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Foreword

If you like Cold Peril, you won’t want to miss Mortal Peril, the FREE Prequel to Stealth Security. Exclusive content as free gift for new subscribers!

Ex-Navy SEAL Travis faces mortal peril to protect his pregnant wife Melanie.
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CLICK THE LINK AND CLAIM YOUR FREE BOOK:

MORTAL PERIL

I hope you enjoy the suspenseful romance! 

Emily


Chapter 1

If danger lurked, Marlene Parks surely wasn’t aware of it. She appeared graceful, poised, and was clearly used to being in front of an audience. She seemed to glide along the red carpet without missing a step, while keeping her eyes on the fans, graciously accepting the open adoration and basking in the admiration. Even from a distance, she was radiant.

Garrett Flynn was smitten, as any red-blooded male who cast eyes on her would be. He worked his way to the front of the crowd to get a better view of the beloved movie star. He admired her support of organizations to help veterans, and this event to raise funds for wounded warriors had gotten a lot of publicity. It was at the Beverly Hilton, with the red carpet rolled out on the walkway so the throng of fans could interact with the stars in attendance for the fundraiser.

Awareness of his surroundings was second nature. Garrett’s Navy SEAL training kicked in, and he took in the crowd, alert for any sign of threat. Yet he didn’t spot anyone who wasn’t gazing in awe at the lovely celebrity, or anyone exhibiting signs of unsavory intentions. Scanning faces and reading body language as he threaded his way through the crowd revealed no cause for alarm. But he didn’t like the setup.

 The fans were under control for the moment. But the excitement level was high, so the atmosphere was primed for trouble. When he made it to the front, Garrett noted where security was posted. The men were staggered along the walkway and hovering at the ropes, warning any overzealous attendee to stay back. In his estimation, security was insufficient. Technically, it wasn’t his responsibility. He was off the clock, and Marlene Parks wasn’t a client.

After leaving the service due to injury, Garrett had trained as a bodyguard for Stealth Security in Los Angeles. He was up to speed on the protection of celebrities. It wasn’t solely about avoiding risk. If so, a high-profile personality would stay barricaded at home. That wasn’t an option.

Fame had inherent risk. Social media and live events made stars accessible, raising the public’s expectations. Interacting with fans, shaking hands, being up close and personal was good for sales. Movies tended to be more successful if the fans felt connected with the star—better yet, loved the star. Any big star was way too visible, even touchable as Marlene was now.

The crowd roared, and as if to encourage them, Marlene stepped closer to the ropes. It was a chilly February day, so she wore a white mink coat. The soft waves of her blond hair flowed over her shoulders, and her gold shoes glittered in the afternoon light. She opened her arms to embrace the crowd, and her brilliant smile held the crowd spellbound.

Cameras flashed and a cacophony of screams from fans nearly drowned out the music. Marlene beamed at the crowd, before continuing to walk toward a podium at the end of the red carpet. The news release had boasted that other major stars would perform at the main event to be held inside. But Marlene was the spokesperson, so she appeared first. With an air of confidence, she headed toward the media representatives, hovering in anticipation of sound bites that they would later quote.

Garrett assumed the other stars would grace the red carpet once Marlene got things started. This was the first time he’d seen her in person, and he hadn’t expected to be so drawn to her. Seeing her on the big screen didn’t do her justice. Glossy magazine pictures or glimpses of her on social media didn’t capture her true beauty.

Up close, Marlene exuded warmth. Her appreciation for all the attention she garnered was evident in her demeanor. Although she had every right to be a bit arrogant, Garrett didn’t observe any of that. She was the girl next door, a friend, a woman like any other. Only she wasn’t.

Garrett was at the event to see her, as there was no other reason he’d participate in such a glorified affair. He much preferred the shadows to the limelight, but his goal was to make sure that Marlene was safe. Memories of a battle, bloody and deadly, pushed into his consciousness. The image of Andrew Parks dying in his arms haunted him.

Marlene’s older brother Andrew had been a young marine, a brave soldier who hadn’t survived one brutal battle. Now Garrett was there to see the younger sister Andrew had been close to, and make sure that she was okay. That was something her older brother could no longer do, so Garrett felt an obligation to stand in his place.

If all went well, Garrett hoped he’d have a chance to speak to Marlene. It wasn’t as though he could contact her manager and make an appointment. He was a former Navy SEAL turned bodyguard. But no one she’d know. From brief talks with her brother, Garrett knew her life was busy, and it made sense that there was a screening process for anyone who wanted to meet with her. At least, he hoped her security checked a person out before allowing access to her.

Garrett looked up at the podium swarming with press and took in the rabid fans pressing closer. His chances of meeting with her were slim at best. Maybe another time he could arrange circumstances more to his advantage. It hadn’t been that great an idea to meet her for the first time at a well-publicized event, but he’d put off seeing her for long enough.

Although ever vigilant about keeping an eye on the crowd, Garrett observed Marlene maintaining control under the onslaught of fans and press. She was confident, a personality trait he admired. And she wasn’t just pretty, she was absolutely gorgeous. Garrett hadn’t expected her to have such an effect on him.

He felt like he knew her, and in a way he did. When Andrew had spoken of home, he hadn’t failed to mention his sister. But it wasn’t her fame or money that he bragged about. It was what a good sister she was. Growing up, Andrew had been close to his sister. He’d told Garrett about all the charity work she was involved in. She used her name to bring attention to worthy causes, and her passion was providing assistance to former soldiers and their families.

There was no way to look into her lovely green eyes without being assured of her sincerity. The real Marlene resembled the photo Andrew had carried in his wallet, more than any airbrushed image created for publicity. The first time Garrett had seen that photo, he’d known Marlene had a good heart. He couldn’t say how he’d known, but he had.

Despite the goodness inside, Marlene was no pushover. She bantered with the press, holding her own, without wavering. Her poise was admirable, especially to Garrett. His worst nightmare was being thrust into public view. He’d had too many years of clandestine activities and secret missions to be comfortable under bright lights. Staying in the shadows was Garrett’s specialty.

Observing the crowd, he noted that they dressed rather casually in jeans, as he’d known they would. Paired with some outer garment to fend off the cold and comfortable shoes, as was common in California, the outfits were complete. He’d dressed in kind, wearing faded jeans, well-worn jogging shoes, and a brown jacket. A casual observer wouldn’t pick him out of any crowd, which was his preference.

Marlene’s bubbly laugh drew his attention. She seemed to glow as the press continued to barrage her with questions. Her security was closer now, yet she was still too vulnerable for Garrett’s taste. A golden rope stretched along the length of the red carpet and in front of the podium. It was all that separated the adored star from the media and the fans.

The twist of rope was a deterrent as long as it was respected. So far the media had maintained decorum, and no fan had dared to leap over it. But Garrett was prepared for any possibility. He’d had to be for so many years that it wasn’t something he could turn on and off. Hypervigilance had saved him or his team on too many occasions to count.

The ordeal with the press was finally over, so Marlene put her hand over the microphone then stepped away from the podium. The press continued to shout questions, but she held up her hand to signal that the interviews were over. The music volume increased and the crowd roared in unison. Garrett stood at the edge of the walkway near the rope, taking it all in. He was close to Marlene, almost near enough to reach her.

At the far end of the red carpet, a couple of other recognizable faces appeared. Garrett knew them from their blockbuster movies. As the audience focused on the new arrivals, Marlene took a step back, a gesture signifying that she was no longer the center of attention. The charming smile she’d maintained during the interviews faded. And her green eyes lost some of their luster.

She was a talented actress, and it struck Garrett that she’d put on a performance for the audience. That maybe the outward show of vibrant happiness wasn’t all there was to her. She didn’t think anyone was watching her particularly. And she certainly didn’t have any idea that Garrett was observing. In that private moment, a fleeting second in time, Marlene’s eyes revealed more of what she held close to her heart. Honest emotion showed in her expression but was gone as quickly as it appeared.

Yet Garrett noticed. It was a skill to observe reactions, one that he had honed to perfection. Now he couldn’t brush aside the awareness that Marlene was sad. She took care not to reveal her unhappiness. Garrett saw that she played her role, whether in public or in a movie, showing only what she wished to. The world only saw the Marlene she created for them. But Garrett had seen beyond that.

Without being obvious, Garrett kept the throng of fans in his peripheral vision. Then he turned casually, as if looking for a friend, so no one would notice his movement. The audience was riveted on the famous figures emerging, hoping to get a good look as they became visible at the other end of the carpeted walkway.

All except for one man. Garrett noted his faded jeans with combat boots, likely purchased secondhand. The crowd had moved closer to the ropes at the far end of the walkway, to get a better look at the stars they’d come to see, leaving the combat-boots guy more in the open. For a couple of seconds, Garrett had a clear view of him.

The guy looked at Marlene, but something was off. The man’s eyes were glued to her, as though he was stalking her. Any movie star had stalkers, at one time or another. Or just rabid fans that were a little too infatuated. But not all posed a threat.

Then the man’s eyes went to Garrett, just before his right hand swept his long coat open. There wasn’t time to consider whether the man had been looking purposely at Garrett or not. Instantaneously, the man’s action was clear. Garrett saw it in his mind before it happened.

When the coat swept open, it stayed back as if the pocket was weighted. Likely the man had something heavy in there, so when the coat opened it would stay back. Garrett had done the same thing many times. The coat hid the gun, but it was important when drawing the weapon that the coat didn’t flap closed and get in the way.

Then the man reached for his waistband. Garrett didn’t need to watch the rest; he knew the man had a gun. But the guy was too far away to reach quickly. There were too many people in the way for Garrett to tackle him in time.

With split-second reaction time, Garrett leapt over the gold rope. He threw his body in front of Marlene, and propelled her to the ground in a fluid motion. A gunshot cracked in the air a moment before he hit the carpet, barely avoiding tragedy. With one hand on the back of her head and the other around her waist, he protected her from the fall. The padding of his coat buffered his forearms, and he took the impact on bent knees so his weight wouldn’t crush her.

In the din of noise that ensued, Garrett heard screams and the general roar of all hell breaking loose. With Marlene underneath him, time seemed to stand still. She felt awfully good pressed against him. He breathed in her floral perfume and looked into her eyes.

Then he turned his head and yelled, “Shooter in the crowd!” But he didn’t move immediately. It was best to shield Marlene until he knew the situation was under control. Her breathing was rapid and her eyes showed fear. But she didn’t struggle against him, as she was probably in shock.

“You’re okay,” Garrett said. “The guy had a gun. You’re safe.”

Tears formed in Marlene’s eyes but she didn’t say anything. His hand was still on the back of her head, with a finger touching her neck, and he felt her pulse pounding. Garrett started to ease off, so she could get up. Before he could help her up, two of her security guards grabbed him. They yanked him away from her, one on each arm. And a third lifted Marlene to her feet, then stood in front of her and glared at Garrett.

Now her security was on high alert. They’d seen him jump her and assumed he was the attacker. “You’re a little late, fellas.” Garrett was in no mood for their antics. “Did you nab the guy with the gun?”

A muscled guard dressed in a suit strode up. “I heard the shot, but didn’t see where it came from. Security is swarming the place now, but it appears the man got away.”

Finally, Marlene spoke, directing her question to the guard in the suit. “Raymond, what’s going on?”

When Raymond gave a disapproving look at his crew, they released Garrett’s arms. “We need to get you inside, Marlene. Some guy shot at you, dammit.”

Marlene stiffened. “I know that. I heard the shot. I could have been killed.”

Raymond raked a hand through his hair and huffed. “Come on. Get her inside,” he said to his team. Facing Garrett, he barked out, “And who are you?”

Marlene stepped closer to Garrett, evading her security. “This man saved my life.” She put her arm through his, and he could feel her trembling.

Garrett needed to get her off this damned red carpet. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his badge. “Garrett Flynn, Stealth Security,” he said.

Raymond grabbed it, took a look, then handed it back.

“I’m a professional bodyguard,” Garrett said. “Lucky I was here.”

Marlene wrapped her arm tighter around his and leaned her forehead on his arm. The gesture spurred him to action. Client or not, Garrett was duty bound to protect, especially a woman. He swept her into his arms to carry her toward the hotel. “I’m taking her inside. We’ll discuss this later. I assume you’ve called the police.”

Raymond followed them toward the entrance. “They’re already here.” Then the shrill sound of sirens confirmed that backup had arrived.

Marlene put her arms around Garrett’s neck and leaned her head on his shoulder, while he carried her toward the hotel. He didn’t like seeing her so vulnerable, so increased his pace. Once inside the lobby, Garrett lowered Marlene back to her feet. “I don’t know how to thank you,” she said, just before she was swept away.

A man in an expensive suit appeared, probably her event manager. “Marlene, are you okay?”

She was immediately surrounded by her staff and escorted to the lounge to recover from the trauma. Garrett took the opportunity to call in. The police would want to interview him, so he’d better let his boss know what was up. When the call went through, Garrett dispensed with pleasant greetings. “Get Travis for me.”

Travis Hewitt was the operations manager of Stealth Security. He’d founded the company years ago, after his service in the Navy as a SEAL. When his wife had twins, he’d figured eighteen years was enough. He needed to be home with his family. So he started the company, staffed primarily with ex-SEALs like Garrett.

Now at age forty-five, he still worked full time, managing the operations and participating when duty called. In the short time Garrett had worked for Stealth, he’d come to trust Travis and the team. Travis took the call, and in his no-nonsense tone said, “I thought it was your day off.”

“It was supposed to be,” Garrett said. “It didn’t work out that way.” He proceeded to fill Travis in on the situation. “The cops will want to interview me. They’re on scene now.”

“Give them the stripped-down version,” Travis said. “I’ll handle the rest.”

Garrett only knew a stripped-down version. Because he sure as hell didn’t know who the shooter was, or why he’d been at the event. It wouldn’t take long to tell the police that he’d spotted some idiot about to pull a gun, so he’d shielded the famous movie star with his body. He should be the hero, but likely the police wouldn’t see it that way.

They’d have way too many questions. Considering his background, it made sense that if a shooter was in his field of vision he’d see him. But being at the scene would be more difficult to explain. Garrett would stick with the obvious, which was that he came to the event as a fan—like everyone else. In a way, that was true. Law enforcement didn’t need to know that Garrett had known Marlene’s brother. Or that he’d had any connection, no matter how insubstantial, prior to the incident. It wouldn’t assist them to find the guy who’d tried to shoot Marlene, and it would only give them a reason to look closer at Garrett.

Taking the job at Stealth had been a good move. It had meant Garrett could do what he was good at, even though a civilian. And he could stay in the background. Showing up at Marlene’s event had blown that out of the water. Now he was about to be questioned about the attempted shooting of one of Hollywood’s biggest stars.

He’d answer a few questions and get the hell out of there before his face showed up on some newscast. It might be too late anyway, since so many fans had surely taken pictures on their phones. The unfortunate part was that it was unlikely that any of the shots were of the shooter. That would be nice, but the shooting happened so fast that no one would have even had their camera out yet.

Garrett spotted Marlene on a plush sofa in the lounge area off the main lobby. Her fur coat was draped over the back of the sofa, so he got a look at her lush figure outlined under the tight knit dress. She appeared more composed, so maybe some of the shock had dissipated. An empty glass on the table meant that someone had thought to get her something to drink. Her staff surrounded her like an army. The police were going to have to fight their way in to see her. That made Garrett smile. There was some advantage to fame, after all.

Every instinct told Garrett to leave. The police could call him to the station for an interview, and if he was in the mood, he might just cooperate. But Marlene was in danger. Just because the shooter had vanished into the crowd, didn’t mean that he wouldn’t return. In fact, Garrett was positive that he would.

The guy wasn’t some loser stalker. He was a killer. This time he’d missed, but next time he might not. As much as Garrett preferred to walk away, to return to the shadows where he was the most comfortable, he couldn’t. Marlene’s life had been threatened. He’d been there that day to make sure that she was safe. It was the least he could do for her brother, who was a hero, in Garrett’s opinion.

The threat against Marlene was real. Garrett had no choice. He would protect her, no matter what. That was just how things were. So instead of slipping out a side door, he strode up to the group surrounding Marlene. When he peered around so he could see her, their eyes met. She motioned for him to come over, so he pushed through.

Marlene held her hand out to him. “Let him through. This is the man who saved me.”

Just great. The last thing Garrett wanted was to be announced. This whole situation was going downhill, he could just feel it. To make matters worse, a couple of people clapped. This isn’t the stage, he grumbled to himself. This is real, and a woman’s life is at stake. But he didn’t voice his annoyance.

Garrett walked over to the sofa, but he didn’t sit beside her. Instead, he took Marlene’s hand and pulled her to her feet. With her in tow, he pushed through the others still waiting to do her bidding. “Excuse me for a minute,” she called back to them.

When Garrett found a quiet spot down the hall, he stopped and released her hand.

Marlene looked up at him, waiting. The need to protect her surged, and he resisted the urge to discreetly escape out of the hotel with her, right away. Let her staff deal with everything else.

Garrett wasn’t in a frame of mind for public relations, not that he normally was. The circumstances were dire, and a direct approach was called for. “Ms. Parks, you just hired yourself a bodyguard.”

“Marlene,” she said. “You just saved me from a bullet. I think we’re on a first-name basis.”

“Okay, Marlene.”

She hesitated, but not for long. “I have a bodyguard.”

Garrett raised his eyebrows. “I can’t say I think much of his method of protection.”

“It was his day off, and with all the security at this event I thought I’d be fine. Raymond agreed.”

“That guy out there today wasn’t playing around,” Garrett said. “He’ll be back. And I’m not going anywhere.” He paused, but she didn’t argue. “I’m your new bodyguard…at least until we put that shooter out of action.”

A couple of seconds ticked by, then Marlene smiled. “Bossy, aren’t you?”

Garrett didn’t flinch. “You have no idea.”


Chapter 2

Marlene sized up Garrett Flynn. It wasn’t every day that a man saved her life, or that it needed saving. He’d released her hand, but it still felt warm from his touch. The buff bodyguard had been on top of her less than an hour ago, his blue eyes looking into hers. She’d been aware of the strength of his body, all solid muscle, from the feel of it, and had his lips close enough to kiss.

It wasn’t the sort of thing a woman should think about in the midst of trauma. But that intimate moment with his breath grazing her skin had affected her. Maybe it was the nature of the situation. She wasn’t herself; she was still rattled. So Garrett looked better than he might otherwise.

But Marlene doubted it. He’d look good anytime, especially without clothes. But she was getting carried away about a man she barely knew. “I don’t know anything about you.” She blurted it out like a defense.

“What’s to know? I am a professional bodyguard. You can check that out.”

“I intend to.”

“And recently an active Navy SEAL. I’ve been out a few months, long enough to train in the specialty of guarding celebrities.”

“So it would seem.”

“Not that I necessarily needed training, except for learning the protocol for guarding VIPs. I’ve dealt with much more perilous situations than an amateur shooter attempting to take out a movie star.”

Marlene picked up on the arrogance. No, more like unshakeable confidence. From what she knew of SEALs, he had a right to be confident. She probably couldn’t ask for a more fit or trained protector.

Garrett’s gaze bored into her, making her want to fall into his arms. It might not be such a good idea to hire him as a bodyguard, and to have him in such close proximity. Marlene wasn’t keen about being attracted to an ex-military guy. But it wouldn’t matter. The arrangement would be strictly professional, since having a relationship with one’s bodyguard was a situation that would turn out badly. If he worked for her, it would be hands off.

Seeming to sense her reservations, Garrett said, “You’ll be in good hands. Trust me.”

Marlene did trust him, so far. He had come to her rescue. That counted for a lot.

“You’re hired, then.” Marlene pointed a finger at him. “But don’t screw this up.”

Garrett’s lips turned up into a hint of a smile. Marlene wondered if he smiled often, or laughed. He seemed like the serious type. Just as well. She didn’t need a boyfriend, just a protector.

“There’s a contract to sign.”

“My manager can take care of it. I’ll let him know.”

Marlene had some trepidation about the arrangement. It was clear that Garrett was a man who took control. Not necessarily a bad thing, but she was used to having her way. To make it in an entertainment career it was advantageous to be strong and independent, and she was. Sparks might fly between the two of them, but she had to admit that she already felt safer with Garrett around.

She walked down the hallway with Garrett right beside her. She was still shaken from the attempt on her life, but had calmed quite a bit. So she would demonstrate strength to her staff, as they didn’t need to know how much the scare had shaken her. And whether she wanted to admit it or not, having her new bodyguard was reassuring.

The hotel was a flurry of activity, reminding Marlene that the place must be in an uproar. She returned to her staff for an update, while Garrett stood by her side. A few security guards milled around to ensure fans or press didn’t intrude.

She was impressed that her attorney, Martin Clemson, had arrived and was prepared to manage any legal issues. “Martin,” she said, and nodded to him. “I appreciate you getting here so fast.”

“Of course, Miss Parks.”

Alan Sadler, her event manager, spoke next. “With assistance from Beverly Hills PD, security is in the process of dispersing the crowd. Those that were close to the shooter have been detained for statements. Names of the rest will be obtained if possible.”

“No doubt that some of the crowd made a fast exit, as soon as they heard the shot,” Marlene said.

Alan nodded. “The other celebrities were swiftly escorted to their limos. They were at the end of the walkway, too far away to have seen anything. But the police will arrange to interview them later anyway.”

“Do we know if anyone got a description?” Marlene said. “Surely someone must have gotten a look at the guy when he pulled a gun.” She wondered how good a look Garrett had gotten of the man, but didn’t want to interrogate him in front of the others. She’d ask him later, in private.

Alan shook his head. “I don’t have that information yet.”

Garrett appeared to be taking everything in, but didn’t comment. Marlene looked up at him, then motioned to her head of security. “You’ve met Raymond Mead,” she said. “He is head of security for my fundraisers.”

“Yes, we’ve met,” Garrett said.

Marlene faced her security manager. “Garrett Flynn is my new bodyguard. I just hired him, so give him your full cooperation.” She noted the dour look on Raymond’s face, but that was too bad. He should have seen to her protection better, so she wouldn’t have had to look elsewhere to improve her security.

Raymond’s momentary reaction vanished, then he resumed his professional attitude. “Garrett…I’ll do whatever it takes to see that Marlene is safe.”

“That is my top priority,” Garrett said.

A police officer was headed their way. “I’ve arranged a private room where the police can interview you, Marlene. I made it clear that under the circumstances, they should keep it brief. If they have more questions, an appointment can be arranged for a later date. You need to be allowed to leave and given a chance to recover.”

“I appreciate that, Alan, but I’m not injured at all. Once my nerves settle out, I’m sure I’ll be fine.” Marlene looked at the police officer.

“Marlene Parks, may I meet with you to ask you some questions?”

“Certainly, but my attorney will accompany me. I’m sure you understand. As a public figure, I must be prudent.”

The officer didn’t seem pleased, but really had no choice. Marlene followed the officer to a small conference room with opaque windows, so they wouldn’t be observed. Her attorney advised her to answer the questions simply and truthfully. It was an easy task, since she knew so little. It didn’t take long to recite the details of standing on the red carpet one moment, then being on her back the next, with a man she hadn’t met before on top of her.

“I heard the shot,” Marlene said. “But Garrett Flynn was already shielding me with his body.”

“You know him?”

“I do now. I hadn’t met him before that moment. But he showed his ID to my head of security right after the incident.” Marlene didn’t volunteer that she’d subsequently hired him as her personal bodyguard. That wasn’t a police matter and had no bearing on the case.

The officer didn’t have any more questions.

Marlene had some of her own. “Did anyone get a look at the guy? Do you have a description?”

The officer stood to leave. “We’re interviewing witnesses now. As soon as we obtain any information available, we’ll make a report.”

It was to be expected that the police would be cautious. A shot fired at Marlene Parks during a high-profile fundraiser for wounded warriors was newsworthy. Her celebrity status ensured that it would make the front page. Plus, the report of the incident must be all over social media already. The police would have their hands full.

After the interview, Marlene waited with her staff, under Raymond’s watchful eye, while the police interviewed Garrett. It didn’t take long. After all, he had no more to tell them than she had. Or so she assumed. If he had seen the shooter clearly, maybe he could give a description that would lead to an arrest. She hoped so.

Garrett emerged from the conference room, looking as unflustered as when he’d gone in. The police officer stopped long enough to thank Marlene for cooperating, then disappeared. Even though she hadn’t done anything wrong, it was unsettling to be interviewed by the police. It seemed every word she uttered became public knowledge, so Marlene was reluctant to share anything private. The police weren’t likely to reveal anything but the unembellished story. It was in their interest to keep things under wraps until they had more to go on.

“Let’s get you out of here,” Garrett said. “The sooner you’re home, the better I’ll like it.”

“What about you?”

“I’m going with you. Until this crisis is over, you’ll see a lot of me. The only option is for me to stay by your side.”

Marlene widened her eyes. “I see. Well, you aren’t my first bodyguard. I have quarters that will accommodate you quite nicely.”

“It depends where they are and how accessible you are to me. I can’t allow something to happen to you while I’m in the opposite wing of your mansion.”

“You prefer something cozier?”

Garrett gave her a stoic look. “Whatever it takes.”

“I’ll get my things and have Alan call for the chauffeur.” Then she had a thought. “Where’s your car?”

“I took public transportation.” When Marlene gave him a look, he said, “What do I need with a car at a fundraiser? I’d just have to find a place to park it. The subway makes more sense.”

“If you say so.”

Marlene wanted to get out of the hotel. It had been a stressful few hours. She’d lost track of time, but it was getting dark out. It would be good to be home and find some solitude. Although she wasn’t sure how much of that she’d get with Garrett around. He was going to be a distraction. But he was easy on the eyes. Marlene would need to guard against looking at him too much, lest he get the wrong impression.

Garrett didn’t like the idea of getting in a limo in front of the hotel. But the Beverly Hilton didn’t have back doors. Marlene was escorted into her limo by her security team, with Garrett right behind her. Once inside, the doors automatically locked. “The windows are bulletproof,” she said.

“I would hope so.”

“I’m not completely without security. I am a celebrity, so I’ve learned the value of defense,” Marlene said.

The limo pulled away from the curb, heading for Beverly Hills, and Garrett leaned back in the seat.

“I have people who look out for me, you know,” Marlene said.

Garrett spoke without hesitation. “Now you have one more.”

“I suppose you think you’re the most important one.”

“Right now, I am,” Garrett said. “Security is really little more than crowd control. I’m sure Raymond doesn’t protect celebrities from threats on their lives.”

“No, the police do that.”

“But they aren’t at home with you.” Garrett frowned. “By the time they’d get to you, it would be too late.”

“Are you always so pessimistic?”

“I call it realistic. Defeating the enemy depends on facing the facts, understanding the reality of the situation.”

Marlene studied her new bodyguard. He wasn’t a man to back down. She liked that about him. She also liked much more. Although she couldn’t say much for his choice in clothing. He wore faded blue jeans that hugged his thighs. That part was nice. And he’d paired it with a beige T-shirt under a dark brown jacket. His brown hair was long enough to be trendy, but short enough to look like half the men in the city.

“If you’re going to work for me, you’ll have to dress better,” Marlene said.

“I don’t think so. It’s important to blend in, and not be a target. Better to spot the enemy before they see you.”

Marlene considered that, but not for long. “You’re my personal bodyguard. Your days of blending in are over, for a while. My life is on display for all to see. Wherever I go with you by my side, you’ll be noticed. You need to look good.”

“We’ll see about that.”

The car phone rang. It was her manager, so Marlene hit the button to answer. Garrett would hear everything, since it was a hands-free system. “Hello, Marc.”

“Marlene…I heard what happened. Are you okay?”

“Yes, I wasn’t hurt, thank God. I’m in the limo with my new bodyguard, Garrett Flynn.”

“New bodyguard?”

“Yes, he works for Stealth Security. So check out the company, will you?” Marlene gave Garrett a teasing look. “And handle the paperwork for me.”

“Sure, I’ll get back to you on that. And good to meet you, Garrett.” Her manager clicked off before Garrett responded.

Marlene leaned her head against the seat. “That was Marc Goodwin. He’s been my manager since the beginning. Are you insulted that I asked him to check out your company?”

“I’d be disappointed if you hadn’t. I like knowing that you’re cautious.”

“Well, you never know.” Marlene looked at Garrett. “Some fans will go to extraordinary lengths to get close to me.”

“I just happened to be in the audience today, so that I could execute my plan to hire some guy to shoot off a gun while I became a human body shield? Then persuade you to hire me as your bodyguard?”

Marlene feigned innocence. “That isn’t what happened?”

“If that had been my goal, there would have been much easier ways to go about it, without involving the police.”

Marlene laughed. “I’ve been stalked before, several times, and harassed in social media. Mercilessly, I might add. I’ve developed a thick skin. It’s the only way I can deal with all of it.”

Garrett just listened.

“I confess that it was terrifying to have some stranger attempt to kill me. But thanks to you, I lived through it,” Marlene said. “I don’t think he’ll try it again. It’s too risky. I’m too big of a name.”

“Oh, he’ll try it again. You can count on that.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“I know the type. He won’t give up. If he was crazy enough to shoot a gun at a charity event, then that tells me he has an oversized ego. He’ll have to achieve his goal now…couldn’t take the failure.”

“You seem to know a lot about killers.”

Garrett turned to look out the window. When he looked back at Marlene, he said, “But I’ll be there the next time he tries. And it’s my job to make sure he doesn’t succeed.”


Chapter 3

It was dark out, but Beverly Hills was well lit. The streets were lined with shops and restaurants. Pedestrians, dressed for the chilly evening, strolled along the sidewalks. Some chatted to a companion, while others gazed at the bright storefronts, slowing if a window display caught their eye. Others were glued to their phones, scrolling or texting, a dangerous way to walk the streets, as they were completely unobservant of what was around them.

Garrett watched, alert to anything out of the ordinary or any sign of trouble. But all looked calm, and the focus was on shopping or eating. No one seemed disturbed by more than daily stresses, nor were they aware of any threat. Had there been one, likely the event would have overtaken them before they knew what had hit them. It paid to be aware of one’s environment, as he knew from experience.

The limo drove past the busy part of the city toward Marlene’s home. On the residential streets, the mansions were tucked away behind lush trees. One was as rambling as the next, lit up like Christmas, or set so far back from the road that they weren’t visible at all.

Garrett was content to sit in silence for the short trip. And Marlene appeared to settle into the quiet, with her head against the soft leather seat. The limo leisurely rolled down a winding street, and she turned to look at him. Garrett met her gaze.

“How do you know I don’t have a boyfriend?” Marlene’s voice was throaty, making Garrett wonder if she knew the effect she had on him.

“Well, if you do he’ll get used to me being around.”

“I don’t have a boyfriend…which you probably knew already.”

“How would I know that?”

Marlene’s lips turned up in a hint of a smile. “If I was intimately involved, wouldn’t I have called the guy to let him know what had happened?”

“It’s good to know I won’t have some guy to deal with,” Garrett said. “I have a feeling you’re going to be enough of a challenge on your own.”

Marlene didn’t reply. She looked out the window as the limo pulled into the long driveway leading up to the house. They had to pass through an iron gate with an armed guard on duty. Once Garrett showed identification, they were allowed through.

At the top of the incline was a garden surrounded by a circular drive. The two-story mansion was sandstone brick accented with ivory walls. It looked like every light in the place was on, the brightness nearly blinding.

A series of steps in a semicircle led up to a wide porch. The front entrance was etched glass framed in antique bronze, running from the porch up to the top of the second story. The scene blazed brighter than midday sun.

“Is this the only way in?” Garrett said. If by chance anyone was waiting, they’d be clear targets walking up to the front door.

Marlene spoke to the driver. “Take us into the garage, Samuel.”

The driver navigated the smooth curve of the paved drive and headed down a slight hill. A door rose, revealing an expansive garage. The car stopped at the elevator bay along one side. Garrett got out and assisted Marlene, glad to be in semidarkness while exiting the vehicle.

The interior of the home was elaborate, done in ivory and bronze with hardwood floors. Crystal chandeliers hung from high ceilings, and rich Oriental carpets decorated the hallways. But Garrett wasn’t there to gawk. Scanning, he began to evaluate the place for any vulnerabilities that could be exploited by an intruder.

A butler dressed in slacks, a white shirt, and buttoned vest greeted them. “Good evening, Marlene.”

“James, this is my new bodyguard Garrett Flynn. Will you show him to his suite?” Marlene shed her fur coat and tossed it over a chair. “I’m going to change and freshen up. James will see to your needs.” Then she walked down a long hallway, leaving Garrett to stare after her. With each step, her hips swayed, the dress clinging to them seductively.

“Sir?” James said. Garrett turned to face the butler. “Allow me to show you where you’ll be staying.”

James guided him down the same hallway where Marlene had disappeared, but took a sharp left to heavy double doors. He opened the room and stepped inside, allowing Garrett to follow. “Will this be satisfactory?”

“Marlene’s room is adjacent, I take it?”

“Yes, sir. The bodyguard suite is purposely near hers, for best advantage.” James paused. “Is there anything I can get for you?”

Garrett declined refreshment, but proceeded to befriend the butler. He immediately gained his cooperation, and James was able to answer questions about the security of the home.

While Marlene was getting changed, Garrett assessed the security. The high-tech system included motion-triggered cameras and a state-of-the-art alarm. It was good to know that Marlene was security conscious and not one of the stars who left doors unlocked or keys under the mat. Unbelievably, some of Hollywood’s elite had been negligent to that degree, and had been robbed or worse. Garrett had heard the stories, but clearly Marlene was smarter than that. She must have invested millions in her security setup.

In the morning when there was better light, Garrett would scrutinize the grounds, and the wall enclosing the property, to spot any weaknesses. That could wait for now, but a call to Stealth couldn’t. Garrett returned to his room and sat in a chair by the window.

Ripley McConnell, Rip to those who knew him, tended to work around the clock, napping when he needed to, but usually available if duty called. He’d been a Navy SEAL before taking the position as security analyst at Stealth. His experience had been in surveillance and reconnaissance, so his skill with the tools of the trade made him a valuable asset. He was dedicated to the company and knew no limits when backing up his team. His brother was in law enforcement, a connection that had frequently been useful.

Garrett dialed, and his teammate picked up. “Garrett, you’re working late…new assignment?”

“I need a personal security risk assessment, Rip.” Then Garrett filled him in on the day’s events, omitting no detail. “I’ll interview the client and provide you with anything relevant. But I need you to identify any gaps in security or avenues of exploitation. Get me up to speed on the risk factors.”

Rip would do a full background on Marlene in order to detail her connections, past associations, and more. He would scour the activities of those close to her, including career connections. If there was any clue as to who would want to harm the popular movie star, Rip was the guy for the job.

“And see what you can get from the police,” Garrett said. “Check out ballistics. I’m sure they recovered the bullet at the scene, and I need any information they have. I can’t wait weeks to find out.”

“So you saw the guy. What’s your take?” Rip said.

“It’s the combat boots that stuck out. Is this guy ex-military, or an imposter…just some dude who likes to look tough?” Garrett said. “He’s not a trained sniper, that’s for sure. If he was, he would have
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