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      Sometimes a bad guy is exactly the kind of hero you need…

      No one sends a mafia hitman after a florist. That’s what Lark Shaw had always assumed.

      Oh, how wrong she’d been. Almost dead wrong.

      Thankfully, Ren Solace showed up in all his grumpy, tattooed, disturbingly hot glory to whisk her away to safety when she needed him most. In fact, his timing was a little too good.

      Probably because he’d apparently been stalking her. For years.

      Turns out he’s also a hacker with a genius-level IQ and an impressive criminal resume. And he wants to use his considerable, um, assets to protect her.

      Now, Lark’s in forced proximity with her entirely too sexy savior, trying to figure out how she offended the mafia and evade an assassin.

      This should be the scariest thing she’s ever faced. But the messy, complicated feelings she’s developing for Ren?

      For some reason, those are way scarier…
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      Stalking is an art.

      Not many people knew that. It had a pretty bad reputation, after all. All the assholes who stalked and hurt people made sure of that.

      But good stalkers, the ones who appreciate the artistry and commitment it requires, protect people; they don’t harm them.

      Ren Solace was currently stalking four people. He kept tabs on his fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Fulkerson, who had made sure he was allowed into the school early every day to shower when his foster parents didn’t pay their utility bills because they’d spent all their money on drugs. She’d also fostered his love of reading. So, he happily watched over her and made sure her deadbeat son didn’t squander her retirement money.

      He stalked his friend Tenley and her husband, Knox. Tenley was the best con artist Ren had ever met and needed someone to make sure none of her enemies ever got too close. Her husband tried to protect her, of course, but he was mostly useless in a criminal situation. His brain just didn’t work like Ren’s did. Knox didn’t see outsiders—anyone outside Ren’s small trust circle—as potential threats. He inherently trusted people.

      Ren cringed at the thought. Trust was the quickest way to end up bloody, beaten, or dead. When Ren died, it certainly wasn’t going to be because he’d trusted the wrong person.

      But that wasn’t the point. The point was that he trusted everyone he was stalking with his life.

      Even Lark Shaw.

      Unlike Mrs. Fulkerson, Tenley, and Knox, Lark probably didn’t remember him. They’d only exchanged a handful of words ages ago, but it had been enough to earn her his undying loyalty. She was one of the only genuinely good people Ren had ever met, and he’d guard her for as long as she lived.

      Even if she had no idea he was doing it.

      See, the real problem Ren had, the one that kept him from telling Lark she was on his list of people to protect, was her beauty. She was so damn beautiful it was annoying, really. He didn’t think he’d be able to think straight if she turned her brilliant blue eyes his way, or hit him with the full wattage of her sunny smile.

      All Ren had going for him was his mind. He needed it to be clear. Lives depended on it.

      Which was why he usually relied on the hidden camera he had pointed at her house (plus street cams and the two he’d aimed at the shop where she worked) to make sure Lark was safe. Seeing her in person was…a lot.

      But today, he didn’t have a choice. His outdoor camera wasn’t enough anymore. He’d always been respectful of her privacy (as respectful as a stalker could be), but now he needed a closer view.

      Especially since someone on the dark web was looking for a hitman to take her out.

      The call went out yesterday, and no one had taken the hit yet. The pay was mediocre, and contrary to popular belief, most hitmen had a code of ethics. A lot of them wanted nothing to do with hits on innocent people—especially women and children. So Ren wasn’t surprised no one had agreed to the job yet.

      He was, however, shocked that anyone hated Lark enough to want her dead.

      She was a florist, for fuck’s sake. She smiled at everyone she passed. Even angry customers left the shop grinning after talking to her. She was the living, breathing, embodiment of sunshine. The world was a better place with her in it.

      Which was why he was currently disguised as a city utilities worker, watching her tend to the jungle of potted and hanging plants she had on the front porch of her 1940s Craftsman bungalow from the front seat of a borrowed work van he’d parked across the street, looking for a place to hide a new camera, doing his best to ignore how pretty she looked in a gray hooded sweatshirt and black yoga pants.

      And damn it, she looked so, so pretty.

      Lark Shaw looked like she belonged on a tourist brochure for Sweden. Porcelain skin with a dusting of gingery freckles across her high cheekbones, thick blonde hair that fell in loose waves down to skim the middle of her back, big pale eyes that could look either blue or green depending on the lighting, delicately winged brows a shade or two darker than her hair…all in all, genetics had been kind to her. And that wasn’t even taking her body into account.

      But Ren never failed to take her body into account, because it was every bit as stunning as her face. Every inch of her tall, curvy frame had been toned and conditioned during her regular sunrise yoga classes and twice weekly Pilates sessions at her local gym. Lark was strong and muscled enough that anyone looking to kidnap her would have a serious fight on their hands—a fact that never failed to turn Ren on. His girl was no wilting flower, that was for sure.

      Except…she wasn’t his girl and never would be.

      But there wasn’t much point in dwelling on that.

      A few minutes after she wandered back into the house, an arrest-me red Jag that screamed tiny dick energy screeched to a halt in Lark’s driveway. Ren’s eyes narrowed on the fuckhead in the boring navy suit who rolled out of it, talking on a headset like he was an air traffic controller or something.

      Neal Cavenaugh. Age thirty-eight. Just made partner at the law firm of Rimm, Statler & Burbank. He handled mostly corporate cases. No pro bono or defense work for this douchebag. No, he only worked for the highest bidder.

      He was decent-looking, Ren grudgingly admitted. He still had a head full of thick blond hair and a jawline he imagined was considered classically handsome. No tattoos, no piercings, average height, average build. Stayed fit playing racquetball with colleagues and clients at the local country club. In debt up to his eyeballs with a penchant for gambling—horses were his vice—and losing big. Living well beyond his means, even though he’d been bringing in a nice salary from the firm for years.

      And he was Lark’s fiancé.

      The word alone soured Ren’s stomach. Fiancé. Hell, Lark was so far out of this asshole’s league that the light of her league would take a thousand years to shine on his sorry ass. They’d been dating—inexplicably, in Ren’s opinion—since she was in college. The fact that Lark, who volunteered at the children’s hospital and an animal shelter in her spare time, was about to leg shackle herself for all eternity to this shitgibbon was revolting.

      Unfortunately, he hadn’t found evidence of infidelity or anything else he could send to Lark (anonymously, of course) to convince her to ditch the dirtbag. And by all accounts, Neal did seem to genuinely love her.

      Which meant that Ren wouldn’t frame him for espionage and get him sent to Guantanamo for the rest of his life. Yet.

      But since he couldn’t rule him out as a suspect in the hit on Lark, he needed to get into that house and place a new camera. Immediately. Even though both of them were there.

      He let out a deep sigh and tugged on his stolen City of Waterford hat.

      It was showtime.
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      She had to break up with Neal.

      It was a sad fact that Lark Shaw was a people pleaser who hated conflict. Her parents loved Neal. They’d been over the moon when he proposed. And Neal was a decent, hardworking, handsome guy. Any woman would be thrilled to have him.

      Any woman but her.

      The problem with Neal was that there was no spark between them. No zing. No I’ll-die-if-I-can’t-have-you-now passion…as evidenced by the fact that they hadn’t had sex in months. The worst part of that, though? She didn’t even miss it.

      It wasn’t like they’d ever had good sex.

      Which was why she had to break up with him. Soon.

      “Doodlebug,” Neal sing-song’d as he let himself into her house.

      Her cringe was multi-leveled. First of all, she hated that stupid nickname. It’d been fine when she was eighteen. But now? No thirty-two-year-old woman should be called “doodlebug.”

      Secondly, she’d asked him repeatedly not to let himself into her house. She had been raised to be polite, and walking into someone’s house unannounced was flat-out rude. She always knocked when she went to his apartment, even though she had a key.

      Plus, if she was being honest, she was halfway convinced that if she wandered into his home unannounced, she’d find him jacking off on the couch midday to weird porn. There was just no coming back from something like that.

      “I’m in here,” she said as she loaded her lunch plate into the dishwasher.

      Neal strode in like he owned the place and dropped a perfunctory kiss on her cheek. Almost like a kiss he’d give his mom or grandmother. It made her cringe even harder.

      “There’s a partner dinner on Friday.” He grabbed one of her smoothies—the ones she meal prepped for herself every Sunday and had limited quantities of—and took a swig, downing half of it in one go.

      She tried to ignore the burning in her chest that was most assuredly resentment and asked, “A dinner with clients?”

      He belched, then put the mostly empty bottle back in the fridge. Her left eye twitched. “No, just the partners and their wives to celebrate landing the Billings account. I’ll pick you up at 7.”

      A frown line creased its way across her brow. She’d never had frown lines before. Great. Now the man was aging her prematurely. She had to break up with him. “I work that night,” she reminded him. “You know Sherry has her book club Fridays at 6. And I have to get the final arrangements done for the Lipinski wedding. I probably won’t get out of there until 10 or so.”

      Neal rolled his eyes. “I figured the old bat could miss one book club. It’s her shop, after all. You’re just an employee.”

      The just in that sentence was doing a lot of heavy lifting. It usually did, because this was nothing new. Neal hated that he was a fancy lawyer and she was just a florist. She’d tried to explain to him numerous times over the years that she enjoyed her work at the flower shop. She was great at it, and Sherry was a wonderful, motherly woman who she adored.

      She just didn’t have big career aspirations like Neal. Was it really such a crime to have just a job instead of a career? Lark didn’t think so. She’d never found a career path she’d been passionate about, so why force it?

      Her lottery winnings from several years ago allowed her to pretty much do whatever she wanted for the rest of her life, so long as she didn’t live extravagantly. She’d paid off her parents’ house, then bought her house and remodeled it to restore it to its original glory and did some repairs to her Land Rover. But other than that, the rest was split among some low-risk investments. Her monthly expenses were so low she could live off the interest of her winnings for the rest of her life.

      Neal, of course, assumed she’d move into his trendy downtown apartment when they got married. She’d rather die than live in that soulless, beige-walled, ultra-modern, chrome-wrapped nightmare.

      Although, at this point, she’d rather die than marry Neal.

      “I can’t take the night off,” she said through clenched teeth. “You’ll have to go without me.”

      He let out a sigh like she was the most exasperating creature on the planet. “Can’t you do this one thing for me? Just this once, Doodlebug? It’s important.”

      As if their entire relationship, the engagement, the wedding planning, hadn’t been done according to his taste without a single thought given to what she wanted. Neal was a selfish jerk. Always had been, probably always would be. If he really loved her, he’d listen to her every now and then.

      This was it. She was going to end it. She couldn’t waste another second dealing with this—what was that thing Sherry called that angry customer last week?—dunder-headed cuntmuffin.

      She took a deep breath. “Neal, I⁠—”

      And that’s when her doorbell rang.

      The primal scream she let out only happened in her head. She knew because Neal was already ignoring her. He’d pulled out his phone and was aimlessly scrolling. He didn’t even make an effort to see who was at the door for her. Because why would he? This wasn’t his house, he was fond of saying when it came to picking up after himself or replacing groceries he’d eaten.

      “Oh, no, let me get it,” she muttered under her breath, trudging to the door.

      But because she was a polite, people pleaser at heart, Lark went ahead and put on a sunny smile and opened her door. It wasn’t her visitor’s fault she was trapped in a loveless engagement to a selfish douchebag, after all.

      That’s when she noticed there was a giant on her porch.

      Seriously, the guy was so huge he blocked out the sun that usually flooded her porch with its warmth every morning. Lark was five-nine barefoot, and this guy towered over her. He had to be at least six-four, maybe six-five. He had his back to her…his ridiculously broad, muscle-y back. And it looked like he could crush watermelons with his tattooed biceps.

      Then he turned around.

      Eyes as black as Satan’s soul locked on hers with an intensity that made the smile fall right off her face. She gulped.

      Holy hell, he was gorgeous.

      Not gorgeous in the clean-cut, chiseled kind of way Neal had going. This guy was rough around the edges. Wild-looking. Even the longish dark hair sticking out from under his ball cap looked untamed. Hard features and hard eyes.

      But he had the softest-looking, pillowy lips Lark had ever seen in her life.

      “Are you Lark Shaw?” he asked.

      Her knees went a little weak. His voice…sweet merciful crap, his voice was sexy. She could listen to that deep, raspy baritone for the rest of her life and never get tired of it.

      Wow. She hadn’t missed sex in a long, long time, but damned if this guy, this stranger on her porch, wasn’t making her miss the hell out of it.

      “That’s hot,” she whispered. Then let out a hysterical hyena giggle when she realized what she’d just blurted out. “That’s me, I mean.”

      She mentally slapped herself across the face. Pull yourself together, woman! This is embarrassing.

      His dark brows pulled together as he stared down at her. “I’m with the city. Your neighbor across the street reported a gas leak. I didn’t find anything over there, but would it be OK if I checked the meter in your basement? Just to be safe?”

      As stunning as this man was, Lark was not an idiot. She’d seen more than her fair share of Law and Order SVU. “Do you have some ID?”

      He gave her the weirdest look. Almost like he was proud of her, which made no sense whatsoever. But he did pull a city lanyard out of his pocket. At the end of it was an ID that did, in fact, have his picture on it. “Bill?” she read off the laminated card.

      “That’s me.”

      Huh. He didn’t look like a Bill. He looked like a construction worker that moonlighted as a Magic Mike dancer. But that was neither here nor there.

      She had one more test for Bill the Gratuitously Sexy City Worker. “You said the neighbor across the street reported something? Mrs. Laningham?”

      There was no Mrs. Laningham. If he said she’d been the one to call, Lark would know he was up to no good and would call the cops.

      His brow furrowed. “No, Mr. Luther.”

      Well played, Bill the Gratuitously Sexy City Worker. Well played.

      “Nice to meet you, Bill,” she said, putting on a smile again. “Come on in.”
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      Being this close to Lark, close enough to smell the delicate, citrus-y scent of her skin, was disorienting. He supposed he should just count himself lucky she hadn’t recognized him. Although, a lot had changed since the one time she’d seen him.

      The time she’d saved his life.

      He’d always hoped he’d never have to return the favor. He would’ve loved nothing more than to watch from afar as she led a nice, boring, long life.

      But…here he was.

      The inside of Lark’s house was a wood worker’s dream come true. She’d restored the original window casings, ceiling beams, moldings, and built-in bookshelves to their original stained-oak glory. The green glass tiles around the wood-burning fireplace looked original, too.

      Her living room windows were a stalker’s nightmare, but even he could appreciate how the ivy design on the stained glass cast beautiful designs on her expertly refinished wood floors. She’d kept the furniture in the room to a minimum, with only a pair of brown leather loveseats facing each other with an antique-looking coffee table between them, a couple of floor lamps, and a media cabinet with an older-model TV on it. (Clearly, Lark wasn’t a big TV watcher, which was something Ren could really appreciate. There wasn’t anything worth watching on, anyway. Not since the networks had moved to the whole 8-episodes-every-three-years-if-you’re-lucky release model.)

      He took a second to admire the wainscoting on her dining room walls as he followed her towards the kitchen, pondering where to place the camera he had in his work bag. It was so tiny it could go anywhere, really. And setting it in place would only take—he did some quick mental calculations—ten point two seconds.

      He was willing to admit he might’ve miscalculated a bit, though. It was hard to do mental math when he was trying so damn hard not to notice how toned and firm her ass looked in those leggings, or how shiny her blonde hair looked bouncing around her shoulders as she led him into her kitchen where the basement access was.

      Of course, he’d known something in her house was painted a sunny yellow and sage green. He’d watched through street cams in her neighborhood as she chose the paint colors at the hardware store, after all. Seeing that yellow on her kitchen walls and the green on her cabinets was another experience entirely. This place, this room in particular, wasn’t just a house. It was a home.

      Ren had never had a home. A long string of houses and trailers, sure. But homes? No way. Even his current house was functional, clean, and tactically easy to defend instead of homey or warm.

      Everything about Lark and her space was warm and welcoming.

      That’s when the douchebag at her table looked up and noticed another man in what he perceived as his domain. The pompous little asshole puffed up like a gorilla at the zoo. Ren contained his snort of derision, but just barely.

      Neal narrowed his eyes on Ren, then shifted his gaze to Lark. “Who’s this, hun?”

      Hearing this guy call Lark hun made every muscle in Ren’s body tense. He wanted to tell him he wasn’t good enough to scrub Lark’s toilets, let alone call her hun. But that would blow his cover, because surely Bill from the city’s utilities department wouldn’t have any opinions on who she dated. So, he kept his mouth shut. He couldn’t stop the muscle in his jaw from jumping, though. He only had so much control.

      Lark made a sweeping hand gesture in his direction. “This is Bill. He needs to check the gas meter in the basement. Someone called in a leak across the street.”

      Neal’s gaze swept over him, taking in his size and bulk, lingering on his tattoos, lip curling in disgust. “I hope you checked his ID.”

      Lark’s eye roll was minimal. Anyone who wasn’t watching her closely wouldn’t have even noticed it. But since Ren was always watching Lark, he clocked her disgust right away. It made him smile.

      Or more accurately, it made one corner of his mouth tip up ever so slightly. That was as close as he ever got to a real smile.

      “Of course I checked his ID,” she muttered, before offering Ren a warm smile. “Here’s the basement access. I flipped the light on. I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” he said, ignoring the tingle of awareness that danced down his spine when his arm brushed hers as he moved past her.

      The basement itself was far nicer than Ren expected. Typically, in an old home like this one, the basement was a dark, dank, pit of despair. His years in foster care in less than ideal spaces had taught him that much. But Lark had obviously put a little money into this one.

      A small laundry area was set up in the far corner, but other than that, it was a relatively large, open space. It had clearly been waterproofed, and the concrete floors were so clean you could eat off them. The visible support beams were even free of spider webs. That was something he especially appreciated since his hair was currently brushing against them. (High basement ceilings were sadly not a feature of a 1940s Craftsman house.)

      And the best part? Furnace vents that lead to wide floor grates in the upper levels. He could feed cameras up into her living room floor grate and maybe even the kitchen one, and she’d never have to know.

      He couldn’t make himself put cameras in her bedroom. It just felt too invasive. He knew that was stupid, given the fact that he’d been watching her every day for the past 23 years. But watching her intimate, private moments wasn’t respectful. Everyone deserved a space where they could be themselves, unwatched. And for Lark, that place was her bedroom.

      While he dug the cameras out of his bag, he heard Neal say, “You really need to be more careful, Doodlebug. That guy looks like he’s part of a prison release work program.”

      Ren snorted. Everything Neal knew about prison was probably confined to what he’d learned watching The Shawshank Redemption.

      “Shhh,” Lark hissed. “He’ll hear you. He’s just doing his job. Besides, he seems like a very nice man.”

      Wow. Lark’s gut instincts about men were clearly terrible. He was far from a nice man. So was her fiancé.

      Maybe he should add more cameras. Just to be safe.

      “Nice men don’t have tattoos like that or nipple piercings,” Neal hissed back.

      There was a pause before Lark asked, “How could you tell he had a nipple piercing?”

      Her voice sounded far from disgusted. If anything, she sounded interested. His gut tightened in response. He’d show her the 14-gauge barbell that pierced his left nipple anytime she wanted.

      Any. Time.

      “You couldn’t see it through his shirt?” Neal asked.

      “Well, no. I was looking at his…you know what? That’s not the point. Point is, it’s rude to judge someone based on their…body art.”

      Ren’s brain got stuck on the first part of her sentence. What had she been looking at?

      He shook off the wayward
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