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Chapter One
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Roman Donatello spoke into the phone, crisp and firm. “Move on the First Street property. Now.”

Across town, on a dark street in a black car, Roman’s second-in-command, Alonso, hung up his cell phone and nodded to the three men with him. Simultaneously, all four doors of the car opened and the men stepped out. With Alonso in the lead, the men walked across the dark street toward the little yellow house where, inside, a drug deal was about to take place.

Alonso and his men worked for Donatello, who didn’t believe in stooping to a low-level street crime like selling drugs. And Donatello wasn’t particularly fond of the idea that some of Caesar Serafino’s men were using one of his properties for something so substandard, especially since he and Serafino had been rivals since they’d each become the head of their individual families nearly twenty years ago.

Alonso and his men were there to put a stop to it. Permanently.

Signaling two of his men to go around to the side door, Alonso and the remaining man waited ten seconds, then opened the door. Quietly they entered the house, walked through the tiny foyer and turned down a hallway toward the living room where the unwelcome guests were working, preparing for their customers’ arrival. At the other end of the hallway, the second pair of men came from the opposite direction.

They closed in on the room, and paused just out of sight. After a three count, all four men turned into the room, filling the double-wide archway. The looks of surprise and mild fear on the faces of the five men in the room would have been comical if the air hadn’t been so filled with tension.

“What the...?” the only familiar-looking trespasser said.

Alonso spoke. “Look at this, boys. Roman said the house was filled with vermin, but I didn’t believe him. Guess he was right. And you know what we do with vermin.”

His men grinned. Fear sprang into the first speaker’s eyes. “Wait-”

Gun fire exploded in the room as automatics and semi-automatics went off, filling the room with a cacophony of loud shots that riddled the walls and furniture after passing through human flesh. The intruder who’d spoken dove behind the couch, and Alonso watched his body jerk as he was hit just before he fell behind it.

When the gunshots stopped, nearly a minute later, there were scant inches of the room that weren’t holey or blood-spattered. Pulling out a fully loaded handgun from inside his jacket, Alonso walked over to the couch and peered behind it, then smirked.

Michael Serafino, Caesar’s only child, lay bleeding from a gunshot wound to the shoulder. He’d survive, Alonso thought, if given the chance. But tonight wasn’t his lucky night. One of Alonso’s men came to stand beside him.

“Is that Serafino’s son?” he asked disbelievingly.

Alonso nodded, then took aim at the twenty-four-year-old man’s chest. Michael’s eyes widened in fear. “Don’t. Please. My father will pay you, big money, if you keep me alive.”

Alonso leaned his head side to side as if considering, then shook his head no. Beside him, his lackey gasped harshly. “What are you doing? He’ll live, Alonso. You can’t kill him. Serafino will go nuts.”

Without moving, Alonso said calmly, “Roman told me to leave no one alive. All the rodents must die. To teach Serafino not to fuck with his property.”

The other man nodded and licked his lips nervously, then stuttered, “Yeah, but... I don’t think he knew that the kid was gonna be here, Alonso. He wouldn’t want-”

“You know how Roman gets,” Alonso interrupted smoothly. “I have to follow orders.” He squeezed the trigger.
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One Week Later-
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Roman Donatello set the phone down calmly, belying the turmoil inside him. He met the eyes of his second-in-command across his desk and folded his hands calmly in front of him. “What the hell happened in that house last week, Alonso?”

Alonso shook his head slowly and spread his hands innocently. “We stormed the house, just as you said. There were several of them sitting in the living room. We told them to leave, they argued, one of them pulled a gun, shots were fired. We defended ourselves, simple as that. We didn’t even know Michael was one of them until after it was all over, and it was too late by then.”

Donatello held Alonso’s calm gaze until the older man wanted to blink. But because proving his innocence meant more to Alonso than his eyes, he waited Roman out patiently. Finally, Roman sighed and looked down at his fingers.

“That was Serafino’s second on the phone. We’ve arranged for a video conference call in ten minutes, with me and Serafino. I need to know what happened, so I can try and explain. The man is understandably distraught over his son’s death, and wants retribution. Now, before he asks for your head because you were in charge, is there anything you’d like to tell me?”

Roman’s eyes as they met Alonso’s were intense, like he knew something wasn’t being said. Sticking to his story, Alonso shook his head and said, “Nothing. I already told you what happened. We didn’t know the boy was there until it was too late.”

Roman nodded again, then excused Alonso. “You can go. I’m going to wait for Serafino’s call. I’ll let you know what he says after.”

Alonso stood and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him. With a deep sigh, Roman leaned his head back against the rest of his cushy chair.

He understood completely why Serafino was so angry. If it had been Roman’s own daughter, Venus, who had been killed- for any reason- Roman would be completely beside himself with grief, and would vengefully call for blood. The two children were so close in age- less than a year apart- that it was easy for Roman to distract himself with thoughts of Venus being in Michael’s place.

In fact, they were so close in age that when the kids had been very young, there had been talk of pairing them to bring the two families together. But as they’d grown, and Roman and Caesar had despised each other more and more, the idea had been pushed aside as each man tried harder and harder to claim the other’s holdings.

The phone rang then, pulling Roman out of his thoughts. He looked down at the switchboard, saw the red light that indicated the video was ready. Tapping the button, Roman watched as Serafino’s face came up on the large television screen nearby.

“Caesar, let me start by saying how sorry I am for the loss of your son,” Roman said with a slight bow of his head.

Serafino’s cold, dark eyes glittered. “I believe you are sorry, Roman, as our children are close in age and I imagine it is easy for you to see Venus in Michael’s place. But I want to know how this happened! Your men have known my son for most of his life. How is it he was not removed from the room safely?”

Roman knew the excuses he had were flimsy at best, but what else could he offer? “Caesar, Alonso told me that Michael was with a large group of men, and one of yours fired first-”

“Easy enough to blame a dead man, isn’t it?” Serafino interrupted.

Acknowledging that with a nod, Roman continued. “They didn’t realize Michael was even there until the firing had stopped, and he was already gone.”

The regret in Roman’s voice was obvious, but it wouldn’t bring the boy back, and it didn’t dispel the pain in Caesar’s chest. “None of my men made it out alive, Roman, so I have no one to corroborate the story on my side.”

“I understand, but-”

“I’m sure you expect me to ask the life of your Alonso as payment, since he was the one who was in charge of the incident, and therefore should have seen Michael out safely.” When Roman nodded agreement, Caesar grinned maliciously. “However, since your men have left me with no heir, I feel the only possible solution is to inflict upon you the same pain that yours have inflicted upon me.”

While Roman’s mouth worked in surprise and disbelief at the request, Caesar continued. “And because I know you will never willingly accept this, I will have every man in my family out looking for your daughter. If they see her, they are to shoot on sight. You won’t know where, and you won’t know when.”

“But, Caesar, surely you can’t look to make this right by murdering an innocent?”

“And what was my son?”

Out of fear and anger, Roman spoke his true thoughts, all manner of diplomacy gone. “Your son was somewhere he shouldn’t have been. Your men have been using that house to sell illegal drugs for months. This was to be their biggest score yet, according to my sources, and you can’t expect me to believe that they would have let your son in on that deal unless he’d been in on others. Especially since he’s your son, and they knew the risks!”

Caesar’s face reddened. “So, because my son was selling drugs, he deserved to die, is that it?”

“No, Caesar. Children never deserve to die. But-”

“No! Enough of your saccharine words. They mean nothing. Your daughter for my son. It’s that simple. Come to peace with it!” Then he was gone, the screen before Roman black, like the widening hole in his chest.

He took a few moments to compose himself, then called Alonso back in, along with one of his younger guys. To the younger man, he said, “Call Venus and get her here now. She needs protection. Immediately. Get me Gun!” He waited while the man left the room, then turned to Alonso with eyes on fire. “This is your fault. You knew that boy as well as I did. You should have stopped it before he got hurt.” When Alonso didn’t argue, Roman continued.

“He has asked for my daughter’s life in exchange for his son’s.” Again, Alonso said nothing, but Roman saw his eyes frost over. “You are being replaced. Send me your best guy. You will work for him from now on. I can’t look at you anymore.” Then Roman turned his chair, giving Alonso his back.

A few days later, Venus Donatello sat in her father’s office, upstairs from one of the restaurants he owned in New York. Her father sat across from her behind his desk, his fingers clenched tightly in front of him, though the rest of his body showed nothing but calm. Though she wanted to ask why she was here instead of at her weekly manicure, Venus could tell something was wrong. She’d been forced to stay near her father for the last three days. And since arguing would get her nowhere, she sat quietly, waiting for... something.

After a couple more minutes, the door opened, and her father stood as his new second-in-command, Jesse, came in. She wasn’t sure what Alonso had done to get knocked down, but it must have been bad, because he’d been her father’s right hand man for nearly twenty years.

Jesse was followed by a man not much older than her own twenty-three years. Yet despite their closeness in age, they were different in every other way: Where she had long blonde hair, his was short and nearly black. Where her eyes were milk chocolate brown, his were a bright grass green. She was only 5’ 6”, and surely he was 6’ 3”, at least. Her body type was thin, but fit, as she enjoyed regular visits to the gym. He had to be around two hundred pounds of solid muscle.

Venus felt her eyebrows lift in surprise at how attractive he was, though with his dark aura, he didn’t look like any man she’d ever dated. At the same moment, while her eyes perused him, one of his eyebrows lifted in piqued interest as he looked her over right back.

Her father speaking pulled attention from the man. “Gun! Thank you for coming so quickly. I heard you were in India, so your speed is greatly appreciated.”

The new man, who obviously went by Gun, turned his eyes away from her and toward her father. Though he didn’t smile as her father did, he was genial when they shook hands. “Donatello. Good to see you again. I came as soon as I heard. I was in India, on a mercenary job. Got a little messy toward the end; for them, not me,” he added with a menacing grin. “But enough of that. What is it you need me for?”

Her father glanced her way, then came back to his desk to sit again, gesturing for Gun to take the chair beside Venus. “My daughter, Venus,” Roman said, sweeping a hand toward her. “Venus, this is Gun.”

Gun’s eyes found hers momentarily, then went back to Roman after the barest of nods. She, too, looked to her father, unsure why she had to be there. “I’m not trying to be pushy here, Donatello, but what is it you needed?”

Unfazed, Donatello smiled faintly. “Of course. I realize you probably have other things you could be doing right now. But the job I have for you would be lucrative. It could be a long one, though. As of right now, we have no way of knowing when it will end.”

Gun lifted a dark brow. “I have nothing pressing, nothing that couldn’t be put off, indefinitely if need be. What is it?”

Roman smiled again, certain by Gun’s words that he was interested. “I need you to protect my daughter. With your life.”

Venus’ eyes widened. “Father, what-?”

Gun interrupted her. “Fine.” Venus’ eyes widened further at the way Gun had agreed, no questions asked. “Let’s talk terms.” When Roman nodded, Gun continued. “I’ll want my weapons and any ammunition covered, as well as food and lodging, no matter where we are. Since I imagine you’ll want her to go about her life as normal, I’ll want you to pay for me to accompany her anywhere she goes. Seems only fair. Plus my regular pay.”

Because he wanted his daughter safe, and he knew Gun was the best guy for the job, Roman readily agreed. “Done. I’ll pay you two-hundred-thousand dollars for the first six months, up front, then an additional one-hundred-thousand for every six month period you’re with her thereafter, as well as any expenses covered.

“Keep her happy, Gun. Do whatever she wants. But keep her safe. That is the most important thing.”

Gun nodded and prepared to stand, but the woman- Who definitely embodied her name- spoke, distracting both men.

“I don’t want a bodyguard, daddy. I’ve never done anything wrong. I don’t need protection.”

Gun rolled his eyes while father and daughter glared at each other. Already she was fighting about him being there. This would be a blast.

Donatello took a deep breath. “Venus, honey, I know you’re a good girl, but others do not. They might try to get to me through you, and I’m not having it. You’ll have protection, and that’s it.”

Gun took advantage of the girl’s stunned silence and stood, as did Roman, both considering the matter closed, and the two men shook hands. “I have some things to clear up before I start. I can be here tomorrow morning.”

Roman frowned mildly. “Can you make it tonight? I’ll toss in an extra ten grand.”

Gun considered. He’d really only said tomorrow for himself, to have a tiny break before jumping right back into work after just coming off a job. But he knew a good deal when it was presented to him, and he loved nothing more than money. He did some mental shuffling, then nodded. “Should be okay. Where do you want me?”

“Here’s her address.” Roman handed him a business card with some writing on the back. “Be at her house tonight. I’ll leave some men with her until then. I expect you to be with her around the clock, Gun, until this matter is cleared up.”

“You have my word on it, Donatello. I’ll protect her with my life.” With that he headed for the door. When it had closed behind him, Venus turned furious eyes to her father.

“What?” he asked, slightly uncomfortable.

“What’s going on, father?”

“Nothing you need to worry about, baby.”

“How can you say that? You just hired a man to protect me, to guard my life with his own, to live with me for the next God knows how long. How can you tell me I don’t need to worry about it?” When he didn’t answer, something she’d heard recently popped into her head. “Does this have anything to do with Mikey Serafino? Did you have something to do with his death?”

Roman lifted tortured eyes to hers. “No. What happened to Michael Serafino was a horrible accident. But it does make me a little more cautious where you’re concerned. I just want to know that you’re safe, Venus. You’re everything I have.”

Her eyes softened at his sad tone, and she felt herself giving in without a real fight. “I understand, daddy. I’ll be careful. But I don’t need a bodyguard.”

Roman’s eyes hardened. “On this you cannot win, Venus. You need protection, and Gun can provide it. You must do as he says, when he says it. He will know how to keep you alive where I cannot.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but he lifted a hand.

“No more, Venus. Hopefully this is only temporary, and the two of you will not have to be in each other’s company for long. I’m asking you to do as I say in this. Don’t make me force you.”

Because she saw that he would force her, that he would put her on house arrest so she couldn’t go anywhere, she bit off the scathing comments that wanted to fly from her mouth, and nodded. “Yes, daddy.” While she would listen to her father, and do as Gun said when it came to her safety, it didn’t mean she would be nice about it, or that she wouldn’t make his life a living hell while he was in charge of her. With a smile, she sat back and waited for her escort home.

Later that night, after she’d eaten dinner by herself because the goon guarding her hadn’t wanted to take her to meet some friends, Venus sat reading a romance novel. She was wearing pink silk pajamas, and her pink fuzzy slippers, with her feet tucked up beneath her in her favorite chair.

When the knock came at the door, she glanced around. Seeing that her guard was using the restroom, she went to open the door, sure it was Gun. She looked through the peephole, saw she was right, and opened the door.

“What the hell are you doing?” he asked fiercely.

She frowned darkly. “Excuse me?”

He stepped over the threshold, forcing her back into the house so he could close the door behind himself. She saw he carried a black leather overnight bag, and it looked stuffed. She lifted her eyes to his, less than a foot away as he’d nearly pressed them together to come in.

“Don’t ever answer that door again. Jesus,” he muttered to himself as he walked around her toward the living room. “I’m gone half a day, and already she’s putting herself in danger. No wonder her father called me.”

“Do you do that a lot?” she asked, following him with her arms crossed.

“Do what?” he growled, dropping his bag beside the couch before dropping onto it.

“Talk to yourself.”

He smirked. “Only when I need stimulating conversation, and the company is sadly lacking.”

She sneered at him, then went to sit down again, fully intending to ignore him by reading. Her guard finally came out of the restroom, saw Gun was there, and left, looking sheepish when Gun looked at him disapprovingly. Gun made it hard to concentrate when he began speaking.

“Let’s just set up some ground rules here, okay? Some... guidelines that’ll make my job easier, and will keep us from fighting over every little thing.”

She lifted her eyes from her page to his face. Because her father wanted her safe, she’d listen. But she wasn’t agreeing to anything Gun said right away. “Go on.”

He nodded, scooting forward so he was sitting on the edge of the couch, as if he wanted to be able to move quickly if need be. “First, don’t answer the door. Let me get it, or one of the other guys if they’re here.”

She rolled her eyes. “I checked through the peephole before I opened the door, you know.”

He shook his head. “You never know who’s gonna switch sides and when. Trust no one but me.”

She scoffed. “Please. My father trusts all the men who work for him. If he trusts them, I trust them.”

Lifting a cocky brow, Gun leaned toward her and said in a stage whisper, “If he trusts them so much, then why did he call me? He must have a hundred men in his employ. Why not have one of them baby-sit you?”

She thought about that. Though she wanted to, she couldn’t argue with his logic. “So I don’t have to open the door. Big deal. My maid usually does it anyway.”

“Good. Second, you are to go nowhere without me. Nowhere.”

Venus lifted a brow. “Am I to expect you to accompany me, say, in the shower?”

She’d meant it as a smartass question, but when his eyes came to hers, they were full of dark interest that put her on alert.

“Careful, princess. You’re playing with something dangerous there,” he grated.

His words sent a flutter of something through her belly, but as she’d never felt anything like it, she wasn’t sure if it was fear or excitement. She lowered her eyes from his, entirely unused to being unsure around someone. She was usually very outspoken, a direct result of having an indulgent father who tried to make up for the fact that her mother was dead by giving her everything and rarely punishing her.

Continuing as if nothing had happened, Gun said, “Third, I have to meet all of your friends before you agree to go anywhere with them, and I will accompany you on your outings.”

She took a deep breath in annoyance, but her stomach was still swirling from earlier, so she couldn’t concentrate enough to retort.

Gun held her gaze. “Look, I’m sure you’re used to getting your way all the time, and doing whatever you want. And I have no intention of changing that if I can help it.” She could tell he was trying to calm her, but the cold, detached way he spoke only made her edgier. “The only difference between your normal life and now is you have to be extra careful. Well, that and the fact that I’ll be there all the time, but I’ll try my damnedest not to interfere unless I absolutely have to. I work better from the shadows, and the less people know about me, the better. Okay?”

During his speech- which was obviously crap because how could she live her normal life with a hulking mass of man following her everywhere- her butterflies had gone away, leaving behind a knot of annoyance and dismay.

“Fine,” she clipped out.

“Good. Where do I sleep?”

She lifted a haughty brow and stood. When he rose, as well, she smirked- bitchily, she knew- and pointed to the couch. “Right there.” Never mind the fact that she had at least two empty rooms upstairs that he could use.

Gun looked at her, as if gauging her seriousness, then shrugged nonchalantly and sat back down. “Cool.” He pulled his shirt over his head and slipped off his boots. “See you in the morning.”

Then he stretched out on her pretty white leather sofa, putting one arm behind his head and the other hand on his chest. She stared at him for several seconds, amazed that he hadn’t insisted on a real bed, and awed by the definition in his muscles.

“Can you get that light when you go?” he asked, and she jumped, startled out of her stare. Her gaze flew to his face, and she saw he was looking at her with only one eye open. He wasn’t smiling, but she could see merriment twinkling in his glare.

Huffing, she turned sharply and left the room, slapping her hand over the light switch as she went. How dare he push her out of her own living room?, she thought as she climbed the stairs.

She went into her room, glancing at the digital clock beside her bed. And it was so early! Normally, she’d be out with her friends right now, having drinks or at a club. Now she was forced to go to bed, or at least to her room like a child, so he could sleep.

She was tempted to call her father and complain about him, but she knew he’d just put his foot down again about Gun staying. And she wasn’t a whiner. She was tenacious. She always got her way. And what she wanted right now was to meet her friends for drinks.

She knew where they’d be. She knew the house better than he did. She could sneak out, and he’d never know it, at least not until after she was gone, possibly when she got home. Grinning, she changed quickly, putting on a short black dress and grabbing heels before walking quietly out into the hallway toward the stairs.

Standing at the top of the steps, she stared down into darkness, lightened only sparsely by the moonlight coming through the windows. Changing her mind, she continued down the hall, down the other set of stairs that led into the kitchen. There was a light on over the stove, which her cook-slash-housekeeper, Marla, left on in case Venus wanted a snack after she went to bed.

Smiling to herself, she slipped on her shoes by the back door, then reached for the handle.

“Going somewhere?”
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Venus let out a bloodcurdling scream, whirling around and losing her balance when her heels caught the rug by the door. A hand shot out of the near black darkness and grabbed her upper arm, gently guiding her back to her feet before releasing her.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” she asked scathingly.

She saw him move in the shadows around her, then step forward so she could see his face. He looked pissed. “Me? What the hell is wrong with you? Look, princess, I get that you’re not used to following directions or whatever, but I take my job very seriously, and I’m damn good at it. Your father hired me to keep you safe, and that’s what I’m going to. So, if you try to leave without me again, I’ll tie you to your damn bed while I’m sleeping, just so I know you won’t go anywhere. Understand?”

“I dare you,” she said sharply.

Before she could see it, he had a hold of her arm again, and had pulled her close enough that she could see his eyes glittering in the moonlight. “Try me,” he said quietly.

Though his words left her quaking, she refused to let him see it. Pulling away from him roughly, she stormed past him and back up the stairs to her room.

Surprisingly, Venus fell asleep rather quickly. When she woke in the morning, she showered and dressed quickly, hoping to get downstairs and enjoy her breakfast before Gun rose to spoil it.

She bounced down the stairs into the kitchen with a smile on her face, dressed in a light blue pants suit, her long blonde ponytail swinging behind her. “Good morning, Marla,” she said.

“Mornin’, Miss Venus.” The British woman turned to her from the tiny TV she kept in the kitchen. “What can I get for you?”

“Hmm... I think I’d like an omelet, with cheese and bacon, please.”

“Be ready in a trice.”

When Marla turned to the refrigerator to get out the ingredients, Venus turned with a soft smile toward the little table in the breakfast nook. She stopped cold when she saw Gun already sitting there with a half-eaten omelet. With cheese and bacon, she noted, instantly irritated.

Gun had been watching her as she’d spoken to her cook, so friendly and bright. But when she turned and saw him, her face immediately darkened with a scowl. To hide his smirk, he lifted his coffee and sipped. Because he’d shown her no reaction, he saw her straighten her shoulders and force an amiable look on her face. So, she was going to try and be civil today, was she? He could, as well, he supposed, at least as long as she did as he said.

“Good morning, princess,” he said as she sat to wait for her food, so quietly that only Venus heard him.

She grimaced at the nickname. “Good morning,” she said, strictly being polite.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Marla turn a little, and when she looked at the cook, the older woman watched the two of them for a minute, then turned back to the stove with a waggle of her eyebrows for Venus.

Damn it, Venus thought. Now she’d have to talk to Marla before she got the wrong idea. True, Marla had been telling her she needed a man for months now, so it was an easy assumption that Venus had done just that. But if she did bring a man home, he certainly wouldn’t look or act anything like Gun.

A few minutes later, Marla brought her plate to the table with a glass of orange juice, and removed Gun’s now empty dishes. He thanked her politely, then sat back with the newspaper to finish his coffee.

Finally, just as Venus was finishing up, he left the table and walked out the back door, pulling his cell phone out of his pocket. She saw he was wearing the same pants he’d slept in, and had slipped on the shirt he’d worn yesterday. Lifting a mildly disgusted brow at his personal hygiene habits, she watched him tap the screen and put the phone to his ear, then start talking moments later. Hoping she had a few minutes, she stood and carried her plated over to where Marla sat watching her soap operas.

Outside, Gun dialed Roman’s number.

“Good morning, Gun. How is my little girl?”

“Fine, Donatello.”

“And how are things going so far?”

Gun considered telling him about her behavior the night before, but wasn’t the kind to try to control someone through someone else. Besides, he knew he was more than capable of handling the princess, and simply needed a chance to prove it. “Things are going great. I was just about to ask Venus what she wanted to do today.”

“Good! She should enjoy that. So, what did you need?”

“Actually, I was wondering if Serafino gave you any indication that he might come here for her.”

Roman paused for a moment, thinking back through the conversation he’d had with Caesar. “No. I don’t think so. Honestly, I think he would consider that too easy. He wants to catch her off-guard, in public somewhere, like Mikey was done. He wants it to be as similar as possible, so I feel the same pain he does.”

“Well, that’s good news, anyway. Regardless, I’m here now, and nobody gets by me.”

Roman chuckled softly. “That’s why I called you, Gun. You’re the only one I’d trust with something as important as this.”

“Thanks, Roman.”

“Where is my daughter, anyway? I’d like to talk to her.”

“She’s inside, talking to her housekeeper. I’ll tell her to call you.”

“Thank you. I’ll talk to you again soon. Bye.”

Gun hung up the phone, then leaned against the back railing for a minute before going back in.

Inside, Marla grabbed Venus’ dishes from her and stepped to the sink, and when Venus didn’t leave right away, she raised her wise eyes to Venus’. “Gorgeous young man you got there, honey.”

“Please. He’s not my ‘young man’. He’s just some thug my father hired to protect me.”

“I don’t think your father has ever hired a thug. And he certainly wouldn’t hire one to protect the most precious thing in his life.”

Venus’ look was equally as doubtful, but she didn’t want to argue with the woman who had been with her since she’d moved out on her own over five years ago. “Well, that may be true. But he still isn’t my ‘young man’.”

Marla lowered her head and glared gently up at Venus from beneath her lashes. “Well then, maybe he should be.” She lifted a brow, then turned to the sink to wash the dishes.

Venus felt her face burn red at Marla’s implication. Just then, the back door opened and Gun came back in, his eyes finding her immediately. She forced the red away from her cheeks, but knew he must have seen something.

He didn’t comment on it. “Your father wants you to call him,” was all he said before he continued through the room toward the living room. Venus frowned after him. Why had he been talking to her father? Had he told him she’d tried sneaking out the night before?

Trudging back upstairs to her room, she grabbed the cordless phone off her bedside table and dialed her father’s cell. He picked up immediately, obviously eager to talk to her.

“Hello, darling. How are you today?” His voce was cheerful, but she could hear the strain behind the forced joviality. It made it difficult for her to tell him what she wanted to say.

“I’m fine, daddy. But I still don’t need a bodyguard.” She said it as gently as possible, while still getting her point across.

Her father made a sound like he was trying not to sigh. “Is he being good to you?”

“Yes. So far,” she finished petulantly.

Her father chuckled quietly. “Darling, he’s just doing his job. While he’s supposed to let you live your life as normally as possible, he is not there to entertain you. His sole purpose is to keep you alive, no matter the cost.”

“Daddy, why do I-”

“I’ve got to go, darling. I love you. Be good, for me.”

Knowing she’d get no answers from him, she sighed quietly. “Okay, daddy. I love you. Bye.” She hung up the phone and set it on her beside table, then lowered her face to the bedspread. She lay there for several seconds, just breathing, wondering what could have happened that would cause her father to become so viciously protective of her.

A knock on her door had her lifting her head, and she assumed it was Marla come to straighten her room. “Come in.”

The door opened slowly, cautiously, and Gun peeked his head in. Her eyebrows rose in surprise as she looked at him, one foot in the doorway as if afraid to enter. “I thought you were Marla. I’m surprised you knocked.”

He lifted his upper lip in a mild snarl, pushing the door open even further. “I’m not a heathen. Or rude. This is your bedroom.”

She swept her eyes over his slightly unkempt form. “Mm,” she said doubtfully. Rising onto her hands and knees, she stepped backward onto the floor, not missing the way his eyes flicked briefly to her backside before coming back to hers. “So, what did you need?” she asked when she was standing by the bed.

“I was wondering what you wanted to do today.”

Her eyebrows rose in surprise at his question. She thought about it, considered coffee or lunch with her friends. She desperately needed some girl time, hadn’t seen her friends in days because of her father. But she wanted Gun to suffer just as much as she was during this extended guardianship. Maybe then he’d quit, and she’d be free once more.

Lifting smiling eyes to his, she said, “I want to go shopping with my friends.” She saw his nostrils flare slightly in annoyance, but he didn’t say anything. Then she played her ace. With a grin, she said, “At the mall.”

That got a slightly larger reaction. His eyelids fluttered, caught between childish eye-rolling and closing in dismay, but he fought it valiantly, and that was all she saw. It was enough to satisfy her dark need to make him miserable. For now.

Turning slightly, he nodded, then said, “Okay. Let me shower and change, and we’ll go.”

She waited for him in the living room, and when he came in, she couldn’t help but stare. He looked amazing, much better than he had yesterday for some reason. His dark hair was wet and curled slightly over his forehead, framing his bright green eyes. The blue jeans he wore were snug on his muscular thighs and hugged his ass perfectly when he bent to tuck something into his duffel. The white tee he wore fit like a second skin over his impressive chest, and went so well with the jeans to complete the bad boy image that she shivered.

As he stood, he lifted his eyes to hers, and luckily she had composed herself well enough that only the faint stain on her cheeks let him know how his looks affected her. She composed her face into a look of mild disdain at the barely there smirk in his eyes. “What the hell is that get-up?”

Smirk fell to frown. “Pardon?”

She stood and walked closer. “What the hell are you wearing?”

He lifted his arms at his sides. “Jeans and a t-shirt.”

“Why?”

He shrugged a little. “I don’t know. It seemed inconspicuous enough, considering we’re going out in public.”

“Yeah, no. We’re not going anywhere together with you looking like that.”

“What’s wrong with this?”

She lifted her arms at her sides now, showing him her elegant blue suit. “Do I look like you?”

“No, thank god. You look like a priss.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “I look like a rich woman, which I am. So, if you are going to be my bodyguard, you have to look like you work for a rich woman. You need new clothes. Go buy some, and then we’ll go out. Preferably today, because I haven’t been out in days.”

His face said a sarcastic ‘Poor baby’, but his mouth said, “I’m not paying for that. If it’s a requirement of the job, then you have to buy it. That was the deal.”

Venus sneered. “Fine. Let’s go.” She grabbed her purse and keys by the door, then headed out the door, waiting impatiently for him to exit so she could lock the door behind him.

“While we’re out, we’ll get one of those made for me.”

She balked beside her little white Porsche. “I am not giving you a key to my house!”

“Yes, you are,” he said calmly, leaving no room for argument, then went to his own F-350 King Ranch and climbed in. She gaped after him before storming over and climbing up into the huge truck as he started the engine.

“Where to?” he asked.

As they drove out of her gated community, she said, “Just the mall. Go left once you’re out of the gates.”

“I know where I’m going.”

“How?”

“I know everything,” he said matter-of-factly. “It’s my job. Just like I know you keep your panties in the top drawer of the tall dresser in your closet, bras in the second, stockings in the third, and your negligees in the bottom.”

She stared open-mouthed at him. “How the hell do you know that?”

“I looked this morning, while you were still asleep.”

“You went through my things?!” she shouted shrilly.

“Yes. It’s my job to know everything about you, so I can protect you to the best of my ability.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and scowled at him. “I don’t think that includes going through my underwear drawers.”

“I didn’t go through them,” he said caustically. “I just glanced inside to see what was in them.”

Though his response mollified her slightly, the intimacy of the conversation had her blushing again. She wondered if he’d looked close enough at her teddies to see that she’d never even taken the tags off them. Or if he knew she’d never... No, he couldn’t know that, even if she hadn’t ever worn the sexy clothes.

“Just don’t do it again,” she said softly.

He glanced at her briefly before turning into the mall parking lot. “Now that I know where everything is in the house, I don’t see why I would need to.”

He parked the truck several spots away from anyone else, farther from the door than she would have in her little sports car. Not that she minded the walk, especially since she’d skipped the gym this morning in her hurry to get downstairs, but the distance between his truck and the closest vehicles to it seemed relatively ridiculous.

They walked with him a pace behind her into the mall, with her looking anywhere but at him, just in case someone she knew saw them. She didn’t figure it would matter, because if someone did stop her, he’d most likely stop, as well. Maybe she could play him off as a toy, something she was amusing herself with, or at the very least eye candy. He certainly was that.

She came to a stop outside the men’s suit store and waited for him to join her. He took one look at the store and turned to her. “Why?”

“If you’re gonna be seen with me, then you have to wear clothes that make you look like you belong with me.”

“The point is to not be seen, Venus.”

She lifted a haughty brow at his casual use of her name. “Not for me,” she said simply.

He looked toward the ceiling and muttered, “Christ, I’m babysitting Princess Barbie.”

She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “Are you whining?”

He looked seriously offended. “No!” he scoffed, then strolled into the shop. She saw him square his shoulders defiantly as he moved further into the store, and grinned behind his back. He’d stopped just inside the doors. “I can’t believe you shop for suits at the mall.”

“Why is that?” she asked, sounding bored.

He shrugged as he looked around with a scowl on his face. “I figured you’d go to a real suit store, like Armani.”

“They carry that here. And the only woman I trust to do this right used to work at one of those places before moving here to open her own shop.” She nodded toward Anne, her favorite saleswoman, who was coming over to them as Venus joined him.

“Hello, Miss Donatello. How are you this morning?”

“Wonderful, Anne, thank you.”

“Where’s your father today? I just got an Armani I think he would look spectacular in.”

Venus smiled. “Daddy’s not with me today. But I’ll tell him about that suit. I’m sure he’d love to see it. This is my new project,” she said, indicating Gun with a flattened hand.

Anne, who had a very discerning eye for paying customers and browsers, hadn’t really seen Gun since he’d walked in alone and she figured he wasn’t buying. But knowing he was with Venus changed that immediately, and her eyes took in his casual attire
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