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Chapter One

 


There is a time and
place for all things—a funeral wasn’t exactly the place to announce
an engagement. However, that was what the crass-as-hell Donovan
Swan did when he announced his engagement to the grieving daughter
of the late, powerful Henrick and Felicity St. John.
The funeral goers didn’t know who was more stunned at the
proclamation: the attendees in the pews of the church, or
the bride to be in question.

A complete hush fell over
the church at the announcement—no, at the drunken statement.
In
addition, Donovan added he was going to
take over St. John Industries, because it was what
Daddy H would have
wanted it.

That was the moment Kasper lost her
shit.

She attacked the slick
bastard with fists and feet, not the typical style of a young
woman. No,
she fought like a true fighter. She punched,
kicked, and beat the hell out of him, before being pulled bodily
away. The man lay on his back gasping for air and pointed a shaky
finger at her. “I’m going to fucking sue you, bitch.”

“Try it.” She spat on him.
“Please, remove him and ensure that he doesn’t come anywhere near
the gravesite,” Kasper informed her guards. When they nodded, she
accepted the handkerchief the reverend offered her and shakily
cleaned her hands. “Thank you, Father. Please proceed?”

She tried to calm herself,
but she knew now just who had had a part in killing her parents.
The touch of Swan’s hand to hers was all it had taken—it was why
she’d lost her mind and beat the man. Now she had to think of how
to prove it,
and prove it she would.

All it took was a
touch of skin to skin
and Kasper could see and hear every truth of a
person. What she’d seen in Donovan Swan sickened her more than any
of the assholes she’d been tasked to spy on during her time with
the CIA.

Kasper heard the whispers
of the people around her, but she ignored them. She simply focused
on putting her parents to rest. She listened to the pastor, and to
the people who came after, speak about her parents.

Her parents were well
loved. Who wouldn’t have loved them? Her mother was like walking
sunshine, and her father was one of those men who would give you
the shirt off his back if you asked for it.

Why? Why would someone
kill her parents? They ran the family business, they gave largely
to charity, and they were humanitarians. So why Donovan would kill
her parents was beyond her. She hadn’t been able to hold onto
Donovan long enough to glean all the information needed to get that
one questioned answered. With any luck, Kasper would find closure
one day, however. Perhaps she would make a nighttime visit to the
asshole and torture him until he explained to her exactly why he
had done what he had.

She sniffed, trying to
keep the wrenching sobs at bay until she was alone. No, she
couldn’t show any amount of weakness, because if she did, then her
male cousins and her uncle would latch onto it and try to get
something from her they didn’t deserve. Oddly enough, the one
female cousin she had didn’t want anything to do with the family
money, and that made Kasper like her even more.

Kasper took a deep breath,
forcing herself to focus. She smiled as her mother’s old
au pair spoke
eloquently, as only she could, about her mother. She spoke of when
Kasper’s parents had brought Kasper home from the adoption agency,
and Kasper smiled. She loved that story. Her parents had brought
her home without the first clue as to how to care for a child, but
they wouldn’t let the au
pair, Alice, take over, not unless Kasper
was in pain and colicky.

She watched as Alice
stepped down and her daughter took over. The woman had been her
nanny—Bonnie was her name—and she and Kasper had bonded almost
instantly after Alice had retired. Kasper blushed at the stories
she told about some of the things they’d gotten up to when they
were out on their walks. Bonnie had full care of Kasper because by
that time her mother and father both had schedules packed with work
and charitable duties. However, both parents had always been home
to tuck Kasper in, something that Bonnie made certain to tell
everyone. Nothing like having your nanny telling everyone in
attendance how you would throw a fit when your mommy and daddy
weren’t there to tuck you in, even when you were fourteen or
fifteen years old.

Then her father’s best
friend got up, and that was when she lost it. Kasper began to sob,
something she hadn’t wanted to do. She cried her heart out, as
everyone else in the church seemed to do as well. Everyone, that
was, except her male cousins and uncle, who were in the back,
snickering.

She was going to enjoy breaking their
arms.

A short time later, the
mourners were standing graveside, the twenty-one-gun salute
resounding through the peaceful cemetery. She looked to the Marine
detachment and bowed her head in thanks. Her father had been a
Marine, following in the footsteps of his grandfather, father, and
all but one of his brothers. Unfortunately, her father’s brothers
had all lost their lives.

Kasper noticed a group of
men who stood well apart from everyone else. They were all bowing
respectfully toward her father’s casket and Kasper wondered who
they were. She knew that he had been mentor for several Marines and
Special Forces types, but these men looked so much… well, more. One
male in particular held her interest. Not because of attraction,
but because for a moment she thought she recognized him from a time
very long ago. She never forgot a face, and there was something
about the blond-haired giant of a man she recognized. There was one
woman with the group of twelve men. How odd. Kasper had to look
away from them or she would give her uncle something more to use
against her. Heaven help her if she paid one group more attention
than she did another group.

She shook her head, her
long, intensely bright blonde hair coming free just a bit from the
bun at the back of her neck. She tucked it back behind her ear and
pulled her black cloak a bit tighter around her body. Kasper didn’t
look back at the men and single woman huddled in a group together
and focused on keeping her shit together.

Instead of staying behind
and accepting the sympathy from the people at the funeral—and the
sneers from her uncle and his little bullying
bastards—she
walked off with her attorney. They needed to get ready for the
reading of the will, something she knew was going to be a serious
nightmare.

Once more, she saw the
small group of thirteen on their own. She was intrigued by them,
felt drawn to them. Kasper heard the men talking to each other and
wondered what about. She saw the woman all but radiating happiness,
hope, and love, and it was that happiness and hope Kasper felt from
that woman made her smile.

In that rare moment,
photos were snapped. The next day, the headline in the paper would
read Heiress Smiles as She Buries Her
Parents.

*****

Two weeks
later…

 


Kasper sat at the massive
oak table and looked at her so-called family. She listened to
her uncle shouting, saying she didn’t deserve the St. John name;
she watched as one of her younger cousins flinched and shook her
head. It was only when the man slapped the young woman and told her
to shut the fuck up that Kasper finally spoke.

“Davis St. John.” Not
Uncle Davis, which no doubt everyone noticed. Her attorney reached
out to touch her, but she shook him off. “When your father died, he
didn’t have a dime to his name. Your mother did. She used her head
and ensured that they never ran out of money. She invested, and
invested well. Nonna St. John was a forward thinker. She had you,
and she had my father left after your older brothers died in
combat. You claim that I don’t deserve the St. John name, when in
reality it’s you who doesn’t deserve the name. My mother and father
were amazing people. They gave to the community. They worked in the
community. They were the very epitome of goodness, but you and your
sons? Not so much.” She looked at the four sons and sighed. “You
wasted the money that Nonna left you—all of you did. You came to my
father for money, and he gave it to you but asked that you work for
it. You refused.”

Shaking, she clenched her
fists under the table as she spoke in a tone that wobbled, at least
to her ears. “The only one of you that is halfway decent is Pepper,
and you slap her, treat her terribly, and ground her under your
boot heel.” She looked to the young woman in question. “Pepper, I’m
offering you a job. First, I want to send you to college, anywhere
you want to go, everything paid. You choose your career path. Will
you accept?” The young woman had just turned eighteen three days
ago: the choice had to be hers.

Uncertainty shone in
Pepper’s face, but finally she nodded, straightened her shoulders,
and smiled. “I would like that, Kas. Thank you.” When her father
went to hit her again, Pepper grabbed his hand and said, “No more.”
She got up, moved away from her father and brothers, and took a
seat next to Kasper and her attorneys.

Kasper knew why the man
would dare strike Pepper even in front of people; it was because he
felt that he could get away with anything simply because he was a
St. John. Well, he was going to learn his name was not going to
protect him now.

Kasper looked to her
attorney and nodded, watching as he gave Pepper a handkerchief and
asked her if she wanted to press charges.

“If he touches me again,
yes.”

Kasper nodded. “Now,
Davis, Brian, CJ, and Danny, you are all officially cut off. If you
want a job inside of one of the many companies that are St. John’s
holdings, then you will start from the bottom up. Literally. No
more free rides. My father took over the companies after buying you
out of your parts of them. You were paid well for it all. All of
you. I’m assuming you spent the money that Daddy put into trust for
Pepper?”

At the look on the men’s
faces, she saw it was true.

“Don’t worry about it, P.
I’ll take care of that. Now. Who wants a job?” When they all glared
at her, she smiled and nodded. “Just as I thought. You’ll find
there is nothing you can do to override my parents’ wills. None of
you can afford it anyway,” she stated bluntly. “Now get out.” She
watched as they sat there, and then Kasper looked to the giant men
at the doors and nodded. “Please escort these men out of the
building. Oh, and if you would please ensure that they have copies
of the restraining orders as well, I would appreciate it
greatly.”

It seemed as if her uncle
and cousins had only just noticed the bodyguards. Kasper sighed.
Life was about to get very interesting—she just knew it.


Chapter Two

 


Mount Olympus, home of the
gods…

 


Artemis, the Goddess of
the Hunt, watched the men train. They were all delicious-looking
men, and as descendants of gods, they were perfectly suited to the
roles they played. Finally, she shifted into view. “Ares. I see
that you are training them well,” Artemis said with a smile. “Which
is very good, because it’s time.” She looked her brother, the God
of War. “I need to speak to you privately.”

She looked back down at
the well at Mikhail, one of the Scions on Earth, and bowed her head
to the large man even though he couldn’t see her. Mikhail lifted
his head and looked up at the skies and directly up at her as if he
felt her gaze.

“What is it?” Ares asked
as he moved to Artemis, casting a spell to ensure no one else could
overhear them.

“Apollo’s descendant.
There have been two attempts on her life, and her adoptive parents
were just killed in a third attempt.”

Ares hissed, and she saw
him look to Mikhail on Earth, just as she had. “He doesn’t
know.”

“No, but you’re going to
have to tell him. Bringing her here without him knowing will cause
distrust.”

“He’ll be distrustful
anyway. It’s how he is.”

“She’s his half-sister. He
deserves to know. He will help keep her safe, just as her mates
will. She’s…” Artemis hesitated and then bowed her head and sighed.
“I’m afraid that I have rubbed off on her a bit,” she
confessed.

“Artemis,” Ares
growled.

“I ensured that she knew
how to fight, how to take care of herself. The CIA picked her up
when she was young—not my doing, by the way—and she worked for them
for three years. The only reason she left was because of the first
attempt on her life. Someone is trying to kill her. It’s not only
humans out to kill her, but the dark ones as well.”

“Shit.” Ares began to pace
in their small bubble of silence. “This is going to hurt
him.”

“I know, and I wish we
could do something to lessen the pain, but there it is. The truth
would be better coming from you, someone able to take the beating
he’ll heap upon the messenger.”

Ares nodded, looking
resigned. “He knew that his father wasn’t exactly the most faithful
man, but knowing he fathered another child? It’s going to hurt
him.”

“I know, but you must
ensure he knows that it’s her mother that is Apollo’s descendant,
not his father. Sadly. He would have been a fine Warrior on
Olympus, don’t you think?” Artemis asked as she looked at the men.
“Are her men ready for her?”

“As ready as they ever
will be. I’m not sure how they will react knowing she was with the
CIA, however.” Ares cocked his head, asking Artemis, “What aren’t
you telling me?”

“While she can’t create
sunshine, Kasper can know truth from touching a person or anything
they have touched. It takes time to gather a great deal of
information and even more if she’s under stress or emotional. She
can see and hear everything from that touch. The longer the touch,
the more she knows; she didn’t tell her handlers how she was so
good at ferreting out the secrets that she did or she would have
never been freed from them. The group needs to be
prepared.”

“I will make sure it’s so.
Anything else?”

“Yes. To her, I’m her
adoptive aunt. I’ve been there for her all her life. She’s hurting
right now. She just buried the only parents she ever knew, and if
that wasn’t enough, some idiot decided to announce at the funeral
she was going to marry him. Before you ask, no. He’s a slimeball of
a man that she went on three dates with and never touched. She’s
actually surprisingly gentle for being the descendant of Apollo.”
Artemis tilted her head to the side and frowned. “She’s going to be
calling in another protection agency. Shit.” She growled and looked
down at her glowing arms. “One of her bodyguards just tried to kill
her. Get them ready. The call will come to them.”

That was the last thing
she said before disappearing in a flash of light.

*****

 


“The Farm”, somewhere in
Texas…

 


Ares made his way toward
his men, the Scions and protectors of the Descendants. These men
were all specially trained military men before he’d gotten his
hands on them. Now, after having trained in the halls of Olympus,
they were the Heroes of Olympus. Deadly, powerful men whose very
DNA had been changed by spending time in the Heavens.

Ares needed to explain
their next case, a case that they were already aware of, since they
had just attended the funeral of the woman’s adoptive parents’
weeks earlier. Ares took a deep breath before he addressed the men.
“I need to talk to you about the funeral you all attended more than
two weeks ago.”

Camilla spoke. “You mean
the one where the daughter was smiling when she was getting into
her limo? From what I hear from the boys, that man was a hero, and
his wife was as close to a freaking saint as possible, so why was
the daughter smiling? Did she kill them? Are you sending the guys
to take her in?”

Ares could see that they
all believed Camilla. Not good. That wasn’t at all what he had been
thinking they would ask. He never would have thought that anyone
would believe that Kasper St. John was a bad person or a person who
would want her parents dead. Then again, no one really knew her the
way that Artemis and Ares did.

“No,” he said with a sigh.
“I’m sending you in to protect her. There have been several
attempts on her life. She’s Apollo’s descendant. Kasper is actually
a very good person, but I know you, Cam, and I know that you’ll
have to see that for yourself.”

Camilla snorted. “Of
course. He’s a womanizer and an ass, so of course she would be
his.”

Ares laughed. “That’s my
girl,” he said with a wink. “But he’s not like the myths state. One
day, you’ll meet him and understand. Oh, and just so you know,
Artemis will be around more often. She has been the one watching
over Kasper, and she’s rather attached to her, so don’t be
surprised if she drops in from time to time.”

“Great.” Camilla rolled
her eyes. “I love you, Uncle A, but seriously?” She grumbled.
“Okay. Fine. Whatever. So are you going to give us all the details
on this girl?” Clearly, Camilla didn’t like Kasper, but she would
soon learn what a gentle soul the girl was.

He looked to the men. “Do
any of you have questions?” He wondered which of these men were
Kasper’s—he knew it wasn’t either Mikhail or Gareth, which reminded
him he needed to speak to Mikhail alone. Mikhail needed to know he
was going in to save his half-sister.

“We’re going to need to
have full specifications on her house, office, those around her,
both relations and otherwise,” Gareth said. “Every single detail
about her life from the moment she was born.” Gareth frowned at
Ares and then his gaze cut to Mikhail, back to Ares, and narrowed
more. The man didn’t ask the question on his mind,
though.

“Every part of her life
will be on your desks in the war room. Blueprints to her home, as
well as all security codes, are in there as well.” Ares looked to
Mikhail. “She isn’t what you’re all thinking. She’s not the smiling
heiress who’s happy her parents are gone. You’ll be surprised at
what she was actually smiling at.” Ares paused before saying,
“Kasper smiled because she saw the love Camilla has for Mikhail and
Gareth and was in awe of that love. It gave her hope for humanity.”
He saw the looks of surprise on the faces of everyone present and
nodded. “Exactly. Now, what other questions do you
have?”

“Until we go through the
intel, none,” Gareth spoke again. “Guys, let’s get working on what
Ares has given us. We need to be ahead of the curve on this one,
and quickly.” He moved toward Mikhail and lifted a brow. Mik gave a
small nod without taking his eyes off Ares.

When the others were gone,
Mikhail addressed Ares. “What the fuck didn’t you say in front of
the others?”

“We should go for drinks.
Where would you like to go?” Ares asked, watching the tick in
Mikhail’s jaw. “We at least need to have a seat, because what I
have to say is going to knock you on your ass. Trust me on
that.”

“There’s a pub three
klicks from here. It’ll do,” Mik said with a definite growl to his
voice. Ares knew the man hated being put off. Saw evasiveness to be
a weakness. Ares was waiting because he didn’t think Mik would want
anyone to overhear their conversation. At least not before the man
could process it himself.

“Then hold onto your
shit.” Ares lay a hand on the man’s shoulder. Soon, they appeared
in the pub without anyone being the wiser. Taking a seat at a table
in the rear of the bar, Ares said, “Order a drink, and when the
waitress is gone, I will tell you.” Ares leaned back, raising his
hand to get the waitress’ attention. “Trust me, you will want it.
Hell, I want one, too.”

Mikhail ordered a double
Scotch neat—top shelf, of course. He looked at Ares as if daring
him to deny Mik the pricy beverage. One hand rested on the table.
Other than his eyes, Mik sat perfectly still. The man reminded Ares
of a predator waiting to attack.

Once the drink was
delivered, Ares got to business. “I have something to tell you,
something that you aren’t going to like. I need you to understand
that this isn’t her fault and she doesn’t know.” He took a deep
breath and tapped his finger to the tabletop. “The girl you’re
going to protect, she’s your half-sister. Your father was stationed
in DC for a few months while your mother stayed here. You were
seven. That’s when Kasper was sired. The woman gave her up for
adoption the moment she could. The two of you are a great deal
alike, but she’s far softer than you are. I wanted to warn you,
because the second you see her, you will know. The white-blonde
hair, the striking grey eyes, makes it easy to tell that she’s of
your blood. Will you be okay with this?”

Mikhail sat silent for a
long time before he finally let out a breath. “So you’re telling me
my old man was cheating on my mother, got another woman knocked up,
and then bolted for the door?”

“Yes. Your mother knew,
too,” Ares said simply before taking another drink of his whiskey.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to go into the mission without
knowing. You mean a lot to me. I respect the hell out of you. Are
you going to be okay?”

Mikhail drained his glass
in one long swallow. He waved the waitress over. “Another,” he
requested. Once it was filled again, and the woman had gone off to
the other end of the bar, Mik turned to look at Ares. “I’ll do my
job, but that’s it. I’m not there to make friends; I’m not there to
get to know her. I’m there to keep her alive and figure out who’s
after her.”

“That works. Just don’t
hurt her. She’s lost everyone in her life. She’s in a bad place
right now. You don’t have to like her, but you need to remember,
she’s not to blame for what your father did. That’s on him, not
her. She never knew him. She never knew her mother. She was
literally abandoned on a church doorstep. Yes, she was raised by an
amazing family, but it doesn’t stop the fact that she still has
feelings of abandonment.” Ares knew that Mik would recall that the
parents who had adopted her included a man that he greatly
respected.

“I won’t hurt her,”
Mikhail said. He took a more measured drink. “But I also won’t
coddle her. I don’t know her, and don’t particularly care if I do
know her. She’s a job, nothing more, nothing less. Now, I’d really
like to get back to the house so I can look over the information
you gathered.” Tipping the glass back, Mikhail finished his drink
and then slid the glass away from him.

“As you say.” He reached
out and put his hand on Mikhail’s arm, and they were soon gone. It
was good being a god; he could come and go as he pleased and no one
could see him unless he wanted them to.

He hoped Mikhail would
figure out how to get past his feelings, because if Artemis was
right, then two of the men in their unit were meant to be
Kasper’s.

Once they were back at the
Farm, Mikhail walked toward the others gathered around the war room
table. He was getting some curious looks but seemed to be intent on
ignoring them. Moving next to Gareth, he took the file the other
man handed over and then went to one of the chairs to sit and
read.

Ares looked over the men
and nodded. “Once the threat to her is over, we will ensure that
she remains protected. If you have any ideas of firms that could be
trusted to take over her protection after we’re finished, I’ll take
the suggestions and will investigate them. We won’t ask her to come
back to the farm.” It was clear Mikhail wouldn’t be comfortable
with that. He wouldn’t force the issue, so it would be better to
simply let the woman live her life away from the farm. It would
mean two of the men would not be living at the compound, but they
could work something out.

James looked his way.
“There’s a couple I can give you. I know some of the guys at each,
ran into them once or twice in the field. They’re solid, have a
good head on their shoulders, and seem to have gotten in with
groups that have strong values. They go above and beyond on their
jobs and don’t see any gig as being beneath them.”

“Leave me their names and
I’ll have Artemis start to look into all of their employees. She’s
a descendant, so she needs to be protected. Now, do you all need
anything else?” Ares asked.

“Not yet,” Gareth said.
“But we’ll compile a list and let you know. We’re still only
scratching the surface on this. Give us until tomorrow morning, and
we’ll have a better idea of what’s needed before we go
in.”

“Does she know who she’s
getting?” Mikhail asked. He was staring at Ares with his eerie
gaze, emotionless, nothing at all on his face or in his
eyes.

“No. She just knows that
you’re the best. If you want to share what I shared with you,
that’s up to you,” Ares told Mikhail honestly. “Just keep her safe.
Apollo can be a dick, but he has a very soft spot for this girl.
You will understand when you meet her.” Everyone tended to
gravitate toward Kasper and everyone tended to like her.

Grunting, Mik turned his
attention back to the file in his hands.

A couple of the other men
were alternating looks between Mik and Ares. They were dying to
know what had been discussed but not suicidal enough to ask about
it with Mikhail in his current surly mood. Not that the man had
many other moods.

“If you get any more
information, we’ll need to know before morning, so please send it
through,” Gareth said. “Other than that, we’ll do what we do and
figure out how to make this work for everyone involved.”

Ares nodded. “Will do.
Just do what you all do best and know that she’s important. She
won’t be living here, but she still needs to be watched over.
James, remember to give me the names of the agencies.”

“I’ll dig them out later
and give you a ring.” James shifted to peer over Victor’s shoulder
at something the other man was reading with a frown on his face.
“Seriously, she cut the entire family out? Damn, that’s fucking ice
cold,” James muttered and gave a whistle.

“She had her reasons,”
Ares said. “She has a cousin she’s sending to college, a cousin who
is nothing like the father and brothers. When you read their files
and see the footage, you will understand.” Ares paused and thought
to add, “Being a descendant of Apollo, she’s able to discern truth
with a touch. If you lie to her, don’t touch her.”

Mikhail’s cold gaze lifted
to meet his. “We don’t lie. We may not give the entire truth in the
moment, but we don’t ever lie, either. So there won’t be any
concerns there.”

“Is it me or is there a
pissing match going on here?” Nolan muttered under his breath to
Wyatt. The other man shrugged but clearly thought the same
thing—and likely wondered what the fuck was going on.

“Now, if you'll excuse
me.” Ares inclined his head at the men, a smile playing around the
corners of his mouth. “Mikhail, if you don’t want her to know, then
don’t touch her. She knows all the truths from a single
truth.”

He vanished after a bow.


Chapter Three

 


On the road toward Kasper
St. John’s Home…

 


Straightening in his seat
in the SUV, Victor rubbed a hand over his eyes. A sign told him
they were about ten miles from their destination. A good thing,
since that would wake him up and with any luck help get his head on
straight.

James passed him a bottle
of water over the front passenger seat. After a mumbled thanks, he
took a long pull of the cold liquid and worked at getting the kinks
out of his shoulders and neck. Normally he wasn’t the sort to sleep
in a moving vehicle, but after being up nearly all night with only
an hour’s sleep prior to departing, his body had obviously decided
a nap was in order.

Rolling the icy bottle
over his face for a little extra assistance in waking, he let out a
deep breath. Ares and Mikhail had been super cryptic the night
before and again that morning. Something was going on that the rest
of them apparently weren’t going to find out about any time soon.
If at all. Hell, even Gareth didn’t appear to know, since Wyatt had
asked that morning and gotten only a bewildered “Who the fuck
knows” from Gareth.

Unusual to say the least. Mik and
Gareth were tight, always had been, so for Mik to keep something on
the DL was unusual. Not unheard of, but unusual.

What he did know was that
the seriously lovely and decidedly lickable Kasper St. John was
their client. While he’d managed to keep his thoughts on wanting to
tear Kasper’s clothes off from the group, he and James had
discussed it around three that morning during a break for food and
air. James had even been the one to bring it up.

“Is it just me or do you
have the same need to strip that woman down to see what’s under
that stuffy exterior she puts on?”

Casting James a look,
Victor had grinned. “I’m guessing you mean Ms. St. John and not
Camilla, right?” The look he’d earned for that had caused him to
laugh. “No, you would not be alone in that particular urge,
brother. I have a feeling under that façade she burns hot. Though I
have to say, the ice-princess exterior definitely has my attention.
Has me thinking of unwrapping a gift, really.”

“Mm, you have a point
there. She definitely moves like she’s a sensual
person.”

James was right on that
score. The videos of various press conferences and the recordings
from the lawyer’s office had shown that and more. Sadness had
appeared deep in Kasper’s eyes, one that spoke of old wounds that
ran deep. But once you got beyond the sadness, a man quickly
realized the woman was built for sex. Long limbs, curves in all the
right places, and a mouth that Victor could already envision
wrapped around his cock.

Snapping back to the
moment, he shifted in his seat. Not exactly the time, or place, to
be getting a massive hard on for a woman he hadn’t even met. Hell,
she could be as cold as some of the reports stated. No way in hell
was he going to risk frostbite on the family jewels for a piece of
tail. Even if she was the hottest, sexiest thing on two legs he’d
ever seen in his life.

Then there was the other
problem. Victor had a nagging feeling regarding her. For some
reason, he felt like he knew her, or at the very least had seen her
somewhere. But for the life of him, he couldn’t place her. Which
was strange in and of itself. He didn’t forget faces. Names,
though, for sure; he had a horrible rep for remembering names, but
faces he didn’t ever forget. It is his little “talent”, one he’d
had since he was a kid, and one that had proven useful over the
years of his military service.

With a face like hers, he
damn well wouldn’t forget her. Yet for the life of him he couldn’t
place where, or when, he might have seen her. And it would have
been in person, too, as his “talent” only worked in person. Might
be why he was having a devil of a time placing her. Victor hoped
he’d be able to figure it out once face to face with her. It would
drive him to distraction otherwise. There was something about her
eyes and the shape of her face that had him thinking that he knew
her.

Dieter, who was driving,
let out a low whistle. “Swanky,” he said in an almost impressed
tone.

It took a lot to impress
the other man, but even Victor had to agree that what he could see
of the house was built to impress. Oddly, it didn’t have an
ostentatious feel to it. Yes, it was grand, and yes, it was bigger
than any one person could ever need. Yet its location, nestled into
the surrounding trees, gave it a less prominent feel.

A garbled voice came over
the speaker box. “We’re here to kill the lady,” Dieter said. His
joke earned him a punch in the arm from one of the other
men.

Another garbled response,
and then the gates were buzzed open. Victor didn’t like the fact
that Dieter could make that joke and someone would let them
in.

“We so need to fix that
piece of shit,” James muttered. He began taking notes of first
impressions. The security box was now up there on the list to be
improved.

“No cameras on the wall
pointed at the driver or passenger. It’s situated to take in the
driveway, but nothing near the wall,” Nolan said. “And there’s
nothing pointed to the inside of the gate, either.”

“Trees are too close to
the wall,” Dieter noted. “The gardener obviously needs to either be
fired or has been on vacation. Anyone could get over those walls
with how close some of the trees are.”

“Probably hasn’t been
overly concerned about upkeep since her adoptive parents died,”
Nolan said. “The lawn hasn’t been mowed, and I’m betting those are
weeds sprouting in the flower beds.”

“And only one camera by
the front door,” James muttered. “Looks like there should have been
two more easily, but all that’s still up are the
mounts.”

Dieter brought their SUV
to a halt, and Victor slid out to look around, squinting against
the brightness of the sun. “We should get better lighting out here,
too. Looks like there’s a couple of floodlights, but oddly the
driveway and parking area are under lit.”

“We’ll have to do a full
walk around. It’s strange given who her old man was that he didn’t
have something more beefed up,” Nolan said.

“The security system is
top of the line, some of it not even out on the market yet,” Gareth
told them as the other men joined them from the other two SUVs
they’d come in. “The house is wired top to bottom and fortified to
withstand a nuclear attack.”

“Yeah, but letting folks
get into the house is kind of counterproductive, isn’t it?” Thomas
asked in a lazy drawl. The man sounded half-asleep still, but
Victor knew that was only for show. Thomas had, on more than one
occasion, used others’ perceptions of him to gain the upper hand in
a situation. Amazing how surprised they always were when he pulled
off some fancy move quick as quick could be.

“It definitely is,” Mik
growled. The man had a bee in his bonnet over this assignment, but
no way in hell was Victor going to ask him about it. “We need to do
a full sweep of the grounds, and along the exterior fence. Anything
that needs to be changed, removed, or otherwise adapted to ensure
better safety, I want notes on. And someone figure out if there is
a damn gardener that should be here doing the job, or if we need to
hire someone.”

Gareth cleared his throat.
“I think we should maybe go introduce ourselves before we get too
busy tearing out shrubbery. Especially since there appears to be at
least one reasonably sized gent at the door with a big-ass .45
pointed in our general direction.”

Victor turned with the
others to look over at the guard. “Well, they did let us in, so
really it’s not our fault we’re standing around gabbing instead of
being properly greeted.”

Mik cut him a vicious look
that had Victor nearly swallowing his tongue. Okay, that was
seriously the wrong thing to say, and he had no idea why. “Let’s
go,” the man practically snarled.

“Twenty says he has the
guard disarmed in three seconds,” Wyatt muttered.

“I have fifty that says he
puts him in a headlock in under two,” Owen offered.

“Shut up, the lot of you,”
Gareth grumbled.

Oh yeah, this was going to be
interesting. Likely not the best way to meet the mistress of the
house, but it would be amusing at least.

****

Kasper had been watching
the men traipse outside her home for a while. She didn’t know who
had buzzed them in, but now that they were in, she was more than a
little curious as to who they were and what they were doing in her
home. When they turned around finally, she recognized them. They
had been at her parents’ funeral. She knew she should feel
terrified since there were so many unknown men on her property, but
she felt oddly safe. It was the damndest thing; Kasper felt like
she should know these people, but she didn’t.

Opening the door, she
looked at the men and overheard something about having the guard
disarmed in two seconds. “I’m sure that should you try to disarm
the guard, you likely could. I would hope that you wouldn’t,” she
said. “Who are you all and what are you doing here?”

“We’re your new security
team,” one man said, stepping forward. He had short reddish-brown
hair, warm green eyes, and a slight smile on his lips. “Your aunt
may have mentioned we’d be coming around today.”

“Oh, yes. I remember. You
were at my parents’ funeral as well. The graveside service.” She
moved to the side to let them in. “Please, come in.” Kasper might
be trusting them for now, but she did also have a gun tucked in the
waistband of her pants. “Or you can all stay out here and try to
find the gardener, who is a useless piece of crap that I fired but
didn’t have the foresight to have removed from the property as I
should have.”

“Well, that answers one
question,” someone muttered.

As a group, they all
headed toward her, filing up the stairs and inside. Except for the
blond with the cold eyes. He followed up the rear and stopped next
to her. “I’ll take the piece you have tucked at the small of your
back,” he said, holding out a hand. “With us here, you won’t need
that weapon. We will protect you.”

Cocking her head to the
side, she looked at him. “I feel as if I know you. Do I?” He looked
so familiar, but she couldn’t place him. “And I’m keeping my
weapon. With all the attempts on my life, I think you’ll have to
get over it.”

“We’ve never met prior to
this moment. Excluding the cemetery, of course, where we didn’t
even speak. My condolences on your parents’ passing,” he said
quietly. A moment later, he tucked his hands behind his back. “If
you’re keeping it, then you’re going to walk in
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