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      She’s a distraction he can’t resist…

      

      A spark ignites the moment security specialist Hamilton Crosby meets stuntwoman Dakota Sherrod. She’s like no other woman he’s ever met. But Hamilton never ignores his gut, and his gut tells him to stay clear of the enticing beauty.

      

      Dakota is an adrenaline junkie. Leaping off buildings and running through fire is just another day at the job. Hence, when she sets her sights on Hamilton, she goes after him full force. Their attraction is fierce, but he thwarts her advances at every turn. He’s the strong, silent type who operates by a set of rules, but he’ll soon realize she rarely follows rules.

      

      Falling for Dakota catches Hamilton off guard. So does the fact that she’s attached to part of his past. A past that indicted him with shame and loss. But when Dakota becomes the target of an unknown enemy, Hamilton stops at nothing to protect her. In turn, vindication is his reward—but it comes with complications.
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      Dakota Sherrod regulated her breathing as the production crew double-checked her harness. The intention had been to shoot this scene in one take, but three attempts later, they were still trying to get it perfect.

      “You need to land in the center of the mark once you get to the second rooftop,” the movie director insisted, frustration lacing his words, as if it was Dakota’s fault he couldn’t get the shot they desired. “The target has been moved to the right a few inches. There’s no reason you shouldn’t be able to stick the landing once you’re over the ledge.”

      Dakota nodded, trying like hell to hold her tongue to keep from telling him where he could stick his target. If she had to do this scene one more time, she was definitely going to hurt somebody.

      Anxiousness thumped through her body as she mentally prepared herself despite the physical impact the scene was having on her. This had to be the last take. Her knees couldn’t handle another landing. Each time her feet connected with the roof, her joints screamed from the blunt force.

      As the body double for the lead actress, doing all of the stunts for the highly anticipated action flick was an amazing opportunity. Dakota had been a stand-in for the A-list actress on a number of projects, but this one could catapult her career to the next level. Her only concern was that the movie included more intense and dangerous scenes than usual. The effect they were already having on her body had her thinking about changing careers. But besides stunt work and sex, there was nothing else she enjoyed doing that would offer the same excitement and adrenaline rush.

      Audrey, the stunt coordinator, tugged on the cables that Dakota was hooked up to and nodded to the director. It was almost time. Time to show them that despite some of the unconventional methods used to film some of her scenes, she could handle anything they threw her way. Camera and crew members were set up on both rooftops and there were a few below intending to capture every angle of the action. And she planned to give them what they wanted.

      Dakota shivered. The thin T-shirt and skintight jeans did nothing to shield her from the cold breeze that seemed to come out of nowhere. The wind had calmed since they arrived on the rooftop, but she could feel it stirring up again.

      “How does this harness feel?” Audrey asked. Dakota had mentioned that the first one she’d been wearing was too big and probably was the cause of the failed landing the day before.

      “It feels fine.” They’d been checking and rechecking everything for the past twenty minutes. Moviegoers would be amazed at the details that went into a sixty-second shot. She appreciated the extra care taken to make sure she was safe with each stunt, but it was time to get this scene over with.

      “Ready?” Audrey asked.

      “Yes.” Dakota was more than ready. Prepping to leap from one rooftop, six stories high, to another one, amped the rhythm of her heartbeat, sending excitement pulsating to every cell in her body. Yeah, she was a little anxious, but this was the rush that kept her coming back for more.

      The crew moved away from her and gave the director a thumbs-up. Dakota readied herself.

      “Aaaaand action!”

      Dakota took off in a sprint. Pumping her arms in sync with her legs, she weaved around air conditioner units and pipes as she dashed across the roof. Her booted feet ate up the blacktop, kicking up gravel in the process. Adrenaline soared through her veins the closer she got to the roof’s edge, and she pushed harder. The wind kissing her heated cheeks did nothing to slow her pounding heart and the burn in her joints. Leaping to the next roof at top speed was her main focus.

      You. Can. Do. This.

      The sounds of birds, traffic, and the production crew faded into the background. The only sound penetrating her brain were helicopter propellers. The whirring of its blades flying overhead fueled her speed in a need to outrun the machine, adding an extra layer of excitement to the process.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      Leap!

      Dakota flew through the air, her arms and legs, like the blades of an airplane propeller, thrust her forward and over the narrow street below.

      “Oomph!” she grunted when the bottom of her black combat boots made contact with the second roof. She winced when the impact jarred every bone in her body.

      She didn’t stop.

      She couldn’t stop.

      Dakota sprinted across the second rooftop as if her life depended on it—which it did, according to the script. The same momentum drove her to another ledge. With one palm on the rough surface of the ledge, she swung her legs over the top and hurdled over the building.

      Yes! She had hit every target perfectly.

      She dropped ten feet below onto another roof and landed on a twelve-inch thick cushion that helped soften her fall.

      “Cut!”

      Dakota’s legs, feeling like limp noodles, gave out and she collapsed onto the mat, arms and legs spread as she struggled to catch her breath. There was no way the director didn’t have what he needed from her for the scene.

      Homer Parland, a well-known director in the business, had been riding her tail for the past two weeks. He kept making her do and then redo stunts, and then claimed a problem with one aspect of it or another. This was her first time working on a project with him and based on his snide remarks spoken under his breath in passing, it was clear he didn’t like her.

      As long as she did her job and got paid, Dakota didn’t give a damn whether he liked her or not. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d had to deal with jacked-up attitudes on a set. Hearing stupid comments like: Are you going to send your daddy after me since we changed the scene? Or, Give her whatever she wants. The last thing I need is Wesley Bradford showing up on set.

      Early in her career, she had made the mistake of having her father, Wesley, represent her. One of the leading talent agents in the business, he had guided her career successfully for the first two years. He also made tons of enemies along the way. A whatever-I-have-to-do kind of guy, his clients always ended up with lucrative contracts. It didn’t matter who he had to step on to make that happen.

      But Dakota had fired him twelve years ago. Rarely had they seen eye-to-eye, often disagreeing more often than not on pretty much every subject. It didn’t take long to figure out they couldn’t have a father/daughter relationship and an agent/client relationship at the same time. Still, however, she had to put up with people in the industry who dealt with him at one time or another.

      “You okay?” a production assistant asked, pulling Dakota out of her thoughts. He dropped down beside her.

      “Yeah,” she panted. Seconds ticked by as her breathing slowly went back to normal. She sat up with their help. They couldn’t remove the cables or her harness until the director gave the word. Dakota inhaled and released slow even breaths, praying that was the last take.

      Once she was back on the ground, she spotted Homer heading their way.

      “That was better, but I want to run it one more time.”

      “What? Are you kidding me? Damn it, Homer! That shot was perfect and you know it!” Dakota seethed, getting in his face. She had never confronted a director like this before, but between her body aching and frustration nipping at her nerves, she couldn’t stop herself.

      The crew that was around moments ago eased away, leaving her and Homer alone.

      “I don’t know what your beef is with me, but I’ve given you a hundred percent every day. I’ve done everything you’ve asked of me. If any of those shots were off, it wasn’t because of me. Yet, I’m the one out here busting my ass because you guys can’t get it right!”

      Homer stared at her for the longest minute. Dakota thought she saw a flicker of a smirk on his lips, but it was gone so fast she couldn’t be sure.

      “Are you done?” he finally asked.

      Still fuming and holding back what she really wanted to say, Dakota kept her mouth shut but continued to glare. She should just throat-punch him. That would ease the irritation thumping through her veins. Having a black belt in karate, she knew just where to hit him without killing him. Inflict pain so he could feel what her body was experiencing at the moment. But the last thing she needed was a lawsuit or to lose this job. Being known for punching a director wouldn’t go over well in the industry.

      “Now that I have your attention, you can either be back here in forty minutes, or I’ll find someone else for this project. Your choice.” Without a backward glance, he headed over to the camera crew.

      “Sorry, Dakota. If it helps, I thought the last shot was on point,” Audrey said as she quickly unhooked the gear Dakota was still wearing. “Hang in there.”

      “Thanks,” Dakota said and headed to the trailer that she shared with several other stunt people. Just as she reached the structure, she spotted a familiar face and her sour mood started to shift. Justin Crosby walked toward her holding up a cup of coffee, and a cute little boy followed close behind him.

      Justin owned a rigging construction company that movie producers in Atlanta often used. His team was charged with the responsibility of installing and overseeing rigging gear like scaffolding, cranes, and cables, as well as building sets and scenery structures among other tasks.

      He was also fine as hell, with a fun personality that could brighten her irritated mood. Dakota would have made a play for him when they first met, but he was dating a woman for the last two years, and they were now engaged to be married.

      “Hey. Thought you could use a pick-me-up,” he said, handing her the cup.

      “You thought right. Thank you. So, who is this handsome young man?” She bent down to the boy’s height.

      “This is my nephew, Dominic. He’s the best cure for a rough day. Oh, and he’s the one I was telling you about who wants to be a stuntman. Dom, this is Dakota Sherrod.”

      “Hi,” he said, grinning hard.

      “It’s nice to meet you. That’s awesome that you want to be a stuntman.”

      “I saw you running on that building. It was cool when you jumped!” Dominic said, his enthusiasm palpable as he recounted part of her stunt and told her about a car chase scene that he’d seen earlier.

      “When I get older, I might do some of that stuff, but I don’t know if I can run through fire. Do you jump out of airplanes and fall down stairs like stuntmen?” Dominic asked, his eyebrows drawn tight as if they were having a deep conversation.

      Dakota couldn’t hold back a laugh. He was too cute. She glanced at Justin and he grinned and shrugged.

      “Like I said, he’s the best cure for a rough day.”

      “Actually, I have jumped out of planes as a skydiver, but not for a stunt.”

      “Oh…have you ever met Wonder Woman?”

      Dakota chuckled. “I’ve met the actress who played her and her body double.”

      For the next ten minutes, Dominic lobbed one thought-provoking question after another at her.

      “How old are you, Dominic?”

      He shuffled from one foot to the other. “I’m nine, but I’m going to be double-digits in a couple of months.”

      Dakota smiled and listened as he talked about what he planned to do for his birthday and what presents he wanted. The kid dominated the conversation, entertaining her and Justin as he leaped from one topic to the next.

      When there was a slight lull in the conversation, Dakota turned to Justin. “What else are you planning to show him today?”

      Justin glanced at his watch. “This is probably it since my brother will be here soon to pick him up.”

      “My dad has to take me to taekwondo today.”

      “Guess what, Dom. Dakota is a black belt in karate,” Justin said.

      Dominic’s eyebrows arched in surprise. “For real?”

      Dakota loved his energy and enthusiasm.

      Dominic sighed. “I’m only a yellow belt.”

      “Well, work hard, and I’m sure you’ll eventually get your black belt.”

      He nodded, that serious expression back on his face when he said, “Can I have your telephone number?”

      “Dom!” Justin thundered. Dakota’s lips twitched, trying to hold back a laugh. “What the heck, man? You know that’s not appropriate.”

      “What? I may have some more questions,” Dominic explained before he stared down at his shoes. Then he glanced up at Justin. “Plus…Uncle Laz said if you meet a pretty girl, get her telephone number.”

      Dakota burst out laughing and Justin struggled to keep a straight face as he explained why a kid shouldn’t ask a grown woman for her telephone number. She didn’t know who Uncle Laz was, but Dakota had a feeling he’d be hearing from Justin.

      While they argued good-naturedly, Dakota noticed a tall man glancing around as he slowly headed in their direction.

      He must be Dominic’s dad.

      Over six feet tall, low haircut with a perfectly trimmed goatee, he had the same cinnamon skin tone and build as Justin, but the guy appeared more intense. And mouth-watering gorgeous.

      Sipping her coffee, she tried not to stare, but it was hard not to. Sexy walk. Powerful build. The closer he got, she could even see his dark, penetrating eyes. Now, this was a man she wouldn’t mind getting to know.

      Dominic looked over his shoulder and then took off running. “Dad!” he yelled.

      “I see good looks run in the family,” Dakota murmured to Justin, noting that his brother was even more handsome than she originally thought. “I just want to know why you never introduced me to him, and please tell me he’s single.”

      A crooked grin tilted the left corner of Justin’s mouth. “He’s single, and I thought about introducing you two, but he wasn’t ready.”

      Dakota’s brows dipped. “What the heck does that m—”

      “Dakota, this is my dad!” Dominic announced proudly.

      “That’s Ms. Dakota to you,” his father corrected. His gaze did a slow glide down her body before returning to her eyes. “Or is it Mrs.?”

      “Uh…it’s Miss,” she said, thrown by the unabashed way he checked her out and the deep rumble of his voice.

      Though his gaze had thoroughly appraised her, Dakota had a feeling he saw way more than what was on the outside. Observant. Intimidating. Fit. Probably military or maybe he was in law enforcement. The way he’d been glancing around when she had first spotted him, he had clearly been taking in his surroundings. As if preparing himself just in case something jumped off and he had to leap into action.

      “Dakota Sherrod, this is my brother Hamilton Crosby.”

      “His name is Hamilton, but you can call him Ham. That’s what my uncles and godfather call him. He used to be a policeman. Now he’s a…a security specialist,” Dominic shared proudly. Clearly, he thought nothing of putting Hamilton’s business out there to a perfect stranger.

      His father shook his head. “You must have made some impression on my son. It’s nice to meet you.” He extended his hand and she shook it.

      Her pulse leaped. Every nerve in her body was on high alert at the thrilling current that shot through her body.

      Well damn.

      This was a first. Lately, she hadn’t had much of a social life, thanks to a busy schedule; but the few men she allowed to get close never made her body tingle. And heck, all Hamilton had done was touch her hand. What would happen if his brawny hands skimmed over the rest of her body?

      Just the thought sent a delicious shiver through her.

      Dakota eased her hand from his grip and swallowed. Her palm still prickled as she glided it down the side of her jean-covered leg.

      “I see Ted trying to get your attention,” Justin said nodding his head toward where one of the crew members was standing near a trailer. He had both hands up, and each finger spread, signaling she needed to be on set in ten minutes.

      Dakota sighed. “Sorry, fellas. Duty calls. It was nice meeting you guys. Unfortunately, I have to get going. But first…”

      She handed her coffee to Justin. “You didn’t even finish it,” he said.

      “Hold it for a second.” She snatched the pen sticking out of his shirt pocket and reached for Dominic’s hand. Dakota scribbled her telephone number in his palm as he giggled and squirmed under her touch.

      “Call me sometime, and um…give your dad my number.”

      Dominic’s wide grin lit up his face. “Okay.”

      Dakota returned Justin’s pen, thanked him before reaching for her coffee cup, then turned and walked away. She put a little extra hip action into her walk since she could feel Hamilton’s gaze on her.

      Justin had been right. Dominic was the perfect cure for a crappy day. The renewed energy was just what she needed to get through more filming. Now, hopefully, his father would take the hint and give her a call.

      Then again, she couldn’t help wondering what Justin meant by that comment about Hamilton when he said, He wasn’t ready.
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      Hamilton’s gaze followed the leggy beauty, surprised by her blatant flirtation. His whole body had come alive the moment their hands touched. The electrifying charge that shot through him couldn’t be hidden and he was sure she saw the reaction when his brows shot up. That had been a first.

      Damn, she looks good.

      He hadn’t been able to ignore her lithe, curvaceous body in the snug T-shirt, and the tight jeans cupping her butt perfectly. To say Dakota Sherrod was fit would be an understatement. She had a face like an angel and a body that should be on the cover of a fitness magazine.

      But it had been her intriguing honey-brown, almost golden, eyes that had totally blown his mind.

      “She’s pretty, isn’t she?” Dominic said grinning, reminding Hamilton that his son and brother were standing next to him, watching him gawk at the woman. “And she’s a stuntwoman. You shoulda saw her jump off the top of the building. It was so cool!” With the awe in his son’s voice, it was obvious that he was captivated by the woman.

      Hamilton couldn’t much blame him, and he had to agree with his son’s assessment. Dakota was definitely pretty, but she looked a little young. Maybe late twenties, early thirties with a short pixie haircut and skin the color of sun-kissed bronze.

      “I take it you’re interested,” Justin said close to Hamilton’s ear.

      Hamilton had been around plenty of beautiful women in his life, but it had been a long time since one had immediately sparked his interest.

      “Maybe,” he said to his brother as they all headed toward the exit. “Thanks for showing Dominic around today. Was he any trouble?”

      “Not at all. As a matter of fact, he was perfect for cheering up Dakota.”

      “Why did he have to cheer her up?” Hamilton asked as they watched Dominic skip ahead like only an excited kid could do while they trailed behind him.

      “It’s crazy, man. The director’s been riding her ass since the project started, and he hasn’t let up. It’s amazing that she’s been able to put up with his shit.”

      “Is he harassing her?”

      “Not exactly. He’s just being a jerk. Almost like he’s trying to get her to quit, but I wouldn’t call it harassment…exactly. Dakota thinks he wants or had wanted someone else in her role, but she’s not sure what his problem is. So far, he hasn’t thrown anything at her she can’t handle. Today, I saw her having words with the guy, and though I wasn’t close enough to hear the exchange, it looked pretty heated.”

      Hamilton wanted to ask more questions but didn’t. If Justin had the smallest hint that he was interested in the woman, his brother would be quick to play matchmaker.

      “Are you done for the day?” he asked Justin.

      “Not yet. I have a few more hours of work. We need to erect twenty-foot scaffolding and build a few temporary walls for a set that’s needed by the end of the week.”

      After working in his degreed field of mechanical engineering, five years ago Justin announced to the family that he planned to start his own rigging construction company. Hamilton had jumped at the opportunity to invest in the venture, and the business had exceeded the five-year projections.

      Hamilton looked up to find Dominic running back to them. “Dad, there’s a food truck,” he pointed toward the exit. “Can I have some money to buy a sandwich?”

      “I’ll walk out with you guys,” Justin said.

      The food truck was parked on the street a few feet from the gate. Cast and crew members huddled near it, some eating while others stood in line to order.

      Hamilton handed Dominic a ten-dollar bill and started to follow him to the truck.

      “Dad, I’m not a baby. I can go by myself.”

      Hamilton stopped and huffed out a breath. He’d been hearing those same words more often than not lately.

      Justin chuckled. “That boy is a trip.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.”

      Instead of irritating his kid by following behind him, he and Justin stood off to the side where they could still see him.

      Hamilton’s heart swelled at the thought that his child was growing up and becoming more independent. Some days he found it hard to believe he had a nine-year-old. The kid was sprouting up like a weed on a daily basis, making him realize he didn’t have a baby anymore. At forty-one, Hamilton had planned to be married with at least three kids by now, but that hadn’t been in the cards for him.

      “So, what did you think of Dakota?” Justin asked.

      Hamilton glanced at his brother who was trying to look nonchalant after posing the question. His family and friends had been attempting to fix him up with one woman after another, especially lately.

      After leaving the police force and then ending his engagement to Jackie, Dominic’s mother, Hamilton hadn’t been interested in getting involved in another serious relationship. He’d been suffering through a string of one-night stands, but lately, he’d been thinking about settling down with one woman. Maybe his family sensed that change in him, prompting them to butt into his social life even more.

      “Damn, Ham.” Justin frowned and folded his thick arms across his chest. “It wasn’t a hard question. Hell, you either like her or you don’t.”

      “Why do I have a feeling running into Ms. Sherrod wasn’t a coincidence?”

      Justin rolled his eyes. “She’s good people, man. And it’s time for you to get off of that self-inflicted…punishment that you put yourself on. Shit happens. Time to get over that mess from the past and move on.”

      “I’m not on a punishment. I just haven’t been interested in getting involved in anything serious. Besides, my number-one focus right now is raising Dom. Outside of work, that doesn’t leave much time for anything else.”

      “That’s bullshit. You can lie to me but stop lying to yourself. I know…hell, we all know why you hook up with women who you have no intention of having a relationship with.”

      Hamilton glanced back at the line that was slowly moving and watching Dominic observe the people around him. He was such an astute, intuitive kid, rarely missing much.

      Sighing, Hamilton thought about his brother’s words. Had he been punishing himself for something that happened years ago? He hadn’t looked at it like that. He had lost faith in happily-ever-afters. To him, his unwillingness to trust women or let one get too close stemmed from the need to protect himself against the women who meant him no good.

      “Listen, man. You and Dakota are perfect for each other.”

      Hamilton narrowed his eyes at his brother. “Why? What makes her so perfect for me?”

      “For one, did you see that woman? She’s hot as hell.”

      Hamilton laughed. “No argument there, but I meet beautiful women all the time. There has to be more to her than a cute face and gorgeous body to keep my interest.”

      Overseeing security at Club Masquerade, the hottest nightclub in Atlanta, brought him into contact with some of the sexiest women alive. The same was the case as a managing partner at Supreme Security Agency. On a daily basis, he came face to face with models, actresses, and all types of women who needed and could afford their security services.

      “Secondly, she’s smart, funny, and one of the nicest people I’ve ever met,” Justin continued. “Besides all of that, she’s the one person I know could put up with your prickly ass.”

      Hamilton had to laugh at that. Both of his brothers were always saying that he was too serious and too hard on people. Truth was, he had a low tolerance for bullshit.

      “Call her man. You won’t be disappointed, and I promise you two are going to hit it off.”

      “How old is she?”

      “Around thirty-four or thirty-five, and don’t even go there about robbing the cradle. A six-year difference is nothing.”

      Hamilton looked up as Dominic approached them carrying a sandwich and a drink, a frown marring his face.

      “What’s wrong?” Hamilton asked and accepted the change he was given.

      “That guy in the truck had a picture of Dakota…I mean Ms. Dakota.”

      “And?” Hamilton questioned, wondering what bothered his son about that, but a little surprised himself by the information.

      “It was stuck on the wrapper.” He held up his sandwich. “I saw it before he grabbed it, and I asked what he was doing with her picture.”

      “What did the man say?” Justin asked.

      “He said she was his woman.” Dominic spat the words as if they were a bitter taste on his tongue. “I know he was lying.”

      Hamilton didn’t speak and Justin stopped laughing. Dominic might’ve only been nine, but he was a sharp kid and very intuitive. He was also a good judge of character.

      “How do you know he was lying?” Justin asked before Hamilton formed the words.

      “Uncle Laz told me what to look for when someone is lying,” he said absently as he handed Hamilton his drink and then started unwrapping his sandwich. “That guy had shifty eyes and when he laughed, he sounded like Woody in Toy Story.”

      On that, Justin fell out laughing, as if Steve Harvey himself had told him the funniest joke.

      Hamilton couldn’t hide his own smile, especially considering how serious Dominic looked. His Uncle Laz—Hamilton’s best friend Lazarus Dimas—was a police detective with Atlanta PD and Dominic’s godfather. Laz treated him like his own, and they talked on a daily basis. Normally Hamilton was okay with their conversations, but occasionally he had to remind Laz that Dominic was only a nine-year-old kid. Laz’s argument was always that it was never too early to teach his godson life lessons.

      “Man, Dom, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. You are truly your father’s son,” Justin said to Dominic before he turned to Hamilton. “Now I know why he wants to be a cop. He’s even more suspicious than you.”

      “Uncle Jay, I changed my mind, remember? I’m going to be a stuntman.”

      “Oh yeah, that’s right.”

      Still thinking about the photo, Hamilton said, “Dominic, maybe the guy has a picture of Ms. Dakota because she’s an actress. A lot of people get autographed photos of people they…admire, especially if—”

      “It didn’t have her name on it, and she’s not an actress. She’s a stuntwoman. You don’t see the stuntpeople’s face in the movies,” Dominic said and took a bite of his sandwich.

      Justin looked at Hamilton, his left brow raised as if to say good point.

      Like in many conversations with his son, Hamilton didn’t have a comeback.

      “I think I’m going to have Uncle Laz check it out,” Dominic said, sounding like a cop before he reached for his drink which Hamilton had still been holding.

      “Dom, look,” Hamilton started, trying to pick his words carefully. “It’s none of our business whether that guy was lying or not. Who knows, he might’ve been telling the truth.”

      Dominic shook his head. “No, he wasn’t,” he said with conviction. “Ms. Dakota wouldn’t like him. He looked…creepy.”

      Hamilton frowned. “And how would you know what she’d like or not like? Exactly how much time did you guys spend together?” he asked and then glanced at his brother, who threw up his hands.

      “I just know. And because she likes you. I saw the way she looked at you.”

      Justin laughed again. “This kid is too much. I almost hate I have to get back to work.” He pulled Dominic into a headlock and hugged him tightly. “Later, little dude. Thanks for the laughs today. It’s been real.”

      “Thanks for letting me come to work with you, Uncle Jay. It was a lotta fun.”

      “No problem, kid.” Justin turned to Hamilton, grinning. “I agree with my nephew. Dakota was feeling you, man. Call her.”

      As Hamilton walked the two blocks to his truck with Dominic by his side, he thought about his son’s observation. Was Dakota seeing the guy who had the food truck? She had openly flirted, even telling him to give her a call sometime. Would she have done that if she was involved with someone else?

      Probably.

      Hamilton knew from experience that some women couldn’t be trusted. What if Dakota was one of those women? Dating a man while flirting with another. Then again, maybe the guy had been lying. But why?

      Hamilton shook the thoughts free as they approached his truck. He didn’t have time to try and figure out a woman he knew nothing about. If their paths crossed again, fine. If not, that was cool, too. No matter what his brother said, Hamilton wasn’t sure if he was ready to put his heart out there again anyway.

      But he couldn’t deny that there was something about Dakota that piqued his interest. Question was—what to do about it?
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      Hamilton tapped his pen against the top of the large mahogany table that served as his desk, his thoughts on Dakota again. It had been several days since he’d seen her, but a day hadn’t gone by that he didn’t think of her. Yet, he still hadn’t picked up the phone and called.

      Why? He couldn’t pinpoint what it was about this woman that gave him pause. His initial impression of her ticked off numerous qualities he looked for in a woman. Attractive. Physically fit. Adventurous.

      The fact that Dominic hadn’t stopped talking about Dakota was a plus. His son meant everything to him, so whoever Hamilton settled down with would have to be able to get along with his kid.

      Noting the time at the bottom right corner of his laptop screen, Hamilton pushed back from the table. He had fifteen minutes to get downstairs to his meeting with Atlanta’s finest—the nickname they had given their security specialists. The bodyguards, comprised of over thirty men and a few women, worked out of the Atlanta office and most were former cops or had served in other areas of law enforcement. Once a week, he and Mason met with the team, updating them on new assignments and discussing any issues.

      Hamilton grabbed the half-full cup of black coffee he’d been nursing for part of the morning and snatched up his tablet before heading out of his office.

      “Oh Ham, I’m glad I caught you,” Egypt Durand, their executive assistant said as she hurried into the main area of the office suite carrying several file folders. Dressed in a pink jacket with a skinny black belt around her narrow waist, and a short black skirt with bold white and pink flowers, she looked professional and stylish at the same time. How she managed to flutter around the office in her sky-high heels always mystified Hamilton, but she did it without missing a step.

      “Mason said he won’t be back until later this afternoon. Are you able to cover his agenda items?”

      “Sure, not a problem.”

      “Great, I need to add two things to his section of the agenda, though.” She pulled a file folder from one of the drawers. Hamilton waited patiently as she jotted notes onto a slip of paper.

      Unlike the security specialists hired by Supreme Security Agency-Atlanta, Egypt didn’t have a law enforcement or military background. She was the sister of one of their team members and had worked in corporate America for fifteen years before seeking employment with their agency.

      She pushed her long dreadlocks over her shoulder as she wrote feverishly. Hamilton didn’t even want to think about how chaotic the office would operate without her. For the last four years, she had supported him and Mason Bennett, one of the owners who was in charge of the Atlanta office and never complained. As far as Hamilton was concerned, she could ask anything of him and he’d get it done.

      Egypt handed him the slip of paper. “Okay, I think that’s everything. Oh, and don’t forget you have two interviews. One at eleven, and the other at two this afternoon.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Got it.”

      He left for the first-floor meeting room, his black Stacy Adams shoes clicking against the polished concrete floor as he walked past the set of elevators, opting for the stairs. The ten-thousand-square-foot renovated warehouse housed everything they needed and then some. The luxuries included a state-of-the-art gym, indoor shooting range, crash rooms, a huge well-stocked kitchen, and a helipad on the roof.

      Hamilton couldn’t ask for a better place to work. After leaving Atlanta PD ten years ago, and despite having a degree in criminology, he hadn’t been sure what he’d do with the rest of his life. All he knew was that he had a young son on the way and he wanted a safer and more flexible job. He had started with overseeing security for Club Masquerade, owned by Mason’s family. Now, as a new managing partner at Supreme, Hamilton didn’t spend as much time at the club and his professional life had exceeded his expectations.

      Once Hamilton reached the second-floor landing, he heard Angelo, one of their specialists talking before he came into view.

      “Ham, don’t start without me. Give me two minutes,” he said, a cell phone plastered to his ear as he darted past him and up the stairs, taking them two at a time.

      “All right but hurry up.”

      Hamilton strolled into the meeting room where most of the team was sitting or standing around talking.

      “What’s up, Ham?” Kenton, another specialist, said as he approached. “What did I ever do to you and Egypt that you guys would stick me with the diva from hell?”

      Hamilton grinned; not because he didn’t sympathize with Kenton, but because the ‘diva from hell’ moniker fit the hip-hop singer perfectly. She was a nice enough woman, but most of her demands were so unrealistic that a few of the team members refused to guard her.

      “Sorry, man. Last hired typically get what others don’t want.” Hamilton shrugged.

      Kenton was a former undercover FBI agent and had moved from DC to be closer to his family. He was an ideal security specialist with brains, an impressive professional background, and at thirty-five years old, he was movie-star handsome—according to Egypt. Since their client base was mostly comprised of wealthy entertainers and socialites, they often wanted their bodyguards to fit into the image the client wanted to portray. There were even some who wanted their security specialist to serve double duty as their date for the evening. Their clients had an option of seeing photos of the team member they were interested in using as their security detail, and many of their clients often chose Kenton on looks alone.

      “All right guys, settle down so we can get started. We have a lot to cover this morning. Let’s start with the movie premiere taking place at Atlantic Station in a few weeks.”

      An hour after starting the meeting, Hamilton fielded a few questions.

      “Ham, with the movie premiere coming up, you said you wanted at least ten of us there for five hours handling crowd control before and after, correct?" Myles, one of their full-timers, asked.

      "That’s right.”

      “What about the after party in Buckhead? Will it be the same team members, or are you pulling in a different group?”

      “Ha! Look at him trying to come up with a way to rub shoulders with the rich and famous,” Angelo cracked, eliciting laughter from others in the room.

      “Man, be quiet. Acting like you ain’t interested, too.” Myles laughed.

      “Damn straight I am.”

      “All right, all right,” Hamilton chimed in. “It’ll be the same team, and I’m waiting for confirmation on how much additional personnel is needed. Those who are guarding individuals won’t be included in that count.”

      After answering a few more questions, Hamilton ended the meeting. He sent a few people to see Egypt for new assignments, while he talked to some of the guys who had additional questions.

      Once he finally left the room, his cell phone vibrated in his pocket. He glanced at the screen and saw that it was his ex-fiancée Jackie, Dominic’s mother. Apparently, she finally saw fit to return his call.

      For the second time in weeks, Dominic had asked to move in with him. According to his son, he didn’t like his mother’s new boyfriend, calling him fake and telling Hamilton that the guy was only nice to him when Jackie was around. Hamilton hadn’t said much during that conversation. He had met the boyfriend and hadn’t cared much for him either.

      “Hey, Jackie.”

      “Hey. Can you please talk to your son when you pick him up from school? He’s been mouthing off again and disrespecting my new friend.”

      Funny how Dominic was his son whenever he did something wrong, but she took credit for his excellent grades and accomplishments.

      “Disrespecting him how?” Hamilton moved down the hallway out of the earshot of others. Instead of going back to his office, he headed outside to the back deck that overlooked a small fenced-in yard, and a parking lot on the side.

      “Does it matter, Ham? He knows better than to disrespect anyone, especially an adult, and I’m not having it. As it is, he can barely get off of one punishment before I have to put him on another because of his smart mouth.”

      He agreed that Dominic could go too far with talking back or questioning their decisions, but he never disrespected someone for no reason.

      “This is partly what I wanted to talk to you about when I called earlier. I thought you were returning my call.”

      “I…um…I haven’t checked my messages. What did you want to talk about?”

      “Your friend. Are you still seeing the same dude, Braeden?”

      “Yes, but who I date is none of your business,” she retorted.

      “It is if he’s spending the night in my house when Dominic is there. You and I had an agreement, Jackie.”

      “Oh, so now Dom is telling you everything that goes on here? You have him spying on me and my man?”

      “No, actually he didn’t tell me your man spent the night. What he said is that the guy told him he’d better take out the trash. Considering that conversation took place before I picked Dom up to take him to school, it doesn’t take a detective to figure out Braeden probably stayed the night. So, no. Our son did not rat you out.”

      Seconds ticked by before she said, “Oh.”

      “Jackie, I don’t care who you date, but Dominic is my number-one priority. He should be your number-one priority too. I’d prefer you not bring one guy after another around him, especially when you don’t know these people well.”

      “You act as if I’m with someone new every other week when that’s not the case. Dominic has only been introduced to a couple of the men who’ve been in my life. But this isn’t about him at all, is it? You’re never going to forgive me, are you? You’re going to continue holding it against me that I didn’t stand by you when—”

      “Don’t!” Hamilton growled, gripping the phone tighter, trying like hell to hold back from saying something he might regret. “This has nothing to do with the past. This is about our son. We had an agreement. No overnight guests when he’s there.”

      “I have needs, Hamilton. You can’t tell me that you don’t have women coming and going from your place when Dominic is there!”

      “Never! I have never brought a woman around our son.”

      “What about your stuntwoman girlfriend that he keeps talking about? You tryin’ to tell me she isn’t spending time at your house?”

      “That woman is someone Dom met on the movie set with my brother. I’m not sure what he’s been telling you, but that was my first time meeting her and I haven’t seen or talked to her since.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter either way to me.” Some of the initial bitterness in her tone moments ago had died down. “You can see whoever you want, just like I can. I don’t butt into your business and I expect you to stay out of mine.”

      “Jackie, it’s getting clearer by the minute that you’re not maintaining our agreement. I don’t want my kid in that house when you’re screwing around with every Tom, Nick, and Jerry.”

      “I’m not having this conversation with you, Ham. I’m a grown-ass woman. As long as I’m taking care of Dominic and making sure he’s fed, clean, and happy, I can do whatever the hell I want.”

      “You’re right, you can. But that’s my house. My house, my rules. If you don’t like it, get out!”

      “If I leave, I’m taking Dominic with me, and you won’t ever get to—”

      “Be careful, Jackie. Be very careful in what you say next.” Hamilton’s voice went low and lethal as he barely managed his anger. “This is the second time in recent months you threatened to keep my kid from me. I don’t know what that boyfriend of yours is whispering in your ear, but if you even think about depriving me time with Dom, you’ll regret it.”

      The silence on the other end of the phone was as thick as a cinder block. They had never gone to court to battle about child support, visitations, or anything regarding Dominic. They had their own agreement that was in the best interest of all of them.

      Hamilton saw Dominic whenever he wanted. In exchange, Jackie got to live in a home he owned, rent-free, and he paid more child support than any court would ever require. She already knew that once that agreement didn’t work for either of them, he’d be the one going to court and would fight like hell for full custody.

      “Fine. Whatever, Ham. Anything else?”

      He debated on whether to mention that Dominic no longer wanted to live with her, but he held off. For the most part, Jackie had done a great job with their son, and Hamilton actually thought she was a good mother. A little high-strung at times, but there was no doubt in his mind that she loved Dominic.

      “Listen, if you need me to get him more often, that’s not a problem.” Hamilton understood having needs and though he spent several days a week with Dominic, Jackie was the one who had him the majority of the time. “Also, my parents would love to see him more often. Just let me know if you need more time to yourself.”

      “Thanks, Hamilton, and sorry about the way I acted. You’re right. Dominic’s happiness should come first, and I’ll abide by our agreement.”

      “I appreciate that and I’ll continue to do the same. We’ve never put certain…needs before the well-being of our kid. I don’t want either of us to start now.”

      “I don’t either,” she said quietly.

      “As for Dominic being mouthy, I’ll talk to him tonight.”

      “Thanks.”

      Hamilton ended the call, still thinking about the conversation. He wouldn’t mind Dominic living with him, especially since his son was getting older. Maybe he would still bring up the topic to Jackie soon.

      In the meantime, Hamilton planned to investigate the new boyfriend.

      Normally, Jackie dated decent guys, but after meeting Braeden a few weeks ago, he hadn’t been impressed. Now that Dominic had brought up his issues with the man, that was a good enough reason for Hamilton to do a little digging. He just hoped he didn’t find anything incriminating.
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      A rush of adrenaline pumped through Dakota’s veins as she shifted gears, pushing her 650-horsepower Mustang Shelby GT harder. She grinned and watched the speedometer needle inch to ninety and then to ninety-five as her car floated along as if being carried by a cloud.

      “Would you slow down?” her roommate Tymico screamed, her eyes wide as she gripped the edge of her seat with one hand and the door with the other. “What is wrong with you? You’re going to get us killed!”

      “Relax. You’re perfectly safe with me.”

      “I should’ve just went straight to the airport, but no. Stupid me agreed to go for a ride with you,” her friend grumbled, mumbling a few more words under her breath. As a flight attendant, Ty spent more time in the air than on the ground, especially lately. They might share an apartment but with their work schedules, until this morning, they hadn’t hung out in weeks.

      Dakota glanced in her rearview mirror and laughed out loud. The Mustang owner in the other vehicle—the same one who dared to race her up Interstate 20—trailed behind, probably wondering what type of engine she had in her car. They had weaved in and out of the uncharacteristically light traffic for the last three miles, uncaring whether cops were on the lookout.

      “Later, sucker!” Dakota called out before easing her foot off the gas and letting the engine drop down to a mere sixty miles per hour. She rarely traveled that highway, but it never failed that when she did, someone would pull alongside her and provoke her into racing them. The adrenaline junkie within her never passed up the opportunity.

      “You need psychiatric help! One of these days, your stupid stunts and driving like a maniac are going to get you killed. Then I’m going to have to find a new best friend.”

      Dakota laughed, only making Tymico scowl deeper. “Now you know I’m irreplaceable. No one can bring this much excitement to your life.”

      “Yeah, whatever. Just get me to the airport in one piece.”

      After breakfast, they had driven out to Conyers, a suburb of Atlanta, to drop off old clothes to a friend whose church was collecting items for the homeless. Dakota was always up for any excuse to go for a long drive.

      “I’m glad you finally talked to your dad,” Tymico said. “He sounded pretty desperate to speak to you when he called late last night.”

      “Everything is always an emergency with him. And he knows that I’m still mad at him for calling that director on my behalf before I left Los Angeles last month.”

      “Get over it. Some of us wish we had a father who loved us as much as yours loves you.” Tymico had been an only child raised by her mother. Her father wasn’t in the picture and she rarely mentioned him. “Besides, I think Wesley means well with his overprotectiveness and he’s such a sweetheart.”

      “Well, you can have him. When he starts breaking promises, lying to you, and then tries to control your life, don’t bother trying to give him back.”

      Tymico shook her head and laughed. She and Ty had been friends forever, and her friend always defended Wesley, saying he was probably doing the best he could. Maybe he was, but Dakota wished he’d remember that she was a grown woman, capable of taking care of herself and fighting her own battles. Which was partly why she agreed to have lunch with him after she dropped off Tymico. The other reason why they were meeting was to discuss some threatening letters he had received recently.

      “Okay, enough about me. How’s it going with what’s his name…the new guy? Brad?” Dakota asked as she headed to Atlanta’s Hartfield-Jackson airport. They usually told each other everything, but with this guy, her friend wasn’t saying much about him. Only making Dakota more curious about what she was hiding.

      “It’s going well,” Tymico finally said and smiled. “Dee, I really like this guy. He’s nice, well established, loves traveling, and he’s a real sweetheart.”

      “Then why are you so closed mouth about him?”

      “I know we usually talk about our men, but…I guess I just don’t want to jinx this. And he’s a little older than me and I don’t want you judging.”

      Dakota glanced at her friend before returning her attention back to the road. “How much older?”

      “Only a few years. I guess I’m just trying not to get my hopes up and trying not to think about getting married like I usually do when I first meet a guy. Right now, we’re just having a good time and letting the relationship play out.”

      “So, when can I meet him?”

      “Um…soon. We’re still getting to know each other.”

      Dakota narrowed her eyes at her friend. “Please don’t tell me he’s married.”

      “Of course not!” Tymico snapped, and Dakota regretted the words the moment they slipped out of her mouth. “Dee, I can’t believe you. You know how I feel about cheaters!”

      “Okay, okay, I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have implied that; it’s just that you’ve been acting funny about this man.”

      “Because I’m trying to grow the hell up and not fall in love too fast. You know how I am when I start dating someone new.”

      Dakota nodded. She did know. Tymico fell in love with anyone who showed her an ounce of attention. Often, she professed her love way too soon, and she usually ended up being the one who got hurt. Her friend was cover-model beautiful, inheriting her Chinese mother’s eyes, hair, and bone structure. She had her African-American father’s height and caramel skin-tone. Guys often saw her pretty face, not realizing she was also super-smart because that wasn’t the side that Tymico showed.

      “Okay, I’ll let it drop. For now.” Dakota would just have to trust that Tymico was using good judgment.

      But who was she to pass judgment or give any pointers on dealing with the opposite sex? Lately, she either attracted idiots, man-children, or men who weren’t interested in anything serious. She was ready for marriage and a family and had vowed not to waste her time on men who weren’t looking for the same thing. Now, all she had to do was find her Mr. Right.
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      An hour later, Dakota neared the Midtown area and followed the GPS instructions that would take her to the restaurant. Her father had texted the address while she was in Conyers but failed to include the name of the establishment.

      Dakota glanced around as she drove through West Midtown, passing a few art galleries and numerous small eateries along the way. She hadn’t been in that community for a while and was surprised to see the number of condos and apartment complexes that had sprung up in the last eight to twelve months. That was happening all over the city. Clearly, builders knew something she didn’t know.

      “Oh crap!”

      She slammed on her brakes and checked her rearview mirror, thankful no one was close behind her. Caught up in her thoughts, she had missed a turn.

      So much for following the GPS instructions.

      Grumbling, she circled the block to get to her destination and wondered if she had the wrong address. The area didn't have many restaurants, only lofts and houses.

      She turned on her wipers as the pitter-patter of rain tapped the windshield and slowed when the street name came into view. Dakota made a right turn and crept along the narrow street until she found the address. Her father's BMW was parked in front of a large brick structure that looked as if it might’ve been some type of warehouse at one point.

      Supreme Security Agency.

      “So much for lunch. Another lie,” she mumbled to herself.

      Dakota remained in her car, her fingers tapping against the steering wheel as she debated on whether to find out what her father was up to or just take off. Before she could decide, Wesley Bradford climbed out of his luxury vehicle, and as usual, his cell phone was plastered to his ear.

      Dakota released a frustrated growl, shut off the Mustang and tried to tap down her negative attitude. She exited her car. Now it was only sprinkling outside, but if the clouds in the sky were any indication, a storm was brewing. A storm that could easily match the frustration swirling within her knowing that her father had lied to her. Again.

      “I thought we were meeting for lunch,” she snapped instead of giving a more appropriate greeting when they met in the tight spot between their vehicles.

      “Hold on a sec,” Wesley told the person he was talking to on his cell. With a hand over the mouthpiece, he turned to Dakota.

      “Hey, sweetheart.” He leaned in to kiss her on the cheek, but she pulled back, forcing him to kiss the air.

      “You lied…again. I don't know why I thought you were serious about lunch. It’s getting to the point that I don't know what to believe when it comes to you. This isn’t a restaurant.” She pointed at the building.

      “Inviting you to lunch was the only way to get you here,” he said as if lying to her was fine.

      “You’re admitting to lying to me…manipulating me?”

      “I'll explain everything, and then we’ll go to lunch as promised. Please, sweetheart. This is serious.”

      Dakota huffed and folded her arms across her chest, not caring if she was behaving childishly. She went through the same crap with him over and over and it was getting old.

      But there was something in his voice that made her take a good look at him. Concern radiated in his eyes, letting her know that maybe whatever was going on was serious.

      “Just give me a minute to finish up this call and…actually, you go on in before it starts raining again. I’ll be in shortly. We’re meeting with Mason Bennett. He’s expecting us.”

      Moments later, Dakota entered the building, taken aback on how different it looked on the inside than the outside. Despite the lack of windows in the front, the space was light and airy. The architectural details were stunning. The glass block windows on the side walls with exposed brick gave the building plenty of privacy without sacrificing natural light. From the painted concrete floors to the brightly painted walls and glass dividers that sectioned off various spaces, the environment was modern, fresh, and classy.

      “Hi, may I help you?” A receptionist stood behind the long counter. Tall and slim with an athlete’s build, she was pretty with an air of confidence and authority. Dakota hadn’t even noticed the woman when she first walked in.

      “Actually, I’m waiting for my father.” Dakota pointed her thumb over her shoulder and toward the door she had just walked through. “I guess we have a meeting with a Mason Bennett.”

      “Your name?”

      “Dakota Sherrod. My father—”

      The receptionist’s ringing phone interrupted. “I’m so sorry. Give me one minute,” she said apologetically to Dakota.

      “No problem. Take your time.” Dakota roamed around the waiting area, stopping in front of a large framed photograph. The seascape piece with its bold vibrant colors depicted the perfect setting of the sun sliding down behind the deep blue sea. Whoever had taken the photo captured the essence of a sunset. Or was it a sunrise?

      Dakota glanced at the gold plate on the lower right-hand side of the photo. Photographer: Olivia Miller. Title: Joy in the A.M.

      Ah, a sunrise.

      Voices nearby snagged Dakota’s attention and she turned as two men came around the corner and headed to an elevator. Her heart thudded against her chest when she recognized one of them.

      Hamilton.

      As if sensing her staring at him, his steps slowed and his conversation came to a halt. His actions reminded her of a movie scene, reeling in slow motion as he turned slightly before glancing over his shoulder.

      Their gazes collided and held.

      Dakota couldn’t believe she was actually seeing him. Only thirty feet away stood the man she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about. Warmth soared through her when she realized he was looking at her, seeming to be as shocked as she was, and her skin tingled at his lengthy appraisal.

      It had been a long time since a man had turned her on like this. But it was when the corners of his mouth lifted into a sexy-as-sin grin did Dakota’s knees go weak.

      Dimples? How the heck did I miss those the other day?

      She had always been a sucker for a good-looking man with dimples. Add that feature to his height and the power he exuded without even trying, he was the perfect leading man. Now that she thought about it, the dimples had gone unnoticed before because he hadn’t smiled the other day. She’d had a feeling then that flashing his straight white teeth wasn’t something he did often.

      What made today different?

      Caught up in her thoughts, she hadn’t realized he was moving toward her until he was less than five feet away.

      “Dakota?”

      She gave an awkward wave. “Hi. We meet again.” The huskiness of her own voice surprised even her. Her pulse kicked up and that attraction she felt deep in her soul the other day had returned with a vengeance, making her tremble with need.

      Damn, he looked good.

      Hoping she wasn’t drooling, she ran her thumb and forefinger over her mouth just in case because he looked absolutely delicious.

      She loved seeing a man in a suit. And Hamilton was sexier than any man had a right to look. Today there was a sophistication about him that she hadn’t picked up on the other day. Then he had looked cool and confident. Now, he displayed a power and strength that she found seriously attractive. She’d always been drawn to danger…and excitement. There was no doubt that Hamilton could provide the latter.

      Normally, Dakota wasn’t one of those loose women who dropped her panties on the first date or for a man she just met. Yet, it had been a long time since she’d wanted a man as much as she wanted this one. It was as if she could already feel his rock-hard body rubbed up against hers with the ability to please her like no other.

      Oh, for goodness’ sake. Get yourself together, girl. He’s just a man. A strong, virile man, but a man nonetheless.

      Straightening her
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