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      Five months ago, early April

      

      Sage threaded in and out of the streaming LA throngs and wished she’d didn’t have to leave for work at peak commute time. She liked people, but fighting through them wasn’t exactly her idea of a party. And it was all too easy to hide in a crowd—which would be more of an advantage if she knew who she should be hiding from. He didn’t have that problem.

      She scanned the mass of humanity, looking for a familiar face, anyone she might have seen before, then checked her watch again. If she missed this train, she would be late. She had been distracted by her father’s email, which was chatty and full of news about the resort he was preparing to open that fall. He put on a good front of all-is-well, but she had known something was wrong—known it as only she could, despite his denials. The fact that he hadn’t come for his regular visit reiterated that. She’d have to use her break this afternoon to meditate and see if she could figure it out, since he wasn’t giving anything away.

      A small boy weaved through the jungle of legs, followed by a man who called for him to stop. Sage shifted to the side so the boy ran into her, then she grabbed his shoulders, and stopped him from falling backward as he bounced off of her. She glanced up into the round face of a frazzled man. “I believe this one belongs to you.”

      He hefted the tow-headed toddler into his arms. “Yes, sorry about that. He’s as slippery as an eel sometimes.”

      Sage smiled in relief when the child giggled as if it had been a good game. The boy was comfortable with the man. “No problem.”

      The man pivoted to the right, heading toward a store.

      Feeling someone watching her, Sage adjusted her hemp macramé bag over one shoulder and glanced around again. Her eyes stopped on a tall man with a shaved head, mirrored sunglasses and a light brown goatee. He oozed dark alertness, an aura of control, and he was looking in her direction. Her heart sped up, her breath caught and she turned back toward the subway.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d seen him, or even the third or fourth. In the past few days he seemed to pop up behind her all over town. There was no explanation for his repeated presence except that he was following her. Sage’s hands grew sweaty as she darted farther into the crowd.  If he was the one who had been stalking her, she had to get away. There was a tough wariness about him, a hardened edge that said he went after whatever he wanted, and he never gave up.  She hadn’t felt his presence until that week, though the stalker had been contacting her for a couple of months, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous.

      If he was the one, there may be no safe place to hide in LA.

      Just before the train pulled out, she managed to slide through the doors and find a corner to hide in while the panic attack took over. Standing on the far end of the car, she grasped a handle until her knuckles turned white. She put her back to the wall so she could see everyone and checked for the man several times, making sure no one else was paying attention to her while she dealt with the light-headedness and nausea that often accompanied her racing heart and difficulty breathing.

      Maybe she should take her father up on the job offer in his Colorado resort. She couldn’t keep living like this.
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        * * *

      

      While she provided reflexology treatments to the day spa’s elite clientele, Sage fought the implacable image of the man in her mind. She had been at work for nearly two hours and was finally starting to feel the inner peace her job usually provided when she opened the door to leave her treatment room. Standing on the other side, his fist raised to knock, was the Goliath of a man she’d seen in the street.

      Her breathing stopped as terror filled her all over again. She tried to shut the door, but his hand shot out, blocking it open. “Go away.” She’d meant the words to be calm and forceful, but they’d come out tight and whispery as her panic grew. What would she do? What could she do against someone his size?

      “Hey, I’m sorry I scared you.” His voice was a low rumble. He pulled off his mirrored sunglasses and hung them by one stem in the neck of his tight white T-shirt. He lifted his free hand as if to reassure her that he didn’t have a gun or a knife, but she seriously doubted someone that buff needed a weapon to maim or kill. “My name is Joel Watts,” he said, “and your dad sent me.” He handed her a business card which was printed with the name of a private security firm.

      Though she wouldn’t take the card at face value, her throat unclogged a little so she could suck in some air. “My dad?” No one knew who her dad was—or almost no one. Her father had been surprisingly adept at keeping their connection a secret despite his high profile and his hundreds of phone calls and visits through the years.

      “George DiCarlo,” he confirmed. “He’s concerned about your stalker and sent me to look out for you. Look, I’m sorry I scared you earlier today. I didn’t mean to. Call him if you need to verify my story.”

      “Why have you been following me?” Her voice was returning to normal, though her senses were still on alert. This man was lethal; she knew it down to her core. Why would her dad send him to follow her without warning her first?

      “He didn’t want me to introduce myself yet. We hoped I might be able to spot the stalker if I wasn’t too close to you. The letters you turned over to the police were pretty freaky.” Despite the otherwise intimidating exterior, when Joel said this, his jaw softened slightly, making him seem not quite as scary.

      How did her father always know what was going on in her life, even when she didn’t tell him? She decided to take this hulk of a man up on his offer to check his identity. “Give me a minute, then.” When he removed his hand from the door, she shut and locked it, then fished her cell phone from her shoulder bag.

      On the first try, the call rang several times, then went to voice mail. She hung up and called again—their agreed-upon signal that the conversation was urgent. If there was any possible way he could answer the second call, he would.

      After three rings he picked up the phone.  “Hey, honey, is everything all right?”

      “There’s a man standing outside my door. Joel Watts.” Enormous, imposing, dark. “He said you paid him to follow me.”

      “Excuse me for a moment,” he said to someone else. There was the sound of movement in the background, like her father was standing and moving away from a desk or table. “I’m sorry, sweetie. He was supposed to stay in the background for now. I didn’t want him to interfere or worry you.”

      Sage felt her pulse begin to calm and the terror gripping her softened, though experience said it would take several more minutes to entirely dissipate—if she was lucky. “Dad, you didn’t have to hire someone.”

      “Yes, I did. I was worried about you when I got a report about what was going on, and you never told me about it. You can trust Joel with anything, I promise. Look, I’m sorry, I’m in a meeting right now, but I don’t want to brush you off.”

      She smiled, knowing he’d make everyone wait for her if she needed it. “No, that was the only urgent issue. I get off at five; call me this evening when you get a chance.”

      “I will, and you’re in good hands. I promise.”

      “I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you too, sweetheart.”

      Sage closed her flip phone and held it in her hand. So Joel really was working for her father. She gave herself a few more minutes for the panic attack to subside before she turned to the door, unlocked and opened it. “Come in.” She gestured for him to take a seat and stepped out to verify the time of her next appointment before shutting herself in the room with him.

      “How tall are you, exactly?” Sage asked as she leaned back against the door, studying him.

      “Six-four.”

      Making her feel even shorter than she had before at only five-three. “And you’re a body builder?”

      “Former Navy SEAL, actually.” An unhurried smile spread on his face, transforming it completely. “Staying in shape is part of the job.”

      “Of course.” Her dad would never settle for less than the best. Taking a deep breath, she offered him her hand. “Maybe we should start over again. I’m Sage Parker.”

      His hand dwarfed hers, surrounding it in hard warmth. “Joel Watts, I’m here to keep you safe.”

      For the first time in months, she thought she might be able to relax again.
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      Joel was relieved that Sage was smart enough to check in with her father, and then relaxed with him—at least a little. He glanced at the comfortable-looking treatment chair and then back at Sage. “Aren’t you supposed to be like a masseuse or something? Can you do massage on one of those?” It seemed like an odd shape—didn’t they usually use padded tables?

      Sage chuckled. “I specialize in reflexology.” He must have looked as clueless as he felt because her lips quirked and she brushed back her unruly brown curls. “I focus on whole-body wellness through the feet.”

      That had him looking down. She wore sandals, had her toe nails painted bright pink and sported silver toe rings. He never knew feet could be so sexy, but they fit the package from her pixie proportions, to her wild brown curls and haunting gypsy eyes. “If you say so.” Time to focus back on the reason he was there, though he’d been dying to get a closer look at her since her father had sent him her picture nearly a week earlier. “Your dad wanted me to stay incognito for a while longer, but I decided it would be best if I spoke with you after you spotted me. Again.” She always seemed to know when he was nearby. He could usually blend into the background when he tried—especially in a crowd that size—her ability intrigued him.

      He continued. “I know you’ve been receiving notes and emails, but without more information, the chances of me catching him are minimal. The police reports only had a few details. What do you know about this guy?”

      “Not much, but I’ve kept all of the notes that I didn’t turn over to the police—and I got another one last night. Most of them are signed by your future husband.” Sage folded her arms over her chest and kept her distance from him in the small room. “So how did my dad find out, anyway? I didn’t tell him.”

      “The police report, though how he knew there was one, I couldn’t tell you.”

      She checked her watch, something he noticed she did often, though he’d been following her for several days and she didn’t seem to run late. “Only ten minutes until my next appointment, and I have the feeling you’ve got more questions than there’s time to answer right now.”

      Joel smiled. “I’d say that was a safe bet. How about if I meet you after you get off work? We’ll eat and you can fill me in.”

      Sage smiled back, making something turn over in his chest. “I know just the place.”
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        * * *

      

      Sage watched the dismay on Joel’s face as he got a look at the offerings at her favorite restaurant—a vegetarian deli a couple of blocks from the spa where she worked. Though she didn’t adhere strictly to her vegan upraising, she preferred a whole-foods approach to eating and rarely ate meat. Joel apparently had a different idea of what constituted a real meal.

      She ordered a garden salad, he chose an egg salad sandwich—the only thing in the deli that qualified as meat in any form—and they found a table in the corner. She noticed he studied the room before sitting down, and took a seat with his back to the wall so he looked out over everything. His eyes tracked around the space and flicked back to the door every time it opened. She relaxed, knowing he was watching out for her. “You’re a former SEAL? How long did you do that?” she asked.

      “I was in the Navy for twelve years, a SEAL for ten.” He lifted the edge of his rye bread and looked at the egg filling, and though his expression was doubtful, he lifted the sandwich for a bite.

      “That’s quite a while. Why’d you get out?” Sage speared a tomato and popped it into her mouth, studying his face. She felt better about Joel, knowing her father had sent him—her dad was no fool and would have checked his background extensively—but there was still something dark and dangerous about him.

      “I got injured on a mission, messed up my ACL. I’ve been through surgery, and am doing great, but I’ll never be at a hundred percent again.” His face was calm, expressionless, but his dark brown eyes revealed his regret.

      “You miss it.” She didn’t know much about SEALs except that they were the Navy elite with advanced combat skills. She wondered if his experiences were what made him dangerous, or if the inner predator had already existed and the training merely enhanced it.

      “Yeah, I miss it.” There was a flicker of loss in his eyes, though his face didn’t show it.

      “I could never fight in a war. Violence makes my stomach turn. I’ve never even held a gun.” She didn’t know how she ended up in a situation where she needed a bodyguard.

      “Good thing we’re allowed to have different jobs, then, isn’t it?” He took a sip of his water and turned the conversation back to her. “Tell me about this stalker.”

      She washed down her salad with a drink of her tea and plunged ahead. “It started in late January. At first it was just emails, then I started getting letters to my home, and deliveries of gifts to home and work. They’re coming more regularly now. He seems to think we have a relationship already, but I have no idea who it is. I was a little wigged but didn’t really freak out until he started talking about things I’d done, places I’d been—things he couldn’t have known unless he was watching me.” The thought of some stranger obsessing about her made her shiver with revulsion. “That’s why I went to the police.”

      “And why your dad hired me.” When Joel’s eyes switched from cool to frigid, she was glad he was on her side.
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      Three months ago, Late May

      

      Sage’s eyes felt swollen and she sniffed, reaching for her handkerchief again. She still couldn’t believe her father was dead.

      “Are you going to be okay? Are you sure you don’t want me to come in with you?” Joel gave her hand a quick squeeze as they stood on the sidewalk outside the office of George DiCarlo’s attorney.

      “I’ll be fine, but thanks for offering.” In her head, though, Sage kept wondering if George’s other two daughters would be in the same meeting for the reading of the will, and if they were, how would they react? As far as she knew, they were unaware of her existence and having their biological connection revealed face to face, the day after his funeral, didn’t sound like fun. For at least the thousandth time, she wished she had been able to command her precognition to tell her things to tell her things about herself, when she wanted it to, instead of getting spotty information about others.

      “You’re not moving. Are you sure you can handle this?” Joel’s face stayed stony, but his eyes softened slightly with compassion.

      Sage sucked in a breath, feeling like a coward. “No. I’ll be okay.”

      “I’ll be here when you finish. Take your time.” He released her hand, then looked at it a little confused, as if he hadn’t realized he was still holding it.

      Sage felt bereft when he let go. She put on a smile and nodded to him. “See you later.”

      Her stomach was tied in knots and her chest felt tight, almost like a panic attack, but she promised herself she wouldn’t let it take over this time—not that her resolve had ever affected the attacks when they came before.

      A receptionist directed her to a wood-paneled conference room where two blonds were already seated in padded chairs. Sage paused in the doorway and looked at them. They were both vaguely familiar, but she was pretty sure they weren’t George’s daughters, Cami and Lana—didn’t they have auburn hair? She’d looked up pictures of them a few years earlier, curious about the women who actually got to use the DiCarlo name. Unlike her.

      She pushed back the twinge of bitterness—it wasn’t healthy and blocked her talent. A tall blond man with blue eyes greeted her with a handshake. “Hello. You must be Sage. I’m Alex, please, take a seat. We’re waiting for a few more people still.”

      “Thanks.” She slid into a seat on the end and glance at the woman beside her. She was fairly tall with long, straight hair falling down her back, nearly to her waist. She looked Sage over with a shrewd gaze, but didn’t say anything. She gave off an air of hostility and Sage had an immediate impression of emotional pain. She pulled air in and out of her lungs, slow and easy to cleanse her mind. It took a couple of breaths before she could be sure that the impression was something other than her own emotions thrumming inside her.

      She glanced up when two redheads walked into the room. These were Lana and Cami. They had tight faces and their mother’s auburn hair. Sage wondered if their father had told them about his cancer months ago instead of only weeks. Had they known while he kept it a secret from her alone? Pain tightened her chest again and she breathed deeply while the attorney greeted the women. He was warm and affectionate with them; kissing their cheeks, squeezing their hands. It was clear he knew them well.

      They took the two seats on the other end of the row and Sage noticed there was one more spot left. Just one more person coming? And who were these other women?

      The redheads whispered together for a moment before a stately blond—another blond?—entered, glanced around the room, then pursing her lips, sat in the last empty seat. Sage recognized her as well, though it took a moment to place her face. They had been on the same trip to Washington DC when they were in high school, even roomed together for the week, though she couldn’t remember much about Delphi now. Confused, she looked at Alex, who was moving to the front of the room.

      “I’m glad you could all make it, though I’m sorry for the reason you’re here. I’m Alexander Checketts, the executor of George Marlin DiCarlos’s estate. Because all of you were important to George, he remembered you in his will.” He glanced toward Cami and she lifted a finger. “As you’ll be able to tell when you hear the terms, this was a fairly recent revision.”

      “Aren’t there a lot of other bequests in the will? Friends, employees?” Cami swept her eyes over the other women, doubt and mistrust in her eyes.

      “They will all be contacted separately, but this portion of the will concerns each of you equally, and your father and I felt it best to present it to you as a private group.” He picked up the legal forms and began to read some mind-numbing legal jargon.

      When he reached the bequests, he studied them. “I’m going to skip over the little things he wanted given to others, though I’d be happy to provide copies of the will to anyone who would like to check it. I’ll go straight to the part concerning all of you.”

      All of you? Sage studied the other women, all of whom seemed confused, but the truth hit her like a punch to the gut, even before he read the next part.

      “To my daughters, Camellia DiCarlo, Sage Parker, Rosemary Keogh, Lantana DiCarlo, Delphinium Gifford and Jonquil Chestnut, I leave my latest resort.”

      To his daughters. They were all his daughters. Sage’s head spun and she put a hand to her forehead.

      Alex didn’t wait for anyone to respond, but plowed on. “‘Yes, you are all my daughters, though none of you knew about everyone else. You will share equally in my legacy, but first I have a requirement. The newest hotel and spa will be ready to open in September and if you want to earn your part of the inheritance, you will all need to pull together to make it shine, as I know you will.

      “‘All of you have areas of expertise that will be valuable in the launch of this latest enterprise—expertise most of you have refused to fully utilize. You have two weeks from tomorrow to show up in Juniper Ridge, Colorado, to put everything into motion. There is a house I have purchased and furnished for your use during the course of your stay in the area.

      “‘The trial period will last for one year from the opening date of the resort and your work will be evaluated by the regional director and Alexander Checketts. If you prove your mettle as I know you all will, you will each inherit equal parts of my estate, and share ownership in the hotel chain.’” Alex mentioned the estate value, which was far more than she had expected—what would she do with that kind of money?

      Alex continued, “Those who stick it out will get their one-sixth split, the rest will lose everything. If any of you choose not to participate, your portion of the inheritance will be donated to an organization or charity I have specified.” He paused in the reading, a tick in his jaw giving away his unhappiness about the terms of the will.

      He met their gazes. “So you know, your father was very careful to choose a different organization for each of you for your portion of the inheritance. He made certain the charities were ones whose core values you’d despise, giving you added incentive to do as he wanted. You can speak to me after this meeting if you want to know where your portion of the inheritance would go.” His eyes skimmed over them again, then returned to the will to continue reading. “As I now own all of your places of employment, or the buildings in which they reside, my directions will ensure you are all out of work if you choose to defy me.”

      Though Sage had already committed to take the job in Colorado, the fact that he was strong-arming them all to do his will made her heart break a little more. How could the sweet, thoughtful man she had always loved do this to his daughters? And how could he have so many and have managed to keep them all a secret? Betrayal knifed through her, stealing her breath.

      “Who needs his money or his job? I can find a job on my own.” Delphi stood and headed for the door.

      “Delphi, come back and listen to the rest. There will be time for dramatic gestures later,” Alex said, his voice firm without being harsh.

      She turned and glared at him. “I like my life the way it is. If it wasn’t good enough for him, it was his problem.” She stalked out, slamming the door behind her.

      Alex’s jaw clenched, but he addressed the rest of them “I’ll catch up with her later. If you can wait until I finish reading the will, I’ll leave you each with a copy of your contract and give you time to consider the terms.”

      He read off the list of their jobs. Cami would lead customer service, Sage would open and run the spa, Rosemary would head the restaurant kitchen, Lana would be hotel manager, Delphi would be events planner, and Jonquil—the youngest of the group—would run a floral shop and provide all of the flowers for the hotel and its events. He did a quick intro, passed out their packets with a private letter from their father, then vacated the room, inviting them to come talk to them in his office if they had questions.

      Sage sat numbly for a long moment while Rosemary huffed and walked out, purpose in her step. Lana and Cami talked together, both even paler than they had been before, and Cami left the room. Jonquil, an athletic woman with corkscrew blond curls, was several inches over Sage’s five-foot-three. She turned to Sage and looked at her. “Do you remember that marine biology camp Dad sent us on?”

      The memory popped into place and Sage nodded, smiling a little. “Lana was there, too, wasn’t she?”

      “Yeah. That’s what I was thinking. It was a fun trip.” Jonquil shook her head. “What was he thinking doing this to us?”

      Sage shook her head. “I don’t know. I feel like my world is spinning.”

      Jonquil stood. “I gotta book, find a climbing wall or something to work through this.” She pushed the hair back from her face, her brows furrowing. There were smudges under her eyes and her eyelids drooped.

      “You look tired,” Sage said, understanding completely.

      “Yeah. I’ve barely slept since Alex called to tell me about Dad. It’s been a long few days.”

      “It sure has.” Sage stood, but her legs felt unsteady beneath her. “I gotta go, too.”

      In the hall Jonquil paused, glanced down the hall, then moved toward the attorney’s office after all.

      Sage thought of Joel waiting for her outside, her rock. She fingered the folder in her hand, turmoil rolling inside her—her father had acknowledged her at last, and it would become public. Yet he did it in one of the most painful ways possible—while sparing himself any of the fall out. Resentment curdled inside her, making her wish she could turn back the clock.
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      Sage found Joel standing by the light pole, waiting. He wore a charcoal gray suit with the ever-present mirrored sunglasses.  He wasn’t the type to melt into a crowd—at least, she never had trouble finding him. She could spot him from blocks away—not that he often let her be that far away from him. He was good at not crowding her every second of the day, but was never so far away that he couldn’t step in if she got nervous.

      They spent time together, but mostly he protected her without getting personal. She hardly knew more about him now than she had when they first met, but his presence was comforting, especially with her father’s death turning her world upside down. The news she’d just gotten didn’t help at all.

      “How was it?” he asked when he joined her at the end of the sidewalk.

      “Shocking.” She was still reeling from the news, felt a little freezer burned from the frosty way Rosemary had looked at her, at all of the others.

      Joel took her elbow and led her toward the rental car. “Were his other daughters there?”

      “You have no idea.” She waited while he helped her into her seat, then went around to the other side.

      “Okay, spill,” he said before either of them had their seatbelts on. “Did one of them freak out on you? You’re not hurt, are you?”

      “No, everyone was perfectly calm.” She tipped her head, remembering the way Delphi had stormed out. “More or less. But I suppose it could have been the blood draining out of everyone’s heads when we realized all six of us were his daughters.”

      Joel had been studying the road, looking for a break in traffic to slide into when he heard that. His head swiveled back to her. “What? Six? Not three of you?”

      “No. Apparently Dad got around.” She’d thought she was disillusioned when she’d found out nearly twenty years earlier that he’d cheated on his wife with her mom, but now the few remainders of her white-knight  ideals about her dad came crumbling down. She fingered her folder, thinking of the private note the attorney said was inside. She hadn’t opened it yet, too angry and upset to give it a fair chance.

      “We’re all named after plants, of course,” she said. “And we’re all going to be working at the resort in Colorado. And living together—he bought us a house, which we all have to live in unless we get married.” That announcement had got a big reaction from everyone. She wanted to scream, and then curl up in a ball and cry for hours. They’d reach the hotel soon and she could be alone for a while. She’d known the reading of her father’s will would be traumatic, but she’d had no idea.

      Joel mumbled a curse under his breath.

      Sage rested her head against the window, feeling the May sun beat on her hair.  “I’d been looking forward to the job, to the move and change of scene—even if winters in ski country are going to be a drastic change. Now I’m not sure if I want to go after all.”

      He pulled the car into traffic, then slid his hand onto her arm, just above her wrist. “It doesn’t change the fact that he loved you.”

      “No.” But it tainted his image in her mind, and that was as bad. “You’re really coming to Colorado with me?” He’d said he was, but now, more than ever, she needed to know he’d be there for her as she lived with five women she didn’t know. The fact that her half-brother Harrison would be there as well wasn’t nearly as soothing as the thought of Joel at her side. Harrison. She would have to tell him what happened today. Her father had treated him like one of his own. Harrison would be shocked and disappointed by the revelation as well. She hoped her father had remembered him in the will, with fewer strings attached.

      “Where you go, I go. That’s the contract,” Joel reassured her.

      Sage had been meaning to ask him about that. “With him gone, are you still under contract?” She didn’t want him to leave her now, not when everything else was falling apart. Even if he did hold himself back from her, keep things on a purely professional level when she wanted much more. She needed his steadying influence if she was going to deal with this bombshell.

      “He didn’t miss a trick.” Joel stopped at a red light and looked at her, squeezing her wrist. The touch sent a rush of heat through her, but she knew it meant nothing to him. “He planned ahead. I got a letter from the lawyer saying I’m staying on retainer through your contract in Colorado, until the danger is past or you fire me.” He grinned. “And I’ll get paid extra to head security at the hotel, so I’m not going anywhere anytime soon.”

      She’d seen the Spartan way he lived and wondered why he cared about the money when he didn’t spend it. Sage smiled weakly, then turned to look out the window again. She had hoped they would at least become friends someday, that she would cease to be only a job to him. It didn’t look like that was ever going to happen. She’d have to reign in her growing attraction to him. Somehow. “Apparently there will be a meeting for all of us in Colorado in a couple of weeks. I’ll have the lawyer book us to go out there. I’m sure they can make an excuse about you checking on security stuff while we’re in the area.”

      “Let me know the dates.” He pulled his hand away and took a left turn.

      Sage wrapped her arms around herself, feeling remarkably empty considering the way Joel’s presence filled the car. She already missed her dad.
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      Present Day—Early September

      

      Sage had been a wreck all day at work. The problem with the person who had been trying to ruin their family name and business all summer had come to a head the previous night and it was all Sage could do not to curl up in a ball and fall apart completely—but the hotel had opened only three days ago and she couldn’t take a break yet. She tried to project an air of self-confidence for her employees, despite the questions and long looks as rumors had flown, but the effort was exhausting. She checked the clock again and wondered how soon she could take off. The glass doors to the hallway opened and a man entered bearing a huge bouquet of red roses.

      “Delivery for Sage Parker,” he said.

      “That’s me.” She wondered if they were from Joel. He’d been kind yesterday after he came to their rescue, calming and reassuring her, sticking by her when she was most confused and upset. Flowers didn’t seem like his thing, but once in a while he surprised her, doing something uncharacteristically sweet. Red roses, though . . . they seemed too romantic considering their business-only relationship. She signed for the delivery and twisted the vase on the front counter until she found the card, pulling it out.

      “Who are they from?” Wendy asked. “A secret admirer?”

      Sage hoped not—it had been so long since she heard from her stalker, she hadn’t even considered it. Her fingers trembled as she pulled the card out of the tiny envelope.

      

      Sweetheart, I’m sorry you had such a terrible evening. I hope the perfume of these flowers brings sweet dreams. Think of me, and our lives together.

      Your future husband

      

      He knew about the previous night. He had to be close. The note fell from her fingers onto the counter and she barely managed to snatch it up again before Wendy could get close enough to read it.

      “So, who’s it from?”

      “A well-wisher. Someone who heard about last night.”  Sage left the roses where they were, unable to stand touching them again and shut herself in her office. Her cell phone rang as she pulled it from her pocket, nearly dropping it before she could answer. It was Joel.

      “Where did those flowers come from?” he asked, his voice tense.  Apparently he’d been watching the spa on the camera.

      “Who do you think?” Sage’s voice shook as she fought for control. “He knows about what happened last night. He must be in Juniper Ridge. Word couldn’t have gotten back to California this fast.”

      Joel swore. “I’ll be right there.”

      Sage tried to think through her light-headedness. “No, don’t make a fuss. I don’t want to draw attention to the flowers. If he knows about last night, he could hear from someone if you charge down here and toss them. It could make him escalate.” She turned away from the door so she couldn’t see them, and no one could see her face. “I can’t do this again, Joel. I was finally starting to feel comfortable again. Safe.”

      His tone shifted to calming. “You’ll be fine. I’ll follow you home tonight and we’ll talk to your sisters. We’re going to have to make some changes to your schedule.”

      That meant saying goodbye to the freedom she’d managed to reclaim over the past months of quiet. “I don’t want to involve them, Joel.” Tears sprang to her eyes.

      His response was implacable. “I’ve let you have your way all summer. He’s here, so the time for secrets is past. We’ll tell them tonight—your safety is too important to ignore.
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      That evening Sage smiled at Cami and Vince, Cami’s new fiancé, until her cheeks hurt. Her guts twisted and she kept stealing glances at Joel. His lips were pressed together in a thin line and every look he sent her way was reproachful. He had wanted to announce the return of her stalker—no, the existence of her stalker—to her sister the second they walked in the door, but how could she ruin this moment of happiness?

      She looked again at the engaged couple and felt a little of the tightness loosen. She had only known her half-sisters for a few months, but she and Cami had spent a lot of time together since they moved into the house in early July. Sage had spent the summer watching Cami’s somewhat rocky relationship with Vince through crazy media troubles and misunderstandings. Good news helped soothe the stress caused by recent events—which included the unwelcome delivery to her desk that morning.

      Lana handed Sage a flute of champagne. “I know you don’t really drink, but I figured you could at least toast with us.”

      Sage forced herself to think about what was going on around her instead of who might be watching the house from the shadowy tree line. “I make exceptions for special occasions.”

      Blake led the toast, and everyone followed with one of their own. Though she only took a tiny sip each time, Sage’s glass was nearly empty when they finished the rounds. With the six sisters, Vince, Blake and Joel there, the list of toasts was long.

      She set aside her glass when she’d emptied it and moved closer to Joel. Maybe if she were in arm’s reach of him, he would stop looking at the doors and windows like a soldier expecting an attack at any moment.

      “Hey, what’s with the frown? It’s a happy day. We all survived yesterday’s fiasco, and Cami’s bubbling over with happiness.” Rosemary interrupted Sage’s move across the room. “What’s not to be happy about? Unless you wish Harrison had been invited.”

      Rosemary and Harrison had an adversarial relationship Sage didn’t really understand—she’d felt the attraction between them the moment they met—eleven years earlier—but they’d been at each other’s throats in the next moment and meeting again as adults hadn’t been better. Sage wasn’t about to ask questions, though; she already had enough problems on her plate. “I hadn’t thought about Harrison. And if Vince didn’t invite his family or friends, I don’t know why we would have called my brother.” He would blow a gasket when he found out about the stalker. She could already hear the irate big-brother attitude.  And she wouldn’t be able to hide it now. Joel wouldn’t let her.

      Rosemary started talking about the cake she was going to make for Cami’s wedding and Sage tuned her out, becoming very aware of Joel, who closed the distance between them, coming to a stop on her left. Disapproval rolled off him, or maybe that was her imagination.  She glanced at him again and saw the deep line between his brows, the way his arms crossed over his wide chest, muscles bunching. Even his shaved head and goatee seemed to disapprove of her decision to wait until tomorrow morning to tell the others.

      “You don’t have to hover, you know,” she hissed at him.

      “It’s my job,” he said, his expression not changing.

      And didn’t that describe exactly what was wrong with their relationship in the first place? He got paid to be there—he wasn’t spending time with her because he wanted to, but because he wanted the paycheck. That had been fine at first, but since her feelings for him had grown over the summer it was not nearly enough anymore.

      Joel hung around until the other guys left and many of the sisters wandered off to their rooms. “Let me see you out,” Sage said when she’d had enough of Joel’s silent presence. Any other time she would have enjoyed having him around. She ought to have been glad he was staying close—the stalker was back and Joel made her feel safe, usually. However, tonight his hovering and disapproval tired her, and made her even more jumpy than before.

      He glared, but with a glance at Delphi and Jonquil, who were still nearby, he rose and followed Sage to the door. He turned before opening it and she reached around him, opened the door and pushed him onto the porch, following him out—the open floor plan of the great room, dining and kitchen areas didn’t lend itself to privacy. Before she shut the door behind her, Sage heard Delphi whisper something low. She was well aware her sisters thought there was something romantic between herself and Joel. That illusion would be stripped away in the morning. In some ways, that would be a relief, as hearing the little teases only made her feel worse about his indifference to her on a romantic level.

      “You shouldn’t come out here.” His SEAL-trained eyes darted around the yard, looking for signs of an intruder in the darkness. He looked to the side and tensed for a moment, then relaxed a little when Sage’s orange tabby cat, Mr. Sunshine, sashayed out of the woods, headed for the house.

      “There’s nothing to suggest he’s turned violent. And you’re here, so my danger is minimal.” She didn’t fully believe her words. Though she tried to tell herself she was safe, there was no question that she had nightmares about being attacked.

      “Don’t be stupid.”

      “Because any decision you don’t agree with is auto-matically stupid. Is that it?”

      “I never said that.”

      She sighed, pushing her dark curls away from her face. “No, of course not. But you imply it with every look and action.”

      His jaw clenched and his brown eyes darkened. “I’m not letting you take unnecessary risks. I made a promise to your father.”

      “Right. And even from his grave, he makes sure we all dance to his tune.” A familiar ache rose in her chest at the thought. “Look, I’m going back inside. I’ll make sure I flip the locks. I’ll close the blinds, double check every door and window lock, then shut myself in my room for the night.  You can even watch me on the cameras you installed in the house. Is that good enough?”

      “Not nearly, but it’ll have to do. I’ll pick you up for work tomorrow, and we’ll discuss all of this in more detail. I’ll take a look around the grounds before I leave.” He lived next door, only a thirty-second sprint from her place on the quiet cul-de-sac, but the distance seemed to make him nervous.

      “Terrific. You do that. See you tomorrow.” She turned and reentered the house, locking up behind her. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate his thoroughness—she counted on it, but getting his concern without his love wasn’t enough. Sage made the rounds of the doors and windows as she always did at night, and her sisters—if they noticed—kept their comments to themselves. As they always did. She wondered how paranoid they thought she was, and when they learned the truth, would they agree with Joel that it wasn’t enough?
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      The DiCarlo Resort and Spa in Juniper Ridge, Colorado had held its opening gala only the previous weekend, but after spending part of the summer working together to get everything set up, the six sisters and the other staff had already fallen into a rhythm—something Sage appreciated when her head wasn’t fully in the game.

      After Joel pulled his Range Rover into staff parking at the hotel the next morning, he came around and opened Sage’s door. He had insisted on driving her everywhere from now on. “I’ll start with a sweep for bugs in your office, and work my way into the rest of the hotel during your staff meeting. Then I’ll come back to walk you to the executive meeting.”

      “I don’t think I need an escort down the hall.” She noticed that he matched his stride to her—considerably shorter—one.

      “That’s for me to decide. We’ll have to discuss what other measures to take to ensure your safety while we track down this guy.” Joel’s eyes darted around the grounds and into the hotel foyer before he pulled the front door open for her.

      Sage thought she ought to be annoyed, but she was still freaked out over the flowers. He—whoever he was—never made deliveries or left any clues about who he was. The plethora of cameras that had been installed throughout the hotel would have caught his image if he’d done so. It would be nice to know who her stalker was, and thus far they were clueless.

      Sage unlocked the spa, checked the schedule and popped onto her email while Joel did his twice-weekly sweep for bugs. As her staff started to trickle in, she double-checked the treatment rooms. “Hey, Damon,” she greeted the well-muscled masseur as he joined her at the computer terminal to see his day’s schedule. “Looks like we still have a few openings here and there. Hopefully most of them will fill in.”

      “I’m sure they will. And if not, it might be a welcome break after this weekend.” He headed off to prepare his treatment room.

      The whole staff had worked nearly every day since the hotel’s opening. By day seven most of them had managed a day off, but Sage didn’t see one for herself until next week.  Though she’d had almost a month to get to know her staff while they trained together, she still hadn’t picked an assistant manager. She finally thought she was getting closer to making the decision.

      She waved Joel off, then did a quick hygiene check on the treatment rooms before assembling her staff for their daily meeting.

      Sage felt a familiar itch between her shoulder blades—the one that had gone away when she moved to Colorado. Now the stalker was here, she knew she’d be looking over her shoulder at every turn again. She rubbed her neck and opened the meeting. Unfortunately, life didn’t stop for crazy stalkers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, any security concerns we need to be aware of?” Lana asked near the end of the executive meeting that morning. “You did request that we all be here.” They had already dismissed the head of housekeeping and engineering, leaving only family, Joel and Blake.

      Sage looked around at all of her sisters, her half-brother Harrison and Blake. She wondered what they would say when they found out about her secret.

      “Yes, we need everyone to be aware of a situation that has come up again.” Joel glanced at Sage, but his expression didn’t falter. “I know some of you heard about the anonymous flower delivery Sage received yesterday.”

      “A secret admirer. Did you figure out where they came from?” Jonquil asked, her eyes sparkling with interest. “It was all over the hotel in half an hour.”

      Joel scowled. “You act like it was some big romantic gesture, but the truth is, it was the first sign that Sage’s stalker has followed her here.”

      The room went as silent as the aftermath of a car accident. “What do you mean?” Cami asked.

      “Stalker? What are you talking about?” Harrison’s face grew red from anger, making Sage flinch. He’d always been overprotective. He turned to her. “How long has someone been stalking you?”

      Sage wet her lips and tried to pretend she wasn’t bothered by the whole situation, though when her voice quavered, she knew she hadn’t pulled it off. “In January I started getting emails from someone. He added letters and presents after a few weeks. They started slow and most were signed your future husband. He’s never approached me in person, and he never uses his name, so we’re not sure who it is. Though I’ve changed email addresses, he still contacted me periodically through social networks—which is why I’m no longer active on any.” Jonquil had been hassling her lately about rejoining some. “Until yesterday, I hadn’t heard anything from him since I moved here. I thought he’d given up.” Hoped was more like it, though she hadn’t dared believe it.

      “Which doesn’t mean he recently arrived in the area,” Joel clarified. “Just that he hadn’t come forward since the move.  Some stalkers do follow their prey across country when they attempt to get away.”

      “And it was kind of hard to keep my whereabouts a secret, what with the news articles,” Sage said.

      Recognition dawned in Cami’s eyes. “That’s why you were freaked about the article on the Fourth of July.”

      “Yeah,” Sage admitted. Having her name and location in the paper had made her glad Joel was staying in the house next door, and that the holiday had given them a reason to be together all day.

      “Again, I ask why you never told me.” Harrison appeared thoroughly disgruntled, with his arms crossed over his chest and his brows drawn low over his eyes.

      “And have you go into full protection mode?” Sage asked. “I love you, Harrison, but you worry and smother, and you had your own concerns with the resort opening.” As head of personnel, he’d been more than busy dealing with new hires. She didn’t mention the pain her father’s pronouncements had caused him as well.

      “I don’t smother,” he protested.

      Thankfully Sage was saved from responding by a question from another direction. “What have you been doing to protect yourself?” This was Rosemary—a savvy city girl with a heart bigger than the state of Texas, and a streak of vulnerability as wide as the Mississippi river, though she covered it in ghetto attitude.

      The other sisters chimed in with a variation of anger and worry about her safety, but Joel held up a hand to calm the room.

      “George found out about it and brought me in to protect Sage,” Joel said. “I’ve been her private security guard since March, though keeping that from being obvious hasn’t always been easy. Now that I’ve got my hands full here with hotel security, and she has a full staff, it’s gotten even harder. I’m going to need everyone’s assistance and alertness.”

      “And what are you doing to find this guy?” Harrison asked.

      “I checked with the flower shop where he ordered the bouquet and I’m trying to track him back through his credit card.” Joel tapped his pen against the table. “In the past he’s used prepaid credit cards, the kind you can pick up at the store and refill as needed, so I haven’t been able to get information on him. He’s going to screw up soon, though. He has to.”

      Cami shook her head. “Okay, everything makes much more sense now. But why didn’t you tell us all this before?” She skewered Sage with her gaze. “We thought she was just freaky nuts about security when she checked all of the doors and windows every night. We could have been helping to keep an eye out and ensure the house is secure more than we have.”

      Sage shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “I hadn’t heard from him in months. I’d hoped he’d given up and gone away.” She glanced around the table at the women who were technically her family, even if they were far from close. “Anyway, we don’t need to pound the topic to death. Now you’re all aware, Joel wants to make sure I don’t go anywhere alone—not even between the hotel and my car, or to the grocery store. He wants us to all be extra diligent about locks and security and to please let him know if there’s anyone out of place. Which should be so easy since we have six or seven hundred guests in the hotel on any given day, and hundreds of employees.”

      He glared at her. “That’s the basic idea. Though I wish you wouldn’t be flippant about it. We’re talking about your safety here.”

      “Can we move this along?” Sage hated being the center of attention, and Joel and Harrison weren’t the only ones giving her shrewd or angry looks.

      Lana’s lips thinned, but she nodded. “We all have duties to return to. Everyone keep an eye out, report anything suspicious to Joel, and we’ll discuss this more later.”

      Goody. Sage couldn’t wait.
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        * * *

      

      Joel watched Sage return back downstairs, Rosemary at her side, and wondered if he could have approached the situation differently. He didn’t regret telling everyone—if anything, he wished he’d done it back in their first meeting in May.

      “That’s quite an assignment,” Blake said, coming to stand beside Joel.

      “Yeah. Sage doesn’t always like taking the safe road.” Not that she sought out dangerous activities, but she could be more circumspect. It aggravated him to no end.

      “The DiCarlo girls can be pretty hard-headed,” Blake agreed.

      “Tell me about it,” Harrison said. “You should have said something before.”

      “I know. Sage has been fighting me about it. She wanted to keep it quiet, as if ignoring it would make the problem go away. I let it go when she didn’t have any contact from him, though I’ve been as diligent about her safety as ever. The perp’s definitely in the area now so everyone needs to be on the lookout.”

      “How serious is it?” Harrison looked frazzled and worry filled his eyes. “Has he threatened her, or is it just creepy and unnerving?”

      Joel turned to study Harrison. He’d gotten to know Sage’s older half-brother a little since they started looking at employees. Though Joel didn’t normally make friends easily, he’d extended himself in that direction on occasion, knowing Harrison would be concerned about his sister when the truth came out. Plus, he’d wanted to eliminate her brother as a harassment suspect. Getting to know him had helped Joel do that, making his job a little easier.

      News of George’s cancer had spread to the newspapers by the time her stalker started sending presents to her work and Joel hadn’t been willing to count anyone out until he could be sure they weren’t involved. Harrison was clean, as was Blake. “He followed her here. That’s pretty serious. The letters held an underlying threat—enough to take seriously, but not enough for the police to act on. These things can change quickly, though, and I don’t want to take any risks.”

      “All this time I thought you had a thing for Sage, but you were protecting her,” Blake said, eyeing Joel. His gaze was perceptive, as always. The man saw much more than the average guy. But two could play that game and Joel had made a few observations of his own.

      “Don’t worry; she’s still my full focus.” On every level, though he only acted in the role of bodyguard.

      Harrison’s brow furrowed, but he didn’t take his gaze off Joel. “You’ll keep me in the loop on Sage?”

      “If there’s anything concrete, I’ll keep everyone in the loop,” Joel said. “I’m not taking any chances.” Harrison would undoubtedly want more regular information than that, but Joel wouldn’t promise too much. Sage’s welfare was his first priority, and if she wanted her brother to know all of the details, she’d tell him herself. Now that her father was dead, Joel didn’t report to anyone.

      He headed to his office to check in on his staff. He’d already installed extra cameras on the girls’ house and in Sage’s office area, but it wasn’t enough. There was no way to work himself into her office space more often without causing speculation—especially as he didn’t understand the draw to hot rocks and facials. Deep massage and foot rubs, sure—he hadn’t gotten them often as a Navy SEAL, but he understood the attraction when you were a mass of knotted muscle—but not the other things. Thank goodness his office was right next to the spa so he wasn’t far.

      If he had his choice, she would be in a much more secure location, but she’d never agree, especially since the terms of the will dictated she be here. He’d have to settle for keeping an eye on things via cameras and visiting as often as he could get away with.

      The thought had crossed his mind several times that if he really stepped into the role of being her boyfriend, it would excuse more frequent appearances in the spa, but that way lay madness.

      He’d been attracted to her from the first and the attraction had only grown, but she disliked violence, steered away from it with every step. He had grown up with violence as a teen in the ghetto, in juvie, in the Navy. It was part of who he was, and had no place in her life. He would do the best he could without acting on his feelings—even though it made him ache more every day.
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      Sage spent the morning discussing treatment with guests, doing reflexology on a couple of clients, and designing promotions to attract guests during the slow fall and spring weeks between golf and ski seasons. She grabbed a quick lunch—under duress—then went right back to it again until Joel appeared as she was locking up at nine-fifteen that night.

      “Long day?” he asked.

      “Yeah, insanely, but it was good. We have lots of happy, relaxed guests.”  She, on the other hand, was wound tight and could really use a long soak in a steaming tub. She never envied his hot tub so much before and considered inviting herself to use it, then decided against it. She’d have to settle for a bubble bath.

      “Good. Anything unusual I should know about?”

      “If there were, you would already know.” Sage sighed when he stiffened. “I mean because I would have contacted you.” She’d been more than a little freaked out when she realized how many extra cameras he’d installed in the spa—and that several had microphones as well. “I don’t think about the cameras much anymore. I know you installed them as a precaution, not so you can take over for my stalker.” She was comfortable with him, most of the time. Once she knew who he was, Joel’s presence had eased her stress and helped her relax—if you didn’t count the abnormal awareness she always felt in his presence.

      Joel nodded, but kept his face as implacable as usual. The man was a puzzle. Sage waved to a few of the resort employees as they headed for the front door.

      “Did you eat lunch?” he asked.

      “Yeah, Rosemary brought me a salad, then made me eat it. I think she mostly stayed to pump me for information, though.” Sage released the mass of curls from her braid, shaking them out. She could almost hear her scalp sigh with relief.

      “And to give you advice, no doubt. Rosemary seems full of advice.”

      Sage grinned. “With her inner-city attitude. You’d think she wasn’t raised with the same financial advantages as the rest of us. I know Dad paid for private schools and special trips for her, too.”

      “Sometimes we take our own track, despite our backgrounds and options.” His words were heavy with personal meaning, though he never talked about his past.

      “True enough.” She and Harrison had both taken different directions from their mom, though neither had been able to completely leave their whole foods, mother-earth background behind. “Rosemary thinks we all need training to protect ourselves.”

      “That’s a good idea. The little I’ve gone over with you isn’t nearly enough, and after events earlier this month, self-defense could come in handy. I’ll send an email to you girls and set something up.”

      “Great. I can’t wait.”

      Her words must have been lackluster because instead of opening the passenger door to his SUV for her, he penned her between him and the vehicle. “You’re getting more than that. I don’t ever want you to feel helpless again. I’m getting you a gun, we’ll do a concealed-carry class so you can have a permit and you’re going to learn to shoot it.”

      Her mouth dropped. “I am not carrying a gun. No way. No how. Not happening.”

      “Yes it is. After all of the trouble you girls had this summer, you can’t think I’m going to leave you vulnerable like that again.”

      She couldn’t have shot their attacker anyway, and she’d woken with nightmares almost every night since. She shuddered as she remembered the feeling of helplessness, the desperate way she’d fumbled with her phone, contacting Joel to come rescue her, and the way it had made her feel useless that she couldn’t do anything. She folded her arms across her chest. “I won’t carry, and you can’t make me.”

      He ground his teeth together. “How did you feel when Jonquil had that gun to her head?”

      Helpless. Useless. Terrified. Sage had a total panic attack and never wanted to feel like that again. But carrying a firearm was anathema to everything she’d ever believed.

      Her lack of speech must have said more than enough. “That’s what I thought,” he said. “You’re right. I can’t force you to carry it with you, but we’re going to get you a permit
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