in that way of old men who loved to tell stories. He reminded her of her grandfather.

      “We’re all different. Everybody’s got an opinion, and everybody thinks their opinion is the right one. All you politicians think you can sway the other side, but really, you’re just talkin’ to those who already believe in you. And those people don’t care how much you stir the pot. In fact, they like it. They like to see your opposition boiling mad. Gets ’em excited.”

      She frowned. That wasn’t her intent. Yes, she knew she came across aggressively sometimes, but damn it, her causes were important.

      To those who already believed in her.

      Whitney pinched the bridge of her nose. Some days—a lot of days, lately—she wished she’d never gotten into politics. But now that she was here, she couldn’t very well bow out. Not when a critical bill that would transform education was about to pass. Not when the roads were in desperate need of repair and she had come up with a way to get them fixed without raising taxes.

      But her opposition didn’t see that. They never did. All they saw was the negative.

      Why do you want to change the way we teach our kids? I went through the old education system and look how I turned out.

      Every time somebody said that, she wanted to respond, “Yes, look.” And then wait for them to get it.

      Except they never would.

      And now Brent Vantereck, her head of security, insisted there was a higher level of threat than usual. Whitney didn’t think so. She suspected his hypersensitivity to the slander from the other side was a result of the crush he’d developed. One she didn’t reciprocate.

      She liked Brent; he was great at his job, and yes, he was attractive and smart. He was also nearly ten years older than her, although she’d never put much consideration into age when it came to dating. Truthfully, she didn’t even know what she was looking for in a man, so how could she even say he wasn’t what she wanted?

      A shadow fell across the floor. Ernie nodded at the intruder and then waved at Whitney before making his way down the hall, walking backward as he swept the mop back and forth, back and forth, until he disappeared from view.

      “Hi, Brent,” Whitney said, no trace of exasperation in her voice. At a very young age, she’d learned the proper way to address people, ensuring they didn’t have a clue how she was really feeling. She hadn’t realized it at the time, but she’d been training to be a politician for practically her entire life.

      “You work too hard,” her head of security said flatly. Disapprovingly.

      Brent had pale skin, crew-cut blond hair that was steadily fading to gray, a clean-shaven face, and his lips were turned down, as usual. It wasn’t the first time she thought, Does the man ever smile?

      Then again, did she want a jovial sidekick, or did she want a head of security she knew without a single doubt would protect her with his life?

      His uniform was starched, and his shoes were glossy. There was nary a tattoo or piercing to be found on any exposed part of his body. Whitney was sure that carried over into those areas that were not exposed, too.

      He saluted her and then snapped into his customary military pose.

      “Running this state is not a nine-to-five job, unfortunately. Or maybe fortunately. If it were, there might be a hell of a lot more competition for my position.”

      She heard a sound, sort of a choked laugh, but it didn’t come from Brent.

      “Brought my latest recruit by so you could meet him,” Brent said, stepping to the side and nodding at whomever was standing out in the hallway.

      A young man walked into her office. His skin was ruddy, his hair pin-straight and dark. There was an attempt at a five o’clock shadow, which accompanied pale blue eyes and skinny shoulders under his navy blue security guard uniform. His clothing was nearly as perfectly pressed as Brent’s. Either the kid was wearing the uniform for the first time or Brent had found himself a protégé.

      Both men wore thick utility belts around their waists, complete with all the necessary supplies that would ensure they could protect a governor—including Michigan State Police-issued Glocks.

      “He wasn’t supposed to start until next week,” Brent explained, “but Grant’s wife was in a car accident, and she’s in bad shape. I took him off the schedule for the next two weeks.”

      “Oh no.” Whitney had met Grant’s wife Penny on a handful of occasions. One of those rare souls who was genuinely friendly with everyone. “Is she going to pull through?”

      Brent’s inability to look her in the eye told her all she needed—and didn’t want—to hear.

      She followed his troubled gaze to the giant picture window next to her desk. It was late June, hours beyond the traditional end to the workday; the sun, still fairly high in the sky, brightened a manicured flowerbed highlighted by white, red, and purple petunias.

      “Grant didn’t sound too good when I talked to him,” Brent finally admitted.

      “Poor Grant.” It was clear to anyone who spent more than five minutes in his company that he adored his wife. Whitney hoped he had a solid family network to support him in his time of need.

      She typed a reminder into her Outlook calendar to ask her admin to order flowers to be delivered to the hospital. And a meal service to Grant’s house, since he would likely not be in the right frame of mind to think about cooking when he returned from the hospital after visiting hours each day.

      Someone had done the same thing for her father when her mother had been in the hospital, and it had been a godsend.

      Hopefully, Grant’s wife’s outcome would be far better than Whitney’s mother’s.

      “So anyway, this is Ray. Asked him to start early to cover for Grant.”

      “Ray,” Whitney repeated. The young man didn’t move any closer from his position just inside the door, but he did fidget while his gaze swept over her office with stark curiosity in his eyes.

      She cleared her throat and extended her arm. “Whitney Grey. Nice to meet you, Ray.”

      He nodded once but didn’t step forward. Didn’t salute her, either. Obviously didn’t have a military background. “Governor.”

      Brent clapped him on the back, gave him a little push. “Go shake hands with the governor, Ray. She’s your top priority from this point forward.”

      “Well, at least when you’re on the clock,” Whitney clarified. He stumbled forward and shook her hand. His grip was firm, almost too much so, and after two shakes, he released his hold and stepped away from her desk.

      “You’ll be safe with him,” Brent said. “He’s a good kid.”

      He was definitely a kid. Whitney estimated he was probably early twenties at best. Was he even old enough to have graduated from the Michigan State Police Training Academy?

      Clearly, yes, if he was standing here in a starched uniform, with a gun on his hip.

      Brent’s standards for protecting her were ridiculously high, which was reassuring if sometimes frustrating. Which meant Ray, regardless of his baby face, qualified to protect her life.

      “Glad to hear it,” she murmured.

      “He’ll probably drive you nuts with his zeal to protect you, which means he’s an ace to me.” Brent almost cracked a smile.

      Whitney chuckled and shook her head. It was Friday. Time to turn this place off for a few hours. She’d already joked that this wasn’t a nine-to-five gig, which meant yes, she worked weekends. But every so often, she had a Friday night all to herself, and tonight was one of those rare occasions.

      A glass of wine and a bubble bath were calling her name.

      That wasn’t to say she normally had a special someone to spend time with on a Friday night.

      God, when was the last time she’d had a date? Well before she’d been sworn in as governor. Probably before she’d set out on the campaign trail. Translation: a very, very, very long time ago.

      On the other hand, the last social engagement-slash-stumping event, during which she mingled with a bunch of acquaintances who would never be more than that? Just yesterday evening. And the evening before that, and the evening before that, and suddenly she couldn’t recall the last time she’d had an evening to herself.

      She stood, smoothing the front of her black slacks, her go-to on those days when she was too fuzzy after working way too late the evening before to truly think about her wardrobe choices early in the morning.

      Whitney hefted her computer bag and closed the short distance between her and Ray. “Your first task should be fairly easy. You just have to get me home for the evening.”

      He reached for her bag.

      “I’ve got it,” she said, tucking it slightly behind her. That tote held her laptop, her purse, her phone…and her gun.

      With a military father who was also an avid hunter, Whitney grew up with a healthy respect for guns as a means to kill—and to protect. Since she was a young teen, she’d taken hunter safety courses and gun safety courses and whatever other training her father had been able to drag her to.

      She followed all the rules: keep the safety on when storing it, keep both the gun and bullets locked up and not in the same place.

      Whitney hadn’t felt it necessary to carry her own gun given she’d have a full security detail twenty-four-seven, but her father had insisted. It gave him peace of mind, he said. So she’d started carrying a little but lethal Ruger LCP in an inside pocket of her purse.

      Her opposition insisted she wanted to take away their Second Amendment rights. What would they think if they knew she owned her own handgun? Hell, she’d never even told Brent.

      So, no, she had no desire to take away anyone’s Second Amendment rights—even if she had the power to do so.

      Earnie’s words drifted through her head. “All you politicians think you can sway the other side, but really, you’re just talkin’ to those who already believe in you.”

      He was right. No matter how many speeches she gave about gun control—not taking away guns—those who she needed to reach weren’t listening. Because they’d already decided they didn’t believe in her.

      She massaged her forehead while Brent rattled off instructions to Ray that he’d probably already told the poor kid no less than three times. Whitney didn’t bother tuning in; she knew it all too. Which way to turn down the hall. What to watch for. Where the cameras were located. What to do if someone was acting dodgy. Which exit to take. Where he parked the SUV that was her standard means of transportation, whether she was on the clock or off.

      She’d never been big on driving, but since being elected to the governor’s office, she honestly missed the freedom of getting around on her own.

      Driving alone, she’d realized after she no longer did it, allowed her to decompress after a long day at the office. And it gave her time to think, to breathe, to mentally prepare for whatever was coming next.

      Luckily, tonight, nothing was on the agenda except that bubble bath and wine.

      “All right, Governor,” Brent said, extending his hand like the professional he was.

      She obligingly shook it.

      “You’re in good hands,” he repeated, no doubt for himself as well as for her.

      To be honest, given the higher-than-usual threat level Brent believed was out there at the moment, she was surprised he was leaving her alone with a new recruit. Normally, Ray would be buddied up with someone for at least a few weeks. Except Grant was unexpectedly out and Tucker was on vacation—an Alaskan cruise—and the rest of the team already had full schedules, so Brent didn’t have a whole lot of options.

      What was Brent up to that was keeping him from shadowing the kid? Had to be something really important, and honestly, in Brent’s mind, there weren’t many things that were a step above his duty. The daughter he rarely visited could attest to that.

      Brent’s phone chirped. He slipped it out of his pocket and cursed as he lit up the screen. “Do not let me down,” he said, stabbing his finger at Ray. With one last “Governor” tossed in her direction, he hurried from her office like he really did have something important to do.

      Hopefully, he was hurrying to something involving his daughter.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me, kid,” Whitney said, which sounded lame the moment it was out of her mouth. Even if Ray was fifteen years younger than her—or more—he was still an adult. He was, for the moment, solely responsible for protecting the governor of the state. That was some serious responsibility.

      “Sorry,” she said. “That was inappropriate.”

      Ray shrugged and stepped out of the office in front of her, his head swiveling to the right and then the left, checking for potential attackers, she presumed.

      “Watch the floor,” she said, pointing.

      His gaze dropped to the bright yellow “wet floor” plastic tent Ernie had left behind.

      “Let’s go this way,” he said and turned to the right.

      “That’s not⁠—”

      “I’d rather you not slip and throw out a hip my first day on the job,” he said, deadpan, and was that a slight about her age? Was he giving her a dose of her own medicine?

      For the record, that medicine stung. Yes, she was forty, but she was a very well-maintained forty, thankyouverymuch.

      Swallowing whatever retort she might have made before she was a public servant and literally everything she did, said, and believed in was now scrutinized, she obligingly followed him, hurrying her pace so they walked side by side instead of her trailing along behind him.

      “Are you originally from Michigan, Ray?” she asked, willing to let it go and start over.

      “Yep. S’cuse me. Yes, Governor.”

      “Which part of the state?”

      “Small town, right about here.” He lifted his left hand and pointed at the area just below the webbing between his middle and ring finger.

      She smiled. People from Michigan always used their hand as a map.

      It’s a Michigan thing.

      “I’m from a small town too,” she said. “Even though Lansing isn’t all that big, I still miss my hometown, being out in the country, with plenty of acreage between you and your nearest neighbors.”

      He gave her a swift, seemingly surprised glance before nodding. “Right here,” he said, pushing open a door that normally set off an alarm, but he must have disconnected it in anticipation of taking her home.

      It wasn’t the typical exit she took to leave the building, and she almost said as much, except Brent had rattled off instructions while she’d been standing there not listening, and what if he’d told Ray to handle things differently for one reason or another? She’d already made one faux pas in front of this kid; she didn’t need to embarrass herself further.

      “Are you able to reset that alarm from your phone?” she asked when they were outside and he didn’t turn around to check that the latch had clicked into place.

      He glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah.” He gestured at a black SUV parked at the curb, then hurried ahead of her to open the back door.

      How polite.

      She considered telling him she’d rather sit in the front with him, but this was protocol, after all, so best to do what she was supposed to for their first time traveling together. If he turned out to be as chatty as a few of Brent’s staff, she’d want to sit in the back anyway, because it was easier to avoid conversation.

      Once they were both settled and he’d cranked the engine, she said, “I assume you know where I live?”

      “Yep.” He pointed to the right. “That way?”

      “Yes.”

      He turned left.
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