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      Rising country star Rina Sterling has everything she's ever dreamed of—until a stalker's obsession turns deadly. Assigned to protect her, Vantage Security agent Roman Incardona agrees to a fake marriage to keep her alive. But as danger closes in and pretending becomes all too real, they'll have to uncover the man hunting Rina before their happily-ever-after is over before it begins.
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      UNMASKED

      Fifteen years after the woman he loved shattered his heart, Knox Castillo is stunned when Everleigh Beaumont returns, desperate for his protection. As a relentless stalker closes in, they're forced to confront the truth behind their painful past—and uncover a threat that has been hiding in plain sight.
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      He was seriously not cut out for this. The bar crowd had never been his scene, and it was even less so now that he was surrounded by a bunch of immature, entitled twenty-somethings who thought they were untouchable.

      Roman fought to keep his expression neutral as he watched the scantily clad bodies grinding against each other on the dance floor. Ripping his eyes away from Rina, he glanced around the hole-in-the-wall bar. Louie’s was a favorite post-show hangout, but for the life of him, Roman couldn’t figure out why. The place reeked of booze, sweat, and perfume, and a sticky substance that he hoped was alcohol coated the floor in spots.

      His boots made a disgusting sound as he shifted, returning his gaze to Rina. His principal—the woman currently under his protection—was on the dance floor shaking her bottom to some country pop song one of her friends had released a few months ago, and the guy behind her was doing his best to get his hand up her extremely short shorts.

      Rina Sterling’s band members were scattered around the small club, each scouting a new piece of tail to take home for the evening—or the morning, in this case, considering it was past midnight. He had spent the last ten hours at the venue playing babysitter for her during the final show of her tour. As if that wasn’t bad enough, he had been obligated to accompany her to Louie’s when she decided she wanted to come out and unwind with the rest of the band.

      It was fairly local, so he was only about an hour from home. All he wanted to do was herd Rina out the door, drop her off at her house, then pour himself into bed for a couple of hours before he had to be back at her place. It was already creeping close to one o’clock, and he was supposed to be back over there by eight to take her to the studio.

      The guy plastered to Rina’s back was getting bolder, his hand moving between her thighs, and he wondered if she was stupid enough to let him feel her up on the dance floor. Rina was the chosen poster child for Stargazer records and a supposed role model for little girls. He snorted. She wouldn’t be much of a role model for long if one of the people standing around the floor waving their cell phones got a picture at just the right angle.

      Unfortunately, it was his job to keep her safe, both from the person sending her threatening letters and from herself, so he stomped across the dance floor and wedged himself between them. “Time to go.”

      Big blue eyes glared up at him. “Seriously, Roman?”

      He tipped his head toward the door. “Let’s go before you get in trouble.”

      Her face fell into a petulant expression. “I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”

      “Yeah, come on, man,” the drunk kid wheedled. “We was just havin’ fun. Right, babe?”

      They both ignored the drunken idiot, and Roman focused on Rina. “You were practically him on the dance floor. Unless you want to end up a headline on tomorrow’s tabloids, I suggest you get your stuff and go.”

      She rolled her eyes and stomped away, but not in the direction of the front door as he’d hoped. He followed her to the bar where one of her fellow bandmates sat with a beautiful brunette draped over his lap, her tongue currently trailing up the side of his neck. A tumbler of what appeared to be whiskey sat on the bar in front of Colt, and he lifted a hand, signaling for the bartender to deliver another as he watched Rina approach.

      The bartender slid the glass her way, and she slammed it back, then wiped the back of her wrist across her mouth, all the while glaring at him.

      Colt smirked, his gaze bouncing from him then back to Rina. “Bodyguard cracking down again?”

      Rina threw back another shot as soon as the bartender placed it in front of her, then turned her attention to Colt. “I think I’m up for a ride.”

      Brandt chuckled around the woman trying to suck his face off. “Suit yourself.”

      Rina pinned Roman with her brilliant blue eyes, one eyebrow lifting toward her hairline. “What about you?”

      He clenched his molars together, barely managing to rein in his irritation. “No.”

      One corner of her mouth kicked up. “What? Don’t think you can last eight seconds?”

      He stared down at her, unwilling to rise to the bait. A couple silence-filled seconds later, she let out an irritated little huff and spun on her heel, then stomped toward the mechanical bull in the corner.

      He closed his eyes and released a long exhalation through his nostrils as a loud—and very familiar—“Hey, y’all, watch this!” split the air.

      Great. This night just kept getting better and better.

      Turning toward the small padded arena, he watched with dismay as Rina lifted one arm high over her head, the other hand fisted around the reins of the fake bull as it began to rock back and forth. He had to give the girl credit. She was actually pretty coordinated, even half-intoxicated.

      A small crowd gathered around, and hoots and hollers filled the air as the bull bucked wildly and Rina did her best to hold on. Her tiny denim cutoffs bunched up around her hips with each rocking motion, exposing the curve of her bottom.

      Resigned to let this play out, he folded his arms over his chest. If she wanted to make a spectacle of herself, that was her choice. Her PR person made way more money to put up with her antics than he did. Almost as soon as the thought crossed his mind, Rina was thrown off the bull’s back and landed with a giggle on the inflatable floor surrounding the contraption.

      Roman pushed off the bar and strode toward her, then hooked one hand around her elbow as she stumbled to her feet. “Fun’s over, trouble.”

      Snatching up the fringed cowgirl boots on the floor, he hauled Rina across the bar and out the door.

      “Hey!” Rina dug in her heels, trying to pull him to a stop, but he paid her no attention as he pushed out the front door. “What are you doing?”

      She pulled against him again, and he ran his tongue over his teeth. Releasing her elbow, he wrapped his arm around her waist and lifted her to his hip like a toddler. His other arm slid under her ass, and he sucked in a breath as his fingers skated over miles of perfectly toned flesh. She seemed too stunned to speak as he stormed toward his truck, and he was grateful for the temporary reprieve.

      They crossed the parking lot, and he opened the passenger door, then plunked her down on the seat and tossed her boots on the floorboard.

      “Hey, that’s—” She abruptly cut off and gave him a funny look.

      He settled one hand on her shoulder and dipped his head to look into her eyes. “You good?”

      She pressed her lips together and nodded slightly. “You sure? Because if you feel⁠—”

      His sentence went unfinished as she pitched forward. He tried to jump backward as that last shot of whiskey and everything that had preceded it throughout the course of the day splattered across his boots.

      Keeping one hand on her shoulder to steady her, he closed his eyes and counted to ten. He ground his molars together and glanced up at Rina’s pale face. Perspiration dotted her forehead, and he lightly tapped her cheek to get her attention. “You with me?”

      Her eyes opened slowly, sluggishly, and met his. She gave a listless nod. “Come on. May as well get the rest of it out.”

      As if his words triggered another bout, she leaned forward and heaved again. This time, he was quick enough to move out of the line of fire. Avoiding the pile of vomit on the pavement, he maneuvered himself between the open door of the cab in an attempt to keep anyone from seeing her.

      He was grateful that the parking lot had been packed when they arrived and they’d had to park all the way off to the side. He glanced around but saw nothing, and he prayed that no one had seen. They’d made something of a spectacle leaving the bar, and it wouldn’t surprise him in the least if someone tried to capture their little scene on camera.

      Turning his attention back to Rina, he ran his hand in light circles over her back. When she was done, she leaned back against the seat, panting heavily. He opened the back door and hunted around for a bottle of water, then passed it to her. “Drink.”

      She did as she was told, then moved to hand it back to him. “Keep it. You need to rehydrate.”

      He curled her fingers around it and set it in her lap so she’d have it when she needed it. Pulling the seatbelt across her torso, he snapped it into place then slammed the door. For the first time ever, he cursed the fact that they weren’t at one of her tour stops with a hotel nearby. He could get them a place for the night, but he was already tired, and all he wanted to do was get her home then do the same.

      He headed around to the driver side, then cranked the engine and pulled out of the lot. On the radio, one song was ending, bleeding right into another, and Rina roused enough to reach over and crank up the volume. Before he had the chance to brace himself, she belted out the lyrics, and he cringed as her high soprano bounced off his eardrums.

      “Rina!”

      She took the volume down a couple notches but continued to sing along with Reba enthusiastically. A few minutes later, she grew quieter and quieter, then finally—blessedly—completely silent.

      Forty-five minutes later, he pulled up in front of her house and cut the engine, then pocketed his keys. “Let’s go, sleeping beauty.”

      Next to him, Rina snored softly in her seat. He rolled his eyes, then made his way around and pulled her out. Her head lolled back as he lifted her in his arms, and he awkwardly maneuvered her dead weight toward the front door. He punched in the code to the electronic keypad above the door handle that she’d opted to use instead of a physical key.

      The security system beeped a warning as he stepped inside, and he juggled Rina as he closed the door and disengaged the alarm. Rina blinked up at him as he made his way through the living room and down the hall. “What are you doing?”

      “Putting you to bed.” He used his elbow to flick on the light as he carried her into her bedroom. She swayed as he stood her on her feet next to the bed. “Your boots are still in my truck. Do you want me to get them?”

      She waved his offer away. “No. I need to use the bathroom.”

      She stumbled in that direction, and he waited awkwardly in the bedroom, trying to ignore the sound of her using the toilet. Water flushed, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

      Thank God. Now she could go to bed, and he could go home.

      His hopes went up in smoke when he heard the shower come on. “Seriously, Rina?”

      Growling in frustration, he stormed toward the bathroom. He stopped dead in his tracks in the doorway, stunned, as he took in Rina standing under the spray of the shower, fully clothed.

      “What are you doing?”

      She turned those giant blue eyes on him. “Washing off. What does it look like?”

      He stared at her for a long moment, barely fighting back the urge to tell her exactly what he thought. “Come on, let’s just get you to bed.”

      “Hold on,” she complained. “I’m almost done.”

      He waited for about half a second before he stomped across the room and flicked off the water with a quick turn of his wrist. “Now.”

      “All right, all right. Jeez.”

      But instead of climbing from the shower, her hands moved toward the button of her shorts, and she shimmied the soaked denim over her hips and down her legs, taking a pair of skimpy pale pink panties with them. He quickly averted his eyes and grabbed a towel from the rack, holding it in front of him like a shield.

      God give him strength. He wasn’t gonna lie—Rina without clothes was something else. Not that she’d ever know it, but he’d lusted over her hard for the past twelve days, ever since he’d been hired on.

      It was his first job since his honorable discharge from the Marines, and he was incredibly nervous. He didn’t want to screw up. She’d flirted with him a bit over the first couple of days, but hard as it was, he refused to give in to her charm. He wasn’t about to risk his job for a pretty face.

      Good thing he hadn’t tried anything either, because her true colors revealed themselves soon after. For the past week and a half or so, she’d acted like an absolute spoiled little brat who treated him like a servant instead of the man hired to protect her. It irked him, but he couldn’t let her know she’d gotten under his skin.

      He watched over the edge of the towel as her hands moved to the pearl buttons of her pink and blue plaid shirt, and it seemed to take an eternity for her to get them all unsnapped. She pushed the fabric off her shoulders, then let out a little grunt of distress as her arms got trapped inside the sleeves. “Stupid thing…”

      She shook one arm, succeeding only in making it worse as the wet fabric clung and tangled together. He dropped the towel and reached for her. “Turn around.”

      She wobbled on her feet but managed to turn her back to him, and he peeled the sodden material down her arms and dropped it in the tub. She gathered her hair and dragged the damp locks over one shoulder as she glanced back at him. “My bra?”

      He dropped his chin to his chest and briefly closed his eyes. God give him strength. What had he done to deserve this?

      Clenching his teeth, he released the clasp in the middle of her back and yanked the straps down. As soon as it hit the ground, Rina let out a little sigh and fell back against him. He caught her around her waist to keep her from falling, and she grasped his arm where it banded just beneath her breasts. He forced himself to stare straight ahead and not give in to the temptation to look at the gorgeous breasts spilling over his forearm.

      Rina tipped her head back against his shoulder and wiggled her bottom against him as if trying to get closer. “Rina…”

      His anatomy obviously didn’t care that she was drunk—maybe even drugged, considering her erratic behavior—and stratospherically out of his league. His blood heated at the feel of her, and he bit the inside of his cheek, desperate to regain control over himself.

      Rina reached behind him and grasped the back of his thigh, arching her back like a kitten as she rubbed against him. That in itself told him how out of her mind she was. The girl never looked at him with anything other than complete and utter disdain. For her to touch him, let alone intimately like this, was completely out of character.

      “Rina.” He peeled her hand away and spun her in his arms. “Look at me.”

      Her glassy eyes flitted around for a moment before locking on his. “You good?”

      “I could be better.” She placed her hand on the front of his jeans, then smiled, slow and sultry. “I could make you feel better, too.”

      He snatched her hand away. “Rina, stop.”

      She leaned forward, pressing her breasts against his chest and pouted up at him. “Why don’t you like me?”

      He swallowed down the urge to comfort her. It was just the alcohol talking. “Let’s just get you to bed. You’ve had too much to drink.”

      “Whatever.” She rolled her eyes and pulled away from him, her lips turning down in a frown. “I don’t know why you hate me so much.”

      The way she said it sent a little pang of unease through him. “I don’t hate you.”

      “Right.” She threw a sad look his way before leaving the bathroom. He propped his hands on his hips and tipped his head back, drawing in a deep breath.

      He didn’t hate her—he didn’t. She was just… young and immature and frustrating. He liked his job, and he wouldn’t jeopardize it, even for her. His only consolation was that Rina was almost completely inebriated, and with luck, she would forget all about this by the time she woke up tomorrow.

      He glanced at his watch. Just after three. By the time he got home it would be almost four, and he’d have to be up in a couple hours anyway.

      Resigning himself to staying here for the night, he grimaced as he glanced down at his boots and puke-splattered jeans. He’d definitely experienced worse, but he couldn’t sleep like that on Rina’s couch. He peeked out of the bathroom, relieved that she’d crawled into bed. Turning off the light, he cut across the house to the laundry room and toed out of his boots—no saving those suckers—then tossed his shirt and jeans in the washing machine. He’d crash out for a while then dry them in the morning.

      Moving through the dark house, he reset the house alarm, used the key fob to lock his truck, then headed back to Rina’s room to check on her. A soft snuffling sound greeted him, and he approached the side of the bed, listening intently to her breathing.

      By the time she’d left the bathroom, she’d seemed, if not fully coherent, at least slightly less drunk than when they’d left the bar. She made the soft gurgling sound again, and he rolled his eyes. Just what he needed, for her to choke on her own vomit and die in her sleep. She let out a grumble as he rolled her to her side, then she snuggled back into her pillow and dropped off again with a little snore.

      He scrubbed one hand over his face before he reluctantly strode around the bed and climbed in the other side. At least this close, he’d be able to know if something was wrong. He tucked his arms behind his head and closed his eyes, already dreading the morning to come.
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      Before she even opened her eyes, she was aware of a bitter taste in her mouth, the cottony feeling like she’d had too much to drink. She cracked one eye open, squinting against the bright sunlight spilling through the window, and warily glanced around. Her eyes swept over the familiar walls of her bedroom. Thank God. She was home.

      She was also… She peeked under the blanket. Yep. She was bare naked. What had happened last night?

      She scrunched up her nose and tried to swallow down the taste clinging to her tongue. Her eyes felt tired, her body sluggish, and she rolled to her back, stretching her arms wide as she did so. Her hand collided with something hard and warm, and she whipped her head toward the right side of the bed.

      A huge body occupied the normally empty space next to her, and from a quick glance at the man’s face and the dark artwork decorating his skin, she recognized Roman. His torso was bare, his arms tucked beneath the pillow. She waited a moment to see if he was awake, but he didn’t stir. She used that to her advantage and unabashedly allowed her gaze to rove over his muscular body.

      She knew from their initial introduction that his full name was Roman Incardona, but most everyone called him Ink. Even so, she’d always thought of him as just Roman. Looking at him, though, she had to admit that the nickname was incredibly apt. Tattoos decorated nearly every inch of skin from his wrists up to his shoulders, then down his back. Her fingers itched to pull the sheet down and see if he was just as naked as she was.

      Did they have sex last night? God, wouldn’t that be just her luck—to finally sleep with him and then have no memory of it?

      “What time is it?” She jumped at the sound of Roman’s raspy morning voice.

      “Um…”

      He cracked one eye open to look at her, then pulled his hand from under the pillow and checked his watch. “We’ve got about another hour. Go back to sleep.”

      She stared at him. He seriously expected her to go back to sleep when they were both naked in her bed? At least, she was naked, and she needed answers. “Did we have sex last night?”

      This time, both eyes popped open, hitting her with a hard stare. “Negative.”

      “What does that mean? Then why am I naked?”

      “Because I wasn’t gonna dig around in your stuff to try to find something for you to wear.”

      “What was wrong with the clothes I had on?”

      With a huff, he rolled over and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. As he changed positions, she saw that he was wearing a pair of tight-fitting black boxers. Shame.

      “Because yours were soaked.”

      What was soaked? Besides… She ripped her mind out of the gutter and tried to focus. Oh, right. Her clothes. She stared at his back, the intricate artwork dancing over his muscles as he stretched. “So we didn’t have sex last night?”

      He threw a look over his shoulder at her. “No.”

      He said the word like it was practically three syllables, and it pissed her off. “So what happened?”

      “You got drunk, and I brought you home.”

      “Then why are you in my bed?”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” he said with no small amount of sarcasm. “Maybe so I could make sure you didn’t choke on your own puke.”

      She winced internally, then mentally batted the thought away. “I don’t get sick when I drink.”

      He let out a mirthless laugh. “Really? Because my clothes say otherwise.”

      Oh, God. Every inch of her body went hot, and she felt heat climbing into her cheeks. “I threw up on you?”

      He turned and met her eyes, studying her for several long seconds. “Do you not remember anything?”

      She tried desperately to draw back on the events of the last twelve hours or so. There was the show, then they hit up Louie’s to celebrate the end of the tour. She had a couple drinks, a couple shots. She remembered riding the bull and Roman telling her it was time to leave. After that… It was like a blank void.

      “No…” She drew the word out long and slow, and he let out a little sigh.

      He cleared his throat. “Never mind, just forget about it.”

      “No, no.” She tried to scramble from the bed then remembered that she was naked, and she grabbed up the sheet to cover herself. “Tell me.”

      Now she needed to know. She’d never gotten so drunk before that she didn’t remember what she was doing, and the way Roman looked at her worried her immensely. God, why was she always making a fool of herself in front of this man? She hated the way he made her feel sometimes. It wasn’t his fault—it was just his personality that made him seem more worldly and mature than she would ever be.

      She’d been absolutely infatuated with him from the moment he stepped foot into her living room—and, really, what woman wouldn’t be? Roman was huge, standing over six feet tall and built like a brick wall, all muscles and dark tattoos. Icy blue eyes stood out from darkly tanned skin, his strong, square jaw lightly stubbled. His dark hair was slightly longer on top than on the sides, and it stood up slightly where it’d been pressed against the pillow.

      Instead of appearing bedraggled and unkempt, the dishevelment made him look dangerous and capable of anything. Coupled with the sex appeal he oozed, she wanted to throw herself into his strong, tattooed arms.

      She’d smiled and teased him a bit during their first couple of days together, testing the waters, but he’d taken one look down his nose at her—the one that looked like it’d been broken once or twice, and strangely only added to his handsomeness—and immediately dismissed her as if she were no more interesting than some annoying insect flying by.

      She didn’t know why his rejection bothered her so much. Maybe because it wasn’t a rejection so much as a dismissal. He obviously didn’t find her attractive, so she’d built up the walls around her heart, cursing her terrible taste in men once more. She always went for the men she couldn’t have, the ones who were emotionally unavailable or had no desire to settle down. Unfortunately, it looked like she would have to cross gorgeous, tattooed bodyguards off her list, too.

      Roman scrubbed one hand through his hair, making it stick up even more. “Just saying, maybe you shouldn’t have had that last shot of whiskey.”

      “Apparently.” Her cheeks burned with humiliation just thinking about it. She couldn’t believe she’d thrown up all over him. That was definitely a first for her. It had probably gotten all over her too, which explained why she was naked. He probably just stripped them both and put her to bed.

      “Thank you,” she said softly. “I’ll grab your clothes and put them in the laundry.”

      “Already taken care of,” he replied. “Your clothes are in the sink. They were soaked, and I didn’t want to carry them through the house.”

      She gave a little nod, confused. “Did you wash them in there?”

      “Um… no,” he said, his shoulders tightening with tension. “You decided to climb in the shower when we got home, so I just tossed your clothes in the sink to drain.”

      Lord, take her now. This just kept getting worse. He literally had to undress her like a toddler. “Did I… do anything else?”

      She swore she saw a hint of red creep over his face before he turned away. “No.”

      He looked uncomfortable, and she had a terrible feeling she knew what that meant. She’d been drunk and naked, and she’d probably thrown herself at him. She couldn’t bear to torture either of them with any more questions, so she clutched the sheet more tightly around her and strode into her closet. Five minutes later, dressed in an armor of leggings and a tank top, she headed to the bathroom.

      She almost groaned out loud as she caught her reflection in the mirror. Her hair had obviously been soaked when she fell into bed, and now it was matted on one side and sticking up on the other, a rat’s nest of crazy, pale gold waves. She wouldn’t have had sex with her either. She was a hot mess.

      Shoving down her humiliation, she pulled her hair up in a messy bun, then quickly washed her face. She needed to get into the studio that morning, but she didn’t really care whether she looked like a troll or not.

      Roman intercepted her as she came out of the bathroom, halting her in her tracks. Her brain shorted out, and she froze like a deer in the headlights. He was still dressed in only the tight-fitting black boxers he’d worn to bed, and her gaze automatically strayed lower, eagerly drinking in the sculpted muscles and thick bulge in the front. “Uh…”

      He cleared his throat, but she could barely hear him over the blood pulsing in her ears. Somehow, she managed to drag her eyes back to his, heat sweeping up her neck and into her cheeks.

      He looked as uncomfortable as she felt as he shuffled his feet awkwardly. “Change of plans. Aster and Louis are on their way over.”

      Inwardly, she groaned, and the lust clouding her brain dissipated as reality slammed into her. It wasn’t abnormal at all for her assistant, Aster, to stop by. But Louis was probably here to do damage control, which meant that last night must have been worse than she thought. She stared at Roman. “Did I make a complete fool of myself at the bar?”

      One corner of his mouth tipped up in an almost-smile. “No, you waited till we got to the truck for that.”

      She closed her eyes. She was going to feel terrible if she puked all over the inside of his truck. She opened her eyes and met Roman’s gaze again. “Please tell me I didn’t…”

      He seemed to know where she was headed with the question, because he shook his head. “You threw up in the parking lot, then passed out for the ride home.”

      Well, thank God for small favors. “I need caffeine.”

      Pushing past him, she headed down the hallway into the kitchen. She’d never been a coffee person, and she’d just finished steeping her tea when the doorbell sounded. She took a step toward the hallway, but Roman was already there. “I got it.”

      Her gaze swept over his muscular backside, now clad in his freshly washed clothes. Unfortunately. She smirked. She could only imagine her assistant’s reaction had Roman opened the door still half-naked.

      A moment later, Louis and Aster stepped inside wearing identical expressions of concern. Louis didn’t bother to greet her, just stomped into the living room and took a seat on the couch. She rolled her eyes before meeting Aster’s gaze. “What’s up his butt today?”

      Aster bit her lip. “Do you⁠—?”

      “Rina!” Louis’s obnoxious voice cut over whatever Aster was about to say. “Come sit. We need to talk.”

      She hated that he refused to use her real name. She’d reminded him time and again to call her Irina, but she seriously doubted he listened or even cared. She bit her lip to keep him from seeing her irritation, then made her way into the living room where she sank into the corner of the loveseat. Aster gingerly sat next to her, and Roman hovered nearby, a silent but powerful visual. Louis’s eyes darted to him before meeting hers. “We received another note.”

      This time, she couldn’t help the outright eye roll. “So? This guy has been sending me stupid letters for months.”

      Every actor, athlete, and singer had groupies and obsessive fans. For whatever reason, this guy had latched on to her, sending strange love letters and poems to the studio in the hopes that she would receive them. She’d read the first couple, but they hadn’t made a bit of sense. The guy apparently had followed her journey over the past two years or so since she’d moved to Florida. He’d spoken of how her music affected him, and how much he’d love to see her perform in person.

      She assumed from that tidbit that the guy had heard her on the radio, read about her in the tabloids, and had developed some kind of fascination with her. She really wasn’t that interesting, and he appeared to be more infatuated than dangerous. He was just an odd duck, probably some forty-year-old virgin living in his mother’s basement who wanted attention. For the past month and a half, she’d been content to just let Louis deal with it.

      “Regardless,” her agent continued, “we’ve decided to increase your security. Beginning now, Mr. Incardona will be with you 24/7.”

      Hot tea splashed all over her lap as she jerked upright. Aster hopped up and ran to the kitchen for a towel, and her eyes jumped to Roman then back to Louis as she struggled for words. “That’s—but—this is ridiculous!”

      She didn’t need the arrogant, overbearing bodyguard breathing down her neck every second of the day. Especially after last night. She opened her mouth to argue, but Louis held up a hand. “The label isn’t willing to jeopardize your safety.”

      She sat back, disgruntled. What Louis meant but didn’t say was that Stargazer records had too much money invested in her to risk her being hurt. God forbid should they lose their gold ticket.

      Louis turned to Roman. “Mr. Castillo is aware of the situation, and he’ll be sending someone over temporarily so you can go get whatever you need.”

      “Yes, sir,” Roman replied. “I’ve already spoken with him.”

      She glared at Roman. The jerk had known but hadn’t said anything? “I don’t understand. Isn’t there some other way to⁠—”

      “This is nonnegotiable.” Louis pushed his wide girth to the edge of the couch, then stood. “I need to get going. I’ve got an appointment downtown at ten.”

      The doorbell rang, and Roman nodded at Louis. “That’s my guy.”

      Swiftly moving toward the front of the house, he checked the peephole, then held the door for the other man to enter. She glared at him from across the room, but he ignored her completely.

      Louis’s words snapped her attention back to him. “The police are looking into the issue, so it hopefully won’t be too long.”

      He tried for a smile, but it fell flat. Without another word, he turned to leave, exiting the house just as the other man from Vantage arrived.

      Roman closed and locked the door behind Louis, then led the man toward her. “Ms. Sterling, this is Dane.”

      She lifted her chin in greeting. “Hi.”

      “Nice to meet you, miss.”

      Roman turned to Dane. “I’ll be back in an hour or so. She’s not allowed to go anywhere.”

      Dane nodded, and she jumped to her feet. “What do you mean, I’m not allowed to go anywhere? All Louis said was that someone had to be with me all the time.”

      “Too bad,” Roman said, his expression hard. “My game, my rules.”

      “Screw your rules, you both suck.” She stomped toward the bathroom, her anger growing when she saw the still-wet clothes lying in the sink. She picked them up and hurled them toward the shower where they landed with a wet thwack, then slid to the ground.

      Seriously. Could this day get any worse?
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      Rina stomped off toward her room, and he ground his teeth together before turning to Dane. She could act like a spoiled brat all she wanted, but it wasn’t going to stop either of them from doing their jobs. Dane lifted his eyebrows at him, and he bit back a sigh. “I’ll be as quick as I can.”

      He felt bad for saddling the new guy with her, but he didn’t have an option. He just prayed to God that Dane could follow directions. Rina was sweet and charming when she wanted to be—ironically, she was nice to pretty much everyone but him—and Roman was more than a little worried that she would try to talk Dane into doing something she shouldn’t.

      Together, he and Dane walked toward the door. “She doesn’t go out, and no one comes in. If something happens, you call the police, then Knox.”

      Dane gave him a tight nod. “You got it.”

      He stepped outside, listening for the tell-tale snick of the lock behind him. As soon as it snapped into place, he cut across the short, winding brick pathway to Rina’s driveway, then climbed into his truck. He backed onto the street, then headed toward home, pulling his phone out as he went. He tapped Knox’s number, and Knox answered on the first ring.

      “Everything go okay?”

      He didn’t mince words. “She’s pissed. She wants nothing to do with security, let alone having me around every minute of the day.”

      “Tough,” Knox replied. “Her studio is the one footing the bill, and if they want 24/7 surveillance, that’s what they’re going to get.”

      “Fair enough,” he responded. “Dane’s with her right now, and I’m headed home to get my things. What do we know so far?”

      Though Knox had texted him earlier to let him know there would be a change in plans, he hadn’t been able to go into detail. “Another note was delivered last night,” Knox replied. “This one is the worst of all.”

      Some obsessive nutcase had been sending love letters to Rina over the last couple of months, and the tone of the letters vacillated between adoring and possessive. Recently, they’d become increasingly threatening. “How bad?”

      “This last one basically said that if she didn’t choose him, she wouldn’t be with anyone at all.”

      “I assume the police are aware?”

      “The letter was found in the studio’s mail yesterday morning. They called the police right after,” Knox continued, “and they’re tracing the postmark to see if they can nail something down.”

      He blew out a breath. “Okay. So what kind of timeline are we working with?”

      “Plan to be with her full time for two weeks, possibly more.”

      He rolled his eyes. He could only imagine how badly he and Irina were going to butt heads over the next fourteen days. “All right. Last thing—tell your contact at Stargazer to tighten their leash on Colt McKay.”

      He explained to Knox what had happened last night at the bar. It didn’t matter if the drink was intended for the woman Colt was trying to take home or not. If he’d knowingly drugged Rina—or any other woman, for that matter—he was going to murder the bastard.

      Knox sighed. “I’ll let them know.”

      “Keep me posted.”

      He disconnected and shook his head. It wouldn’t be so bad if they could just be nice to each other. Unfortunately, she tended to pull her Queen Bitch act any time he was around, and he snapped right back. And that was only the tip of the iceberg. He couldn’t get the sight of her out of his mind. The image was burned into his brain, and he remembered the way her body felt against his, her curves conforming to his hardened muscles like she was made for him.

      The next two weeks would be pure torture, and he had no idea how he was going to survive the temptation of being around her every minute of the day. As it was, he went home each night and jerked off to the thought of those tiny denim cutoffs and fringed cowgirl boots. Her tongue was sharp and deadly, but her body… her body was made for long, sweaty nights between the sheets. The memory of her pressed against him sent heat spiraling through him, and he broke out in a sweat.

      He swiped the back of his hand across his forehead, wiping away the perspiration there. It was a lose/lose situation. He needed to get his head in the game, focus on keeping her safe—and keeping his hands off.

      He quickly packed his things and was back at Rina’s place less than an hour later. Noticing that Aster’s little black Corolla was still in the driveway, he parked along the street to give her more room, then let himself into Rina’s house using the code. He opened the door and almost bumped into Dane, who stood like a sentry inside the doorway.

      He closed the door behind him and lifted his eyebrows in question. “Everything go okay?”

      Dane nodded once. “They’re in the kitchen. Good luck.”

      Rolling his eyes at Dane's sarcastic tone, he locked up behind Dane, then followed the sound of hushed, angry voices. As soon as he stepped foot in the small kitchen, Rina speared him with her icy blue gaze. “Thought you might have gotten lost.”

      Despite her syrupy sweet smile, her words dripped with venom. He bristled at her sarcasm but refused to let his ire out. “No such luck. I wouldn’t deprive myself of your scintillating company for a second.”

      Though he continued to glare at Rina, he could feel Aster’s anxious gaze jump between the two of them.

      “Well then…” Aster fidgeted nervously. “I should probably get going. Oh, before I forget.” She pulled a small orange bottle from her purse. “I’m supposed to give you one of these.”

      She popped off the lid, then shook one tablet into her hand and offered it to Rina. For the first time, he noticed the half-empty glass of red wine in front of her. Though it wasn’t quite noon, he guessed it was five o’clock in Rina’s world.

      She snatched the tablet from Aster’s outstretched hand then popped it into her mouth. He could see it hovering on her tongue as she lifted her wine glass and took a healthy sip.

      Once she was done, she set her wine glass down with a hard click on the granite countertop.

      He watched the entire thing with no small amount of distaste.

      Aster recapped the bottle and moved to put them back into her purse. “Thanks.”

      “Hey, Mags?” Rina nodded to the prescription bottle. “Can I have those?”

      The redhead looked torn. “I’m really not supposed to leave them…”

      “Please?” Rina affected a pitiful expression. “You know how hard this whole thing has been for me. What if I need them?”

      “Well…” Aster’s hand tightened on the bottle before she reluctantly passed it over. “Okay, but don’t tell Louis.”

      Rina beamed as she clutched the bottle close to her chest. “You’re the best.”

      He bit down on his tongue to keep his automatic response from flying out of his mouth. Typical spoiled little faux celebrity. Rina couldn’t even make it through one day without medicating herself. There were a lot of people in this world a heck of a lot worse off than she was, but she was too caught up in herself to even realize it. With a little shake of his head, he looked at Aster. “I’ll close up after you.”

      He showed Aster to the door, then locked up behind her and strode toward the couch. He dropped his duffel bag on the floor next to the coffee table, resigned to spending the next few nights in this very spot. He was still too antsy to sit and chill, so he made his way back to the kitchen. The sooner he and Irina hashed things out, the better off they’d both be.

      On silent feet, he headed through the doorway and spied Rina standing at the counter, her back to him. The orange prescription bottle sat open on the counter next to her, as well as various other bottles of supplements, and pills were scattered over the granite surface.

      Fury rose up, and he stormed toward her. He snatched up her wrist, and the empty bottle landed with a clatter at their feet. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      She gasped as she whirled toward him, trying to pull free of his grasp. “You scared me!”

      He scowled down at her. “What are you doing?”

      “What?”

      She looked up at him blankly, like she had no idea what he was talking about—or she was desperately trying to hide something.

      “I’m not around, Rina. What’s with the pills?”

      Her brows drew together, and he finally released her wrist as she gestured to them. “Trying to find a match.”

      “For what?”

      She rolled her eyes. “The pills, you idiot. I’m looking for something similar.” She studied him for a second. “What did you think I was doing?”

      “You’ve got pills spread all over the counter, Rina. Take a guess what went through my head.”

      She glared at him. “No, I’m not planning to kill myself. But thanks for your concern.” She turned back to the pharmacy in front of her but didn’t say another word.

      Frustration and curiosity welled up. “So, what exactly are you doing?”

      “Looking for a match,” she repeated, like he was slow. “I need to find a replacement so Aster won’t be suspicious.”

      “About what? Whether you’re taking them?”

      “What’s with all the questions?”

      He shrugged. “Just curious.”

      She turned to him, and her eyes narrowed. “Why? So you can run and tell Louis?”

      He threw one hand in the air. “It’s a simple question. Why do you have a dozen different medications spread out like a buffet?”

      He picked up the bottle Aster had handed her before she’d left. “What are these, anyway?”

      “I have no idea.”

      His eyes flared at her response. “You take meds without knowing what they are?”

      “No,” she drew out the word. “That’s why I’m looking for something to substitute.”

      He glared at the side of her face, which was all he could see of her since she refused to look at him. “But I watched you.”

      “No.” She turned toward him. “You saw what I wanted you to see. Just like Aster.”

      When he stared silently at her, she sighed. “You watched me put it in my mouth. I spit it into the wineglass.” She gestured at the goblet still sitting by the sink in the island. “That’s why I chose the red wine.”

      He was stunned. And furious. “Are you kidding me, Rina? Why do you let them do this to you?”

      “Not like I have a choice.”

      “You always have a choice.”

      She rounded on him. “No, Roman, I don’t. The studio owns my life. They choose what I eat, how I look. I don’t even dress myself. I took pills from them once—one time,” she spit out. “It made me feel terrible, like I’d lost several hours of my life. I never want to feel that way again.”

      He pondered that. Sounded kind of like what had happened last night. If that idiot Colt had drugged her, he was going to knock his teeth down his throat. Shoving down his anger, he leaned on the counter next to her and crossed his arms over his chest. “What did they give you?”

      She shrugged. “I have no idea. Ever since then, I decided I would never take anything from them again. I have to either pretend to swallow, or…” She shook the pill bottle. “Find a replacement.”

      His eyes floated over the various vitamins and such that Rina was examining. He couldn’t believe they’d done that to her. No—that wasn’t true. He could believe it, but it still pissed him off. She deserved so much better than the treatment she’d been receiving. He hated Louis and those pretentious idiots even more for subjecting her to this.

      “What can I do?”

      She slid a curious look his way. “What?”

      He gestured to the paraphernalia in front of her. “Tell me how I can help.”

      “I…” For a moment, she looked completely taken aback. “I guess you can check these to see if they look the same.”

      She passed him a bottle, and he popped the lid to compare it to the tablets in the prescription bottle. He immediately capped it again. “Where is the ‘no’ pile?”

      She gestured to a drawer between them. “Just toss it in there.”

      He opened it up, and his eyes widened at the sight of all the bottles stored inside. “Whoa.”

      She lifted one shoulder. “Been doing this for a while.”

      Clearly. Feeling way more pissed off than he probably should, he threw the bottle on top of the rest then closed it up again. He didn’t know how he could help fix this, but he would find a way to do something.
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      Irina's phone rang, and she slowed the treadmill to a stop, her chest heaving with exertion as she fought to drag in a breath. Her leg muscles wobbled like Jell-O as she stepped off the machine, a result of the hour-long jog she had just endured as an excuse to stay hidden from Roman.

      She couldn’t believe she had spilled her guts to him about the drugs. She never told anyone her business—not even Aster, who was her assistant. But Aster's loyalty first and foremost lay with Louis and the studio. She did her job, whatever she had to do, and Irina wouldn’t jeopardize that for her.

      Seeing Roman’s anger on her behalf reinforced her decision to not take the medication. Unfortunately, seeing that protective side of him had sent her heart skipping erratically in her chest. She couldn’t remember the last time a man had stood up for her like that. Maybe never. Show business was cutthroat, and it was every man—or woman—for themselves.

      Roman couldn’t care less what anyone thought about him, that much was obvious, and that confidence was a huge turn on. So, she had done what any woman with a sense of self-preservation would do. She hid.

      For the last three days, she had been practically under house arrest, and she was doing everything in her power to escape him every waking second. She was terrified that if she spent more time with Roman, she would end up throwing herself at him again, and she couldn’t bear the rejection that was sure to follow.

      She shuddered. No way. She swore she would never let him see how attracted she was to him.

      She rolled her eyes as she picked up her phone from where it lay on the yoga mat and saw the number on the screen. She bit her lip, already dreading the conversation ahead. There was only one reason to be getting a phone call from the Butler County Jail back home where she had grown up.

      “Hello?”

      “Irina, thank God!”

      She closed her eyes. “Hey, Mama. What’s up?”

      She heard some shuffling in the background as Mama moved around. “I need your help, baby girl. These idiots arrested me, and they won’t let me out.”

      She bit her tongue. That was precisely what happened when one had been charged with possession multiple times. Of course, it never occurred to her mother to follow the rules and not break the law. “Just do what they say, Mama.”

      “But I didn’t do anything!” Mama cried on the other end. “I swear!”

      Irina didn’t believe that for a second. Tears burned the back of her eyes. It was the same old song and dance, the same thing her mother had said the last four times. For years, she had held onto the hope that her mother would get her life together, but it never happened.

      As soon as Irina turned eighteen and took full control of her finances, she set her mother up with a monthly allowance. She thought her mother would have been happy enough to have a steady income, but she always complained that it was never enough. Irina finally cut her off two years ago when her mother was busted again for possession. Mama would never change, and Irina was tired of having her heart broken holding out hope that she would.

      Her mind floated back to that awful day she had come home from school at ten years old. The house was eerily quiet, and she hadn’t noticed Mama at first, lying prone on the couch. As soon as she saw her mother’s eyes, glassy and lifeless from a drug overdose, she called the cops, who showed up within minutes.

      It wasn’t the first time they had been at their house, and she was sure it wouldn’t be the last. It was, however, Mama’s first real stint in jail. When the judge sentenced her to eighteen months, Irina was sent to live with her grandmother.

      Rosewood was a tiny town that housed little more than a handful of churches and a family-owned market, but Irina wasn’t going to complain about the lack of things to do; she was just glad to be free of her mother.

      Gram took her to church for the first time in her life, and she quickly found her place there in the choir. She eagerly anticipated those Sunday services, and that year-and-a-half was the best of her childhood. When Mama got out of jail, she came to live with them, and for a while, things were better. She kept her nose clean, or at least kept it from Gram, who wouldn’t put up with that behavior for a second.

      During the summer Irina turned fifteen, everything changed. Gram had been diagnosed the previous winter with cancer, and by spring it had spread into the rest of her organs. She passed peacefully in the middle of the night the first week of June, and Irina mourned the one person who had truly cared about her.

      Two days after Gram’s funeral, Mama packed up their tiny, beat-up Chevy and drove them back to Hartford, Kentucky. There, they moved in with Burt Henning. He was two years older than her mother, but they had gone to school together and apparently had reconnected over Facebook.

      While Irina was glad to be back in her hometown with the friends she had left behind, she hated the situation at home. Burt had a list of priors as long as his arm, and he always looked at her funny, his beady eyes hungry and calculating. One day, about two months after they moved back, Mama sprang a surprise trip on her. “Pack your things,” she had said. “We’re going to Nashville to visit a friend.”

      That friend, it turned out, was Earl Wieden, a talent agent. Mama had apparently sent clips of Irina singing in the choir to various recording studios and agents, but Earl was the only one who had responded. He listened to her sing and immediately presented her mother with a contract. With the scribble of her signature and a quick goodbye, she disappeared, leaving Irina with Earl while she went back to Burt and their life in Kentucky. That thought drew Irina back to the present.

      “Why doesn’t Burt help?”

      “I’m not seeing him anymore.”

      That was news to Irina. Her mother and Burt had been together for the past eight years. “What happened?”

      “Oh, you’ll never believe it, Irina honey.” Irina barely held back a snort as her mother continued. “I was at Kroger a couple months back, and you’ll never guess who I bumped into.”

      Irina sat on the yoga mat and tried to summon some interest as she stretched her sore muscles. “Who?”

      “Your daddy.”

      Irina blinked. “What?”

      She wasn’t honestly even sure her mother knew who her real father was. All she had ever told Irina about him was that they had had a whirlwind affair before he had left her pregnant and alone.

      “One thing led to another, and…” Her mother paused, and Irina could practically see her gesturing excitedly. “Well, we’ve been seeing each other ever since.”

      “So, call him.”

      “He—” There was a scuffle in the background, and Irina heard the agitation in her mother’s voice. “Just hold your horses! Why don’t you go do something besides harass innocent people? God. Anyway, Irina baby, I need you to send some money real quick-like so I can get outta here.”

      Irina sighed. “I’m sorry, Mama. I can’t.”

      On the other end of the phone, her mother sucked in an outraged breath. “You have to. This isn’t my fault! They set me up!”

      Sure. Just like the other times. “I won’t do this anymore,” Irina replied quietly.

      “You ungrateful little bitch! After everything I’ve done for you⁠—”

      Agony ripped through Irina’s heart at her mother’s harsh words, and tears stung the backs of her eyes, burning across the bridge of her nose. She swallowed down the lump in her throat so her mother wouldn’t hear it. “Goodbye, Mama.”

      She hit the end button then dropped her phone to the floor as a tear slipped down her cheek. She thought by now she would have learned; people never changed. They put on a show, said all the right words, but deep down it was always the same.

      Her mother was never going to change.

      Angrily brushing the tears away, Irina pushed up off the floor and headed across the hall to her room. The TV was on in the living room, and she hoped that Roman would stay there until she was out of sight. He and Irina had been taking turns using the workout equipment that she had put in the spare bedroom. So far, they had managed to stay out of each other’s sight. Now, she had to bite the bullet.

      She quickly showered and dressed, then made her way out to the living room. Roman’s gaze snapped to hers as she paused at the end of the hallway. “I need to get out for a bit.”

      He gave a little shake of his head. “No can do. Orders are to stay here.”

      Her anger bubbled up and over—anger at her mother, her anger at whomever was sending her these ridiculous notes, her anger at Roman, the overbearing jerk she lusted after but could never have.

      “I don’t care what your orders are. I’m leaving this house. You can either come or sit on the couch and wait for me to get back.”

      Cutting at a diagonal across the room, she snatched her keys from the bowl on the hall table and made for the door that connected to the garage. She had just grabbed the handle when his hand appeared over her shoulder and slapped against the cool metal.

      “Not a chance.”

      She whipped around and shoved against him as hard as she could. The big jerk didn’t budge an inch, and it just pissed her off further. “I’m not your prisoner! This is my house, my life, and I’m done!”

      Annoyance crossed his face. “You’re a pain in the ass, you know that?”

      Hearing those words stung more than she thought they would. The bridge of her nose burned as she fought the tears stinging the backs of her eyes. She refused to let him see her upset, so she lashed back at him. “And you’re an arrogant prick.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she reached behind her and grabbed the handle, then threw the door open. She stomped down the steps but was spun around as Roman grabbed her elbow, halting her progress.

      “Seriously, Rina, stop.”

      She glared up at him. “Let me go.”

      His jaw tensed, and fire flashed in his eyes as he stared down at her. “No. Stop being a spoiled little brat for once in your life and learn to listen.”

      The hand at her elbow tightened a fraction, and she pulled against his hold. He squeezed her arm, just enough to make a point, and she stumbled back as he released her. “You’re such a jerk. Of all the people in the world, why do I have to be stuck with you?”

      He scowled at her. “Is that the problem? You want someone else?”

      What she wanted was for life to go back to normal. She wanted the police to catch the crazy idiot sending her love notes. She wanted Roman to want her the way she wanted him. She couldn’t stand to have him in her house, sleeping on her couch, knowing how much he despised her. Was it too much to ask for some pot-bellied bodyguard she wasn’t attracted to in the least?

      “Yeah,” she snapped. “Maybe it is.”

      He gave a slow shake of his head, then finally extended his hand toward her car. “Fine. Let’s go. You and Knox can figure it out.”

      She glared at him. “You should count yourself lucky you won’t have to put up with me anymore.”

      She spun on a heel, then stormed to her car and slammed the door behind her. Using the app to lock her doors, she wasn’t paying attention and jumped when Roman knocked on the driver side window, a dark look on his face.

      She cranked the engine and rolled the window down. “What?”

      His blue eyes crackled with anger. “Do you even know where you’re going?”

      She waved her phone at him. “GPS. I’ll figure it out.”

      His jaw tensed and for a second, she thought he might drag her from the car and haul her back into the house. She held her breath until he huffed out a breath. “Fine. I’ll be right behind you.”

      She let out a deep breath, then rolled up the window, watching in the rearview mirror as Roman climbed into his truck parked across the street and started it up. She reversed out of her driveway, hit the button to lower the garage door, then put the car in gear and started down the street. Throwing a glance Roman’s way, she saw him on the phone as he pulled a K-turn in the middle of the road and fell in behind her.

      The voice from the GPS spoke up, telling her to make a right as the intersection at the end of her subdivision came into view. Beyond the stop sign, cars whizzed past on the busy four-lane road, and she pressed down on the brake. Her foot went straight to the floor, and her heart jumped into her throat as she pumped the brake several more times.

      Cars became a colorful blur in her peripheral vision as she clenched her fingers around the wheel and sailed past the stop sign and right into traffic.
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      Roman's heart banged against his ribs as he watched Rina blow through the stop sign at the end of the road. Her tail lights were lit up bright red, but the car never slowed. The squeal of rubber on pavement filled the air as an oncoming car swerved out of Rina’s path, narrowly avoiding her.

      “Rina!”

      Her Honda fishtailed wildly, then jumped over the median, sending it into a spin. Knox’s voice came from the other end of the phone, but Roman couldn’t make out the words. He had called to apprise Knox of the situation with Rina but had forgotten all about him the second he watched her car spin out of control. “Gotta go.”

      Throwing a glance in the rearview mirror, Roman slammed on his brakes and yanked his truck to the side of the road, then jumped out. He hit the ground running, already checking for traffic as he sprinted across the road to where Rina’s car now sat facing him. The engine had stalled, but, with the exception of minor damage, the car appeared to be intact.

      Thank God.

      To his right, the driver who had swerved to miss Rina had also pulled over. He shoved the door open just as Roman ran past. “Call 911!”

      Through the windshield, Roman could see white particles still floating in the air from when the airbag had deployed. He yanked the door open and leaned in, already reaching for her. He framed her face in his hands. “Ms. Sterling?” Her eyes appeared hazy and unfocused, and he tried again. “Rina?”

      She licked her lips, then blinked, long and slow before meeting his gaze. “I… I’m good.”

      Roman's eyes swept over the parts of her that he could see. “Do you hurt? Neck, head, anything?”

      Face still trapped by his hands, she tried to shake her head. “Just… just a little sore. Whiplash.” She drew a deep breath. “My face hurts.”

      Thank God she had been wearing a seat belt or it would’ve been a lot worse. “You’ve got a couple little scrapes, but nothing major. Nose doesn’t look broken.”

      “Okay.”

      She still sounded dazed, so he reached across her torso to release her seat belt. “Come on. Let’s get you out of here.”

      The driver Roman had seen appeared at his side as he helped Rina from the car. “Is she okay?”

      Rina swayed on her feet unsteadily, and Roman locked an arm around her waist. “Yeah. You good?”

      “Fine.” The driver gestured toward the car with his phone. “Police are on their way, I just hung up with them.”

      “Thanks.”

      Roman turned back to Rina. “You want to sit?”

      She nodded, and he gently lowered her to the ground, where he squatted next to her. “What happened?”

      “I—I couldn’t stop.” Her entire body trembled. “The brakes just… I pressed the pedal, but⁠—”

      “It’s okay,” he said, cutting off her incoherent rambling. He settled his hand on her back and rubbed gently. “Just relax. It’s gonna be fine.”

      A moment later, he heard the faint sound of sirens approaching, and he pushed to his feet. He watched as the police pulled up to secure the scene. A second unmarked car arrived a few minutes later, and a tall man in slacks and a blazer stepped out. He met Roman’s gaze over the hood of Rina’s car and gave him a tight nod. He stopped to speak with one of the patrolmen before heading in their direction.

      Not moving from where Rina sat by Roman's feet, he held out a hand to him. “Roman Incardona.”

      “Lieutenant Roy Shepler. Anyone hurt?”

      Roman gestured to Rina. “Just a few scrapes and bruises from what I can tell.”

      He lifted his chin in affirmation. “We’ll have EMS check her out. What happened?”

      “Brake failure, I think.” Roman pointed to his truck across the intersection. “I was following her, and I could see the taillights but she never slowed down. She says she pushed the pedal but nothing happened.”

      The guy standing next to Roman spoke next. “I was headed south when she came from there.” He pointed toward her street. “The car hit the median and spun her.”

      “Is that your car?” Shepler pointed to the Ford SUV along the side of the road, and the man nodded. “All right. I’ll need you to give your statement to one of the men.”

      He waved over a patrolman
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