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            I’VE BEEN TO HELL AND BACK DURING MY TIME IN THE SPECIAL FORCES.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        But only one woman has brought me to my knees, and I was just hired to protect her.

      

        

      
        Billionaire heiress Blaire Hanson.

        A bottle blonde, walking pilates ad with perfect skin, a designer wardrobe and a fierce desire to prove herself.

        Not to mention, my little sister’s best friend.

      

        

      
        She and I got off on the wrong foot the first time we met, and the day after…we both woke up on the wrong side of the bed—her bed.

      

        

      
        But now that she’s my client, those days are behind us. No matter how much my body aches to remember her.

      

        

      
        I thought babysitting the princess was going to be the hardest part of this job, until her father is taken hostage leaving her to take control of the company and my security firm to negotiate with the kidnappers.

      

        

      
        There’s one problem—in order to gain control of the board and the finances, she has to be married.

      

        

      
        With time running out and her father's life and legacy on the line I step up—to the altar.

      

        

      
        But the moment I start to see hope in her eyes, I’m reminded that in this game, falling in love with your client can end in a deadly tragedy.

        Something I learned the hard way.

      

        

      
        At the end of the day only one thing is going to keep her alive—reminding myself that she is just a job.

        Not happily ever after.

      

        

      
        She might have control over my body, but she’ll never have my heart.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            JIMMY

          

        

      

    

    
      “Have a seat, Jameson.”

      I silently huff at the sound of Mr. Hanson’s insistence on my full name instead of my nickname, Jimmy. Of course, I’m not going to fight Charles on that matter; nobody fights Charles Hanson on anything.

      I do as he instructs and take a seat in one of the black leather chairs in front of his glass desk. Charles Hanson, owner of Hanson Enterprises, has called me in for some help. He’s not just a whale in the financial world; he’s the giant fucking kahuna. We’ve rubbed elbows at a few events, me being the one to organize the security for several of his friends in the business world. He’s a big client for the security firm several of my Army brothers and I have started, and I’m anxious to get the ball rolling.

      “How can I help you, Mr. Hanson?” I ask.

      The old man smiles at me, leaning back in his chair. “Please. Call me Charles. I’ve called you in because I need your help.”

      “How so?”

      Charles shifts in his chair to lean on the desk with his elbows. His hands clasp together tight enough to turn his knuckles white, and his mouth presses into a hard line.

      “Someone is after me,” he says in a low whisper.

      My eyebrows narrow together. “Do you know who?”

      He shakes his head. “No. Unfortunately.”

      I try to show consideration and sympathy for this situation even though it’s not uncommon. Billionaire sought after for money or revenge… I see it all the time.

      “Where do I come in at?” I press.

      For a moment, I think I see some sadness in Charles’ eyes. They shift from me to a picture on his desk. He stares at it a moment before picking it up in his hands and showing me the picture.

      “You see this girl?” he asks, the sadness now in his voice.

      I nod my head, looking at the face of the familiar blond woman staring back at me. I know who’s in this picture. “Yes,” I say.

      It’s a picture of his well-known daughter, Blaire. Blaire Hanson, total bitch and spoiled brat, has been on the cover of Forbes and Vogue several times for her achievements while working for her father… and she’s been in my bed… once. But that’s a story for another time.

      Who knew months later, I’d end up taking on a job for her father.

      “This is my pride and joy. My only reason to live. My soul. My daughter means more to me than all the money in the world.”

      “Is someone after your daughter, sir?”

      Charles places the picture of Blaire back down on his desk with a sigh. He rubs his face with both hands before settling his eyes back on me. “I’m not sure,” he says, “but I want her protected in case there is.”

      “What exactly is going on?” I lean forward, resting my elbows on my knees. While I appreciate Charles’ love for his daughter, I need to know the breach here.

      “Someone—not sure who—has been making threats lately toward the company. I’ve had my men on it day and night trying to track down the son of a bitch, but so far, no luck. I need you to watch over Blaire. Keep her protected at all costs. Every second of every day. She’s all I have left, Jameson. She’s the only one left.”

      Now I shift in my chair. Is this man asking me what I think he’s asking me? To babysit his god-awful daughter that I thought I got rid of months ago? Fuck me.

      “Let me get this straight,” I start. “You want me to be your daughter’s bodyguard? Follow her everywhere she goes day and night?”

      Charles nods his head. “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Jameson.”

      I suppress the need to sigh. I’ll definitely be needing a stiff drink when this meeting is over. When I first started this company, yeah, I’d jump at these opportunities but now—now I organize security for high-ranking political officials and billionaires, not their spoiled kids.

      “She’s my angel,” he adds. “She’s⁠—”

      The door to the office bursts open. My head jerks to see who’s walking in and⁠—

      Fuck. Me.

      Speak of the devil. In she walks—Blaire Hanson.

      Her platinum-blond-topped head is tucked down as she looks at the stacks of papers in her hands and walks farther into the room, her heels clacking on the tile. The sleeveless cream dress she’s wearing hugs every slight curve of her lean body. Her nails are perfectly manicured an icy white, just like her cold exterior.

      “Daddy, I’ve gone over these reports dozens of times now. I don’t see the⁠—”

      Her voice stops the second her eyes land on me. Her whole body freezes, and I watch as the memory of the one dreadful night we shared flashes through her mind. It almost makes me laugh to know what she’s thinking this very second. I nonchalantly cover my mouth with my fingers to keep from laughing.

      “You,” she whispers, narrowing her eyes.

      Charles appears to be oblivious to the situation by the way he cheerily says, “Blaire, darling, excellent timing! Meet Jameson Maxwell. He’s going to be watching out for you for the next little bit.”

      I smile at Blaire as she shoots daggers at me, obviously not looking forward to her new reality. My, my, my, how funny is this.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she says, turning her attention to her father. She crosses her arms over her chest and shifts her weight onto her left hip.

      “Sweetheart, we’ve already discussed this.”

      “I can take care of myself,” she protests, now looking back at me. “I don’t need some wannabe undercover spy attached to my hip.”

      Oh, I’ve been attached to a lot more of you, sweetheart.

      “Blaire, this decision is final whether you like it or not.” Charles’ voice is more stern and forceful.

      Blaire gives her dad a look that could kill. The room is silent for a moment as the two of them have a stare down with me sitting in between them until Blaire interrupts it. “What about when I travel?”

      “He’ll be right with you.”

      “And when I go to the store?”

      “He’ll push your cart.”

      “What about when I’m at home cooking or sleeping?”

      “He’ll wash the dishes and tuck you in.”

      Charles folds his arms across his chest as if he’s sizing up Blaire. His mouth is pressed into a hard line, and the two hold each other’s gaze for a few more silent seconds. Something tells me this man has seen a lifetime of her behaving this way. I love seeing this woman being put in her place.

      Without another word, Blaire’s heels clack loudly on the floor as she walks to Charles’ desk and slaps the papers in front of him.

      “Read ’em yourself,” she says, storming out of the room.

      The door slams with a loud thump, and it’s all I can do to keep from laughing.

      Aw, the princess doesn’t get what she wants. How unfortunate.

      Charles gives me an apologetic look. “She just needs some time to get used to it. She’ll come around.”

      I give him a large genuine smile. Something tells me I might actually enjoy this job.

      “I’ve got all the time in the world.”
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            BLAIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      I immediately hit the gym the second I’m done with work. I need something to release my anger and the boxing bag is screaming my name.

      By the time I’m done with my workout, I’m drenched in sweat. The hour I spent punching the life out of that hanging bag should have left me exhausted, but instead I feel refreshed. The whole time, I pictured the bag to be Jimmy, his face the center of it. With every punch I threw, I pretended like I was aiming for that pathetic, sleazy smile of his. I even threw in a kick to his imaginary groin.

      How could my father treat me like this? Like I’m some child who needs babysitting or chaperoning? I’ve heard the whispers from my father about the threats he’s been receiving; I know he’s in some sort of trouble. But still, attaching some man to me at all hours of the day? And it’s somehow Jimmy Maxwell? How fucked up can this world be?

      I chug some water as I push open the door to the gym. The cool autumn New York air greets my skin with a refreshing breeze as a contrast to my hot, sweaty body. As I start to walk to my apartment, my mind drifts off to dinner options. I have stuff at home for a grilled chicken salad, or I could stop by the Chinese place just down the⁠—

      My phone begins to ring, breaking up my dinner thoughts. I pause on the sidewalk as I fish it out of my bag.

      “Hello?” I say into the receiver.

      “Hey, girl!” my best friend Juliette squeals. “Where are you? Harper and I are at Murphy’s, if you want to join us for drinks. She’s having another one of her mope sessions, and I need you here to get me through it and cheer her up.”

      The sound of Harper’s name makes my stomach churn. She’s the last person I want to see right now, given that her older brother is now going to be by my side twenty-four seven starting who knows when and I can’t tell her why I hate him.

      “I can’t, Jules. I just left the gym, and I’m sweating like a pig.”

      “So? Get your ass over here now. You can shower when you get home. Just for an hour? Please?”

      I pause once more on the sidewalk to ponder over my options. I was really looking forward to Chinese once I thought of it, but I haven’t seen my girls in over two weeks. I can push aside my anger at my best friend’s brother for an hour or so.

      “Okay, fine. One hour,” I say when my mind is made up.

      Juliette squeals again. “I’ll have a cosmo waiting on you when you get here.”

      I hang up the phone and start walking back in the direction I came from. When I get to Murphy’s, sure enough, there’s a cosmo waiting for me at our table.

      Juliette stands to greet me with a hug as I approach the table. To avoid rubbing my sweat on her, I lean into her for one of those awkward butt-out hugs.

      “Sorry. I don’t think you want my sweat on you,” I say, sliding into my seat.

      Juliette swats the air at my comment. “Please. I already have Harper’s tears on me. What’s a little bit of sweat going to hurt?”

      “Where is Harper?” I ask, noting her lack of presence at the table.

      Juliette rolls her eyes. “In the bathroom fixing her makeup.”

      “What happened this time?”

      “Some guy she met off Bumble. I keep telling her Plenty of Fish is where the real ones are at.”

      “So, another bad date?”

      Juliette shakes her head. “Another stood up date.”

      The problem with our friend Harper is her lack of social cues when it comes to dating. Harper Sinclaire Maxwell, voted Most Beautiful for our senior superlative, has never had a clue on how to date successfully. She’s too naive and too… much. Always smothering the guys right away, talking marriage and babies and white picket fences. She makes herself too vulnerable, believing the cut and paste lies they tell every woman to get her into bed. I know part of her problem is she’s too trusting but she needs to guard her heart and stop trusting every penis that tells her she’s amazing. We’ve tried to tell her this gently before, but it didn’t work. It just resulted in tears like it always does.

      But out of the four of us—Juliette, me, Harper, and Aspen—she has the purest heart.

      “So, how’s your love life going? It’s been a while since we’ve talked about it,” I ask her.

      Juliette shrugs her shoulders. “Same old, same old. Josh is great. Can’t complain. Anything new with you?”

      I give her the I had a shit day and it’s because of a boy look.

      Juliette’s mouth drops. “Spill.”

      I take a long sip of my cosmo, savoring the slight burn as it travels down my throat. My, oh, my, I can’t wait to see how she takes this news.

      “You remember that night I went out with that guy Jimmy?”

      Juliette narrows her eyes as she tries to recollect. Seconds later, she loudly gasps and her eyes widen. “Harper’s brother?”

      “Yes. That one.” My voice is flat.

      “Oh my God, is he hot?” She smiles.

      “Yeah, well, I’m stuck with him now.”

      “You’re what?”

      “It’s a long story. Basically, he’s my protection now.”

      “I’m so fucking confused,” she says. “You need to spell this out for me.”

      I feel hunger and annoyance beginning to build in me. I briefly wish I would have just gone home after the gym and fueled up on lo mein and egg rolls instead of rehashing today’s unfortunate events.

      I take a deep breath and reposition in my seat as I start to explain my situation, double-checking Harper isn’t returning to the table. “My dad has apparently gotten himself in deep shit and, for some reason, thinks that I need a bodyguard at all hours of the day. So, who’s the lucky man? Jimmy fucking Maxwell.”

      I chug the rest of my cosmo and set it down hard on the table. I glance around again. Where is Harper?

      “Oh my God,” Juliette says in a low voice. “Does your dad know about you two? Does Harper?”

      I shrug my shoulders. “No, and I don’t know. I don’t think so or she probably would have said something to me. After the way things ended between him and I the first time we met, I’m sure Harper would be blowing my phone up if she knew he was hired to babysit me. It’s all purely coincidental, which is the crazy part about it.”

      “But… what if it’s not? What if this is fate?”

      I roll my eyes. Typical Juliette being her hopeless romantic self. She knows I don’t believe in that fate, love at first sight, romance bullshit. None of it’s real. Even Jimmy proved that to me.

      “I doubt that’s what it is,” I mumble.

      “So, like, when you say he’s your bodyguard at all hours of the day… does that mean…”

      I nod my head. “Yeah. He literally has to be with me everywhere I go every second of every day.”

      A faint trace of a smile tries to spread itself on Juliette’s lips. I shoot her daggers and she calms down. “This is crazy,” she says. “Where is he now?”

      “Who fucking cares. I need another cosmo,” I say, looking at my empty glass.

      I feel the need to drink now that I’ve refreshed myself on what’s about to happen to me.

      The conversation dies when a recovering Harper makes her way back to the table, sniffling and all. I look to Juliette to give a keep this on the down-low for now look.

      “Hey, Blaire,” Harper says with a weary tone.

      I fight the urge to roll my eyes at her woe-is-me face.

      “Hey, Harps. Juliette told me what happened. I’m really sorry. It’s his loss, you know?”

      Harper sniffles again and wipes under her smeared off eyeliner. Her lips begin to quiver as if she’s going to break again, and I inwardly kick myself for opening back up the floodgates.

      “I just don’t understand why guys aren’t into me. Like, what am I doing wrong?” she says through tears, putting her face in her hands.

      We’ve heard these questions time and time again, and by now, all Juliette and I do is shh her and gently stroke Harp’s back. It’s not that we don’t care about her getting her heart broken; it’s that every guy she meets was going to be the one.

      “It’s going to be okay. You’ll find your Prince Charming,” I tell her, looking across the table to Juliette.

      A waitress at the bar approaches our table and sets a new full cosmo in front of me. I look at it questioningly and then back to the waitress. “I didn’t order this,” I tell her.

      She turns to look back at me. “The gentleman over there did. He said to tell you to watch your limit this time.” With that, she turns to walk away.

      I look at the cosmo and then glance around the rest of the bar to figure out who sent over this drink. My eyes scan the stools at the bar until they stop at the very end. My stomach sinks. I feel my blood beginning to boil, and I narrow my eyes at the smirk belonging to Jimmy Maxwell.

      Great. This is all just fucking great.

      “Holy shit,” I hear Juliette say once her eyes find Jimmy.

      Jimmy waves a hand at me with a boyish grin that tells me he’s doing this out of spite.

      Keeping my eyes locked with his, I pick up the cosmo and chug the whole thing, setting it back down with more force than necessary. Thankfully, Harper is too busy consoling herself to notice.

      “I guess it’s starting now,” Juliette whispers.

      I ignore her as I keep my eyes on Jimmy. I guess now is when it really does start.

      I feel the urge to get away from him. I turn back to my friends and tell them goodbye before grabbing my wallet and heading out of the bar. It’s now nighttime in New York City, and goosebumps form on my skin. I knew I should have brought a jacket. My teeth begin to chatter as I walk briskly through the wind to my apartment and away from Jimmy fucking Maxwell.

      How did he know I was at Murphy’s?

      It’s not a question I ponder over long as the thought to distance myself as far away from him as possible floods my mind. If Jimmy was going to be next to me twenty-four seven now, I was going to have to find a way to get in some alone time. It’s what I do best. I enjoy my personal space, and it’s what I love about living on my own. I’ve never been one to crave the company of a companion. I’m completely fine on my own. I can take care of myself, which is something I really wish my father would have realized before hiring me some hitman or whatever it is Jimmy does.

      I continue to speed walk down the streets of New York City toward my apartment before Jimmy can catch up to me. If he followed me. My eyes want to look back to see if he’s right there, following me to my apartment, but my mind keeps telling me to not look. Just keep going.

      So, it’s what I do.

      I make the fifteen-minute walk in seven minutes, lightly jogging the last three to shorten the time and warm myself up. When I’m in my building and riding the elevator to my floor, I peek my head out of the elevator door to see if he’s in the hall waiting on me. Relief washes over me when my hall is empty.

      I open my door and quickly step into my apartment, closing the door and locking it like Michael Myers is chasing me. I double-check the dead bolt and slide the lock in the hole for extra protection from Jimmy and whoever is out there trying to get me in my father’s mind. My apartment was dark from when I left earlier, so I turn on the lights and step into the kitchen. My stomach rumbles, and I’m instantly reminded just how hungry I am.

      I could cook something, but I don’t feel like washing the dishes… I’ll just order takeout and make them deliver it.

      I pull open the drawer that contains the take-out menu to the Chinese restaurant and scan the items. Once I've decided on the chicken lo mein and egg rolls, I start to dial their number when, out of nowhere, I hear a deep voice from across the room.

      “I’ll take the beef and broccoli with a side of steamed carrots, please.”

      I scream and jump in place at the suddenness of the voice. My heart begins to quicken and nearly beat out of my chest, and my knees buckle at the fear. Who the fuck is that?

      As if he’s in a movie, Jimmy Maxwell steps out of the darkness of my living room and into the light of the kitchen.

      “What the hell, Jimmy? You scared the living shit out of me!”

      He chuckles and takes a seat at my counter.

      “Sorry, love. It was either now or let you turn on the light to see me. Either way, you were going to be startled.”

      “How the fuck did you get in here?” I yell, trying to calm down.

      My knees feel like Jell-O, and my breathing is still ragged.

      “The key.” He holds up a brass key that looks like a safety pin in his massive hands. “Your father had one made for me.” He smiles.

      “My father shouldn’t have a key to my apartment to begin with.”

      “How he made the key is none of my concern. I have the right copy, and that’s all that matters.”

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath, partly to calm down my breathing, but also to try and not lose my shit at the man whom I hate more than my annual gynecological exam.

      “I’m going to say this as nicely as I can, and I’m only going to say it once,” I say in the best calm and collected manner I can muster right now. “Get out of my apartment and stay at least a thousand yards away from me.”

      Jimmy pretends to think this over. He taps his chin with his finger and looks up at the ceiling before shrugging his shoulders. “Can’t do that, princess. I’m under strict orders.”

      “Ugh!” I fist my hair and begin to pace back and forth in the kitchen. “Why does my father treat me like such a child!”

      “Maybe because you act like one?” Jimmy says sarcastically.

      I turn on my heel to face him and point a finger in his face. “You don’t know a thing about me, so don’t pretend like you do.”

      Jimmy lightly grabs my finger and pushes it out of his face. “Hate to break it to you, kitten, but I know you better than you think. And you can’t tell me what to do. I hate this just as much, if not more than you do. I’ve got better things to do than follow your spoiled ass all day.”

      “Then don’t do it.” I’m so angry, I overlook his insult.

      He shakes his head once. “Can’t. I’ve got a job to do.”

      “Why don’t you lie and pretend to do your job? I won’t tell if you don’t.”

      Jimmy chuckles and leans back in the stool, crossing his arms over his broad chest. My eyes skim over his body in his white T-shirt. His muscles completely fill out the sleeves, making it look like they're about to bust through the seams. I remember his body and how attracted to it I was the first time I met him and, honestly, still am. Jimmy is built like a romance novel guy—cut abs, bulging muscles, rock-hard body, and a pretty face. But all of that means nothing with the shit personality that he has.

      I had to learn that the hard way.

      “See something you like, princess?”

      His words draw me back to reality, and I’m forced to look at the smirk he’s giving me. He caught me looking at him in the way I didn’t want him to see.

      “Or better yet, see something you want again?”

      I narrow my eyes and bite my lip, trying to suppress the anger. How in the world am I going to survive this? I don’t even know how long I have to put up with him.

      “How long will this be going on?” I ask, hoping he knows so I can have a date on the calendar to look forward to.

      “Until your father gives me the all clear.”

      I whimper and place my face in my hands. I hate thinking that Jimmy holds some kind of power over me with information that I don’t know. It’s like he enjoys seeing me miserable. It’s almost like it fuels him.

      I sigh and try to mentally come to terms with my present situation. There’s no way around this. Jimmy will be with me every second of every damn day until he is told not to be. My life now includes Jimmy, whether I like it or not. The only way to get through this is to not play into his games and to act like he isn’t there.

      But with a face and body like his… that’s going to be hard to do.

      “Why don’t we set up some boundaries?” I suggest, looking up at him.

      “What kind of boundaries?”

      “I get that you have a job to do, I really do, but you are invading my life and personal space now, so out of respect for me, there are a few terms we need to go over.”

      Jimmy quietly holds my gaze for a few seconds. “Shoot.”

      “First off, you have to text me when you are at the apartment before me, okay? I don’t like coming home and being scared like I was today.”

      He chuckles and smiles. “What’s next?”

      “You have to give me my space. I cannot be smothered by you, understood?”

      “Define ‘smothered.’”

      “I don’t want you to be closer than fifty feet away from me at all times. I don’t want to feel you breathing down my neck. I need to breathe and be alone every now and then.”

      “Fine. I’ll do my best. Just know I have to obey your father’s orders. Whatever he asks of me, I have to do.”

      I nod my head. I know he’s right. He does have a job to do, and I know he doesn’t want to be here with me, just like I don’t want to be here with him. But at the end of the day, I am still a person who needs to be free and have their own space. I’m thirty-one. I’m an adult who doesn’t need a bodyguard, whether there’s a hitman after my father or not.

      “One last thing,” I say. “We are on our own. Don’t talk to me unless you absolutely have to, and do not get in my way. Pretend as if you’re living your life without me in it.”

      Jimmy nods his head and runs his hands through his dark hair, which matches the scruff on his face. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      I roll my eyes at him.

      “Are you going to call in that order?” he asks, nodding his head toward the take-out menu on the counter in front of me. “Oh, and why was my sister crying earlier tonight?”

      “Nope, we aren’t friends, and my loyalty lies with her,” I say as I roll my eyes at him and disappear into my room. I do end up calling in the order, and I even order his broccoli and beef with a side of steamed carrots.
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      I wake up the next morning to my phone ringing on the end table above my head. After eating the food Blaire graciously ordered me last night, I fell asleep on the couch watching TV. She offered me the guest bedroom next to hers while I stay here with her, and I planned on taking it, but exhaustion from the day beat me to it. Plus, I figured the living room would be a better place for me to sleep anyway. In case someone did try to break in, I’d hear it out here before I would in the guest bedroom.

      I grab my phone to silence it so it doesn’t wake up Blaire and answer the call from Luka, one of my Army brothers and a founder of the security firm.

      “What do you want this early in the damn morning?” I ask him in a low whisper.

      I hop off the couch and try to quietly open the sliding glass door to Blaire’s balcony that overlooks the city.

      “Jesus. Who pissed on your head this morning?”

      I rub my face with my hand, feeling tired from not sleeping well on the stiff couch.

      “Sorry, man,” I say. “Rough night’s sleep.”

      “This bitch wearing you out yet?”

      I snicker. “Not yet, but it’s only been a day.”

      “I still can’t believe you have to watch Blaire fucking Hanson of all people. The world hates you, Jimmy.”

      “For some reason.” I collapse in one of the chairs on the balcony and sink into the comfortable padding. My eyes close to block out the sun from the morning while Luka continues to talk.

      “I just called to see how things went last night. We were all wondering if you got it in again, actually.”

      He says the last little bit with a laugh, and I huff at him. The guys know all about my run-in with Blaire Hanson months ago and how big of a bitch she is. This whole situation is ironic in so many ways, but the biggest would be the fact that Blaire and I absolutely despise each other and are now practically living together indefinitely.

      “That’s never happening again,” I tell him, although I would like to fist that blond hair of hers again and grip her fragile waist. The woman’s got a smoking hot body and fucks like an angel. It’s just too bad she’s a spoiled brat and a piece of work.

      “Cut the shit, Jimmy,” Luka says. “You two are basically married now. You can’t avoid that, and you know it.”

      He’s right. It’s not like the thought of being inside of Blaire hasn’t crossed my mind before. I just try not to think about it. My main focus is making sure no one hurts Blaire and booking my ass far away from her when this mess with her father is all said and done. Beautiful or not, I can’t let Blaire distract me in any way. She’s not right for me, anyway.

      “Ah, man, I’m getting another call,” Luka says. “Talk to ya later, asshat.”

      “Bye, Luka.”

      I hang up the phone and head back inside, where I’m instantly greeted by the smell of breakfast. I look up to see Blaire in the kitchen. A griddle on the counter is covered in crackling bacon, pancakes, and eggs, sunny side up. Blaire’s back is to me, and her hair is in a big bun on top of her head. She turns her head to face me when she hears the door close and then turns her head back around.

      “Did I wake you?” I ask, stepping farther into the kitchen.

      “No. I’ve been up for hours.”

      I glance at my phone. “It’s not even eight yet.”

      Blaire slides two pancakes from the griddle onto a plate, accompanied by bacon and eggs, and hands it to me. “I’m an early riser.”

      I take the plate from her, eyeing her skeptically as she goes back to pouring more pancake batter onto the griddle. “I’ll keep that in mind,” I say, walking my plate to the counter.

      “There’s fresh coffee made, too.”

      I stare at the back of her with wide eyes.

      Breakfast and coffee in the mornings? This might not be bad after all.

      I slide out of my seat to make myself a cup.

      “Where are your mugs?” I ask.

      “In the top right cabinet next to the fridge.”

      I move to the cabinet at the same time she steps in that direction. Our bodies collide and click together like they’re magnets, forcing me to feel her perky breasts poking through her shirt as they press against my chest. My God, she’s not wearing a bra. Her doe-like eyes find mine, and her lips lightly part as she feels my body pressed against hers.

      I wonder if she feels what I just felt, the spark and intensity as we touch.

      My eyes skim her face and down to her full lips, and I feel a pull in my groin. I remember kissing those lips and how soft they felt. I didn’t want to stop kissing her, and I feel the push to kiss her now.

      Shit. Who am I kidding? Now that she’s my client, that fantasy is off the table.

      Snapping back to reality, I back away to let her pull down a mug for me. Blaire keeps her eyes on me for just a few more seconds before giving the cabinet her attention. Her slim arm reaches to the top shelf to grab a white mug, and she sets it on the counter, turning away swiftly. I can practically see the embarrassment on her face. It makes me smirk. I know what’s running through her mind.

      “Thanks,” I say, pouring coffee into the mug.

      Blaire keeps her focus on the griddle. “Mm-hmm.”

      I start eating what’s on my plate and am nearly done when Blaire turns to start on hers. She stands at the end of the island across from me, and we eat in silence. It’s awkward, but neither of us knows what to say. There’s not even much to say.

      “So, what are your plans for the day?” I try, even though I’m not really interested.

      Blaire looks up to me with a scowl, and it’s then that I notice she has no makeup on. And damn, is she still beautiful.

      “What?” I ask in regard to the look she’s giving me.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Don’t do what?”

      “Don’t ask questions just to ask them.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. Is this chick for real? Puzzled over the offense she’s taking to my innocent question, I narrow my eyes at her. “You’re really getting mad at me over asking you what your plans for the day are?”

      Blaire huffs, and her fork falls out of her hands with a loud clank as it lands on her plate. “You know what I mean, Jimmy.”

      “I’m just trying to make this the least awkward it can be.”

      Blaire rolls her eyes and pats her mouth with her napkin. She discards the remains of her breakfast into the trash can before storming off to her room.

      “I have a flight to get ready for,” she mumbles. This makes the hair on my arms stand up.

      “What was that?”

      Blaire freezes, keeping her back to me. She doesn’t respond as I keep my eyes on her.

      “What did you just say, Blaire?” I repeat, this time in a more threatening tone.

      Blaire turns slowly on her heel, facing me with a chilling look. “I said I have a flight to get ready for.”

      “Where are you going?”

      She huffs, not wanting me to know. “Miami.”

      Now I’m off my counter stool and striding to her. I feel anger start to rise in my chest at the sudden knowledge of this trip. She wasn’t going to tell me. That’s clear to see in her body language and her face. What this bitch doesn’t know is that her little stunt could have cost me my job.

      Blaire shrinks as my body towers over her once I’ve closed the distance between us. Her eyes look to the floor as I pierce mine onto that pretty little face of hers, reveling in the fact that she’s intimidated by me.

      “When were you going to tell me?” I ask in a low voice. I just want to watch her mouth admit that she was going to leave without me knowing.

      “I wasn’t,” she chokes.

      I blow a deep breath out of my nose. I can’t lose my shit on her. She could use it against me and tell her father I lashed out at her, and that would be the end of it. I’ll be damned if I let Blaire Hanson take me down.

      “When does the plane leave?” I ask.

      “Five.”

      Alright, I have enough time to make adjustments at the firm and get things together. I lose some steam, and I start to run through my routine for the day until it’s time to leave.

      I sink on my heels and take a step back. Blaire exhales as she releases a breath once I’m out of her presence.

      This girl is going to be the death of me.
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      The plan almost worked. It was so close to working that I could practically feel the freedom inside of me, ready to claw out. A few days in Miami without being under the supervision of Jimmy Maxwell sounded like a dream come true. I could get business done, have a little fun, and live my life as normal without him being up my ass the whole time.

      I can’t believe I spilled the secret myself.

      Once I finish packing, I decide to head to work for the little time I have to be there today. When I come out of my bedroom, the quietness of the apartment alarms me. Pausing in the doorway, I peek my head out into the hall. The TV is off; the lights are still on in the kitchen, and it's as if life has carried on as usual after breakfast without the sight of Jimmy. I step farther into the kitchen and glance to the balcony and see the door is closed. There isn’t the faint rumble of someone talking outside.

      “Jimmy?”

      No answer.

      I narrow my eyes. “Jimmy?” I try again.

      There’s no answer once more. I walk around the apartment and check all the rooms to find them vacant. I don’t even remember hearing him leave.

      A wide smile starts to spread across my lips at the thought of being in the apartment alone. It’s… refreshing, even though it’s only been a day.

      I quickly get ready for work and make sure my bags are packed before zooming out of the apartment.

      A new plan hits me.

      I pull my phone out of my purse and press a few buttons before waiting for my assistant to pick up.

      “Hey, it’s Blaire,” I say once she’s answered. “There’s been a change of plans.”
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        * * *

      

      The cab pulls up to the airport in a swift glide. I tip the driver a crisp twenty-dollar bill before moving briskly to get my bags out of the trunk and into the busy airport.

      My body fills with jitters. I can’t believe I’m doing this!

      The sliding doors open, and I step into the building like a spy on a mission, hiding behind my oversized Prada sunglasses. I resist the urge to turn my head around to make sure Jimmy hasn’t followed me, and I scan every possible hiding place my eyes can spot as I walk through the airport. My movements are fast. I keep my head down and my pace fast so I can board this plane as soon as possible. Buying the new ticket for the earlier flight time was a genius idea, and I’m ready to put it into action. There’s no way Jimmy could get here in time and find me in Miami.

      My eyes still search the swarm of people as I take each step closer to boarding the plane. I make it to the security check, the last stop before handing over my ticket and crossing into freedom. The plan is actually working!

      Once I pass through security, I book it into high gear to board the plane. My grip on my purse strap is tight, and my head is tucked between my shoulders as I weave in and out of people before making it to my gate. I finally board the plane and fall into my seat with a deep breath of relief.

      In just a few short hours, I will be Jimmy Maxwell free in Miami, and life will be normal.

      I settle further into the seat and lean my head back on the headrest. I close my eyes as I wait for everyone else to board before taking off. My mind starts to drift off to these next few days in Miami. The warm beach, exhilarating nightlife, successful business projects…

      I feel the seat beside me shake with someone sitting down in it. I don’t open my eyes right away until I hear a chilling voice.

      “This seat taken?”

      My body freezes.

      It can’t be.

      I turn to the left to see Jimmy, sitting with his arms crossed and smiling his famous smirk. His arms are folded across his chest in a tight black T-shirt, making his biceps bulge out of the sleeves. I hate the way I find this man attractive. His hardness and masculine features are what I found to be irresistible that fatal night I gave in to him. What I wouldn’t give to take that night back. His pink tongue darts out and lazily drags across his bottom lip, causing my belly to flop.

      “How did you⁠—”

      “Let me stop you right there, princess, and remind you that it’s my goddamn job. I was part of the Special Forces. I can kill a man fifty different ways and get away with it. You think you can outrun me? Outthink me? Outmaneuver me? You can’t.”

      Jimmy shifts in his seat to lean in closer to me, pinning me to the back of my chair with his close proximity, and I smell the scent of him—cedar and pine, laced with Jimmy. An intoxicating smell proven to be dangerous. The man has the pheromones of a sex god.

      His icy eyes grab a fierce hold on mine and signal their own dangerous warning before he opens his lips. “If you even dream about sneaking off while we are in Miami, I will make your life a living hell.”

      His voice is low and chilling, but I don’t give him the reaction he wants. Instead, I mirror his expression and lean closer into him.

      “It already is,” I whisper.

      Our eyes lock as the flight attendant comes over the intercom to let us know it’s time for the plane to take off. I sink back slowly into my seat to buckle in and slide my AirPods into my ears.

      I guess my plan wasn’t that successful.
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      When the plane lands and we collect our bags, the ride to the hotel is silent. I sit as far away from Jimmy as I can on the other end of the cab seat, and I keep my face pointed to the window. Every now and then, I can hear the faint tapping of Jimmy’s fingers as they go to work on his phone screen with him staring at it intently. The man is a mystery I can’t crack.

      The driver pulls up to the entrance of our hotel, and we collect our bags before walking in. I pull my suitcase behind me as I approach the woman dressed in a navy blazer with a neat bun placed high up on her head. She gives me a tight smile before turning her gaze on Jimmy, sending him a softer smile with dreamy eyes as her eyes land on him. It makes me roll mine.

      “How can I help you?” she asks, returning her attention to me.

      “I need to check in. Hanson is the name.”

      Her hot-pink-tipped fingers type my last name into the computer. “Blaire?”

      “Yes.” I nod.

      “Room for two? I’ll just need to see your credit card and a form of ID.”

      Um, did she just say…

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      The lady, whose name tag says Melanie, draws her eyebrows together and cocks her head to the side. “Room for two under Blaire Hanson, correct?”

      “Blaire Hanson, yes, but I could have sworn I booked a room for one.”

      “Let me check.” Melanie goes back to typing on the computer before falling silent for a brief moment. Her eyes move back and forth as they scan the words on the screen before saying, “No, you booked a room for two. I’m seeing here in my records that you booked a suite for two on March fifteenth.”

      I hear a faint chuckle from Jimmy behind me as I stare at the woman in shock. My insides begin to boil at his satisfaction.

      I know this isn’t the room I booked.

      To avoid causing a scene, I begrudgingly hand over my credit card and driver’s license before initialing the papers.

      Melanie hands me a small packet with our keys and says, “Your room is on the ninth floor, room 912. Enjoy your stay, and let us know if you need anything. The bellman will grab your things.”

      Her voice says this to me, but her eyes say it to Jimmy.

      “We’ve got it, thanks.” I lightly huff and grab my suitcase to begin walking with the monumental man behind me to our now shared room. As we load into the elevator, I replay the day I booked the room in my head. Once I found out about the conference, I booked the room immediately, the penthouse—for one. How could this happen? Whatever. At least there are two queen beds in the room so we won’t have to sleep next to each other. I’d rather cut my arm off than lie beside him.

      The elevator dings once we’ve reached the ninth floor, and we walk to the room in silence. All the while, I feel Jimmy’s eyes on my back. I know he’s having the time of his life with this little hiccup, so I play it off like it’s not a big deal. I’ll just have to be extra careful when I venture off at night outside of work.

      Stepping up to room 912, I slide one of the keys into the lock and open the door. When we first step in, we enter the little hallway with the bathroom and closet on the left before coming up to the bed. Jimmy turns on the lights behind me and I freeze, a loud gasp escaping my throat.

      What. The. FUCK!

      This seriously cannot be happening to me.

      I gawk at the single king-sized bed sitting in the center of the room. It’s like the universe hates me now for some unknown reason.

      While I’m frozen in place, Jimmy moves around me to the bed.

      “Taking the side closest to the window. Hope you don’t mind.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You think this is so funny, don’t you?”

      “Actually, yes, I do.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “I’m going downstairs to get another room.”

      I turn to walk out the door when his voice stops me. “Blaire, wait. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      While that doesn’t fully solve my problem, I turn to look at him.

      “I don’t want to sleep next to you anyway,” he says.

      “Feeling’s mutual.”

      I start to lay my bag on the bed and unpack. It’s going to be weird to share this space with Jimmy for a few days, but unfortunately, I don’t have a choice.

      As I unpack my clothes, Jimmy collapses onto the couch. His fingers start to type furiously once more on his screen, and I watch him, wondering what goes on in his life. When I first met Jimmy Maxwell a few months ago, he was a closed book. He still is. He wouldn’t open up much about his life when I asked. All I know is he’s ex-military and all business. I could tell from my brief encounter that there are things in Jimmy’s life he doesn’t want to share. Even Harper doesn’t disclose a lot of information about her only brother. But there was something about him that drew me in. Maybe it was the mystery of him and curiosity got the best of me, but whatever it is, there’s something about Jimmy that intrigues me, and I want to know more. But then he opens his mouth, and I remember why I hate him in the first place. Arrogance isn’t a personality trait I find endearing or even mildly charming. Especially when he uses it to get what he wants from me, then tosses me aside.

      Jimmy looks up from his phone, his vibrant green eyes finding mine. For the first time, I feel speechless around him. He sits on the couch with his elbows resting on his knees, his eyes staring at me with such intensity, I can feel it in my core. It leaves me breathless, and my lips slightly part.

      “Something you want, princess?” His voice is low.

      “No,” I whisper. He may be a testosterone-fueled ape, but the man can read my mind like a book and it’s irritating as hell.

      Jimmy stands up, his immense body already towering over me from a few feet away. He runs a hand through his thick dark hair and stretches his limbs in a way that lifts his shirt above his torso. My eyes follow the lines of his taut abs, all the way down to the sexy V that tapers at his waist and I have to peel my eyes away from him in order to not get caught.

      “I’m going to step out for a minute. I need to make a call,” he says.

      I nod my head, expecting him to leave, but then he closes in on me. Jimmy reaches a hand to cup my chin and tilts my head upward. I can feel his breath on my skin as his intense gaze keeps me captivated.

      “If I come back in and you’re gone,” he whispers lowly, “I will hunt you down and punish you. Understand me?”

      My mouth goes dry at his promise and I slowly nod my head. The look in his eyes is enough to let me know his warning is real, and I swallow the dry lump forming in my throat. I don’t say anything as Jimmy releases my chin to step outside onto the balcony for his call.

      What the hell was that, and why did I like it?

      I feel a weird pull between my legs at Jimmy and his words, but I quickly push it away once Jimmy closes the balcony door. I wait until I hear his voice speaking to whoever is on the other end of the line before I quickly open up a drawer and run to the bathroom to change.

      If Jimmy wants to hunt, I’ll give him something to chase.
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      I step onto the balcony of our hotel in Miami and dial the number I was told to call. Charles gave me his private cell number and instructed me to call him once we made it to the hotel. Man, watching Blaire squirm in the lobby was fucking priceless. Even though she pissed me off with her little stunt to get out of town quick, she was no match for the tracking device I had placed on her with her father’s permission. I’ll give it to Blaire, she’s a smart, intelligent woman, but even she couldn’t get past me with her quick little plans. If it wasn’t my job on the line, it would even be funny that she thinks she can outsmart someone who was once paid to be invisible.

      “Jameson, is everything okay?” Charles asks once he picks up my call.

      “All is good. We’re at the hotel here in Miami.”

      “Excellent. And how is Blaire?”

      I choose my words carefully. “Cooperating,” I lie.

      “Wonderful. Good to hear. The conference will only last two days, mostly during the morning and afternoons, but it’s the evenings I’m concerned about. Did you install the device?”

      “Yes, it’s in her cell phone and working perfectly.”

      “Excellent. Now, listen, Jameson. Blaire will do anything she can to impress the board. If she ventures off at night for meetings or drinks, please watch after her closely. I don’t trust that city at all, and we’re still investigating here at the office. Seems like the IT security team has found where the breach came from; they’ve traced the IP address.”

      “Understood, sir.” I nod.

      “Thank you, Jameson. Be safe and keep my daughter safe.”

      “I will.”

      Charles and I say our goodbyes, and I slide my phone back into the pocket of my pants before digging it out again once it vibrates. Holding the phone in my hands, I read the alert from Blaire’s device. It only notifies me when she’s out of the half-mile radius I programmed as the default.

      I read the words on the screen that tell me Blaire is in a cab and heading west toward the strip, and rage begins to take control.

      That fucking bitch!

      I bolt back inside of the room for the hotel keys before booking it out the hotel room and to the lobby. I skip the elevator and shoot down the stairs to make it to the bottom faster and hail a cab once I’m standing beside the busy street. I keep the tracking system map pulled up on my phone so I can watch where Blaire’s going and give the driver directions.

      As the system shows every turn Blaire’s cab makes, I look for shortcuts to catch her but miss her every time, until her blue dot stops on the map. My thumb and pointer finger zoom in on the screen to read where she’s at, which, thankfully, is only ten minutes away.

      “Stop at The Avenue Club, please,” I say to the driver.

      He pulls up next to the bar a few minutes later, and I sling his tip at him before hopping out and zooming into the club. Even for midafternoon, the small bar proves to be a popular joint as there’s already a small crowd gathered outside, waiting to get in. I approach the bouncer and show him my business card and my security ID to be allowed in.

      Once I’m inside, the loud music mixed with the crowd makes it difficult to find her quickly. I begin to search around for Blaire as I stand in the sea of people packed into the small area. Every square inch of the bar is filled with customers and drinkers all partying and letting loose for the upcoming weekend. My eyes scan the room back and forth until I spot the back of Blaire’s blond hair several feet away at the bar.

      I fight the crowd as I squeeze through it to get to her before tapping her on the shoulder. Blaire turns around, and I study her face only to realize it’s not Blaire. It’s some other woman.

      “Hey there,” she says, slurring her words. I can tell the girl is already wasted at twelve o’clock on a Friday afternoon.

      I leave the girl as fast as I approached and continue to look around the room for Blaire. I’m going to kill her once I get my hands on her.

      I feel a light tap on my shoulder, and I turn to see Blaire, eyeing me with anger. “What are you doing here?” she asks.

      “Funny. I was wanting to ask you the same thing.”

      She rolls her eyes at me and proceeds to sip the fruity drink in her hand. My eyes skim her body in her tight white dress with a cross halter top. Her long tan legs look like silk as they slide out of the bottom of the dress and into her sandaled heels that lace halfway up her calf. “What the fuck are you wearing?”

      “You like? It’s a going-out outfit,” she says, twisting so I can see all angles of her angelic body.

      The dress highlights her delicate curves gloriously as the fabric hugs her like a second skin in all the right places. Her hips sway to the music. My dick twitches, urging me to take the dress off her and spank her for leaving the room the way she did and making me come after her, but I know what she’s doing. She’s testing the limits. This is a game to her. Who comes out to a club at lunchtime on a Friday dressed like that? Nobody but party kids, which are exactly the other customers in the bar with us right now.

      If Blaire wants to play, I’ll play. But she’s going to suffer for it later.

      “It’s alright. I’ve seen better,” I tell her.

      Blaire rolls her eyes, and her lips bite down on the thin black straw in her drink.

      “What is that?” I ask.

      “Sex on the beach. Have you ever had sex on the beach, Jimmy?”

      Her voice and question make me study her harder. Has she been drinking for a while?

      “How many of those have you had?”

      “Three,” she says proudly, holding the drink up.

      “Blaire, it’s twelve noon and you’ve only been here maybe twenty minutes. What are you doing?”

      “I’m having fun. What does it look like I’m doing?”

      Blaire begins to tuck her body back into the crowd, and I lunge after her, grabbing her arm and pulling her back to me.

      “Ow, let me go!”

      “Where are you going?”

      She jerks her delicate arm out of my hold and gives me a glare. “Why can’t you just leave me alone, Jimmy!”

      “Because your father ordered me not to.”

      Blaire barks out a laugh and leans her head back, no doubt feeling light and carefree from what she’s been drinking. “Screw my father! I’m thirty-one years old, for crying out loud. I’m an adult. I did not consent to having a bodyguard. You know I have a law degree, right?”

      “An adult that’s acting like a young adult,” I point out.

      Just like that, Blaire’s attitude changes. Her smile instantly fades into a straight line, and she holds my gaze for a quiet moment. “Why do you have to be such a stickler? Be a man for once, Jimmy, and just relax. Make the best of this situation and have some damn fun. You do know the word fun, right? Outside of being the fun police?”

      I can tell she’s reaching a limit. To be honest, I don’t know what Blaire’s limit is, but it’s fast approaching. I reach out to grab her arm, but she disappears into the crowd, and the sea of people engulfs her.

      Dammit, Blaire.

      I keep my phone’s tracker system pulled up in case Blaire gets too far. I try to follow her footsteps to reach her, but keeping my sights on her is impossible. God, Charles is going to kill me if anything happens to her.

      For ten minutes, I keep walking around the place to find Blaire, my eyes bouncing back and forth between the bar and the tracking system. I watch the customers in the bar for any possible dangers they could pose to Blaire, her being a gorgeous girl in a place like this and all.

      A few minutes later, I spot her across the room. The image of her in the distance with that tight white dress on her creamy skin is a sight to behold. I watch her body move to the beat of the music. Her hips dip and twist, and I find myself staring at them, wanting to feel that twist and dip on me… until I see the random prick to her right slink his arm around her flat waist and pull her into him.

      Blaire, intoxicated, smiles and continues to maneuver her body to match the rhythm of the music playing through the speakers. Her body grinds against his, and I clench my fists together tightly, narrowing my eyes at the man I’m about to murder. That’s it. I’ve had enough.

      I march over to where they are on the floor and stand in shock at what I see.

      Blaire’s body moves like a slinky on this guy, and her fucking hands slide up to fist his hair. Obviously, this asshole loves it. He looks like he’s in heaven as his hands grip her waist tighter, and he leans in to whisper something in her ear. Blaire giggles but then shakes her head as she continues to dance. The guy whispers something again with more force, and Blaire’s smile fades into a concerned, pissed-off look. I stand by, waiting for the right time to swoop in when I’m needed based on this guy’s movements. If Blaire wants to act like a fool, I’ll have her learn a fool’s lesson.

      Blaire’s hands fight to pry the guy’s arm off her, but he doesn’t budge. He yanks her, pulling her against him, and angrily whispers in her ear. It’s
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