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        ABOUT MORE THAN PROTECT YOU

      

      

      Can I keep the gorgeous, gun-shy single mother safe—and prove I’m the man for her?

      

      I’m Tanner Kirk—Certified firearms instructor and mixed martial arts enthusiast. When I filed for divorce at the end of an empty marriage, all I wanted was a vacation in paradise, not another woman in my life. But how can I possibly say no to Amanda Lund, a young single mom desperate to learn self-defense? Or refuse the banked desire on the guarded beauty’s face?

      

      I can’t.

      

      So I seduce Mandy until we’re burning up the sheets…and soon find my heart entangled with her bruised and battered one. But when a nemesis from her past tries to destroy our future by unearthing my secret, will she understand and forgive me—or give up on us forever?
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      There are infinite ways to tell someone you love them. Some of the most powerful don’t require words at all. This was the truth rolling through my head when I first conceived of this series, writing about a love so complete that mere letters strung together to make sentences weren’t an adequate communicator of those feelings. Instead, for this series, music was my go-to choice.

      

      I love music. I’m always immersed in it and spend hours a day with my ear buds plugged in. I write to music. I think to music. I even sleep to music. I was thrilled to incorporate songs into the story I felt were meaningful to the journey. I think of it this way: a movie has a soundtrack. Why shouldn’t a book?

      

      So I created one.

      

      Some of the songs I’ve selected will be familiar. Some are old. Some are newer. Some popular. Some obscure. They all just fit (in my opinion) and came straight from the heart. I listened to many of these songs as I wrote the book.

      

      For maximum understanding (and feels), I seriously recommend becoming familiar with these songs and either playing them or rolling them around in your head as you read. I’ve also made it simple for you to give these songs a listen by creating a Spotify playlist. Click here for all the enjoyment.

      

      Hugs and happy reading!

      

      
        
        YOU GIVE LOVE A BAD NAME - Bon Jovi

        HEART-SHAPED BOX - Nirvana

        WOMAN, AMEN - Dierks Bentley

        DON’T SPEAK - No Doubt

        SPEECHLESS - Dan + Shay

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sunday, April 8

        4:40 a.m.

        Maui

      

        
      
        Tanner

      

      

      
      There’s nothing like Bon Jovi waking me up before five a.m. on a Sunday morning. I eye my phone, now blasting “You Give Love a Bad Name,” my soon-to-be ex-wife’s ringtone. She only ever calls when she wants something, so this ought to be interesting.

      I grope the device off the nightstand and flop back to my pillow. “What, Ellie?”

      “It’s Elise now.”

      The day I met her, working on a ranch a hundred miles outside of Pueblo, Colorado, she was Ellie. She was a happy-go-lucky nineteen and didn’t have an uncompromising thought in her head. I took one look at her sloppy ponytail, hazel eyes, crooked smile, and very short shorts—and I fell. We got married a few years later, bought a house, and started a business together. Everything was going all right…until it wasn’t. Eight years had gone by when I looked up and realized I was married to a stranger. When she asked for a trial separation, I didn’t fight. That night, I packed a bag and walked out the door. I haven’t missed her since.

      “Do you know what fucking time it is in Maui, Elise?”

      “Early. I know. But since you haven’t been available during reasonable daytime hours lately, I thought I’d try this.”

      So me ignoring her three phone calls yesterday wasn’t subtle enough? “What do you want?”

      “Did you get the paperwork yet? I signed it. The carrier shows it was delivered to you on Friday.”

      She’s itching for our divorce to be final. In truth, I’m feeling the same. We separated nearly two years ago, and finally this long road is almost over.

      “Yeah.”

      “And? Is that all you have to say?”

      “Yeah.” Mostly because it drives her crazy. I’m not trying to antagonize her simply to be a vengeful asshole. I’m just hoping if these phone calls are painful enough she’ll stop.

      She sighs like she’s grappling for patience. “Tanner Maxwell Kirk, please give me a straightforward answer once and for all. Are you going to sign the papers?”

      “Yeah.” Why would I stay married to her now?

      “This week?”

      “You in a hurry?” I ask out of curiosity more than anything. And maybe because I want to yank her chain.

      “Not that you care, but yes.”

      “Why? You’re not looking to get married again, are you?”

      She hesitates. “I don’t see that it’s any of your business.”

      “Then I don’t see why I have to sign right away.”

      “Ugh, you are the most frustrating, infuriating man! I only married you because I wanted off that damn ranch, and I didn’t know how damaging the traditional, patriarchal institution of marriage was…”

      I tune out. I’ve heard this speech. She didn’t find marriage demeaning or oppressive until she decided to go back to college and took a bunch of classes that turned her thinking inside out. Fine. I never wanted to hold her back. The moment she asked, I set her free. A few months later, I even hired an attorney to make it official.

      I interrupt her diatribe. “Just answer my question and I’ll sign.”

      Ellie sighs. “Not exactly.”

      “Then what?”

      “Is it any of your business?” she huffs. “I don’t ask who you’ve fucked lately.”

      “Actually, you did. About a month ago.”

      “I’d had too much to drink that night. I just wanted to make sure you’re getting on with your life.”

      Riiight… “Seems like you got interested in my sex life not long after I moved out and got one that didn’t include you.”

      She finally drops the attitude. “Caring is a hard habit to break. We were together for so long…”

      “And then you decided we weren’t because I was oppressing you or whatever.”

      “Not you specifically, though you have your overbearing moments.”

      She’s mentioned that about a hundred times. “You want me to apologize for caring about you?”

      “It felt more like hovering. But in this case, I meant the institution of marriage. I just couldn’t be the feminist I know I am now and yet remain in a practice I don’t believe in anymore. It didn’t mean I stopped having feelings.”

      But it did mean we stopped having sex. And I’m over this conversation. “I wish you nothing but the best, Ellie, whatever your plans may be. I’ll sign the papers and drop them back in the mail to my attorney tomorrow. As soon as the judge processes them and the house sells, you’ll be free of me.”

      “Thank you. I’m entering into a domestic partnership.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Patricia.”

      Okay, that shocks me. “You’re in a relationship with another woman?”

      “It just…happened. I’d been seeing a fellow grad student. Scott was nice. He liked antiquing, classical music, and photography.”

      Everything I don’t. Yet she still wasn’t happy?

      “He introduced me to his sister over lunch one day, and I realized people don’t truly fall in love with the body; they fall in love with the soul. Patricia has the most beautiful soul. But I’m scared, Tanner. She’s a lot smarter. She knows herself so much better. She seems sure of everything.”

      And Ellie is still trying to find herself. I finally figured that out. She looked for her identity as my wife. When that failed, she tried to pin it on motherhood. When her ovaries wouldn’t cooperate, she tried to find meaning in being a student. Now she’s looking for some pinnacle of self-actualization in a same-sex partnership. I don’t know Patricia, but I already feel sorry for her. In a few years, Ellie will drift away, and Patricia will probably only have the faintest idea why.

      “You didn’t ask for my advice, and at the risk of being overbearing, I’m going to suggest you give her your all. Communicate. Invest your heart this time. Focus not on what you can’t have but what you can.”

      She’s quiet for such a long time, I’m worried she’s pissed. “You’re probably right. I never meant to hurt you.”

      “I know.”

      “And I’m sorry.”

      “I know.” Just like I know this will be one of the last conversations we ever have. It’s sad…but that’s life. We’ve both moved on.

      “You going to stay in Maui?”

      “Probably. I’m looking into opening a shooting range here. I’ve found a good location. All I have to do is sign the lease.” And come up with the money to start a new business. Right now, that’s a tall order. I’m flat broke.

      “Where are you going to live?”

      “Once the house sells, I can buy a condo on the island or something.”

      “You staying with Joe?” she asks about my buddy Camden’s dad.

      “At his place. He’s away on business now.” But he’s due back tomorrow night, so I need to find somewhere else to crash ASAP that won’t cost me a fortune. His studio apartment isn’t big enough for both of us. “The good news is, I’ve met a few of his fishing buddies and found some good restaurants. I’m enjoying the island. It’s a start.”

      “Good luck. I hope you find the right someone to spend your life with. I hope she can give you children because I know you want them. And I hope you’re deliriously happy. As far as husbands go, you were mostly decent.”

      From Ellie, that’s high praise, but I’m done with marriage, wanting kids, and the illusion of happily ever after. “Thanks. Good luck, El.”

      Three beeps tell me she’s gone, probably for good.

      It seems odd that what started during a chilly fall night is now ending on a warm spring dawn. Maybe that timing ought to tell me something…

      With a sigh, I rise. Since I’m up now, I’ll go ahead and grab a shower.

      Three minutes later, I’m toweling off and padding back to my duffel for some clothes. It’s too early on a Sunday to be looking for work, so I might as well go fishing. Once I’ve tossed on some shorts and a tank, I drag Joe’s fishing gear from the corner and search for my shoes.

      My phone rings again, the run-of-the-mill ringtone. I almost brush it off, but a glance at the display tells me it’s someone I actually want to talk to. “Hey, Trace. Good to hear from you. Looking for a fishing buddy this morning?”

      “I wish. I have a prospective client who wants to meet you, like, now.”

      The gravity in his voice tells me he’s got a situation and it’s serious. I shove the fishing gear back in the corner. “What’s up?”

      “I’m calling on behalf of a family friend. Amanda is twenty-six. Single mother to a boy about to turn one. The father of her baby is…notorious.”

      Interesting choice of words. “Sounds like you’re putting it nicely. Is she worried he’s coming back for her?”

      “No, thank God. He’s not violent; he’s dead. But his enemies are after her.”

      So they can’t accept that the cause of their anger is gone and chose instead to take it out on a woman? This is why people annoy me.

      “I’m happy to do what I can. But I have to be honest. I haven’t done any bodyguarding in a while.”

      “And I know you’re just getting settled on the island. I wouldn’t ask…but I don’t know anyone else with your skill set. I’m sure they’re out there, but they’d be a stranger I don’t know if I can trust. These scumbags are threatening her kid’s life, too. Could you protect them?”

      I can’t do it for long since I need to find a steady job. I’m also not sure where I can take them that’s safe. But I’ll figure it out. I can’t let this woman and her kid live in fear. And will they live at all if I don’t intervene? “For a few days. While I’m finding her someone more competent. I’ll teach her a bit of self-defense, too.”

      Once I’m gone, it might keep her safe.

      “Perfect. Thanks, man. I owe you.”

      “No problem. Where is she now?”

      “I’m going to give you her half-sister’s address. She’s been staying there, but obviously she can’t anymore. Nia is thirty weeks pregnant and⁠—”

      “Say no more. If you can help me figure out a place to hide Amanda, I’ll take it from there.”

      “I’ll ask around and see if I can have something worked out shortly. Just get over here as soon as you can. I don’t feel right leaving Amanda and her son alone here with Nia, but my son is with a…friend, so I need to get home.”

      My guess? The friend is more than a friend. Who but a lover would be at his place at five a.m.? But Trace having female company hardly surprises me. His older brother, Noah Weston, the former pro quarterback, is well known for scoring on the field. Trace has a reputation for scoring off of it.

      He’s put some effort into his sex life. You might try that, dude, before your penis forgets why it exists.

      Telling the voice in my head to shut the hell up, I grab my shades, my Glock, and the keys to Joe’s classic red Mustang. He told me if I could fix it, I could drive it while he was gone. A few hours and a few parts later, I had her purring like a kitten.

      GPS and Nirvana guide me to an address on the western side of the island. It’s a multi-million dollar house situated right on the ocean. As I pull up, the place is ablaze with lights. I let loose a low whistle. Amanda’s half-sister, whoever she is, lives in paradise.

      Out front, I see Trace talking to an attractive brunette. As I step from the car, he waves. “Hey, Tanner.”

      “How you doing?” I lock the Mustang, then greet him with a handshake and a shoulder bump.

      “Okay. Thanks for coming so early and on such short notice.”

      “No problem. I’m not okay with a mob harassing women and children.” I glance at the brunette. “You Amanda?”

      “No, I’m Harlow.”

      “She’s my brother’s wife,” Trace supplies.

      I haven’t met Trace’s famous brother, but his wife’s friendly smile tells me she’s super down-to-earth. “Nice to meet you.” I shake her hand, then turn back to Trace. “Where’s Amanda?”

      I need to find her, start asking questions, and figure out my best course of action. As I drove up, a glance told me people trampled the flowers around the perimeter of the house and broke a window out front. I need to get Amanda out of here and stash her someplace both secret and safe.

      A beautiful African American woman approaches down the front walkway, dressed in a white silk robe and looking very pregnant. “She’s inside. Her son is cranky since his sleep has been disrupted. She’s trying to get him back down. I’m Nia Cook.”

      I shake her hand and introduce myself. “Nice to meet you. Can I go in and talk to her? I’d like to start getting a feel for how I can best help.”

      “Sure. She’s at the back of the house, down the hall, first door on the left.”

      “Thanks.” I glance over at Trace. “Catch up with you later?”

      “Yeah. I’ll figure out a location and call you. Good to see you, man.”

      “You, too. We’ll have to go fishing again soon.”

      With the niceties exchanged, I head into the big house, cursing under my breath at the broken glass in the living room. As I head down the hall, I hear a fussing child’s voice.

      “No!”

      “Oliver, calm down, buddy. Everything is fine. Just fine…” a woman soothes.

      Quietly, I tread closer, pausing just outside the bedroom. I don’t want to startle her since she and the boy have had an eventful night, but there’s something about her voice… It lures me in. It’s melodic as it caresses my senses. But it’s also steely enough to warn me against mistaking her softness for weakness.

      I haven’t even seen this woman, but anticipation flares across my skin. It burns through my veins.

      “That’s a good boy,” she murmurs as I turn the corner to look at her.

      I freeze in my tracks.

      A waifish blonde, seemingly swallowed up by soft cotton pajamas two sizes too big in a blue so pale they almost look white, stands over a playpen. Her profile is hidden by her long waves as she bends, pacifier in one dainty, outstretched hand.

      Without even glimpsing her face, I’m riveted. I don’t register anything or anyone else for breathless, interminable moments.

      Finally, I blink. I have to stop staring. If I can’t, there’s no fucking way I’ll be able to keep her safe.

      “Amanda?”

      With a soft gasp, she whirls to me, seeming to search for words. “A-are you Tanner Kirk?”

      I stare at her bare face and her pouty, parted lips. She’s beautiful and wary. And she looks so fucking young.

      “Yeah.” I stick out my hand. “Hi.”

      She folds her much-smaller palm against mine. At the contact, she stiffens. I do my best to ignore the lash of heat that singes my palm and snakes up my arm. Any chance she’s feeling this crazy reaction, too?

      “Thank you for coming. Nice to meet you.”

      I nod. “Likewise.”

      To stop myself from gawking at her soft face and even softer blue eyes, I turn my attention to the boy. He has a sharp jaw that’s nothing like Amanda’s…and a headful of pale curls that are. He stands in the middle of a playpen with red cheeks, glowering green eyes, and little fists.

      “That’s Oliver, my son.”

      “You’re not happy, big guy?”

      The boy rears back at me with an angry furrow between his brows. “No.”

      Beside me, Amanda sighs. “It’s one of the two words he knows right now.”

      “What’s the other?”

      “Ma ma.” He holds out his arms to her.

      “No.” She shakes her head softly. “Sleep.”

      The boy gets angrier, stomping his foot and huffing.

      “I don’t think he’s going to take no for an answer,” I remark.

      “He’ll wear himself out eventually. I hate to leave him because I don’t want him to be afraid.”

      “Do you think he understands what happened here earlier?”

      “No, thank goodness.”

      But she’s terrified. Oh, she’s trying to be brave. I can tell by the way she squares her shoulders and lifts her chin. If she wants comfort, it doesn’t show. I admire that, even as I want to put my arms around her and tell her I’ll take care of everything. I don’t for two reasons. First, Ellie resented my “macho BS.” And second, I just met Amanda. But after my reaction to her, if I’m going to protect her I have no business touching her.

      “We can stay and talk here, if that makes you more comfortable. I’d just like to ask you some questions.”

      She shakes her head. “If we stay, he’ll never sleep. Do you mind if we talk in the next room? I’ll be close enough to hear him, but…”

      Far enough away that her son won’t be distracted. “No problem. Lead the way.”

      “Come here, little man.” She bends to him again. When he lifts his arms to her, she folds him against her chest and holds him tight for a precious moment, kissing the top of his head before stepping away. “Now go to sleep. Or no trucks when you wake up.”

      He stomps his foot again, but to her credit she ignores his tantrum and heads for the door, turning off the recessed lights overhead and ensuring his nightlight snaps on to illuminate the shadows.

      “Ma ma!” Oliver sounds mad.

      “Sleep tight,” she croons. “Mama loves you.”

      When I file out, she breezes into the hall and guides me to the bedroom next door. Her bed looks barely slept in, and I wonder how exhausted she must be. Her suitcase sits in the corner on a luggage rack. Other than that, it appears as if she’s hardly stepped foot in here.

      “Thank you for coming so quickly.” She sits on the edge of the bed, then gestures me to a plush chair nearby. “And thank you for your patience.”

      She’s unfailingly polite. Have tonight’s events rattled her…or do I make her nervous? Either way, I need to set her at ease now or we’re going to have a long few days together. But that won’t be easy. Every time I look at Amanda, I think things I shouldn’t. There’s something about her I’ve never encountered. She’s so soft and female—seemingly vulnerable—but I’m seeing that when it counts, she’s strong.

      And the way she’s looking at me, like I’m the answer to her problems, only makes the tug of attraction between us stronger. Or maybe that’s in my head?

      “I’m just sorry things got so out of hand that you need me here,” I say as I sit.

      “I didn’t expect that. I’d had this problem in California, where my son’s father ruined more lives than mine. But now that he’s gone…I seem to be the next best target. I never imagined these people would follow me across an ocean.”

      Since I have no idea who her son’s father was or what’s going on, I have to ask. “I hate to make you tread old ground, but do you mind clueing me in? When Trace called me, he was short on details. To protect you, I need to understand the threat.”

      She gives me another of those oh-so-polite smiles. “I figured this was coming. Do you know who Barclay Reed was?”

      “Sorry. No.”

      “Head of Reed Financial. He was an investment broker to a lot of wealthy people. I was his assistant for a couple of years, starting right out of college, though I’d known him most of my life. Our fathers were, I thought, the best of friends.”

      “Your father?”

      “Douglas Lund, head of Colossus Investment Corporation.”

      I’ve never heard of him either, but clearly she grew up wealthy. “Go on. And Barclay Reed fathered your son?”

      “Yes.”

      If he was her father’s best friend, how much older was this guy? “I see.”

      “Just like I see you doing the mental math. Everyone does. I was twenty-four when I got pregnant. Barclay was fifty-seven. How it happened is a long story. I won’t bore you.”

      A long story…how? “Did he rape you?”

      She presses her lips together. “You’re not the first person to ask. No. Unfortunately, I was naive and very willing.”

      I can’t imagine how or why this beauty would have allowed a man more than twice her age into her bed, but it’s none of my business. I’m here because she and her son are in danger, so I shelve my curiosity—and my more than vague sense of annoyance that this guy touched her.

      “What do the attacks have to do with Barclay Reed?”

      “In a nutshell, he swindled all of his clients out of their fortunes and was arrested for it last June. He left them all virtually penniless. I had no idea what Barclay had done. When the FBI raided his offices, I was recovering from childbirth. But Barclay had let me go months before that. Shortly after I told him I was pregnant, in fact. Still, I’d been his most recent mistress, so when he was arrested, the media had a field day with our ‘salacious’ affair.”

      “He was married at the time?”

      “Yes. He had been for nearly thirty-five years.”

      She doesn’t bat an eye. Doesn’t blink. In fact, nothing Amanda says tells me how she feels, but disillusionment and heartache simmer under her surface. She cared about Barclay Reed. Despite the fact he stole from others, cheated on his wife, and used her, she had feelings for the scumbag.

      Why?

      I don’t understand, but it’s not my place to judge. I need to stop letting this sudden, stupid interest blindside me and do what I promised.

      Amanda sends me a tight smile. “I see what you’re thinking. It’s what everyone thinks. How could you sleep with a married man your father’s age? I had my reasons. They’re my own. I also have sins I’ll have to live with for the rest of my life. And if I had a do-over, no. I wouldn’t change a thing because Barclay gave me Oliver. He’s my world now. But I would like the peace of mind of knowing I can keep my son safe.”

      “Of course. I’ll make sure nothing happens to either of you. What does this mob want?”

      She shrugs. “Revenge, I guess. Barclay’s oldest
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