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            Chapter One

          

          Sheldon

        

      

    

    
      The sun is shining against the backdrop of a clear blue sky in the city of Manhattan. My partners and I are just coming off a long shift with an overnight flight to Bel Air and back. Another crew is in place, safeguarding the family I’m paid to protect while we take a much-needed couple-hour reprieve.

      Nick’s sitting in the passenger seat in the sporty black sedan and spots a brick-fronted coffee shop boasting of homemade Danish. “Right-hand side,” he yells.

      “Roger that,” Cole replies, tapping the brake and skillfully veering lanes in the congested New York City traffic before sliding perfectly into the only parking space left on the street.

      I laugh under my breath. Nick and Cole are more like family than coworkers, and both clearly need a sugar fix. I should have taken my car to the airstrip and parked, but since I didn’t, I follow these two sugar hounds into the building that smells of freshly made bread and cinnamon.

      “Can you order me a large coffee?” I ask, nodding toward the restroom but not waiting for a response before making my way toward the back.

      When done, I walk out deep in thought, contemplating the multitude of things that still need to be done to ensure Katarina Prestian is safeguarded when she finally meets her relatives, who just happen to be the most notorious crime family in Italy.

      “Give that back!” a female voice huffs.

      I look up just in time to avoid being taken out by a furious petite blonde who’s standing between the tables blocking my path. She’s trying to snatch something out of a large, bearded man’s hand and almost backhands me for the second time in the process.

      “Whoa, what seems to be the problem?” I ask, grasping her wrist, looking first to her and then to the man still seated at the table.

      Neither appears in a hurry to explain. I clear my throat. “I asked a question.”

      “I’m so sorry; it’s nothing really,” the woman finally says, but her alabaster skin is dotted pink, closely matching the color of her lips, and her bright violet-blue eyes are fixed intently on the man.

      He continues leering at her, holding a card in his hand and turning it over to display a picture of the woman standing next to me. A business card, and now her concern is apparent. “The lady would like her card back.”

      The man sits taller in his chair and makes a show of spinning it on the table in front of him before responding. “She dropped it. I picked it up, and now it belongs to me.”

      “It most certainly does not!” the blonde huffs.

      The man crudely looks her up and down, outwardly ogling her, and it tells me everything he doesn’t need to say. He’s still focused on scaring the lady. I reach over and grab her card off the table.

      “What the fuck!” he explodes, almost toppling his chair as he gets up and straightens to his full six-feet-plus height. In his bulky combat boots, he stands nearly eye level with me.

      “That doesn’t belong to you!” he jeers.

      “The lady doesn’t want you to have it. Why don’t we call it a day?”

      He doesn’t even pretend to consider the suggestion. Instead, he takes a hefty swing, but his size doesn’t give him an advantage when it comes to speed. I easily capture his arm, twisting the limb and pushing it upward until he has no choice but to sit where I’m putting him or face a break that won’t quickly heal.

      “Fuck! That bitch ain’t worth it!”

      I raise his left arm even higher. His mouth clamps down in obvious pain, but to his credit, he doesn’t say another word until I tell him to do precisely that. “Apologize now.”

      When he looks at her, there’s an evil glint in his eyes. I reach out with my other hand, restrain his face, and force him to look at no one else but me. “You don’t even glance at the lady. Apologize, and then we are going to call it a day.”

      He mumbles under his breath, “Sorry.” It’s about as heartfelt as one would expect from someone forced to give it, but I don’t want him anywhere near this lovely blonde even for another minute.

      “Get lost.”

      The bearded Neanderthal makes haste, heading for the door. As he reaches it, he slowly turns around as if in slow motion and all for effect, giving the lady one last leer and a creepy exaggerated wink.

      She inhales sharply as he walks out the door.

      My jaw clenches with aggravation. I turn the business card over in my hand. The salon is right down the street. If he took a good look at it, he knows exactly where to find her. Texting Cole, who’s standing by the door, I watch him pull his phone out and read my sentence telling him to follow the asshole and get his plates. He nods at me, and my attention reverts back to the woman, and her wide, violet-blue eyes search me intently.

      “I appreciate your help and am so sorry for all the fuss. I dropped my card on the way to the bathroom, and he took it as an invitation to hit on me. A little crudely, if you know what I mean. I’m Alexis,” she informs me, her blonde curls bobbing as she talks.

      “It’s no problem. My name is Sheldon, and I gathered as much. You need to call the police and fill out an incident report. I don’t have time to hang around, but if they have questions, you can give them my contact number,” I respond, handing her my business card.

      Her brow crinkles. “You really think it’s necessary to call the police? I mean, he was a total jerk, but he didn’t do anything illegal.” Her head tilts as she waits for my answer, and it’s difficult to focus on anything except the long, bare, creamy expanse of her neck.

      “Only because he wasn’t given the chance.” I’ve seen this type a million times, and by that look in his eyes, he’s not done with what he has in mind. “Call the police, Alexis.”

      “Bossy much?” Her curls sweep behind her shoulder as she meets my eyes, a scowl marring her beautiful face. Almost immediately, her face breaks into a smile, and even though she tries to cover it with her hand, I see it before she can hide it.

      My lips quirk at her attempted but failed sass. She has absolutely no idea just how bossy I can be. “More than you’ll ever know,” I retort, because no woman will ever see that side of me again, except the regulars at the club—the ones who thrive at doing as they are asked and are perfectly happy to go back to their everyday lives afterward. No explanations, no negotiations other than limits, and definitely no misconceptions.

      Her plump pink lips draw into a tight line, and Alexis tosses her curls at me as she digs into the handbag hanging from her shoulder. “Well, thanks for the help. I’ll consider calling the police when I get back to the shop.”

      I draw my eyes away from the curve of her hips and indented waist as she triumphantly holds up a set of keys. I’m sure my face shows my surprise. “It wasn’t a question, Alexis. If a report hasn’t been filed by end of day, I’ll do it myself, and I don’t think that’s what you want.”  Turning, I leave her pondering how a perfect stranger would even know if she did or didn’t file it.

      Nick is at the café door with all our drinks and a bag, no doubt filled to the brim with sugary desserts. I relieve him of the cardboard carrier of coffee, and before Cole’s even rejoined us, he’s torn open the sack and devoured one of the glazed donuts.

      Cole catches up to us by the time we reach the car, and Nick holds the bag out for him so he can pick out a donut before he gets into the driver’s seat.

      “None for you?” Nick asks, but it’s more of a statement than a question because he knows I won’t eat sugar for breakfast.

      I shake my head, getting into the back seat. Cole has a long, chocolate pastry hanging out of his mouth as he starts the car. “Did you get the plate number?” I ask, placing each of their coffees in the holders between them before taking a drink of my own.

      “I’ve got it. Give me a sec,” Cole mumbles, pulling his seat belt around him. “Got a picture of the plate.” He forwarded it to me before starting the car and pulling into traffic.

      The minute the license number comes through, I send it to our intel department, instructing them to give me a full report on the man in the coffee shop, and Alexis Barrington, the pretty little blonde.

      Katarina has a meeting with her great-uncle, who just happens to be the don of Italy—the very one suspected of putting a hit on her father, the kingpin of New York City. It takes a multitude of calls to ensure her safety from the Italian Family, and by the time I’m done, we’re nearing the other side of the city.

      We’ve almost arrived at the skyrise, which is home to Chase and Katarina when they are in the city. My cell rings right before we’re about to pull up, and it’s the big boss himself. “Everything okay, Chase?”

      “Hi, Sheldon. There’s been a slight change in plans. We’re going to need some help preparing Katarina for the meeting with her great uncle. I need a hairdresser, and Gaby didn’t realize the one we usually call is on vacation. Any chance you can find someone trustworthy or that already has security clearance? Sorry for the short notice, but I didn’t realize our regular wasn’t available.”

      I’ve been assigned to keep this man’s wife safe for quite some time, and Chase Prestian has more money than most people in the world, yet his humility never ceases to amaze me. “No apology necessary. I’ll work on it right away.”

      “Greatly appreciated, Sheldon.”

      The line disconnects, and my mind immediately reverts to the vivacious blonde with striking violet-blue eyes and a sassy mouth. “Cole, flip around. We’re heading to Salon Diva.”  Giving him the address Google pulls up on my phone, I ignore the grinning face looking at me from the rearview mirror.

      Nick half turns in his seat, and his face spreads into a broad grin. “Something we should know?”

      The ladies’ man of the group probably means well enough, but he’s always on the prowl and always trying to hook me and Cole up with his date’s friends. We both put up with his playful pestering to a point, but neither have ever taken him up on his offers. “Chase needs a hairdresser for Katarina this afternoon,” I remark, and then send a message to have intel get me the report on Alexis in the next ten minutes.

      The drive through bumper-to-bumper traffic at midmorning gives me a chance to read the in-depth summary when it arrives. Alexis Barrington: twenty-three-years-old. Grew up with both parents in the suburbs of New York, about an hour north of the city. Active in language and communication clubs; fluent in English, French, Italian, and Spanish. She graduated high school magna cum laude at eighteen years of age. Instead of taking the summer off, she started cosmetology classes. She graduated after eighteen months, six months earlier than expected, and all while working nights and weekends cashiering at a local grocery store.

      At nineteen and a half, she was accepted to New York State University and began working full time toward a bachelor’s degree in business.  About the same time, she switched jobs and started working nights and weekends as a stylist in a shop near her home. She graduated from NYU, again at the top of her class, a week shy of her twenty-third birthday, and another six months early. About six months ago, she took a job at Salon Diva and moved into an apartment in the city. No police record, very minimal school debt, and savings that seem impressive for her age. No significant other referenced. No red flags in terms of security, and in a pinch, with heavy protection for the family, she’ll do.

      Cole pulls alongside the red-bricked store that is Salon Diva, and Nick opens the passenger door, but I don’t think so. “Stay here with Cole; I won’t be long.”  Ignoring his stupid grin, I slam the door behind me as I exit the car.

      A bell rings as I walk through the salon door and up to the sleek black reception desk. Alexis walks out from around the corner covered by a long black apron with Salon Diva emblazoned in white lettering. The perfect smile on her beautiful face turns into a frown as she glances around, realizing we’re the only two people in the shop. “What are you doing here?”

      I can hardly blame her for being nervous after what happened just a short while ago. “I didn’t mean to scare you. My team and I were across town when we got word that the woman we’re working for needs a stylist to take care of her hair and nails. I thought of you and was wondering if you’d like the job. It’s short notice, and you’d need to do it today, but the pay is excellent.”

      Alexis stares at me wide-eyed, and I get the distinct feeling she’s gauging the validity of my offer. Clearly not too trusting, which in this day and age is hardly a bad thing. “How much does it pay?”  Tilting her head, she exposes that long, creamy neck of hers, making it difficult to focus on anything she’s saying.

      I’d love to slide my hands and mouth down that delectable column, tasting her skin until she’s panting for more of my attention. My dick twitches at the thought, making me glad Alexis is behind the counter and can’t see the bulge already forming in my pants.

      She’s still waiting for an answer, and Chase will pay whatever it takes, but I don’t know how much will incentivize her to walk away from her clients at Salon Diva for an entire afternoon and take a job with a total stranger. I decide to go high, thinking back to what she owes on her school loans. “What about five thousand dollars since it’s such short notice,” I answer, taking in her gasp of surprise, and then the narrowing of her violet-blue eyes as she contemplates my outrageous offer.

      “Seriously? Just who am I going to style, the Queen of England?”

      A fair question, but she hasn’t gone through a security check, and giving an outsider time to get a potential plan in place to hurt one of the Prestian family is a no-go in terms of protocol.

      “Sorry, but I can’t tell you until we’re there.”

      The sheer disbelief that passes over her lovely features before her eyes narrow at me again is priceless.

      Alexis starts to protest, but I put my hand in the air to stop the tirade that will surely ensue. It’s time to give her some perspective. “I work for a very prestigious family in the city, and the person who would typically come to help with styling is not available. Anyone who goes to their home usually needs security clearance, but we don’t have time for that. I know it’s an odd request, and that’s no fault of yours, so what if I double my offer?”

      “Ten thousand dollars to do someone’s hair and nails? And you seriously want me to believe this offer is for real?”

      “You have my word; the offer is completely legitimate. It’s not an outrageous offer for the people you’ll be helping. There’s an important meeting this afternoon, and my boss wants his wife to feel comfortable. That’s it. No hidden agenda, nothing to fear; just a drive across town to a penthouse in a nice area, a couple hours of work, and then I’ll bring you home. I don’t know anyone else who can help on such short notice,” I tell her, although if I walked into another salon offering that kind of money, it wouldn’t be hard to find someone willing to work, but none of them have those violet-blue eyes or the body that won’t quit.

      Alexis studies me intently for a few moments. “I could use the money. It would make all the difference in the world to someone I love, but let’s get a few things straight.” She points her finger at me. “You are not taking me anywhere. I will follow you and drive myself. I’d feel much safer that way. And, as a show of good faith, you can deposit half of the money into my savings account ahead of time. If the people you talk about are so affluent, then that shouldn’t be an issue,” Alexis replies, nodding her head so emphatically that her blonde curls jiggle around her face.

      I press my lips together to keep my features straight. “Fair enough. Give me your account information, and I’ll have the money transferred. What needs to be done to lock up the shop and be on our way?”

      Alexis shrugs sheepishly, and then writes her bank number down on a piece of paper, handing it to me. “In all honesty, not much. I came in early to get some cleaning done. Jan, the woman who owns the salon, will be in for her clients in about an hour. I have the late shift, so no customers until one this afternoon, and that’s only for a brow wax. I can text Jan to add that to her schedule, and then I won’t need to return until three. How does that work?”

      “Perfectly. Grab your things,” I direct, and as Alexis spins around to head to the back, I text Chase that we have a stylist coming to the penthouse for Katarina. I use my cell to send half the money to the bank account she’s just given me while I wait, shaking my head at the absurd amount I just laid out to have someone’s hair done, and to spend some time with this intriguing blonde.

      When I finish, Alexis has returned with a large purple bag, which she’s placed on the floor. She takes off her apron and turns her back to me, raising on her toes to hang it on a hook behind the reception desk. She’s wearing a baby pink sweater that lays flat against her tiny waist while hugging her perfectly shaped feminine curves, and those black fitted dress pants do everything possible to emphasize that perfect little heart-shaped ass.

      Alexis turns around to face me. She may not be one-hundred percent certain of me and my offer, but she appears settled with her decision.

      “Ready?” I ask. “The money has been transferred and should be in your account by the time we reach your car,” I state, hoping to provide some additional reassurance while I focus to keep my eyes on hers and off that delectable body that keeps tempting me.

      She takes a deep breath and smiles at me. “Let’s do this. My car is in the garage just down the street,” Alexis remarks, grabbing a light jacket before slipping a purse over her shoulder.

      I pick up the purple bag from the floor as she locks up the salon. “I’ll let the security team know where we’re headed,” I reply, leading her to the passenger side of the car where the guys are waiting.

      Nick rolls down the window as he sees us approach. “Alexis, this is Nick, and Cole is the one driving. We work for the people you’ll be helping this afternoon.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Alexis addresses them but refrains from extending a hand in greeting or saying anything more.

      The fact that she’ll be going somewhere with not only one strange man but three seems to have registered, and I don’t doubt it is probably weighing heavily on her mind. “I’ll walk Alexis to her car. Meet us at the parking garage, and I’ll ride back with you,” I explain to the guys, trying to ignore the lopsided grins on both of their damn faces.

      “Here, make yourself useful.”  After passing Nick the large purple bag through the open window, I let Alexis lead us to the garage, which is visible down the street.

      “If we’re not driving together, I need your phone number in case we get separated.”

      Alexis chances a side glance at me as we walk, but then shrugs and rattles it off while I put it in my contacts. “Anything special I need to be aware of about the person I’m helping today?” she inquires.

      “No, you’ll like Katarina and her husband. I’m sorry for all the secrecy, but we have to abide by certain security precautions.”

      Alexis turns to me, and her wide violet-blue eyes take me in. “I’m not sure about all your security rules, but the money has already been deposited, so I’m really starting to believe you’re on the up and up, but, just in case, smile for the camera,” she directs, grinning widely as she snaps a pic of me on her phone and hits the send button on her cell.

      I smile down at the blonde bundle of energy who has to look up at me even with the added height of her three-inch heels.

      “What was that all about?” I demand, trying to keep the amusement from my voice. “I have security precautions of my own. A girl living in the city alone can’t be too careful. I took a picture of you and sent it, along with your business card, to my best friend. If Allie doesn’t hear from me every half an hour, the police will come looking for you,” Alexis answers, spinning on her black heels. My cock throbs as I watch that sweet little ass sway back and forth all the way to her shiny black sports car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Alexis

        

      

    

    
      I climb into my car, watching from the side mirror as Sheldon walks toward the vehicle his friends have driven into the garage. At least six-feet standing—if not taller—I take in his short, dark hair, broad shoulders, and notice that even with a suit on, I can still see his powerful muscles flex with every move he makes. He gets into the car with his friends, and I back out of my spot, exiting the garage behind them. As traffic clears, they take a sharp right, and as luck would have it, the lane is clear, allowing me to follow right behind them onto the highway. I stay glued to their bumper through all the congestion until Cole signals an upcoming turn, but traffic is too tight to follow him into the other lane. He veers off at the next exit, and I have no choice but to continue my course down the highway. Dammit!

      My cell rings through the overhead, and I hit a button on the steering wheel to answer the call. “Take the next exit to the right. There’s a Shell gas station as you come off the ramp. We’ll meet you there,” Sheldon directs before disconnecting.

      I’m following three huge men off a crowded highway into a rather secluded area, and the fact that they could easily overpower a female alone with no protection does not escape me. They’re already parked and waiting for me when I drive up behind them. I take comfort in the fact that my emergency numbers are all programmed into the phone. My windows are rolled up, and my doors are locked.

      Cole waves a quick hand to me from the window, letting me know he’s seen me. That’s the only acknowledgment given before he starts driving toward the main road. I breathe out the breath that I was holding and follow them into traffic as my anxiety about the situation eases and my pulse returns to normal.

      We’re soon heading toward Manhattan proper amid bumper-to-bumper traffic, stop lights, pedestrian crossings, and towering buildings. It’s not long before Cole pulls up to the curb outside a skyrise, gesturing me behind him. Sheldon and Nick both get out of the car and are walking toward me as I snap a picture of them, along with the building, and send it to Allie with a quick explanation.

      My best friend no doubt thinks I’ve completely lost my mind, evidenced by the barrage of texts blowing up my cell, asking me if I’ve lost my mind. I text her to alleviate her worry, letting her know I’m fine right before Sheldon reaches the car and taps on my window.

      I shove my cell in my purse and roll the window down. “Where do you want me to park?”

      “Nick will park your car, and I’ll escort you upstairs.”

      “Bossy much?” I retort, averting my gaze from those penetrating deep brown eyes before taking my key chain out of the steering column to remove my car key from the ring.

      His eyes narrow, and the lines of his forehead crinkle in confusion. “What are you doing?”

      “You certainly don’t expect me to give two strange men the keys to my house, salon, and virtually everything else I own too, do you?”

      Sheldon chuckles. “I certainly do not. Give me your car key and keep the rest. Nick is absolutely trustworthy. He’ll not only have your car parked securely until we’re finished but will have it polished and shiny when you’re ready to go home,” Sheldon states, taking my key and grinning broadly as Nick’s eyes go wide.

      The look on his face is priceless. I can’t help but laugh and join in on the fun. “That’s sweet of you, Nick! It’s been absolutely impossible to find the time to get to a good car wash lately.”

      “At your service, my lady,” Nick replies, beaming at me.

      Sheldon’s mouth quirks, and he takes my elbow as I get out of the car. “Don’t forget her bag,” Nick remarks, handing it to Sheldon as we make our way past him and into the sky rise.

      A man dressed in a uniform greets us as we enter. “Can you call upstairs and let Gaby know we’re on our way?” Sheldon asks the doorman as he leads us away from the main reception area and to a set of private elevators. When the door closes, he presses his thumb to the screen, entering the passcode.

      The elevator begins to move, giving me a chance to appraise Sheldon. He doesn’t say a word, but every neuron in my body is acutely aware of his masculine presence. The door opens into a foyer decorated with an oval wall mirror, reflecting the bouquet that sits in a vase on the small table beneath it. “This way,” Sheldon directs, placing his hand on the small of my back and causing the sensitive skin to heat as he guides me into the dining room where a couple sit quietly conversing.

      The tall, handsome man with deep green eyes stands as we enter the room. “Alexis from Salon Diva,” Sheldon says to the couple.

      “Nice to meet you. This is my wife, Katarina, and I’m Chase,” he greets, extending his hand. “Thanks for coming on such short notice. Katarina has an important meeting, and in the event there are cameras, we want to make sure she is prepared,” Chase informs me.

      Sheldon puts my bag down on the table in front of us, while I try to gather my bearings. Chase and Katarina Prestian. They are like New York City royalty, especially since her father runs the entire fricking mafia in this town. Holy shit! No wonder everything was so hush hush! The young woman is even more gorgeous than in the tabloid pictures that have her plastered on their pages all over the world. Her bright blue eyes sparkle with happiness, and her trademark long, curly auburn hair is rich and shiny. “You are most welcome. Katarina, your hair and skin are beautiful, so just a quick style and makeup should work. Plug this in for me, please?” I ask Sheldon, handing him a plug to a large spiral wand.

      “Your hair looks naturally curly, so let’s just go with that, but with sleekness and smoothness, unless you’re looking for a different style.”

      “I already put smoother on it, but haven’t had a chance to dry it yet,” Katarina tells me.

      “We’ll have you ready for this meeting in no time at all,” I reply, handing Sheldon the plug to the blow-dryer and gesturing with my finger to the outlet behind him, ignoring his upturned brow.

      “Okay, let’s get you dry really quick. This baby really smokes,” I tell her, turning it on full blast and running its warmth over her hair until it’s ready to curl.

      When we’re finished, I spin her. “You like?” I ask, putting a mirror in front of her so she can see the back too.

      “Oh my God, yes! I’ve never seen my hair so curly, glossy, and smooth at the same time.”

      “Just wait. Let’s powder your face with a mineral base; it will get rid of any extra shine the cameras produce. You have such beautiful skin, so nothing else is essential unless you want me to give you extra color to your cheeks and a bit of glam.”

      “Maybe just a little,” Katarina agrees, raising her fingers to gesture just a pinch, and I catch Chase’s amusement in the mirror.

      I laugh. “Very good. Let’s boost you with a little apricot coloring, apply a thin coat of eyeliner on top, just enough to enhance, and then voilà—we’ll finish with a ginger lip gloss. You were absolutely beautiful already, but this will help against the harsh lights of the camera,” I tell her. She starts to stand up, but I press on her shoulder a bit, laughing. “Not so fast. Let me fluff your curls.” I finger the loose spiral curls that are now set, spreading them apart with my fingers to add more fullness and bounce. “There, how do you like it?” I ask as she takes a look in the mirror.

      “I absolutely love it! You’re amazing! Thank you.” Katarina beams.

      I’m thrilled that she seems so pleased and smile at her. “You are more than welcome. It was a pleasure to work with you,” I respond, leaning over to unplug the iron and blow-dryer before starting to place them in the case.

      Sheldon reaches to take them from me. “Shouldn’t you cool them off first?”

      “Heat resistant bag,” I answer, giving Sheldon a wink before packing them into my travel bag.

      “I love how my hair looks. Do you have a card from your salon?” Katarina asks me.

      I rummage through my purse and hand one to her as Sheldon’s phone swooshes with a text message. “We need to get you to Prestian Corp and Alexis back to the salon,” Sheldon states, and I watch as Katarina grimaces.

      “Chase, make sure that Kate gets ready in less than ten minutes. I’ll work with the security team to ensure transportation to Prestian Corp is seamless. In the meantime, I’m going to assign someone to see Alexis home,” Sheldon directs.

      “That’s such a sweet offer, but you have so much to do, and I’m perfectly fine to see myself home. Remember, I have my car?”

      “Exactly the reason you’re not going home the same way. Someone will escort you, and then I’ll return your car to you later. Just routine security precautions,” Sheldon counters.

      My eyes automatically roll at his high-handedness.

      His eyes narrow as he catches sight of it. “It’s for your protection. We don’t have time to argue about it. I’ll walk you out,” Sheldon states, grabbing my bag while I gather my purse and say goodbye. He places his hand on the small of my back again, and the heat of his touch creates a tingling down my spine as he guides me from the dining room, through the open-concept living space, and into the foyer.

      “Are you seriously always this bossy?” I whisper fiercely, stepping away from his touch and immediately feeling the absence of his heat as we enter the elevator.

      Sheldon’s jaw tightens. He pushes the button to close the door and selects the lower level. “Affirmative. It’s for your own protection.”

      “You do realize that you are speaking with an adult woman? One who happens to be perfectly capable of taking care of herself, and for your 411, I will be driving myself home!”

      His eyes flash. “Is that so?” That’s all he says, looking away from me while he texts out a long message, presumably to the people he needs to deal with to take care of transportation for Chase and Katarina Prestian.

      I busy myself on my phone. Two can play at this game, but then I remember to check the balance on my account, and sure enough, just like he promised, the rest of the money is already there. Enough to pay off the rest of my school loan and add to my savings. The savings that I desperately need, which causes me to soften a bit.

      The heat of Sheldon’s gaze pulls me from my thoughts before the elevator dings and the doors open. “I know you’re in a hurry and have things to do. Thank you for the money. I see that you already deposited the rest of the payment in my account. I can find my way if you just tell me where my car is.”

      “It appears right now we have other business to resolve,” Sheldon remarks, pointing to two policemen getting out of their cruiser as we step outside.

      “Oh my God! In all this craziness, I forgot! I totally forgot to text Allie. She must have called the police. Oh my God, Sheldon. I am so sorry!”

      “Miss Barrington?” one of the officers asks as they walk up to us.

      “Yes, Alexis Barrington. I am so sorry that you drove out unnecessarily. I was offered a job styling hair this afternoon and didn’t know the people. I was worried about safety, so I texted my friend. You know, just in case something happened.” I’m rambling at this point, but so thoroughly mortified. “I completely forgot to let her know I was safe and there was nothing to worry about. She must have called in a report. I’m so embarrassed, and so very sorry to have wasted your time.”

      “There must be some mistake. We’re here to give you a ride home. Sheldon, nice to see you again,” the dark-haired officer says, extending his hand in greeting.

      “Likewise. Good to see you both, and thanks for the help. Ms. Barrington’s car will be delivered, but I’d like to make sure she gets home safely until then,” Sheldon replies.

      I turn to him, and his eyes are twinkling with delight. “You called the police to give me a ride home?”

      “As you so aptly pointed out, I have a few things to do this afternoon, and this will give you time to fill out the report that you haven’t yet filed.”

      I look from him to the officers. All three of them are barely concealing their laughter. I have no clue where to look for my car, and even if I could find it, I would need a fricking key! Aargh!

      “I’ll bring your car back to the salon when I’m finished with the meeting. Until then, you’ll be in good hands.”

      I can’t even reply to him because he’s so bossy, and hot, and such an overbearing brute! “Thank you for the ride, gentlemen. In fact, I do have a report to make. A very, very long report!” I tell the officers, glaring at a smirking Sheldon as they say goodbye to him, and he continues having a good chuckle at my expense.

      He turns to greet Katarina and Chase, who are walking out of the elevator with an entourage of security. I know Sheldon’s not going to be able to finish this conversation now, so I follow the men to their cruiser, sending Allie a text that I’m alive and well and letting her know not to call the police.

      The tall blond officer opens the rear door for me. I get into the car, watching as Sheldon, the security team, and the Prestians climb into a limo that has pulled up in front of the police car. Sheldon’s dark brown hair is tousled by the breeze, and the way that black suit fits and the muscles flexing beneath it causes my center to heat.

      “Sheldon mentioned a report you need to file,” the blond officer inquires, grabbing a notebook off the dash as his partner pulls into the midday traffic.

      Clearly he’s serious about this now that the fun and games are over. “Sheldon thinks it’s a bigger deal than it is. I dropped my business card this morning when I was at a coffee shop down the street from where I work. A guy took it as an invitation to hit on me. I was scared that he’d know where to find me. Sheldon stepped in, got it back from the creep, and forced him to leave. He seems to think I should file a report, just in case,” I explain.

      The officer spends the entire ride to the salon asking me questions about the man’s description and takes down details of the encounter. They finally drop me off at the salon, letting me know that I still need to come down to the police station and sign the report. And by this time, I will agree to absolutely anything to get them to leave! “Thanks for the ride. I’ll stop by as soon as I’m able,” I assure before hopping from the back, entering the shop through the employee entrance, and heading straight to the break room to heat up some leftover soup and call Allie.

      She answers right away. “Where have you been? Jan said your first appointment was at three, so if you were late, I was going to call the cops and have them hunt your ass down!”

      “I really am sorry! It’s seriously been the strangest day ever! Do you know who Chase and Katarina Prestian are?”

      “Of course, you can’t live in this city and not know them, Lexie.”

      “I ran into one of their security men at the coffee shop down the street from the salon, and he asked me to do Katarina’s hair in a pinch today. I actually took care of Carlos Larussio’s daughter today. She was so nice; didn’t seem like the mafia daughter of New York City, at all!”

      “Okay, I think you need to back the train up a bit. I’m not following much here. I’m working nights this week, and I’m admittedly only half awake.”

      “I have no clue how you do it. I could never learn to sleep in the day and keep switching shifts. That has to be the worst!”

      “At this very moment, it is. Now stop stalling and spill! How on earth did you end up doing Katarina Larussio-Prestian’s hair? I’m dying of curiosity over here!”

      “A creepy guy was hitting on me at the café and wouldn’t give me my business card back.”

      “Whoa! Remember, I’m half awake! Why’d you give him your card?”

      I roll my eyes to the sky. “I didn’t give it to him, Allie. I dropped it by accident, and he grabbed it off the floor. I was trying to get it back, and Sheldon, the security guy I met, stepped in, took care of the jerk, and got my card back. Otherwise, the creep would know exactly where I work! And then Sheldon came back a bit later and asked me if I could fix Katarina Larussio’s hair.”

      “Okay, we can talk more about the mafia boss’ daughter later. Right now, I wanna know more about this security guy. What does he look like? Did he rough the guy up? Make your panties wet?”

      “Goodbye, Allie. I have to go to work, and you need sleep. I’ll tell you all about the super-hot security guy and my wet panties later!”

      I glance at the clock on the wall and scroll through my recent incoming calls for Sheldon’s number. I’m sure he’s busy with Chase and Katarina, and I really shouldn’t bother him, but those penetrating deep brown eyes and that commanding tone of his voice keeps replaying in my mind. My finger hovers over his number before I close my eyes and click.

      I let the deep timbers of his voice instructing me to leave a message wash over me. I have no idea what I intend to say. Damn, I should have written something down. I am so bad at this. I don’t flirt
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