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That night while running for my life, I jumped into Bill Haynes.

Ex-military, tough, handsome, and sexy as could be.

Even in my disarrayed mind I was not blind to this.

Three men brutally killed my boyfriend in front of me.

They were coming after me now.

And then Bill offered to keep me safe, helping me fight.

I was dangerously close to falling for him.

And I knew it could turn deadly...

But he promised to be my savage protector,

or he would die trying. 
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Zion

“So, tell me about Belize,” I said leaning in to show how interested I was in hearing the rest of the story.

Tyler Zane leaned forward gently in his chair across the table from me and paused a moment, his sensual mouth poised as if he was about to speak something profound. I looked into his beautiful blue eyes and held my breath for a moment. I’d been waiting for this for a while.

I couldn’t believe I was at Mesa Palo, the hottest restaurant in the city, very exclusive and hard to get into, and I was with Tyler Zane, the youngest junior partner at Wilson, Bane, and Brock, one of the most prestigious law firms on the west coast. I’d been eyeing him from the day I started my internship there and finally after several weeks of flirtation Tyler and I were having dinner together.

“It’s really great,” he said. “The climate is beautiful, the people are warm and really hard working, and there is a lot of room to really do some great work down there. I really miss it. That is one of the downsides to being a junior partner. I just don’t have the time to donate to noble causes like building houses in Belize. I used to do it every single summer for at least a few weeks with my neighbor’s church group. It was a blast.”

“That’s great,” I said. I loved that he was into noble pursuits that way. Tyler was so confident that it bordered on cocky and if you didn’t really know him or weren’t able to look past that then you would never really get to know this side of him. I think this is what attracted me to him the most.

“How about you?” Tyler asked. “Done much traveling?”

I shook my head. “No, not really. But I’ve always dreamt about going to Nepal.”

“Yeah, Nepal is good,” he replied. “It’s very majestic and I love all the mountains.”

“It’s definitely on my list of places to visit,” I said. “As well as Japan and Australia.”

“You want to go down under? Yeah, that place is a trip. I went there a few times as a kid with my folks and I try to make it back there every few years if I can.”

“Is that where this love of travelling came from? Your folks?”

“Yeah, and I hate to be stuck in one spot for long.”

“Does that mean you don’t plan to be with the firm that long?”

He nodded. “Good guess. I mean, I love what I do, but I’m not sure that I want to be doing it ten years from now. I might be able to make full partner by then, but then what will I do? I don’t want to stay in the same place and just stagnate.”

He cut off a piece of his salmon and forked it into his mouth. He seemed to pause to savor it almost as if he was trying to emphasize the fact that he was putting something between his lips. I found it both enticing and a bit off putting. Very arrogant, but something about him really drew me to him.

I had started my internship just a few weeks ago and so far, I was enjoying every single bit of it. I loved the people, the work I was doing, and I loved learning about the legal profession. I had almost two years left to go in law school and I hoped to enter the firm as an associate when I graduated. It had been my life’s dream to practice law ever since I was twelve years old. And I’d worked so hard to make this dream a reality. Now it was coming closer and closer.

And I was in the process of meeting some amazing people, some of them super-hot men like Tyler. Wow, he was incredibly good-looking. He was charming and he was really the type of guy that I could see a future with, but one thing at a time. We’d just started talking and this was our first actual date. So far, I was having a great time.

“I can understand that,” I said. “So, what does your dad do? Is he a lawyer as well? Did he kind of drive you into the field?”

“No, he is actually a plumber,” he replied. “He’s been a plumber for about thirty years. I guess he likes it. He works for himself, makes good money, and he gets to work with his hands. My dad is a simple guy. He has always been that way. He hasn’t wanted much in life and he hasn’t really gotten it.”

“But you are different. You want the brass ring.”

“Yep. I want it all, as much as I can get. That is the goal in my life. I want to do everything I want to do and I want to be in a position to never worry about money. ‘I can’t afford it’ should never be in my vocabulary.”

He smiled and took a healthy sip of wine.  I tried not to laugh. “Wow, that sounds like you are a bit delusional, but I like that. It’s probably why you are the youngest junior partner.”

“Exactly. You have to believe that you can do whatever you set your mind to. That is the thing holding most people back in life.” He pointed to his temples. “The thing right between here.”

I nodded. “I guess I can agree to that. So, your father is a plumber who likes to take expensive trips.”

“Yes, he is. You’d be surprised to see how much a good, reliable plumber can make. Everyone needs them eventually.”

“That is true,” I replied. I sipped my wine and leaned back in my chair.

“So, I’m a little surprised that you agreed to go out with me,” Tyler said softly.

“Really? Why is that?”

“Because, you were very standoffish at first. I pegged you for someone who is all business and you are not here to make friends or to date anyone.”

“That’s right; I’m not. But I guess you kind of wore me down.”

He chuckled. “I have that effect on people. It’s really just a matter of persistence. So much in life is that. I’m not the most talented guy, and I’m not the most charming, but I do think I have more perseverance.”

“Oh, don’t count yourself short. You are very charming.”

“Persistence is charming,” he corrected me.

“I guess you’re right.”

“How about you?  I’d love to hear more about your life growing up.”

I sighed. “Well, as I’ve mentioned before, I was an Army brat. My dad was in the Army and I got moved around a lot. It was an odd way to grow up but I think it made me tough. It went a long way in making me the person that I am today for sure.”

“That’s great, because I really like the person that you are.”

I smiled.

We finished up dinner with a wonderful dessert of pie with several different flavors of ice cream with a chocolate brownie on the side. It was incredible and probably added a few inches to my waistline. But I figured I’d run it off tomorrow and tonight was a bit of a special occasion in my mind.

We started the walk towards my place. I only lived a few blocks away and though we’d met at the restaurant, I was glad to see that Tyler was happy to walk me home. Of course, I could feel that the heat was on between us and that once we got to my place all bets were off as to what was going to happen. I felt a burning desire for him deeply inside of me and it was growing by leaps and bounds. I could only hope that he felt that same burning desire for me.

As we walked along, I felt his hand on the small of my back. He was pulling me slightly towards him, our strides matching up perfectly. The night was warm and not too muggy. The sun had just set and the last purplish pink still drifted heavily on the clouds in the far horizon. It was breathtaking. It was so romantic. I felt like some sort of a princess.

“Tonight, has been pretty spectacular,” Tyler said as we walked along. “I’m really glad you said yes.”

I smiled. “I’m glad you ignored my initial cold as ice demeanor. I can be pretty bitchy sometimes.”

“Nah, you are just being a tough nut to crack. I like to work for things.”

“Well, hopefully you won’t have to work too much harder,” I said.

He stopped beside me and turned towards me. Our eyes met and he began to lean down to me to give me that sweet kiss I’d been thinking about. Our lips were almost touching when I got a very uneasy feeling washing over me.

It was hard to describe and I barely had time to react to the way I felt, the change in the atmosphere before it happened. The bushes moved quickly and then a dark blur swirled around us. It was like being wrapped up in some type of thick fog that happened all of a sudden.

It took my mind a moment to put it all together, what was happening and what I was now seeing standing before us. I saw three large men, all brawny and thickly built. All very tall, close to six feet three to six feet five. Tyler was six feet and they towered over him.

The men were all wearing black from head to toe. Except their faces. There they wore only evil, yet smug grins. I had a very bad feeling about this. Something wasn’t right. My first thought was that they wanted to do something to me. No... please God no...

But I quickly realized they knew Tyler and were hardly even paying attention to me. Tyler held his arm out in front of me to scoop me behind him. He was going to do his best to shield me from whatever may happen next.

“Well, Tyler... you don’t look too happy to see us, my friend.” The tall one spoke. His voice was deep, low and rumbling in his chest. His words barely articulated through his gritting teeth. I thought I detected a southern accent, maybe Texas...?

“What are you doing here? I have three days,” Tyler said.

“Yeah, I don’t know about that. You had three days about five days ago. I guess your math is worse than we thought.”

“No, I’ve talked to the boss. He knows I’m a man of my word.”

The smaller one who was still about six feet three and two hundred twenty pounds stepped forward. “He is impatient. He has things going on. It’s time to make this happen.”

“Now, if you aren’t ready to make it happen,” the bigger one said. “Then you are shit out of luck.”

“Maybe we can take it out of her, and get an extension...” The one in the middle finally spoke. He was eyeballing me up and down. His hair was shoulder length, blonde, and he had a crooked smile with a few days scruffy beard on his throat.

I felt my heart leap into my chest.

“Over my dead body,” Tyler growled through gritted teeth as he stepped in front of this man.

The man chuckled and shoved Tyler, who had braced himself. He barely moved. Tyler answered back with a quick jab and then a hard right to the solar plexus. The man doubled over in pain.

“Run!” Tyler yelled at me.

He then turned to throw a right cross at the tall man. The man sidestepped it and punched Tyler right in the face. I heard bone crunching as if his nose had been shattered. I gasped as I saw Tyler stumble. He wasn’t going to his feet though. He threw his left leg out towards the other man and kicked him hard in the stomach. The man doubled over, but he kept coming after him.

Tyler looked at me again. He screamed. “Run! Now!”

Instinct took over and through my fear I found the ability to move my legs. I had to get help. I turned and ran from the scene. I felt like a coward but I knew there was nothing I could do except become a victim, too. Too...? Tyler was going to die, wasn’t he? I thought so. Somehow this realization hit me all at once as I ran.

I was just about to turn the corner off the sidewalk and down towards a main road that would lead to the highway when I turned back. I wish to hell I hadn’t. I saw that Tyler was now on his knees. He was looking up as if recovering from a blow. The bigger man was stepping backwards, taking his time. Suddenly, he pulled something out of his pocket. A knife. A large knife. Shit!

He grabbed Tyler by the hair and then plunged the blade into his chest. Tyler made a loud, guttural sound like he was drowning.

Then he slumped to the ground. I saw blood all over the sidewalk.

“Tyler!” I screamed. I couldn’t help it. I was too terrified to move.

The men looked up at me. The smaller one was staggering to his feet holding his stomach. The big man pointed at me with the bloody knife. “Get her.”

The men began to lumber after me.

I took off like a bat out of hell running as fast as my legs would carry me. I tried to forget about Tyler’s death and what I had seen. I had to keep the fear out of my head or it would tense my muscles and just slow me down. I had to keep going. I couldn’t look back. I could hear them yelling at me and their footsteps gaining. I had to be faster.

I closed my eyes and remembered my track days from high school and college. I’m five feet eight and athletic, slender but muscular. I’ve always been able to run like a gazelle and I received a college scholarship (partial) for track. Right now, I needed every bit of that speed.

I went somewhere in my mind, back to a place where I was one of the fastest runners on the team. I closed my eyes and put myself there so that I could run as fast as I possibly could. I felt my feet barely touching the ground, just the balls of my feet grazing the pavement and then back up in the air, my steps large and light, and my arms pumping as fast as possible. I controlled my breath to fuel my muscles and I ran even harder than I ever had before.

I saw the highway up ahead. Yes. I had to flag down a ride. I was too far from actual town to run there. The restaurant was kind of out of the way, part of its mystique.

I put on the brakes and skidded into the road. I was in the path of oncoming traffic but I had to get someone’s attention. They were still coming. I knew it. I didn’t see them, but I could feel them. They weren’t about to let me get away. I just saw them murder someone in cold blood, someone I knew. I had to be killed.

They didn’t know me, yet.  I didn’t think. That was all I had going for me. And my speed to get away. But it might not be enough.

A car swerved around me brakes screeching as I waved my arms. “Help!” I screamed. “You’ve got to help me!”

The car righted itself and drove on past with a loud honk of its horn. Shit.

I tried again. A minivan narrowly missed me and drove past without stopping. I was aware I had to seem crazy out here, but I had no choice. I had to get to safety.

There was another car coming. A truck. A pickup truck it looked like. A Chevy maybe? Or a Ford? I couldn’t tell. It was coming right for me.

I stood there waving my arms back and forth. I wasn’t sure if it was going to stop. Hell, I didn’t know if it even saw me, but it was coming straight for me. Was I going to stand there and let it hit me? I didn’t know.

I just stood and kept waving as I prayed for the best.

The truck came to a screeching halt right in front of me. The driver jumped out of the truck and ran around to the front. “What’s going on? Are you crazy? I almost ran right over you.”

“We have to get out of here! They are coming!”

“What?”

“They just killed Tyler! They are coming. Please!”

I ran to the passenger’s side of the truck and then hopped in. The man stood there looking at me a second and then urgently jumped in as he decided it would probably be safer to just believe me.

He drove down the road quickly building back up to speed as I looked back. I saw the men who’d been chasing me reach the edge of the road just about five seconds after we drove away. They stood there blending into the shadows on the side of the road watching us go. They probably had this man’s license plate now. Dammit. What had I done? He was now mixed up in this mess. But what mess? What in the hell was this about?

“What happened back there?” The man asked.

I looked at him and tried to calm myself enough to speak. It was then that I noticed who had picked me up. He was a strong looking man of about thirty-two. He was clean cut, but not totally. His hair was a little shaggy and he had a few days of stubble covering his chin and cheeks. His demeanor suggested he was older than he looked. He was rigid and kind of solemn, not that emotional.

I got some control over my breath and began to tell him. “These three men just killed my friend right in front of me. They stabbed him right there on the sidewalk. Then they chased after me.”

“Jesus... any idea who they were? Why they did that?”

I shook my head. “No. I have no clue who they are or what they wanted. The conversation between them didn’t make sense.”

“But they knew your friend?”

“Yes, they did. I have to go to the cops. I have to tell them what happened.”

“Ok, we are on our way,” he said. “By the way, I’m Bill Haynes.”

“I’m Zion Gibbs,” I said.

“It’s going to be ok,” he replied. “We will figure this out.”

I felt comforted by his sweet words. Somehow, I knew that I would make it out of this.

But I also knew that it was stupid to think that way. It set you up for failure.

And I couldn’t afford to fail here. My life was at stake.
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