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Protecting His Red

Feisty redhead Sharon Cape lost contact with her family over a boyfriend. She enjoys the freedom of living on her own without help from her wealthy parents, but when her grandmother is held for ransom, Sharon must find someone who can help her. 

Marcus Pigg, an Ohio private investigator, escapes his full house and heads to a casino. The “lovey-dovey” couples at home made him crazy. Alone and miserable, he doesn’t plan to get involved in a kidnapping rescue.

When Marcus decides to help Sharon, he anticipates danger and threats. But he never expected to find passion or love. Can they learn to trust each other, or will their hearts pay the ultimate price?
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To the women in Melissa’s Mod Squad, you ladies are always right there to lend a hand, share advice and help with titles and character names.

Thank you!!
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And to the most amazing husband who protects me from nightmares, evil bees and sometimes even myself. You are my rock!
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August 10th

“If you don’t write the note, then nothing will be left of your hand to write with.” He brandished the knife in the air before pointing it at the old woman’s fingers. “Get on with it.”

Her fingers shook as she penned the words he dictated. Sylvia hoped her family would be able to read between the lines and realize her life wasn’t worth two dimes. She’d rather this loser didn’t get his grubby mitts on her fortune. She glanced down at the ransom note. 

A sharp pain sent her body arching against the ropes keeping her tied to the chair. She clasped her hand over the left side of her head as liquid slid down her neck. Drops of crimson blood splattered on the paper, giving it a macabre appearance. 

“My, Grandma...what big ears you have.” Timmy laughed as he held up her ear and shoved it toward her face. Sylvia shook, from the pain or blood loss, she wasn’t sure. Black spots danced across her eyes before her head slumped forward and darkness claimed her.
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MARCUS PIGG FLIPPED the cards faceup in front of him and brushed his pinkie across the green felt tabletop. Twenty. He twisted his lips and glanced at the dealer’s cards. What were the chances that the woman had an ace? He wished he’d paid more attention to the number of aces he’d seen over the last three hours, but he’d never been one for counting cards. He preferred to rely on luck and strategy.

“Another card, sir?” The caramel-skinned beauty who’d dealt him this amazing hand smiled at him.

He returned her grin. “No. I’m good.”

She continued on to ask the rest of the players at the table. Marcus lifted his glass of soda. He needed the caffeine after his late night at the tables. His trip to Jeep City Casino had been a spur-of-the-moment escape. Ever since his brothers got married and moved their wives into the family home, Marcus had become irritable. No longer the jovial clown of the family, he’d turned into a grouchy bear. 

It wasn’t that he begrudged his brothers their happiness. He wanted his happy ending as well. After the death of their parents, Marcus had relied on his brothers, but now he was alone and couldn’t stand it.

Family....geez.

Last night, he’d seen two young men helping their elderly grandmother out of the casino. She’d been stinking drunk and couldn’t walk, her head swinging wildly onto her chest as she tried to right herself. Her cries for help had brought attention to the situation, but the men wrapped her coat and scarf around her as they shared her weight on their shoulders. 

Marcus recalled the many times he and his brothers had spent a night in Columbus’ Irish pub, drinking each other under the table. He shook his head at the memory of throwing Lucas over his shoulder and carrying him to a cab. 

Now stone-cold sober, Marcus could admit to being jealous of the old woman’s loving family. No one would be here to carry him to bed or even care if he made it back to his room.

“Sir.” The dealer’s voice cut through his thoughts. “Please show us your cards.” 

He flipped both cards, showing the king of diamonds and the queen of spades. “Twenty.”

Then he watched the remaining players share their cards. His heart sped up as he didn’t see anyone else with a higher hand. His gaze slid to the dealer’s cards. The jack of hearts lay faceup. What was the one hidden? 

She slowly turned the last card to show the ace of hearts. “Twenty-one. Dealer wins.” Her hands slid out and pulled all the chips on the table into her tray. 

He met her gaze. She smiled at him then raised her eyebrow, giving him a playful look. “Sorry. Will you stay for another hand?”

He slid a chip across the felt. “Grab yourself something to drink. I’m going to take a walk.” He stood up.

“Thank you. Be sure to return before midnight. My shift is over then.”

She ran her tongue over her lips. But her sexy smile didn’t do a thing for him. If he’d only wanted a one-night stand, he could have had that back in his hometown.

Marcus dipped his head then slid his remaining chips into his jeans pocket. Arching his shoulders, he forced the stiffness from his back. Too long in that chair. But I did well. Ahead again tonight.

He glanced around the casino floor. Another game or a bite to eat? No other tables caught his eye. The empty feeling in his gut decided for him. Heading toward the smaller snack bar rather than the larger full-scale restaurant, Marcus focused on the pizza slices resting in the warmer box.

“Ooof. Watch it.”

Marcus stumbled and crashed to the floor, tangled up with someone. In an effort to protect the other person, he rolled onto his back and tugged them on top of him. A curvy...feminine body.

And his reacted.

He attempted to catch a glimpse of the woman he’d brought crashing down but couldn’t see through the cascade of hair covering his face. The smell of vanilla and citrus tickled his nose. His hands slid over her full behind then hips as he tried to assist her to her feet. 

“Let me help you.” 

“Keep your hands to yourself.” The warmth of her anger spilled across his face. As she struggled to stand, a knee or elbow slammed into his nuts, and he bit his tongue. The pain sure took care of any arousal he’d been feeling.

After three attempts, they righted themselves and faced off like boxers in the tenth round of a heavyweight match.

The woman brushed her shoulder-length red hair back off her face. Her dazzling green eyes spit sparks of fire. Marcus should have felt scared, but was intrigued. Tall for a woman, she met his gaze head-on. A dark turtleneck sweater emphasized her full chest and narrow waist. Indigo jeans hugged her curves. 

“Don’t ogle me. You knocked me down on purpose.” His gaze snapped back to her face, taking in her full pouty lips and peach complexion with a dotting of freckles across her nose.

“Hello.” She waved her hand in front of his face. “Are you drunk or high?” Her voice lowered. “Or are you one of those special people the casino employs to help unload guests’ cars?”

Marcus shook his head then held out his hand. “I’m Marcus, a guest here. What’s your name, Red?”

“My name isn’t Red, and this isn’t a social visit. My stuff....” The woman bent over and began picking up the contents of her purse that had spilled across the floor. 

Marcus squatted to help her. “I’m sorry, once again. I was so intent on getting a slice of that pizza, I didn’t look where I was going. Please let me buy you a piece, to make up for my carelessness, Red.” He’d gathered her cell phone charger, her wallet, and bottle of lotion, handing them to her.

“How many times do I have to tell you? My name’s not Red. I’m also not interested in pizza. I’m busy. I’m
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