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        Autumn

        My world has collapsed.

        Someone has murdered my father.

        His dying command is that I go to his best friend for help.

        It’s a terrible idea, but I have no other options.

        I’ve had a crush on Mace for a long time.

        He’s thirteen years older than me.

        I’m sure he’s never thought twice about me.

        Now I’m moving into his home.

        But there are things I don’t know…

      

      

      
        
        Mace

        Autumn shows up at my door with nothing but an envelope.

        The death of my mentor is devastating.

        Finding out he knew I have feelings for Autumn is shocking.

        It’s time to introduce her to my world.

        She needs more than a place to stay.

        Autumn needs a bodyguard.

        I will find out who killed her father.

        I will avenge his murder.

        I will protect what’s mine.

      

      

      

      Are you ready for nurturing bodyguards who will lay down their lives to protect their own? Prepare yourself for bossy, over-the-top heroes who operate a bit outside of the law to ensure their women are safe.
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      Mace

      

      “Mace?”

      I spin around in my desk chair to face Rachell. “Yeah?”

      She’s leaning in the doorway. “There’s a woman here to see you. Says her name is Autumn. She looks…distraught.”

      I frown. Autumn… The only Autumn I know is my old Army captain’s daughter. That seems unlikely since she just graduated from college in Indiana. Captain James Burke is a good guy. I’ve stayed in touch with him even though I now work in the private sector, and he retired two years ago.

      I push to standing and follow Rachell to the reception area at the front of Black Blade Protection. Rachell is our hidden gem. She works at the entrance as if she’s nothing more than an entry-level receptionist. She even looks the part—pencil skirts, makeup, perfect hair. However, it would be in poor judgment for anyone to underestimate her. Like the rest of us working for Black Blade, she’s former military, and she could easily disarm five grown men in seconds.

      As soon as I spot the woman who asked for me by name, my breath hitches. It’s definitely Captain Burke’s daughter, and she’s been crying. Her eyes are swollen and red. Whatever mascara she was wearing has been mostly wiped away, leaving a gray halo around huge green eyes. It looks as though she is going to burst into tears again any second now.

      She looks exhausted, and my heart seizes. “Autumn?”

      Her lips quiver, and new tears fall. She’s trembling. Based on how wrinkly her blouse and skirt are, I’d say she’s been wearing this professional outfit for more than one day. Dressed in a similar way to Rachell, her navy skirt is tight and short; her lavender blouse is wrinkly. She has navy heels on. Her auburn hair is in a bun at the back of her neck, but several curls have escaped.

      I set a hand on her shoulder and turn toward the hall. “Let’s go to my office.”

      She hasn’t spoken yet, and she moves with me, remaining silent.

      As soon as we step into my workspace, I close the door and point at the loveseat. “Would you like to sit? Can I get you some water?”

      “No. Thank you.” She lowers onto the cushion gracefully, which doesn’t surprise me. Autumn has always been polished. Burke told me that even as a child, she was grown up. Burke calls her an old soul. I suppose he’s right.

      I hadn’t noticed she was holding a large manila envelope until now. It was tucked under her arm, but she sets it on her lap after she drops her small purse on the seat next to her.

      Something terrible has happened, and my heart is racing as I sit beside her. With my hand resting on the back of the sofa, I twist to face her.

      She lowers her gaze. “My father is dead.”

      My breath hitches.

      A dam opens, and she cries in earnest, as if she’d been barely holding back sobs by a thread, which has now snapped. Her shoulders heave, and I scoot closer and wrap my arm around her, pulling her into my chest.

      I’m a computer guy, so I’m not the largest man in this office by far, but I’m still big compared to Autumn. I’m six-two. I may not be as broad as Tank or Blade, but I’m fit. She’s about five-four and slight.

      I let her cry against my white dress shirt. I don’t give a fuck that it’s getting wet and probably will have smudges of her makeup on it. After tucking my fingers into her loose bun, I hold her cheek to my chest. There’s a story here, but she needs to let out pent-up emotions before I start firing questions at her.

      Eventually, she takes a deep breath and pulls back enough to sit up and wipe her eyes.

      I twist to reach behind me for the box of tissues on the end table. Autumn isn’t the first person to cry in my office. Everyone at Black Blade Protection is used to dealing with all kinds of emotional issues. We get clients who are grieving every week.

      “What happened?” I ask gently as I tug a few tissues out and hand them to her. Sorrow consumes me. Burke is—was—a good man. One of the best. He can’t be dead. He’s too young.

      Autumn blows her nose and wipes her eyes. “Someone killed him. Poison.”

      I stiffen. Burke? Who would murder him?

      She turns to look at me, tears still streaking down her face. “When I got home last night, I found him on the floor in his office. Foam was coming out of his mouth. He was clutching his chest. I don’t know how I managed to get there before he died.”

      “So, you spoke to him?”

      She nods. “Yes. He grabbed my wrist, told me to get this envelope out of the safe, and come directly to you. He insisted that I not even pack. He wanted me to get out of the house immediately.”

      I glance at the envelope, wondering what the hell it could contain.

      She sobs and fists her hand at her chest. Her voice goes up in pitch as she continues, “He wasn’t even dead, Mace. He refused to let me call an ambulance. Said it was too late. I couldn’t leave him like that. I hurried over to the safe to do what he requested, but by the time I turned around, he was gone.” Another desperate sob escapes her lips. “His eyes were still open. Frothy white stuff was coming out of his mouth. He wasn’t breathing. I’m going to have nightmares…if I ever sleep again.”

      Jesus. Fuck.

      Autumn resumes crying. I can’t blame her. The fact that Captain Burke has been murdered is enough to make me emotional by itself, but having his daughter here, so broken, causes me to choke up.

      I pull her into my arms again. “You did the right thing, sweetheart.”

      “He-he trusted you,” she murmurs. “More than anyone alive.”

      I close my eyes and breathe deeply. I’m both honored and concerned.

      “He told me not to speak to a single soul. Come straight here. All I brought with me are my purse and this envelope.”

      Leaning her back, I look into her eyes. “He wanted you to be safe, sweetheart. That was his top priority. And you are. I promise. I’m so glad you made it here. I don’t know who the hell would have a vendetta against your father, but I will find out. In the meantime, you’ll be protected.”

      Autumn grips my arm. “I can’t believe he’s gone. It’s like I’m living in a nightmare. I sat rigid during the entire flight, trying to maintain my composure so I wouldn’t draw attention to myself. I haven’t slept. I haven’t eaten. I feel like I’m two seconds from collapsing.” She sobs again. “And I left my father lying dead on the floor in his office without calling the police. Who does that?”

      The angst in her voice breaks my heart. “You did exactly what he asked you to do, Autumn. I’ll send some men to your father’s house immediately. Everything will be handled.”

      She glances around. “Where will I go? What am I supposed to do?”

      “You’ll stay with me. I’ll order some clothes for you. You need to eat something and get some sleep.”

      She chews on her bottom lip, hesitating before speaking again. “I can’t ask you to do that. I’m disrupting your life.”

      “You’re not disrupting anything, Autumn. Your father was the most important role model I ever had. He was the first person I knew who gave a fuck about me. He turned me into the man I am today. I would do anything for him. But you’re not a stranger, Autumn. I’ve known you for years. I would do anything for you, too.” I’m not exaggerating. My own father was a total deadbeat. My mother did the best she could to provide for me, but we lived on a shoestring budget, and I had no male role model until I met Burke.

      She sniffles. “I can’t just stay at your place, though. Don’t you have a girlfriend? I don’t think she’d appreciate that.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t have a girlfriend, Autumn.”

      She licks her lips and frowns. “Why not? Why aren’t you married? Aren’t you like thirty-five? Surely women have been vying for your attention for almost twenty years.” She says all that in rapid succession.

      I smirk. “I don’t think they’re banging down doors, sweetheart. And I’m not married or in a relationship because I haven’t met the right woman.”

      Is that true, though? It’s total madness to have this thought at this moment, but I feel like I’m staring at the right woman. She’s in my office. She’s in my arms.

      It’s not as if this is the first time I’ve had such a thought. I spent a week at Captain Burke’s house last year. Autumn was on summer break between her junior and senior year of college. She was living at home and working full-time.

      Before that, I had seen her a handful of times when I happened to be in Indianapolis and stopped by to see Burke. Though I’d always heard about his daughter, I didn’t meet her until the summer before she went to college. And that was a good thing because, holy shit, she took my breath away. The attraction was instantaneous—at least on my part. Autumn is the entire package. It took every ounce of willpower for me to tamp down my reaction and keep my thoughts to myself. I was thirty-one; she was eighteen.

      I didn’t say a fucking word about my feelings to her father, nor did I give her any indication I was lusting after her. It wouldn’t have been appropriate. Captain Burke was my friend, my mentor, a father figure. I don’t think he would have taken kindly to me flirting with his daughter at any point in the past four years.

      And yet, he sent her to me today.

      That doesn’t mean a thing, though. He insisted she come here because I work for one of the most trusted security agencies in the country. I’m in the business of protecting good people and hunting down bad people.

      I will guard Autumn’s life if it’s the last thing I do. I will also find out who killed her father and make them pay.

      Moving her into my apartment is a no-brainer. Now I just need to somehow manage to do so without letting my dick make any of my decisions. She would probably punch me if she knew the kind of dreams she’s starred in. Both day and night.

      Autumn Burke needs my help. She’s not here for me to make a move on.

      I will keep my cock in my pants, my hands to myself, and my lips away from her creamy white skin.

      On that promise, I flinch, because I’m already touching her. I still have my arms wrapped around her. I need to take her to my apartment and help her get settled in. It’s imperative that I extricate myself from the grip she has on my arm and get this ball rolling.
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      Autumn

      

      I start shivering the moment Mace stands, leaving me alone on the loveseat. It’s ridiculous. It felt so good in his arms. My world has been pitched upside down. I can’t imagine it will ever be okay again. Yet, I want to curl up in Mace’s lap. I want his arms around me, holding me, telling me everything will be okay.

      This was a horrible idea. I shouldn’t have come here, but I didn’t have a choice. There’s no way I would defy my father’s dying wishes. Besides, he’s right; Mace is the best person I could have come to. He will take care of this disaster and keep me safe.

      I still can’t believe he doesn’t have a woman in his life. How is that possible? He has always seemed like a god to me. Long before I ever met him, my father often spoke highly of Mace. I didn’t meet him for the first time until I was eighteen, and I nearly swooned.

      I’m too distraught to swoon right now, but as I sit here rigid on this couch on the fifteenth floor of this fancy building in downtown Seattle, I find myself staring at a man I’ve had a ridiculous crush on for the last four years.

      I can’t move. I’m frozen from fear and panic and exhaustion and about ten other emotions. And I’m watching Mace move smoothly around his office as if nothing could thwart him.

      The only sign he’s distressed is the fact that his brow is furrowed. He stiffened as I told him about my father, and I know he got choked up. In some ways, my dad was like a father to Mace, too. I know Mace looked up to him. I’ve heard him say as much.

      He grabs a phone off his desk and places a call. I can’t hear what he’s saying because he keeps his voice low, and I’m too distressed to listen anyway. I’m certain he’s making a call related to my father. He said he would send someone to the house immediately. I don’t even ask how they will get in. This is Mace. I’m sure he and his people—apparently, he even has people located in Indianapolis—can get into any building. Hell, Mace can probably walk through walls. I wouldn’t doubt it.

      Do I have a fixation on the man as a superhero? Yes. That’s how I’ve always seen him. I knew he was capable of things us mere mortals are not able to accomplish long before I met him because that’s how my father spoke of him.

      He returns to my side while he’s still talking, and I want to slump against him as soon as he’s close enough. He sets a hand on my shoulder and absently curls his fingers around the back of my neck, anchoring me to Earth.

      As soon as he ends the call, he squats in front of me. “A team is headed to your house, sweetheart. If anyone happens to see them, they will look like staff from the coroner’s office, sent to retrieve the body.” He points toward the manila envelope I’m still gripping. “May I see what’s in there?”

      “Yes.” I release it and hand it to him. “Mostly, it was instructions on what to do in an emergency. Did you know you’re the executor of my father’s will?”

      Mace’s eyes widen. “No. I didn’t.”

      My father had told me several times over the years that if anything ever happened to him, everything I needed would be in this envelope. I hadn’t expected him to actually be gasping out his final dying breaths, clutching my hand and instilling the fear of God in me to grab this and run.

      “He was scared…” I mutter absently, reliving those moments. “For me…”

      Mace sets the envelope on the floor and places his huge hands on my outer thighs. His palms rest against my bare skin because my skirt has risen up too high. “Your father loved you so much, Autumn.”

      I swallow hard, emotions bubbling at the surface. There’s no way I can speak. I’ve cried a river since I arrived here. Until now, I’ve been mostly holding it all in, all the tears. What was I going to do? Cry on the airplane and cause everyone to look at me? No, thank you.

      “Let’s go downstairs. My apartment is one floor below us. You can shower and change clothes, and we’ll get some food in you. I’ll go through this envelope there.”

      “You live here, in this building?” I manage to whisper.

      “Yes. Most of us do. Blade, the owner, lives one floor above. I live in an apartment one floor down. So do three other guys who work here.” He stands, gripping the envelope with one hand and helping me up with the other.

      I grab my purse and follow him, wishing I hadn’t been wearing three-inch heels when I’d gone on the run fifteen hours ago. My feet are furious.

      Mace holds my hand as we leave his office. He guides me to another office and knocks on the doorframe. The door itself is open.

      A dark-haired man with a gray beard who looks to be about my father’s age glances up. “Hey.”

      “I have an unexpected client,” Mace informs him. “Autumn, this is my boss—the owner—Blade. Blade, Autumn.”

      Blade rises and comes toward us. “Everything okay?”

      “No. I’m going to take her to my apartment, get her settled, and figure out what she’s dealing with.”

      Blade glances down at our combined hands. “But you know each other.”

      Mace nods. “Yes. She’s the daughter of my Army captain. Captain James Burke.”

      “I’ve heard you speak of him.” Blade’s brow furrows. “Dare I ask where he is?” His voice is kind, as if he already senses the horror.

      Mace tucks me against his side, wrapping his arm around me. “Murdered last night.”

      Blade winces, his gaze coming to me. “I’m so sorry.”

      All I do is nod. It’s all I have the energy for. I can’t help but lean into Mace. I shouldn’t. We aren’t close. I don’t know why he’s treating me as if we’re far more acquainted than in actuality, but I’m not inclined to pull away. This feels too nice to stop.

      Mace continues, “I’ve already called our contacts in Indianapolis to investigate.”

      Blade’s brows are furrowed in deep concern as he returns his attention to Mace. “Good. I’ll get someone to cover for you. Keep me posted.”

      “Thank you.” With his arm still around me, Mace leads me toward the front of the office.

      The receptionist stands. She, too, looks genuinely concerned. Not surprising since she was the first person I spoke with when I entered the office. My sorrow and grief are not hidden.

      “We’re going to my apartment,” Mace informs her.

      She nods. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      I’m dreading the elevator. It could be filled with strangers, but my concern is unnecessary because Mace leads me in a different direction. Before I know it, we’re in a stairwell. We descend one flight and step into another hallway.

      Every door we go through is locked to outsiders. Mace is able to open them with a thumbprint against a keypad, including the next entrance, which I assume leads into his apartment.

      I’m beyond grateful that we don’t have to order a rideshare and head across town. I don’t have the energy for one more step. I’m seconds from collapsing.

      Apartment is an understatement for the home I’ve entered. It’s massive. I think there were four doors in the hallway, which means his apartment takes up a quarter of this floor.

      Mace immediately bends down in front of me, lifts one of my feet, and removes my heel.

      I grip his shoulders to steady myself as he does the same on the other side before tossing the offensive shoes toward the wall. He’s so astute that I nearly choke up all over again at his kindness.

      “Thank you,” I murmur as he stands.

      He smiles warmly and takes my hand again, guiding me toward the kitchen area. The room we’re in is a huge open-plan great room that includes a living room, kitchen, and dining room. The area is brightly lit by the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      Mace sets the envelope on the island before opening the fridge and grabbing a bottle of water. He doesn’t release his hold on me until he has to in order to twist off the lid. “Drink, sweetheart,” he orders.

      Shivers run down my spine at his choice of words and his tone. He commands me, but he does so gently. It seems incongruent, and yet, I suspect this is his natural way. Kind and bossy at the same time.

      After I down half the bottle, he glances toward the envelope. “Have you gone through it?”

      “Yes. Among the contents is a sealed letter with your name on it. I suspect what matters is on the thumb drive.”

      He lifts a brow, turns, and carefully empties the items onto the island. He skims through the letter that was addressed to me, the one I opened. I haven’t opened the envelope with his name on it, so I don’t have a clue what it says.

      Mace runs a finger over his name before returning his attention to me. “Tell me what you need first. Food, a shower, or sleep?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know, but the thought of chewing and swallowing brings bile to my throat.”

      He gives a curt nod. “Let’s go with a shower and then sleep.” With a finger tucked under my chin, he tips my head back. “I’m so fucking sorry, sweetheart. I know you’re hurting. I promise I’ll find out what happened to your father and keep you safe.”

      I swallow hard, trying not to cry again, but it’s a lost cause. Mace takes the water from my hands, sets it on the island, and hauls me into his arms again. He holds me close, rocking me.

      We stand like this for a long time, and I’m beyond grateful for his kindness. I need this. I need to be held. Unfortunately, being this close to Mace means more to me than it does to him. He’s just being nice. I’m incapable of not wishing it were more than that.

      When he eases back, he threads his fingers with mine and angles us toward the hallway.

      This is so surreal. I’m in Mace’s home in Seattle. I’ve never even been to Washington before. I’ve never been alone with the object of my ridiculous fantasies.

      I know Mace isn’t his real name. It’s Damian Delossa. But my father always called him Mace. I don’t think I even want to know why. I know what a medieval mace is. I don’t know how the barbaric device is still used in modern-day war, but I suspect there’s a correlation.

      I’m surprised when Mace leads me past several doors and into the room at the end of the hall. It’s obviously the master bedroom. We move straight through it to the attached bathroom. It’s luxurious. Mace clearly makes a good living.

      But why didn’t he direct me to a guest bathroom?

      I tremble when he releases me. I prefer him to be touching me. Something is terribly off with me since I’ve never touched him before this morning, except in passing. Suddenly, I need the contact like a drug addict.

      “Hang on a sec.” He leaves the room, but he’s back thirty seconds later, holding a folded white T-shirt. He sets it on the counter. “Something to wear. Sorry, I don’t have anything that will fit you. We can borrow some clothes from Blade’s or Cannon’s girlfriends, or perhaps order a few things to tide you over. I bet I can get something delivered this afternoon.”

      “Thank you. I don’t want you to go to any trouble.”

      He steps closer and cups my face. His expression is odd. I think he’s almost grinning. “Sweetheart, if you want to wander around in my apartment wearing nothing but my T-shirts for days, I’m okay with that. But I suspect your legs will get cold.”

      I shudder at the thought of wearing his shirt with nothing under it. He’s teasing me. Isn’t he?

      After a wink, he reaches into the shower to turn on the water. “You’re also stuck with masculine scented shampoo, conditioner, and body soap for now. Towels are on the shelf. Do you need anything else?”

      “No. Thank you,” I whisper. What I really want to say is, yes, stay with me. Get in the shower with me. Hold me. Wash me…

      He grips the back of my neck one more time and then leaves me alone in the bathroom, shutting the door behind him with a soft snick.
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      Autumn

      
      My brain is mush as I strip out of my clothes. I don’t know where to put them, so I opt to drop them into his hamper. The floor is heated. Of course it is. But I’m shivering anyway, and I barely manage to stop doing so even after standing under the water for a few minutes.

      I need time to rewind. Maybe I could go back to yesterday, cancel the job interview I had in the afternoon, and go out to dinner with my father instead. Then he wouldn’t have been at home for someone to poison him.

      How did it happen? Did someone come to the house and inject him? Did something come in the mail? Maybe he ate something that was tainted, but why wouldn’t I have eaten it?

      What if I was supposed to be murdered, too?

      I tug the band out of my hair, wash and condition it, and then quickly run the soap over my body. All of this happens without me having to think much. It’s just a routine.

      When I’m done, I grab one of the towels, finding that it, too, is heated. The damn rack it was sitting on is electric. The room is warmer now from the steam, and I’m not as chilled as I pull Mace’s shirt over my head. After quickly locating a comb, I work through the tangles in my hair before exiting the bathroom.

      I can hear Mace talking somewhere. I assume he’s on the phone. I pad out of the bedroom to follow his voice, eventually finding him in an office that’s almost as elaborate as the one he has upstairs at Black Blade Protection.

      He’s standing behind his desk, running a hand through his hair. When he spots me, he quietly tells the person he will call them back and hangs up. Mace drops his phone on the desk and takes quick strides to get to me.

      It seems as though he forces himself to stop a foot shy of me, or maybe I’m making that up. He’s breathing heavily when he reaches out to lift a lock of my wet hair. “You must be exhausted. I think I have a hairdryer. I don’t want you to sleep with wet hair. Come.” He slides his hand into mine and hauls me back to his bathroom.

      How many times has he held my hand now? It’s so intimate. I’m confused by his attention. The next thing I know, I’m sitting on a leather stool in his bathroom, and he’s holding the hairdryer above me.

      He’s going to dry my hair?

      My heart races as I flatten my palms over the cotton of his soft shirt on my thighs. With my feet tucked under the chair, I watch our reflection in the mirror. Mace grabs a brush, turns on the dryer, and starts playing with my hair like he’s a professional stylist.

      It’s unreal. This can’t be happening. When has Mace ever handled a woman’s hair? I know his background. Or I thought I did. It doesn’t include cosmetology school.

      I’m mesmerized. Also, he’s changed clothes. While we were in the office, he was wearing dress pants, an expensive pressed shirt, and a tie. Now he’s in jeans and a T-shirt, neither of which is ordinary. The man has money. He looks put together no matter what he’s wearing.

      I close my eyes so that I can go into my head and memorize this moment. I’m tired and distraught, yet my heart races for a man I’ve had a crush on for four years.

      I’m a grown adult. I was an adult when I met Mace. But he’s older, more mature, and worldly. He’s seen and done things I can’t even begin to imagine. He would never see me through the lens I see him. I need to rein in my fantasies before he finds out how he affects me. I would be mortified if he knew. Surely, he just thinks of me as his friend’s kid.

      When the dryer turns off, I’m startled and pop my eyes open. Mace sets the dryer down and brushes through my hair for far longer than necessary. Am I imagining things?

      He’s also held my hand a dozen times and hugged me tight.

      He’s being nice.

      I can’t let my imagination get carried away.

      “Your hair is so soft,” he whispers, running his fingers through it. He lifts his gaze to meet mine in the mirror. “Do you ever wear it braided?”

      I hold his gaze. My chest rises and falls with every deep breath. I swallow. “Sometimes, when I’m at the gym or cleaning the house.”

      He smiles. “Maybe you’ll let me braid it later.”

      My heart skips a beat. He’s serious. I don’t know how to respond. I’d let him braid my hair all damn day if he wanted, but what a peculiar suggestion.

      Rounding in front of me, he holds out a hand. “Come. You need sleep.”

      I rise and let him lure me out of the bathroom, surprised when he heads for his bed, even more shocked when he pulls the covers back and pats the mattress.

      My lips part as I plan to question him. I should ask if he has a guest room, or why he wants me to sleep in his own bed. I haven’t seen inside most of the rooms down the hall, so I guess it’s possible he doesn’t have a guest room ready. But that seems unlikely. Why have all those rooms if none of them have a bed in them?

      Instead of voicing my thoughts, I awkwardly climb onto his high bed, trying not to flash him. It’s not easy. The tee nearly reaches my knees, but I’m not wearing anything under it.

      As I settle on my back, Mace pulls the covers over me and sits on the edge of the mattress. He drops a hand on the other side of my hips over the comforter. Reaching up to brush a lock of hair from my forehead, he says, “Do you need anything else right now, sweetheart?”

      “No, Sir.” The two words slip out of my mouth before I can stop them. Why did I call him Sir? It’s not necessary. This isn’t the inside of a romance novel. Except it feels exactly like that. Perhaps my total exhaustion is causing me to romanticize this experience.

      I’ve lost my mind.

      Normally, I can keep my quirky fantasies to myself. I may think odd things, but they don’t come out of my mouth. Most days, I have a filter.

      My face heats as embarrassment consumes me. With pursed lips, I turn my head away from him. My heart races. He hasn’t responded to my stupid blabbering words. Maybe he won’t. Is it too much to hope he didn’t notice how I addressed him?

      I’m fully aware that he isn’t moving. I don’t think he’s taken a breath since the word Sir escaped my lips.

      I’m always so careful when I’m around him. It’s not as though I’ve seen him a hundred times. It’s only been six, and the last was a year ago. Each time, I fell deeper and deeper into an absurd lustful state with him.

      I kept thinking my fixation would dissipate. One day, he would show up at the house, and I would see him through a new lens. Too old. Too grumpy. Too stern. Too anything.

      But that never happened. Each time I was in his presence, I found myself even more enamored with him, as if I had a silly schoolgirl crush. I’m foolish. When I read books, I pretend he’s the hero. And I only read books in which the hero is larger than life. He’s always kind but firm. Older. Handsome. He treats the heroine like spun gold, taking care of her every need.

      The best books include a hero who has strict rules and expects the heroine to follow them. If she doesn’t, he punishes her.

      At that thought, I squirm under the covers. I shouldn’t be thinking about Mace like this or entertaining any sort of sexual thoughts. My father died yesterday. I’m devastated. He sent me here. He didn’t do so because he knew I was half in love with his protégé. He did so because he trusted Mace with his life. And mine.

      Seconds tick by. I need a crack in the universe to open up and swallow me whole.

      Mace slides his hand from my hip to my face. He cups my
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