
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Justin likes being the lone wolf. What will make him rejoin the pack?

	 

	 

	Grace Maravilla has a little problem with a stalker. All she knows is that, whoever he is, he won’t leave her alone and seems to delight in scaring her. What will it take to get rid of him?

	Enter Justin Pearson, former Navy SEAL and FBI agent, disillusioned with playing by the rules, now a lone wolf who sells his services to the highest bidder. But can the Latina bombshell whose music videos sold a million copies defrost her lone wolf?

	All Justin knows is that he hates to see a scared young woman. But will she capture his heart?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To the young lady named Grace, who I never saw again...

	 


Chapter One: Danger

	 

	 

	Grace

	 

	I was feeling fairly safe sitting there in a salon, in a room full of women, getting my nails done. Looking back, I should have been more afraid. But when I was in a salon, I wasn’t thinking about any danger.

	The nail tech, Lupe, looked at my hands, then looked at me. “What do you think?”

	I lifted my hands, admiring the effect of my French nails, loving how the light reflected off them and how my skin stood out against the white. “I like it,” I said. “Thank you.”

	“Sure!” She stood. “Let’s get you over to the register so you can get out of here.”

	“Right.” I rose from my own chair, a sumptuously comfortable armchair upholstered in black leather, and followed her over to the register up front.

	Just as I did that, my cell phone began to ring.

	Lupe gazed at my purse. “Aren’t you going to answer that?”

	“They can wait,” I assured her. “How much do I owe you?”

	Just a minute or two later, I gave Lupe a tip for her excellent service, then started to fish my cell phone from my purse to see who or what was so important.

	But just as I did that, it started to ring again.

	I looked at the number. My heart fluttered in terror. No.

	Quietly, Lupe said, “What’s wrong?”

	I was immobilized by fear, afraid to say anything, afraid to answer the phone, because I knew who it was. I decided to answer the phone. He would just keep calling until I did. “Hello?”

	“Did you think you could hide from me in there?” The male voice was familiar, not just because I’d heard it before, but because once again I had the maddening feeling I should have known who it was.

	To stall, I said, “Why, are you afraid to come into a salon? There’s just a bunch of women in here with me.”

	There was a moment of silence. I cringed, mostly at my inability to hold my tongue. But I couldn’t have unsaid what I’d just said, even if I wanted to.

	“You stupid slut! You can’t hide from me!”

	“Who is this, anyway? And why can’t you leave me alone?”

	“You know who this is,” said the male voice, sounding angry for the first time. I didn’t get it. Apparently he, too, thought I should have known who he was.

	But I didn’t know. And I felt like I should have known. The voice was so familiar, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. It was a maddening, frustrating feeling.

	“I just wanted to congratulate you on your choice of nail color.”

	“What color did I get?” As I said that, I turned around and looked out the salon windows, hoping to catch a glimpse of my stalker.

	There was nobody standing around in the parking lot.

	“Red.”

	I took comfort in his wrong guess―what comfort I could, anyway. Wherever he was, it wasn’t inside the salon or watching me some other way. Otherwise he would have known how I chose to get my nails done.

	“This is a great conversation, but I really must go,” I said.

	“But you can’t go,” my stalker said, sounding vaguely whiney.

	“Watch me,” I said.

	“Oh, I will,” the voice replied.

	That only made my skin crawl. “Goodbye.”

	And I hung up on him.

	 

	Somehow I managed to get back to the house without any further incident. But once I got in the front door and armed the alarm, my publicist Marco, who was at the house that day seeing to a few things, spoke up to me. “What do you intend to do about this asshole? We can’t have him continuing to disrupt your life.”

	“No shit,” I said sharply. In a more civilized tone, I added, “If you have any suggestions, I’d love to hear them.”

	As if in answer, he picked up a magazine from the coffee table, flipped it open to the ads in back, and handed it to me.

	Circled in red was an ad in black and white, for a company called Security Consultants, Inc.

	I gazed at the ad. “Is this the company you were telling me about, Marco?”

	“Yes, as a matter of fact, it is.”

	“And you would recommend these people?”

	“Yes,” he said promptly. “Definitely. Absolutely.”

	“Good,” I said. “Somebody hand me my phone.”

	 

	Up until the stalker, my career had been one major success after another. I literally couldn’t do anything wrong. I must have been born under a lucky star. Or something.

	My singing career started off pretty modestly—doing covers of popular songs and then posting the videos and recordings online, on YouTube and such. Then I was contacted by this dude from a recording studio. He said he was a producer.

	At the time, I didn’t believe him. I thought it was a big joke.

	My parents didn’t say so, but I think they had agreed with me—until they took the contract to a friend of theirs who happened to be a lawyer, who said the contract was legit, and would make me a very wealthy young woman.

	They stopped laughing after that―unless they were on their way to the bank.

	Once they had confirmed the contract was legit, I had their blessing to travel to Los Angeles, which wasn’t very far away, to record my first album.

	Mom and I were headed to the salon one Saturday afternoon a few weeks later, listening to the radio, when the DJ came on. “Hi, everyone. I hope you’re having a wonderful Saturday. It’s a sunny seventy-five degrees out there. And for your listening pleasure we have a new artist, and a local girl, at that.”

	And they started playing my song!

	Mom pulled over so we could scream safely, out loud, at the tops of our lungs. By the next weekend, I literally could not turn on the radio without hearing my song.

	And then the royalty checks started rolling in. For once in my life, I didn’t need to ask my parents for money. When the first one arrived, I had to clap my hands over my mouth. When my mom asked what was wrong, I showed her the check.

	Mom almost fainted, right there in the kitchen. I almost joined her.

	A week or so later, my agent Julio Vega suggested we make a music video, to which my parents agreed, up to a point. Sure, I might have been rich, but I was also under the age of 18 at the time. And still in school. I’d met Julio when the lawyer my parents consulted had referred them to him. At the time, they’d had the wisdom to realize I would need an objective voice to help me.

	Once I graduated from high school, though, it was like I had climbed on a high-speed train or something and taken my career with me. Album followed album. Million-selling single followed million-selling single. The only bump was a personal one―my father passed away when I was 21, very suddenly and unexpectedly. The doctors said he had a heart attack.

	Time went by so quickly, I blinked and suddenly I was turning 30.

	The highlight of my career came when Rachel Vasquez, the uber-famous actress and star of too many telenovelas to count, wanted me to guest-star opposite her! This on top of all the endorsement deals I had for shampoo, makeup and skin care products.

	And then, a few weeks ago, my agent came to me with an unexpected request.

	He wanted me to go into negotiations with a different record label to distribute my music. When I asked him why, he simply said they would be a better fit for me as an artist.

	I got the funny feeling there was more to it than that. I didn’t press him for details, but fortunately nothing came of it. The negotiations with the record company broke down. They’d had some conditions that didn’t sit very well with me, and they didn’t leave any room to negotiate about those conditions.

	My agent was not very happy. I couldn’t tell who or what with. But I dug my heels in and stayed with my current label. They, of course, were quite happy. They had been stunned when they found out I was negotiating with a different label.

	That was when the stalking started. About a week after I had refused to continue the negotiations with the other record company, I had started getting nasty phone calls at all hours of the day and night. Not long after, he started showing up at VIP club shows.

	The incident at the salon was the last fucking straw.

	 

	The next week, I was in the offices of Security Consultants, Inc. As the person making the appointment had instructed, I came alone. No assistants. No agent. No publicist. Not a single luxury. Not even my mom, even though I had to make her stay at home. I was also supposed to have my cell phone off, but I had kept it on.

	I had dressed in a simple outfit—a soft gray sweater with a conservative scoop neck, blue jeans, and knee-high gray leather dress boots, with my hair worn down but in a simple style.

	I was shown to a room that made spartan look like the lap of luxury. Having been in many a recording studio, I recognized sound-absorbing foam on the walls. It was a small rectangular room. As I came in, a large mirror covered the wall on my left, while the rear wall and the righthand wall were bare. In the center sat a stainless steel table with two equally bare chairs. In the center of the table sat a box of tissues.

	My escort asked me if I wanted anything to drink, then explained my security consultant would be right with me and said to have a seat.

	I tried―to sit, that is. But my impatience and nervous energy got the best of me. The room was too quiet. At first I just clicked my nails on the smooth metal surface of the table.

	Then I rose from my seat and started to pace.

	 


Chapter Two: The Nightmare

	 

	 

	Justin

	 

	A gentle breeze disturbing the grass made more noise than I did. Moving as quietly as a house cat, I took a thorough look around.

	Waist-high grass extended as far as the eye could see, moving like waves on the water in the gentle night breeze. Directly overhead a half-moon dominated the sky, casting everyone and everything in a silvery glow.

	Straight ahead was one of my team-mates, Petty Officer Patrick O’Neill, his red hair like a neon sign on Broadway announcing his presence to all the bad guys. Not for the last time, I wished he would wear a cap or a bandanna to cover it up.

	Somewhere ahead was an enemy campfire. My team had been tasked with locating the camp where a local terrorist group was holding a group of aid workers they had abducted. We had orders to shoot any bad guys on sight. The terrorists were to be sent a message.

	The single most stupid thing anyone could do was light a campfire at night. It was a natural human desire—warmth, comfort and light to protect against the encroaching darkness of night. But it also completely killed their night vision, along with any hope of spotting any jungle predators, whether four-legged or two.

	I reached up and made a brief hand signal. Moments later, the rest of the team had assembled around me.

	We spoke in barely audible whispers.

	“Where are they?” I asked O’Neill.

	He gestured along an indicated vector with his left arm.

	“Okay, and what are they doing?”

	“Smoking. And watching the fire, sir.”

	“All right. Radio.” I had a quick, single-worded conversation with home base. Then I looked at everyone. “Ready?”

	“Yes, sir,” several male voices replied in unison.

	I reached up and signaled with my hand. Automatic weapons were readied. Camo face paint was applied. Pretty soon everyone was blending in. Even O’Neill.

	Seconds later, we were on the move. Barely five minutes later, we had the camp in sight.

	But something felt wrong. Something was tickling the back of my neck.

	And then—it was there!

	Moving completely on automatic, I drew a switchblade knife from my belt and snapped it open, missing by seconds the killing swipe of the terrorist right behind me, who somehow managed to tackle me to the ground.

	But I was faster.

	Holding the knife, I reached up and plunged it between his ribs—

	 

	I woke up all at once, breathing labored, sweat pouring off me.

	Then I realized what had woken me up―besides the nightmare—my phone. “Damn.” I gulped air. Trying to get my rapid, heavy breathing under control, I turned and reached for it. “Pearson.”

	“This is Control seven-one-one. We have an assignment for you. We need to have you report in to home office for mission details. Acknowledge.”

	“Acknowledged.” As I said that, I swung my legs out and put my feet on the cold-ass floor. “When am I needed?”

	“Thirteen-thirty hours. You’ll meet the client soon after.”

	“Right. I’ll be there.”

	“Very well.” The call quickly ended.

	I sat there, doing my best to get my breathing to slow down. It took time, even though I felt the adrenaline rush quickly fading and my rapid pulse slowing down in its wake. Eventually I rose from my bed and made my way from the bedroom to the bathroom, a journey of exactly ten steps. I did my business, splashed cold water on my face to help me wake up, then headed to the kitchen in search of breakfast.

	As I munched on my breakfast, I considered my professional journey so far.

	Having graduated college in May of 1992, I found myself at the time with few options for finding work. The first Gulf War had long since concluded, back in 91, but for some reason a military career beckoned. I joined the navy in the fall of 1992, after a fruitless search for work had yielded nothing but a stack of Don’t call us, we’ll call you’s.

	After breezing through Navy basic training, I was somehow assigned to the SEALs. Training for the SEALs was literally the most difficult thing I had ever been through. SEAL officer training was only slightly less difficult, as the team leader was supposed to look at the big picture, use the team to make the mission happen, and report in to home base. But physically it was every bit as demanding as what the enlisted types
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