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BY USA TODAY BESTSELLING Author, Lexy Timms.

His security company is the hottest on the market, but that doesn’t mean his job is easy. 

Ethan Stark has three rules:

Never get personally involved.

Never get blindsided. 

And never screw around. Ever. 

His Special Forces background, coupled with his family’s resources, have made him successful, but they didn’t prepare him for the politician’s daughter with a body that could make grown men weep, and an attitude that puts his teeth on edge. 

He’s agreed to guard her as a personal favor to her father, but he’s beginning to wonder how long he can put up with her spoiled brat ways. That is, until she sets her seductive sights on him. 

Now he’s got to keep her safe from a mystery threat while keeping it in his pants. Sometimes he thinks facing off an entire army would be easier...
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Ethan

“Mr. Stark, what you did for myself and my family was unfounded. I wanted to thank you personally instead of just letting my payment do the talking.”

“I appreciate the gesture. It was simply my job,” I said.

“Protecting my wife from a stalker isn’t simply a job, Ethan. That woman is my world. Ever since my son died—.”

I let the United States Senator compose himself as I glanced around the room. The restaurant he had called me to was of the stuffy variety. Exclusive. Fraught with potential clients as well as former ones. I saw another senator’s wife wave at me from across the room and I nodded in her general direction. Yet another client I had protected because a U.S. Senator couldn’t keep himself out of trouble. This restaurant wasn’t my usual taste. I didn’t enjoy frequenting the bars and restaurants the elites I guarded chose. On my off hours—when I had any—I wanted to get away from work.

Not encounter more of it.

But, my job took me to places like this more often than not. So, I sucked it up.

“Ever since my wife and I lost our son, she’s been my number one priority. And when that man got out of prison, I knew we were going to have an issue. Thank you for protecting her, Ethan. I have no idea how I’m every going to truly be able to thank you.”

“Senator, I don’t take women being threatened lightly. I promise you, the pleasure was all mine,” I said.

His wife’s scumbag of an ex-husband had been released on parole under the ‘good behavior’ provisions, and true to his scumbag nature, took straight to stalking her. Notes left on their porch. A note left taped to her window. Pictures of her walking out and about with her husband slipped underneath their door. The man was terrorizing them, and it had been an honor to beat that sucker within an inch of his life and put him back in prison where he belonged.

And as a bonus he paid. So, with the stalker out of the way, now I worked a few of his fundraising events. Keeping up security detail. Escorting people to and from their cars.

The usual stuff I was hired to do.

I didn’t like the boring stuff. Honestly, I hated it. But tag-teaming fundraisers with my right-hand man and raking in the money with Hollywood and D.C.’s elite kept me safe. Boring meant safe, and after my stint in Special Forces, a little bit of safe was welcomed. But I did miss the adrenaline. The action. The thrill of it all. So when the senator sitting in front of me came and asked me for my help with his wife, I got worried when I was a little too keen to jump at the prospect.

But, all’s well that ended well, and my bank account was plump and shining.

“Senator Crowley! Good to see you. I heard about your wife. Is she okay?”

“Thanks to Ethan Stark here, she’s fine. And so are my fundraisers.”

“Ethan Stark. Are you by any chance related to Sergeant Stan Stark?”

“He’s my father, yes,” I said.

“What a coincidence. I was in the same platoon as your father back in the service. I respected your father immensely for his hard work and selfless dedication.”

“I’ll let him know I ran into you, Mr.—?”

“Senator Logan. Chester Logan.”

The man stretched out his hand and I took it promptly in mine. He was tall. Composed. Held himself with the countenance a senator usually did. But I never liked assuming other people’s posts. It had gotten me into trouble a few times in the Army, so I broke the habit faster than I broke bones.

“So, you’re in the asset protection business,” Chester said.

“You could put it that way, yes,” I said.

“I’d like to discuss an urgent matter with you, if that’s all right. Is there a number I can call you at?”

“I’ve got a card I can give you. It’s got my office number as well as my personal business cell on it. Feel free to use it anytime.”

I slid a card from my pocket and handed it to the man. I studied his face, and gauged his reaction as he took the card from me. His striking gray hair and amber eyes stood out in a crowd. Senator Logan. I didn’t really recognize the name. Not in a personal aspect, at least. I knew he was a Republican, which made a lot of enemies nowadays simply by donning the title. But other than that, his expression was unreadable.

Though the smile that grew across his face was fake.

“I appreciate it. I’ll give you a call tomorrow. And again, Senator Crowley, always good to see you.”

“You too, Senator Logan. You take care of yourself, okay? And if you need anything, call me.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

The man nodded his head at me one last time before turning on his heels and walking away. His legs were long. Fluid with his strides. But his shoulders were slightly hunched. Not enough for most to notice, but enough for me to. Something was weighing heavily on me, and I had a feeling my boring streak would be broken a lot sooner than I figured it would be.

I finished my dinner up with Senator Crowley, then walked him out and shook his hand. We both went our separate ways, with him getting in a private car that pulled up and me retrieving my SUV from the valet. I made my way out onto the main road and cruised back to my apartment, ready to settle myself in for the night.

I enjoyed the serenity of my place. It was small studio apartment just outside of Georgetown, D.C. Not too far from my office, not too far from the regular places most people took me out to eat. And it had the best view of a park below me if I needed a moment to unwind. I didn’t keep a lot there. A couch. My bed. The few appliances I owned. Everything had its own place and I expected it to stay there unless it was being utilized.

And the best part was that it was quiet.

I shuffled around my apartment, putting things away and cleaning things down. But after wiping down my small kitchen area for the third time, I sighed. I felt restless again. My legs wouldn't stop. Senator Logan’s mentioning of my father earlier reminded me of my childhood, and it wasn’t always pleasant. I’d been the only son to two loving and successful parents. They loved me, supported me, and gave me everything I needed to succeed. Although my parents had tons of money, they never flaunted their wealth. They stayed humble and kind, and were always willing to take in someone who needed help.

They taught me the value of hard work. Of chasing what I wanted, whether it was easy or not. And I’d done well for myself by following their advice. But thinking about my childhood brought up the one memory that lit my torch in life. The one memory that kept me up at night.

The one memory that fueled me to be the greatest protector I could be.

Despite my successes in life, I had a hole I couldn’t fill. The Army didn’t fill it. My parents didn’t fill it. My security business didn’t fill it. Hell, even my best friend didn’t fill it. It had been left there by a beautiful woman. A young girl I’d fallen in love with my first day of high school. I knew from the second I laid my eyes on her that she was the one for me. The woman I was destined to spend the rest of my life loving.

Then, prom night happened.

I closed my eyes for the millionth time and relished the memory. Swaying with her in my arms, whispering how much I loved her. Layla had been sweet. Kind. Beautiful in all the right ways. Not simply pleasing to the eye, but pleasing to the soul. She warmed me when I grew cold and her kisses filled me with a delight I couldn't explain. She was my first in everything. My first love. My first kiss. The first girl I ever made love to.

Prom night was the night I knew I’d ask her to marry me. My parents thought I was nuts. I knew her parents would think I was nuts. But she was perfect. My angelic vision of all I wanted in my life. With flowing blonde hair and deep blue eyes, she had a soul that could move mountains with her smile. She was intelligent. Soft spoken. Independent, but never left anyone behind.

Then, she was taken from me.

After admitting my undying love for her—after making the decision to have her as my bride—a driver fell asleep behind the wheel of his semi-truck. Two months before our graduation. Two months before I planned on getting down on one knee on that stage and asking her to be my wife, she was taken from me. In a second, Layla was gone. My sweet, precious Layla. With eyes like the sky and hair like the sun.

The emergency crew said she died instantly. Not in pain. Not in horror. That she wouldn't have even known what had happened to her.

My hand reached up for the cabinet I opened on nights like this. I uncapped the whiskey and poured myself a very tall glass. Picking up the glass between my fingers, I paced in front of the window. Gazing down at the park.

Layla loved parks.

Our first date was a walk in the park. With ice cream cones.

I closed my eyes and downed the drink before sighing at its burn. The light she lit inside my soul was a torch I carried throughout my entire life. My memory of her kept her alive, and my need to protect stemmed from the memory of my inability to protect her. I kept her close to me, even today. Even though my best friend told me I needed to let her go. Even though my parents told me I needed to let her go. Even though I’d stood at her grave every single Saturday afternoon for hours at a time until I deployed. Or had to go to work. Or had to train.

But I couldn’t give her up.

Who would keep her alive if I did?

I tossed my glass into the sink and paced around my apartment. It was empty, and a gross reminder of the life I’d never lead. Layla was my one and only. The one girl I was certain had been made just for me. Bringing someone back to my apartment felt like I was tainting her memory. Because I knew if Layla were still alive, she’d be here with me. She’d be swollen with her pregnancy. Carrying my child while I worked to give her everything she could have ever wanted. I knew that, and I saw it every time I gazed out into the open expanse of my studio apartment.

I envisioned what she would have looked like pregnant.

And it brought tears to my eyes every time.

She would’ve been a wonderful mother. A caring mother. A devoted mother. All of those qualities that made her my perfect life partner would have bled over into our children. The grandchildren my parents would never have. I closed my eyes and tried to shake the pain away. Tried to free myself from the chains of my past.

But every time I tried, my father’s words echoed off the corners of my mind.

You never try hard at something you don’t want.

I opened my eyes and I was alone again. I didn’t see Layla pregnant with a glistening rock on her finger to make her mine. I didn’t see that flowing blonde hair and those dazzling blue eyes. I didn’t even feel the warmth of her presence. My lonely apartment was dark. Cold. Sparse.

Like my life since her death.

I’d never work hard enough to banish my memories. I’d never put in the effort to rid myself of those chains. Because they were the only things that kept me tethered to her. The only things that kept her alive in my mind. If I couldn’t remember her—if I couldn’t conjure her—I was afraid I’d lose myself. Then fall into the demons that followed me home from the Army and never keep my head above water.

Even now, Layla protected me. While I was out protecting everyone else. Guarding everyone else’s loved ones, she was protecting me.

Doing the one thing I should have been able to do for her and couldn’t.

I grabbed my glass back out of the sink and poured one last drink. One last send off before I fell into my bed and slept the night away. I gazed out the window and down onto the park. Onto the couples holding hands. Onto the parents walking with their children. Onto the college kids with their dogs and their cats and their pseudo-life partners.

Tossing it back before I allowed myself to wrestle with the idea of sleep. Because with sleep came dreams, and with dreams came her. And every morning when my eyes opened up and I rolled over in bed, she was gone again.

Every morning, I lost her all over again. Every morning, I buried her all over again.

There would come a point one day where I couldn't do it anymore. I knew that. The only question was when. I never knew when that time would come. I never knew when my heart would have enough. I never knew when my mind would give up on me and succumb to the darkness I tried to shove away day in and day out.

And that, above all else, scared me the most.
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Diana

I pulled on my third pair of Ferragamo’s and frowned. I wiggled my toes in the shoes and twisted my ankle around, checking it out from all angles. It wasn’t near my usual style. Close-toed. Plain bows. No sparkles or color or frills. The heels sat low. Thick. They were everything I wasn’t. I hated them, to be honest. They had no personality. No fun in their style. But I wanted to make an effort to look like Daddy’s little angel for re-election year. And after my last stunt with Harper, he was cracking down on me. Especially after the tabloids ran the story into oblivion.

So, I figured if I played the pretend goody-goody for a while, he would release me from my chains and take the heat off me so I could have fun again.

My cell phone rang out and I groaned. I knew exactly who was calling. He’d already called twice, asking me where I was and what I was doing. I toed the ugly shoes off and shoved them off to the side. They were perfect for what I was doing. I knew they’d only get worn once, though. Twice, if my father required it.

But no more than that.

“Hello, Daddy dearest.”

“Where are you?” he asked.

“I’m out shopping. Like I was forty-five minutes ago.”

“You need to get home now. There’s something we have to discuss.”

“Daddy, I didn’t do anything in the past forty-five minutes except try on some shoes.”

“Run my card and get home now. It’s urgent.”

“Daddy, please? Just another hour. I’ve got one more store to go into, and I’ve been looking forward to it all day.”

“Don’t take that tone of voice with me.”

“Please, Daddy? I promise I’ll be good. And I’ll buy something really nice and conservative for your fundraiser next weekend.”

I grinned as he fell silent on the phone. My puppy-dog voice always got to him. It always made him cave. But coupling that with the idea that I would actually cover up at one of his functions made the deal that much sweeter. I looked down and grimaced at the shoes as the woman attending to me packed them up. I cringed a bit before pulling out my father’s credit card, then handed it to the woman as well.

I didn’t want to look at those things any more than I had to.

“We still need to talk, but I suppose it can wait until dinner.”

“Oh my gosh, thank you Daddy. Thank you so, so much,” I said.

“But don’t you dare be late for dinner. I want you home thirty minutes beforehand, no exceptions.”

“I’ll be there right at five thirty, I promise,” I said.

“And I want to see this dress you’ll have picked out. I’m approving your outfit before this fundraiser.”

“Of course, Daddy. I’ll make sure it’s beautiful and nice.”

“Everything on you is beautiful and nice, princess. But I need this to look—”

“Tame. I know. I remember our conversation.”

“Good. Just making sure.”

“Gotta go. Bye!”

I quickly hung up the phone and jumped out of my seat. The woman came back over with the shoes I couldn’t believe I had just purchased for myself. I took the bag from her and set it down, slipping Daddy’s credit card from her plump fingers.

“Now, do you have anything made in this century?” I asked.

“Let me go pull a few fashions and see what you think,” she said.

“Something with an open toe and a decent heel, please!”

Shoe after shoe was slipped onto my foot, and none of them worked. Did this woman not know anything about currently fashion? Everything was black and navy and tan. The occasional light blue. The nicest the shoe ever got was a decent peep-toe, and the heels were still conservative!

I needed another store.

“Is there anything that strikes your fancy?” the woman asked.

I looked down my nose at her, watching as she slid the shoes off my feet. I could’ve pulled my usual punches on her, but she looked downright pathetic in the first place. A baggy skirt. A shirt that hid her nasty stomach. Her wiry red hair was pulled back into a bun that could’ve done with a decent bow. Or a brush.

She worked with other people’s feet, for Pete’s sake. I needed to give the woman a break.

“I’m fine. Thanks. Though let your manager know you could use an update in shoe style. Other than that, we’re good.”

The woman murmured something at me, but I didn't catch it. I was ready for a store that was more—me. I slid into my car, tossing the shoes into the backseat and listening as they clattered around. They could get scuffed up and destroyed, for all I cared. Why someone would pay six hundred and seventy-five dollars for those disgusting things was beyond me.

If I was going to pay that much for shoes, they would at least look how I wanted them to look.

I pulled into the next store and squealed as I got out. Jimmy Choo’s shoes were right up my alley. And a sale was going on. I slammed myself into the store as my purse hung from my arm, and all around me were shoes that took my breath away. Yellow ones and red ones and black ones with red bottoms. Bright blue ones and pinks ones with sparkles and stilettos that could kill with a single strike. Shoes that laced all the way up my thighs and leopard-print heels I knew would be mine before I left the store.

“Welcome back, Miss Logan.”

“Let me see that leopard-spotted pair,” I said.

I slid the heels onto my feet and sighed with relief. These were shoes worthy of my prim and proper toes. I stood up and posed in the mirror, watching as they flexed my long legs. Then, my phone rang out in my purse.

Only this time, it was a ringtone I wanted to hear.

“Hey there, Harper,” I said, grinning.

“Oh. My. Gosh. Please tell me you’re available for tonight. There’s this massive party happening on the other side of town and everyone says it’s going to be the party of the century. I know I’ll get discovered there, and if you’re in the right place at the right time you will be, too!”

“Getting discovered is your dream, not mine.”

“Then come witness my dream coming true, Diana. Come on. A party is never a party without you around,” she said.

I pursed my lips as I looked at myself in the mirror. These shoes did look hot on me. And a party would be a wonderful way to break them in. Some sweating. Some dancing. Maybe a little making out. I debated on whether it was worth the effort, skirting my father’s insistence that I come home for dinner. Harper had been a good friend of mine, but she wasn’t the most reliable one. Her blonde hair and blue eyes got her into more trouble than even I could get myself into, and more often than not she ditched me the second it was convenient for her. Still, I knew how to get around the city. How to flirt with boys to get me a ride home so I wouldn’t be caught dead in a dirty, nasty, shared cab situation.

Ugh. Just thinking about how many asses had been on those seats made me shiver.

“I’m not going to wait all damn day, Diana.”

“I’m thinking, Harper. My father wants me home for dinner,” I said.

“So, bail. When did you ever have an issue with that? My stardom is awaiting me. I want my best friend there to witness it.”

“Best friend? You stole my boyfriend six months ago.”

“After you stole him from me first.”

“He wanted me in the beginning, Harper. He only got with you to make me jealous because I wouldn't sleep with him on his timetable.”

“And his dick was incredible, Diana.”

“You did not. You told me you didn’t sleep with him.”

“Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t. Hey, maybe our sex tape will make me famous.”

“Or make you a whore,” I said.

“So that’s the thanks I get for inviting you to the party of the century?”

“More like the party of the week. Who’s throwing it?”

“None of your damn business now.”

I shook my head and rolled my eyes as she hung up the phone on me. Sometimes, I really was over Harper’s immaturity. Over her switching moods and her weird need to be discovered and become famous or something. It seemed like the girl would stop at nothing to get in the limelight, and that wasn’t something I enjoyed. I liked being paid attention to, but I wasn’t going to act like a fool.

Simply being the life of the party was how I rolled.

There was an enormous difference.

I heard my text message ringer go off and shook my head. Same old Harper with her same old games. It was the address for the party. I knew it was. That girl was practically addicted to me. I didn’t understand her obsession, but that was what it was. I couldn't help how awesome I was and that everyone wanted to be around me. I couldn’t help the fact that my boyfriends used her to make me jealous just so they could get back with me.

My beauty and brains were a curse.

At any rate, even if I wanted to stop hanging around Harper, I couldn’t. Despite my wealth and the power my father had, I didn’t have many friends. They were all haters. Jealous of what I had and how I could keep myself light and fluid despite all the tragedy my life held. Not everyone could be as strong as me, and instead of bettering themselves to my level they kept their distance so they didn’t have to feel so inferior.

I really did understand it. Even if I didn’t agree.

Picking up my phone again, I slipped out of the heels. I was definitely getting them. I opened up the message and saw the address for the party, grinning as I read it. Ah, Harper. I could always count on her to make me feel special.

My fingers flew across the screen before I shot off a message to her.

I’ll try to stop by as long as nothing interesting pops up. Tootles!

I picked out a pair of blood red shoes and slipped them onto my feet. As I sat there, twirling my ankle and wiggling my toes, I wondered what the scene at the party would be like. Maybe there would be a crop of new guys salivating over all the girls there. In their high heels and short skirts and crop toes with off-the-shoulder jackets just trying to cover them up. No one rocked that style like I did, but they all tried. And I gave them props for trying. After all, even the ugliest girl needed a bone tossed to her every once in a while.

Right?

I needed some new guys. I’d pretty much run through the local crowd. Some of the guys were nice enough, but nowhere near my style. They were all too prim and proper. Some couldn't kiss, and others had no idea what to do with their cocks. They were too conservative, too brainy, and way too thin.

I wanted some meat on my guys.

The turnover rate of love in my life was high. I didn’t really click with anyone I had dated, but they did cure my loneliness for a spell. I knew plenty of hot guys. I ran across plenty of guys from out of town or coming off the boats from sea, things like that. But none of them really got me. None of them cared to get me, really.

No one had really gotten me since my mother died.

I looked back down at my red heels and blinked back my tears. Red had always been her favorite color. That was what I remembered about her the most. Her sense of fashion and her bold red lipstick. As I grew older, I raided the boxes my father had packed her things in. I found a few decent pieces. Ones I took and turned into my own creations. Most of it was old women stuff. Things that were fashionable maybe back in the nineties.

My mother would have loved the red heels I had on, though.

“Care to try another pair?”

I looked up at the woman before I toed off the shoes.

“I’m getting those as well. Now, I want something high and tight, with sparkles and laces that go up past my knee.”

“Any particular color?” the woman asked.

“Purple.”

“I’ll be right back.”

As I picked up the red heels and placed them back in their box, I shoved memories of my mother away. They were too painful to recall. Especially after how she had died. But, that was the point. No one got me after her death, and no one would. So, there was no use in trying with the guys around D.C. They would always remind me of my father. Uptight. Restrained. Not a fun bone in their body. I wanted someone reckless. Someone strong. A man who couldn't keep his hands and eyes and lips off my body.

I wanted something different. Something full of life. Something unashamed.

Someone who wasn’t ashamed of me.

My father seemed ashamed of me a lot.

After purchasing four pairs of shoes and shoving all of my emotions down into the pit of my stomach, I slung the bags into the back of my car. I had one more stop to make. One more store that would be perfect for tonight. I needed to find something devastatingly sexy to wear to this party Harper had told me about. Because if I was going to make an entrance and fish around for new men to try on, I needed to steal the attention of every single party-goer in that house.

I guess Daddy would just have to be disappointed again.
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Ethan

“Good morning, Mr. Stark.”

“Mrs. Lansbury. That isn’t necessary. Call me Ethan, please.”

“I wanted to let you know that you have an emergency appointment scheduled for this afternoon.”

“Senator Logan?”

“How did you know?” she asked.

“I ran into him last night. Said he had an urgent matter to discuss with me. Do I have any meetings after him?”

“A phone call, sir.”

“Again, no ‘mister’ and no ‘sir.’ Just Ethan.”

“I’ll try—Ethan.”

“Good. Move that phone call to later in the day. If Senator Logan needs more than an hour, I want to have the option to give it to him,” I said.

“Of course, si—”

“Uh-uh-uh!”

“Ethan.”

“Better,” I said. “When is he due in?”

“One o’clock.”

“When he gets here, send him on in. I’ll be waiting for him. And once he arrives, go ahead and take the rest of the day off. I know this is your Saturday to work, but it’s not a busy day.”

“If I’m here, you’re here,” she said.

“And while I appreciate the gesture, I’m your boss. Once you usher Senator Logan in, go home, Mrs. Lansbury.”

“Yes, Mr. Stark.”

I chuckled and shook my head as I walked into my office. Polished wood and brass lamps greeted me as I turned on the lights. I’d never get used to the formality others addressed me with. Ever since I opened my security firm five years ago, I somehow went from being ‘Stark’ to ‘Mr. Stark,’ a change I did not enjoy. Despite the rank I’d always pulled with my guys in Special Forces, I didn’t enjoy doing it in my own business. I wanted everyone to feel they had an equal voice in how things worked.

Sitting down at my desk, I quickly demolished the paperwork in front of me. One Saturday a month, I came in to work, specifically to catch up on procrastinated papers that needed to be filed or to generally tidy things up on my computer. The military had ingrained into me a sense of organization and ritual, something I now couldn’t flourish without. I kept things clean and neat. High and tight. From my hair to my furniture, and even to the dust on my bookshelf that wouldn’t go away no matter what I did.

Everything had its time, and everything had its place.

“Mr. Stark?”

“Yes?” I asked.

“Senator Logan here to see you.”

“Send him on in. Then go home and enjoy your afternoon, Mrs. Lansbury.”

“Thank you kindly, ma’am,” the senator said.

I looked over at the clock and saw he was thirty minutes late. Whatever was weighing on his mind, it was heavy. I stood and shook his hand, taking in his tall stature, his tailored suit, and his pressed shirt. The old man was an institution. A lesson in stately power and political charm. His smile was disarming, and his amber eyes spoke of a depth and a sadness I understood all too well.

The small lines around the senator’s eyes coupled with the bags he tried to hide with makeup told me he wasn’t getting much sleep, either.

“Enjoying your Saturday?” he asked.

“I work one Saturday a month to catch up, clean house, and get some things out of the way,” I said.

“I admire that in a man. Your father was much the same way.”

“He is greatly missed,” I said.

“How’s your mother doing? You know, since his passing?”

“She’s getting along. Turned her sights onto trying to fix my life now that she doesn't have Dad’s to focus on.”

“She’s a good woman. Good women do that for the men they love.”

“I know how lucky I am to have her in my life still,” I said.

“I hear it’s going to rain today. Hope you don’t have a convertible or a motorcycle that could be vulnerable to it.”

“I drive neither. I have an SUV with tinted windows that are bulletproof.”

I knew what he was doing. He was interviewing me for a position. Despite the fact that he was sitting in my office and requesting my help, he was making sure I fit the bill for what he expected of me. It happened more than most people understood, but never had it been so blatant.

Either the senator was terrible at this, or he was too distracted to know how terrible he was being at it.

“I have an issue I want to discuss with you, Ethan. Can I call you Ethan?”

“I would prefer it if you did. I was called ‘Stark’ enough in the military to last a lifetime.”

“Ethan then. The issue I have requires the utmost discretion.”

“I dole out discretion by the gallon, sir,” I said.

“I’ve been receiving various threats against myself and my family.”

“With all due respect, in my experience, every senator and his or her family gets them. Are these of a personal nature?” I asked.

“They are.”

He held up his finger before he dipped his hand beyond his suit coat. That wasn't good. Anything handwritten was always more personal than an email. Someone who took the time to hand-write anything felt strongly about their words. Handwriting something took time. Energy. Thought.

Every word was premeditated, as far as I was concerned.

He removed a stack of letters from his chest pocket and tossed them onto my desk. And while I didn't appreciate the apathetic gesture in my office, I let it slide. Just the action alone seemed to age the senator another two years and his eyes seemed to grow a little heavier with worry. I pulled the rubber band from the letters and began thumbing through them, taking in their harsh and aggressive words.

I’ll screw you over like you screwed countless others.

You thought your wife got it bad. You watch what I do.

You think you’re impenetrable, Senator. But you’re not. Do you know where your daughter is most of the time?

I bet you’re angry with her. I would be, too, if I had a whore for a daughter.

Do you ever wish your wife survived and Diana died? I bet it pains you as a father to see her grow up the way she has.

You robbed from us, but I’ll show you. You can’t rob from us forever.

Letter after letter of things that made my spine tingle. This was serious. And it was bad.

“Could the perpetrator be an upset constituent?” I asked.

I watched the senator shrug.

“It could be. Or it could be a former business associate. Or a client that didn’t get their fair share back when I ran my investment company. There are numerous people I could have angered over the years. Numerous enemies I could have made.”

“It’s common for successful businessmen and politicians to upset some people. I understand that. But there’s a great deal of focus surrounding your daughter—Diana?”

“Yes,” he said.

“And the death of your wife.”

“That, too.”

“What happened with your wife?” I asked.

I watched him sigh as he sat back in the chair. With every question and every word, he aged even more—right before my eyes. His hair wilted and his eyes grew dim. He seemed to physically shrink in front of me. His large, strong hands tucked beside his thighs in the chair in front of me while his eyes stared off at the wall.

“She died when Diana was young. When I was just starting my life in politics. Diana must’ve been—ten or eleven maybe? I don’t really know. All I remember is the police knocking on my door that night. It was the first time I was called ‘Senator Logan’ in a professional aspect. I’d just won my first seat and my wife was coming home to celebrate.”

“What happened to her?” I asked.

“Drunk driver. Late at night. Diana was spending the night at a friend’s house and she got homesick. She called and wanted her mother to come pick her up, so my wife slipped out of bed to go get her. My wife saw the car coming and turned her side of it into the crash. She died instantly. Diana went to the hospital with just a few scratches.”

I shifted in my seat. The topic of conversation was getting too personal and I didn’t like it. But I needed to know everything I could in order to assess how bad these threats were.

And they were still looking pretty bad.

“There’s a comment in one of the letters that says something about you wishing Diana had died instead of your wife. Did you ever make a comment like that to someone?”

“No. Never,” he said sternly.

“Even in your grief? Or maybe when you were drinking one night? It’s a very specific thought to write down.”

“I would never wish my daughter to have died instead of her. My wife made a conscious choice to save her.”

“I’m not accusing you of anything, Senator. But that one comment alone opens up an entirely new door to all this.”

“What do you mean?”

“A comment that personal directed at your daughter means that your daughter could have angered someone as well. That means we aren’t only looking at your enemies, we’re looking at hers as well.”

“I see why you’re the best,” he sighed.

Looking on, I watched the senator lose himself in his memories. There were always other sides to a story. And the truth was, Senator Logan was a politician. There was a chance that, despite his charm, he had simply pissed off the wrong person. Burned someone throughout his political career that was coming back to haunt him. Maybe the chickens were coming home to roost. Everyone knew that politicians were good liars. It was part of their profession to skew the truth and present it in a favorable light.

Or at least a palatable one.

“If I might ask, why aren’t you requesting federal security detail?” I asked.

“I want to keep the matter out of the press. Diana has been in it enough already.”

Great. A wild daughter. Just my luck.

“So, what is it you want me to provide?” I asked.

“I want security around the clock for myself and my daughter until this matter can be resolved. Until we can figure out who is behind these letters that are being sent directly to my home. Discreetly, of course.”

“These aren’t going to your office.”

“No. They’re coming to my home.”

“I wish you would have told me that sooner. Have you received any threatening emails at all?”

“Like you said, a senator gets them daily.”

“Any that sound like these?” I asked.

I held up the letters before setting them back down onto my desk. His eyes connected with mine and I knew what his answer was. Shit. Not only was this not a new development, there was a chance it had been going on for weeks. Maybe months.

Which meant more work to simply catch up and get a full set of the facts.

“I’ll need access to your work email. I’ll need to sift through all those threats and figure out which ones might have come from the person sending these letters.”

“With all due respect, Ethan, that is a work email. I deal with a lot of confidential—”

“Discretion comes at a cost, Senator Logan. If you’re not willing to open your world to me, I can’t help you or protect you, or your daughter.”

His unwillingness to let me near made me wary of taking the job. What was he hiding? I’d sifted through many lives on The Hill. I knew their deepest, darkest secrets. I knew confidential information that would never be released to the public. But that was the price they all paid for discretion, and they paid it willingly.

Senator Logan didn’t seem to be as willing, and it made me nervous about taking the job.

“Your father was a near and dear friend of mine, Ethan. I know you won’t let me down because he never did.”

“And if you play by my rules, I won’t. But I can’t do my job without total access,” I said.

I really wasn’t a fan of him pulling out the ‘I knew your father’ card. He grew slimier with every second he sat in that chair. The only thing that kept me in the game was knowing he had a daughter being threatened. A daughter that had been robbed of her mother in a very personal way. And with Senator Logan’s cold demeanor, I could only imagine how much his daughter had suffered for attention since the loss of her mother.

I understood that type of loss. The loss of the parent that understood their child the most. My father was that for me. The one I could go to with anything. My mother was a great support system, and I loved her more than anything. But I’d never be able to talk with her the way I talked with my father.

The daughter was the important one in this equation.

“Please help me, Ethan. My daughter’s life is at stake.”

“I understand that. Once you agree to listen to me and play by my rules, I will,” I said.

I watched him chew on the inside of his cheek before he nodded his head curtly.

“I’ll bring a team to your house tomorrow and set up a routine that works well for your family. A twenty-four-seven security detail comes with shifts, so we’ll work all that out with everyone present.”

“Thank you, Ethan. I really appreciate the personal favor.”

“It’s what I do, Senator Logan. It’s my job.”

I stood up and shook his hand before watching the man leave. Then I sank into my chair and rested my head on my desk. Damn it. I didn’t want this gig. I didn’t want a slimy, manipulative man like Logan on my docket for the next few weeks. And I surely didn’t need a defiant daughter with daddy issues in my world. But Senator Logan was a former brother-in-arms of my father. I couldn't offend him. He was family, though he wasn’t blood.

And that meant something to those in the service.

I drew in a deep breath before I lifted my head. The office was quiet, especially with Mrs. Lansbury gone. It was the perfect time to comb through the letters and look for clues. So, I separated all of them and got to work. I arranged them by date before I read and processed the letters, taking in the hatred that oozed from the pages.

So many threatening statements geared towards both the Senator and his daughter. Mentions of his wife far worse than just distasteful. Whoever this was, they were angry. They had a chip on their shoulder that wouldn’t be shaken until they got whatever it was they wanted. Those types of individuals were the most dangerous. But as far as clues went, there was nothing in the words.

The only thing I could do was send it all off to the lab. Maybe Liam could find something like a fingerprint or a drop of saliva or some shit. He was a whiz with that kind of thing.

But since Senator Logan had hung onto some of these for a long time, so I wasn’t going to hold my breath. The letters alone spanned a time frame of almost four months. Which meant that digging through his email would take some time.

Fuck.

This was going to be a long assignment.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Chapter 4
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Diana

I scrolled through my phone at the dinner table as boredom set in. My father and I didn’t usually do the family dinner thing. Especially after Mom died. He was mostly embroiled in his political career and various intrigue, and I stayed busy spending his money and getting myself into trouble. When I spent too much, he’d call to talk at least. Sometimes, if I was bad enough, I’d land myself in the news and he’d actually sit me down to talk.

That was something anyway.

There wasn’t anything interesting on social media. Pictures of Harper kissing guys, trying to get herself noticed. She was at that party she had invited me to earlier. It didn’t look too good, though. She was with the same guys I always saw at those things. At least I wasn’t missing a good party. I scrolled further down my feed to find some hair and makeup videos I saved so I could try them later. I was always looking for new styles for my jet-black hair. I found a couple of subscription boxes I figured I could sign up and try later. Daddy really hated those. They came every month and it was a constant reminder of how much money I spent. Which led to another fight. Which led to a bit of attention.

For a while.

Life with Dad was boring if I didn’t find something to distract myself with. And my phone was
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