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Annie

 

Nightfall darkened the sky hours ago, but the light of the moon illuminates my path like a runway. I weave through the trees as fast as I can, dodging branches and the long, stringy cobwebs dangling from them. Twigs snap beneath my wet shoes like landmines, broadcasting my location with every step.

I’ve put over a hundred miles of distance between me and my apartment, but that doesn’t stop me from looking over my shoulder every other second to make sure they weren’t closing in behind me.

My toe hits something hard, and I stumble, my hands slipping in the mud in a failed attempt to brace my fall. My forehead bounces off a rotting stump, and I cry out at the sharp ache.

I touch the skin above my eye and pull back my dirty hands to see red, but I don’t have time to deal with the bloody cut. I don’t have time for anything but running, so once again, I force myself to get back on my feet and go.

What feels like an eternity later, I finally hear the commotion of the town in the distance. I want to weep with relief, but until he’s close enough to touch, there’s nothing to be relieved about.

I clear the trees to an empty park and arrive in downtown Matchbook. There are buildings and a restaurant across the street, signs for the post office and police station, and a blinking stoplight. I feel safe enough to slow my pace while I limp through the playground on my throbbing ankle.

My lungs are tight, and my heart is pounding. It’s drizzling, cold, and windy. Shivering, I reach for the door and push the handle, knowing the man inside is the only one who can help me—he’s the only one who can save me…again.
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That’s  why  I’m  here.

Annie

Five years earlier…

 

The stern and rumbly male voices in the other room make it impossible to deny that what’s happening isn’t just a bad dream.

I tip my head back so I can chase the tears away, blinking as if an optometrist is tickling my eye with that pressure-testing tool. I inhale slowly and swallow quickly, shoving the fear and sadness away with practiced ease.

My ability to lock up painful emotions is something I perfected when I was five years old. I never researched it, but always assumed it was a normal reaction to discovering you were the reason your mom died. Logically, I knew it wasn’t my fault she had complications from the c-section, but logic is meaningless in loss.

For my entire childhood, I did everything I could to make it up to my father. I never had problems at school, I fended for myself, and I pretended to be okay when I was anything but. That altruism has remained constant, even now, even though I’m scared out of my mind.

The deep voices get louder, and I tiptoe to my door and crack it open to hear my dad saying, “… you want, it’s my decision, Sterling. She doesn’t need to see them.”

“You hired us, Phil, and I’m telling you if she looks at them, it could help us with details so we can find the son of a bitch who’s been taking pictures of her for the past six weeks.” Sterling is an old friend of my dad’s who has a security company.

A security company that has a safe house to protect people who have been stalked…like me.

“The governor thought I’d settle if those pictures of Annie landed on my desk, but I didn’t, and I won’t. I’m not concerned about who took them because I know why they did. I’m concerned that he’ll do something more drastic during the trial, so I want her where nobody can get to her.” Dad pauses, and I hear him blow out a breath. “Just keep her safe while I put his piece of shit son behind bars.”

I hate my father being so upset. His blood pressure’s already skyrocketed, and at his age I know it’s affecting his health in ways he’ll never admit. Then again, I won’t admit to him how much it was affecting me, either, and it’s affecting me…a lot.

I haven’t slept, I can’t eat, and I’m so paranoid I see shadows that don’t exist. I’ve been in a constant state of panic, and it’s only gotten worse knowing I’m going to be somewhere safe and my father isn’t. But it’s what’s best for him, so I’ll do it with a smile on my face.

I need to finish packing, and the arguing is distracting, so I push the door shut. Only, it doesn’t budge because a man’s fingers wrap around the edge and prohibit any movement. My fight instincts are nonexistent, but my flight instincts were already on high alert. I don’t have power over my body as I jump back so fast that I fall on my butt. I still don’t when I lurch backward like I’m possessed. My skull meets the bed frame, and I wince, finally getting my senses back as I rub the top of my head.

“Shit, sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m Ben.” I tilt my neck back and do a head-to-toe scan of the tall, muscular guy before me. Slim hips, sculpted arms, broad shoulders, and a jawline that isn’t just sharp, it’s chiseled. He holds out his hands. “Let me help you up.” And even though I can get up on my own, I extend my hand without saying a word.

He effortlessly pulls me to my feet and waits, making sure I’m solid before letting me go to give me space. His intense focus never leaves me, and the rapid beating of my heart, which I’ve become familiar with, wanes, its thuds slowing like a train rolling to a stop.

Ben tilts his head, his hazel eyes narrow in concern, and his voice is soft. “Are you all right?”

“Uh…yeah. Sorry.” I clear my throat and push my glasses up my nose. “Just kind of jumpy lately.”

“I bet.” Those two syllables have a harshness that surprises me.

“I’m Annie.”

“Knew that,” he says with a small grin. “I also know you heard our fathers arguing. What I don’t know is how you feel about what they’re saying.”

“What do you mean?”

He moves a step closer to me, and when he does, I unconsciously do the opposite. His booted feet take root, and his frame jolts like I’ve punched him in the gut, something that would surely hurt me more than him if I were ever stupid enough to try. “You’re scared, and I get it. But I’m not gonna hurt you, Annie. Never. You’re safe with me, and you’ll stay that way, okay?”

I want to believe in him as much as he believes in himself. “Okay, sorry, I just—”

“Don’t apologize. It’ll take time, and I won’t push you, but it’s gonna be me and you for the foreseeable future, so if there’s anything I can do or not do to make you more comfortable, don’t hesitate to tell me.”

Wait. Not Sterling? “Um…me and you?” I motion between us.

“Yeah. That’s why I’m here, Annie, to take you to the safe house. Didn’t your dad tell you?”

“He did, but he didn’t say who.”

“Well, that’d be me.” He holds his muscular arms out, then crosses them. “Now that that’s established, we can get back to it.”

“Back to what?”

His lips twitch like he’s fighting a smile. “How do you feel about your dad not showing you the pictures?”

The reminder makes me shiver, and Ben doesn’t miss it. “Why?”

“Because despite the fact that your father is paying me, you’re my priority. I need you to trust me, and a part of that is honesty about what’s happening. Some clients want to know everything, some don’t, some—”

“Unless it’ll help with something, I don’t want to see them. I’m already terrified enough knowing someone was following me around with a camera. If I see them…” I rub my arms and shake my head.

“Just how terrified are you?”

“On a scale from one to ten?”

He shrugs. “Sure.”

“Seven…” I have a sneaking suspicion that he’s not lying about the honesty thing, so I tell him the truth. “…teen.”

“You losing sleep because of this?”

The dark circles under my eyes are all the confirmation he needs, but I still answer with a nod.

“Right.” A muscle ticks in his jaw, and he looks like he’s about to say more—but then he moves. In a blink, he pivots, stepping in front of me, one arm sweeping back as his palm brushes my hip.

My dad appears and stops short, taking in the sight of Ben squared off in front of me, solid and unyielding. An amused smile tugs at his mouth. “Well, if that isn’t reassuring, I don’t know what is,” he muses. “Looks like you’re gonna be in pretty good hands, Annie.”

“No, sir,” Ben rumbles. “Pretty good isn’t acceptable.” His hand presses more firmly at my side, and for the first time, I feel his strength. But it’s not his power that makes me feel safe, it’s his promise. “With me, Annie’s in the best hands.”
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I  smell  like  the  ocean.

Ben

Four months later.

 

“You can watch the security cameras from anywhere else in this house,” Annie sasses between bites. “It doesn’t have to be in the kitchen with me, let alone two feet away.”

I keep my focus on the computer screen in front of me while I answer. “Being in another room wastes valuable time getting to you if there’s an imminent threat, which means I do have to be two feet away.”

She sighs, and I know the girl well enough to know she’s rolling her eyes at me. More accurately, I know almost everything there is to know about her since I’ve been at her side for nearly four months.

“You’re making me nervous,” she lies.

“I’m keeping you safe.”

“I’d be just as safe if you were in the living room and not sitting across from me while I eat my Froot Loops,” she retorts.

Technically, she’s right. The safe house is impenetrable, but the worst thing I can do at this point is let my guard down, regardless of the fact that there hasn’t been any indication of a threat toward her since the initial stalking report.

Knowing someone had followed her, watched her every move, even zoomed in on her to snap pictures while she was sleeping in her own bed—that shit made my skin crawl, and my blood boil. But now that I know her and care about her, after seeing the effects firsthand, I want to kill the bastard who’s causing her nightmares.

I’ve been in the security business my entire life, but it’s not surprising, considering that my dad started Lawless Protection Agency. Both my two older brothers and I grew up with a protective streak in our blood and a need for justice in our souls. Those instincts are what make us good at our jobs…really fucking good.

But with Annie, most days don’t feel like work, and she doesn’t seem like just a job. When she forgets to be scared, she’s funny and kind, curious and sweet, and in an odd way, she challenges me like nobody else ever has.

She’s also way too easy to mess with. Sparring with her has become a favorite pastime, so when I glance over the screen to find her glaring at me with those striking green eyes of hers, I tease, “You really should start your day with something other than sugar.”

“Oh my God, Ben.”

“Oh my God, Annie.”

“You’re so annoying,” she whines, and I bite back a laugh at how easy it is to push her buttons.

I look down at the screen, and something hits me square on the mouth. I run my tongue across my lips and taste artificial fruit.

That brat just hit me with a Froot Loop.

“At least I’m not annoying and immature.” I toss the piece of cereal in the air and catch it in my mouth with a crunch.

She pulls her shoulders back and raises her eyebrows smugly. “It’s good, huh?”

“No.” Froot Loops were my favorite as a kid, but I don’t eat that crap now.

She scoffs. “Liar. I know you like it. I can tell by that look on your face.”

“What look?”

“The one that says you’re too stubborn to admit I’m right, and you really crave a big, huge, ginormous bowl of fruity, sugary goodness all for yourself.”

I’m doing a shit job at being totally professional because she’s starting to know me better than I realize. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She shrugs. “More for me, I guess.”

I look at the time and tell her, “Finish up. We gotta go.” I have backup for a few hours every couple of weeks so we can go shopping, and we’re going to be late if we don’t get a move on.

She slurps another bite. “You should eat first.”

“I already had a protein shake.”

“Blah, gross.” She points her spoon at me. “I don’t know how you can drink that crap. Carbs aren’t going to kill you, ya know?”

“Annie, enough. We’re going to be late.” I raise my voice, but when she looks down and twists the ring on her finger, I check myself. That gold band with a single amber stone was her mother’s. It’s one of the only things Annie has of her mom’s, and it’s not only precious to her but it’s also like a security blanket. It took a long time to get Annie comfortable enough with me to relax, let alone joke around and trust me, so the last thing I want is to make her feel like she can’t be herself. “Sorry, but we needed to leave five minutes ago. Are you almost done?”

Her answer is to stomp her five-foot-four ass to the sink, where she drops her bowl so hard that milk droplets fly out. She hastens to the door that leads to the garage with her long blond hair swaying behind her, then stabs her arms into her sweater.

She’s smart enough to know she can’t just take off, so I double-check the front door locks first. I need to do a sweep of the garage, and she moves aside as I round the corner. Her fingers brush over mine, and a strange, warm sensation zings up my arm, like the kind of shock you feel when you wear socks on carpet and touch metal. Annie must feel it, too, because she inhales a harsh breath. Crap, did that hurt her? “You okay?”

She blinks once, twice, then a third time, and I’m about to repeat my question, but then she nods.

I clear the garage, and when I lift my chin, she gives me a wide berth as she climbs into the SUV and straps her seat belt into place. “Ready?” I ask.

She crosses her arms and turns her back to me as I turn the engine over and roll down the driveway. She keeps ignoring me even after I pull onto the country road and turn on the radio, which happens to be playing a new release by Andi Adams, one of her favorite artists.

When she doesn’t sing along, I sigh because, damn, is this girl stubborn. “Sorry I yelled at you, but I’ve gotta stay on schedule. You know that.”

Her shoulders raise a fraction, and the silent treatment continues for several miles, longer than I thought she’d hold out.

“Come on, Blue,” I use the nickname I gave her. “You can’t stay mad at me forever.”

That makes her cave. “Are you ever going to tell me why you call me that?”

“Probably not.”

“Whatever. I don’t want to know anyway.”

“Your attempt at reverse psychology is cute.”

She shoots me a look. “So annoying.”

I huff a laugh and stay alert as we make our way to the store.

A few minutes later, I park and spot my backup. Shep keeps his distance, but stays close enough that I feel comfortable not looking over my shoulder every two seconds as I trail behind Annie and shop for my own food. She takes her sweet time reading labels and throwing stuff in her cart, but I don’t blame her. It’s one of the very few opportunities we have to venture outside the safe house, so I secretly appreciate her lack of urgency.

Shep follows us through checkout until I turn down the driveway, but he stays at the apron until I do a sweep of the house and give him the all clear.

Annie is in the kitchen putting groceries away, and when she sees me, she announces, “I’m gonna go take a shower.”

“Good, you stink.”

“So do you.”

“Bullshit.” I lift my shirt to my nose. “I smell like the ocean.”

“Maybe an ocean shore filled with garbage.” She mutters as she disappears up the stairs.

I plug in my computer, and as soon as I hear the water turn on, I call my older brother, Drew.

He picks up on the first ring. “Yo. You good?”

“Yeah. Everything good at home?”

“All’s well, except it’s been way too long since you’ve been here. I can’t believe how long this case is dragging on.”

No shit. This assignment was not supposed to take this long. Eight weeks, tops, not more than double that. But apparently, when the governor’s son is on trial for murder, things have a way of getting delayed and rescheduled. “It is what it is.”

“What’s up, Ben?”

“Nothing.” I open the screen and type in the password. “Just had a minute and wanted to check—”

“Ben!” Annie yells. I spin around, have my foot on the second step, and my fingers wrap around the gun holstered at my waist before my phone hits the floor. “I know it’s my turn to make dinner, but I’m kind of…” She goes rigid at the top of the stairs when she spots me, and I freeze at the bottom when I see her—safe. “…craving your spaghetti.”

Christ, I’m on edge. “That’s fine. I’ll make it.” I try to play it cool, but my heart is still lodged in my throat.

She tilts her head and asks apprehensively, “Are you sure?” Her eyes dart to my hand.

I’m always armed, but it’s clear that seeing me reach for it makes her nervous. I unlatch my fingers so I can cross my arms and draw her attention away from my gun. “Yes. I’ll cook. Any other requests?”

She taps her finger on her chin, considering. “Just make sure you grate a plethora of cheese.”

I cock a brow. “Is that your word of the day?”

She pulls her shoulders back and holds her head high. “Plethoric. Adjective. Going beyond a normal or acceptable limit in degree or amount. P-L-E-T-H-O-R-A Plethora.” She does a little curtsy before twirling away.

I can’t help but laugh, and when I turn around, something crunches under my boot.

“Shit.” My phone. I pick it up and put it to my ear. “Drew? You still there?”

“Oh yeah,” he rumbles. “I’m still here after hearing that little exchange.”

I tense at his tone. “And…?”

“And, I’m gonna send in another man to take over.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Ben, that was…I don’t know what the hell that was, but I’ve never heard you like that. I don’t like it.”

“It’s fine. I’m good.”

He grunts. “So good you got distracted flirting with—”

“I wasn’t fucking flirting. Jesus, Drew.”

“Okay. Let me rephrase.” There’s a long pause. “You were so distracted discussing dinner plans that you forgot I was even on the phone.”

“I didn’t forget.”

“Bullshit.”

He’s right.

I know it, and he knows it.

And that is not a good thing. It’s a very, very bad thing.

It’s my job to protect her, not be her friend or her roommate. But lately, she’s been happier, more talkative, and I don’t want to be a dick when she’s finally content, so I’ve been getting complacent.

Shit. I’ve been getting complacent.

If something happens to her, if someone harms her, especially because I’m distracted, I’ll spend the rest of my life seeking vengeance—I’ll become my father.

“Dammit, Ben. I knew this would get personal for you.”

I grab a pot from the kitchen cabinet, glance at the feeds, then go to the sink. “Of course it got personal. I’ve been alone with the girl since July.”

“She’s seventeen.”

“She is…” Although I don’t need the reminder.

A heavy silence stretches between us before Drew finally says, “Do I need to repeat myself?”

I close my eyes and suck in a big-ass gulp of air so I don’t punch a hole through the wall or say something I can’t take back. His implication is something I absolutely refuse to let myself even think about. “This conversation is over.” And it’s insulting as hell.

“Don’t make me regret keeping you on her, Ben. The last thing she needs is—”

“You don’t know the first thing about what she needs. Ya know who does?” I poke myself in the chest. “Me. And you know why I do? Because I’ve spent every day, every fucking hour for the past four months learning everything about her. I know what her favorite movie is, and I know when she’s on her fucking period. I’ve heard her cry herself to sleep more times than I can count, and I’ve seen her tremble when a fucking deer makes noise outside.”

“All right.”

I roll my shoulder and lower my voice. “I’ve seen her smile, Drew, but not once have I heard her laugh.”

“I get it.”

“No, I’m not sure you do,” I grind out. “She trusts me. She’s my client, my responsibility. I’m all she has until this shit is over, and no one’s taking me away from her. She’s mine.”
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Then  nothing.

Annie

 

I stand at the top of the steps—half frozen, half liquid—eavesdropping on Ben’s conversation. It’s like I’m in a dream I never want to wake up from.

No one’s taking me away from her. She’s mine.

That was…that was big. I’m not imagining things. He wants me—I knew it. But Benny is professional, and he wants to keep me safe, so he won’t let himself admit that he likes me.

And it’s not just because I’m a job. It’s because I’m me…he likes me the way that I like him.

God, months of wondering, thinking I was insane. Worried I’m too young, hating that I’m not pretty enough, wondering if he thinks I’m stupid. Those sparks I felt aren’t a figment of my imagination. They aren’t a dream. They’re real.

And since I know he’s professional and won’t cross the line, I’ll have to be the one to make the first move.

I take the quickest shower ever and then dig through my underwear drawer. I slide on a pair of pink silk pajama shorts with a matching top. I’ve only worn the set once, the night of prom, but my date didn’t get a chance to see it because he drank too much and went home early. I was mad then, but I’m grateful now.

The tank top is low cut and almost too revealing. I don’t want to look desperate, so I put on a loose sweater that hangs off one shoulder. I go back to the bathroom and blow-dry my hair, curling the ends with a round brush. I bought a dark pink lipstick the last time we went to the store and haven’t opened it yet, so I rip the plastic off and swipe it across my lips.

I think the color looks good and complements the black frames on my glasses.

With a final spritz of hairspray, I head down the steps, anticipation making my belly quiver.

I get to the kitchen just as Ben is draining the noodles, and when I see cookie dough in a bowl, I can’t help the huge smile that spreads across my face. My favorite. I doubt bodyguards normally make double-chunk chocolate chip cookies for their clients, but mine does.

Ben is watching, so I make a bold move and swipe my finger in the bowl, then slowly lick off the chocolatey goodness.

His gaze shoots down from my lips to my chest, then slowly glides up until our eyes lock. He swallows, then clears his throat. “Don’t do that shit again.” My confidence plummets until he adds, “Raw dough can make you sick.”


[image: ]



Hours later, I’m curled up on one end of the couch, and Ben is sitting on the opposite side. Like most nights, I’m watching a movie, and he’s on his laptop monitoring things, casual, calm, and content with the silence. I’m restless and have a hard time concentrating on anything but what I’m feeling, and I’m feeling a lot of things.

I check the time. 10:47

Slow music starts, and the love scene begins. Ben glances up from the screen, then over at me. “What the hell is this?”

“Endless Love, my favorite.”

He raises a brow. “You told me it was The Notebook.”

“That’s one of them. This one’s my favorite, favorite.”

“Right.” He goes back to his screen, but I catch him glancing up several times.

As soon as the credits roll, he closes his laptop, and I check the time again. 11:36

“Are you tired?” I ask, hoping he says no.

“I’m fine. Why?”

I look at the clock as if somehow half an hour has passed from two seconds ago. “No reason.”

“Okay.” He turns to me. “What’s up?”

“Nothing.”

“Annie.”

She’s mine.

Okay, this is it. I’m going to do it. Normally, I try to forget this day, let alone celebrate it, but for once, it means something good.

I scooch closer and bite my lip. “My birthday’s in twenty-three minutes.”

“Shit.” He closes his eyes and takes a long breath. “I didn’t realize. I’m so sorry, sweetheart.”

My body feels different than it ever has, good—warm and tingly from the inside out. “I’ll be eighteen.”

He smirks, and his hazel eyes sparkle. “You sure, Blue? ’Cause that means you’re a legal adult, and you’re—”

“I’m yours,” I whisper, and without thinking for another second, I throw myself at him. Our lips brush, and finally, finally, I’m kissing him. He blinks, our eyes connect, and I feel the intensity in my soul, so profound it’s almost scary. But with Ben, I have nothing to fear. He’s safety and hope, and just like our first kiss—perfection.

I need to be closer, so I crawl over him. Straddling his lap, I slide my fingers through his too long hair, and he holds my waist. His warm skin against mine feels so good a moan rolls up my throat.

Then his grip on me gets tighter, and I’m flying through the air. I land on my ass with a pained cry and look around. The only rational explanation is that Ben heard something and he’s protecting me.

But he’s not on alert. He’s glaring down at me, wiping my lipstick off his face, wiping me away.

Oh my God.

“What the hell, Annie?”

I was wrong…I was so wrong. Oh my God, why did I do that? My skin is no longer warm, but frostbit with pins and needles. I shiver, and my teeth clatter.

“Shit.” Ben reaches down to help me up. His fingers graze my arm, and I swat at him.

I crawl away like a scolded puppy and wish I could disappear right here and now. I’d give anything, give up everything, to be anywhere else. I’m panicked and shaking with no sense of time or space, so when I try to get up so I can run, I whack my temple into the end table.

“Jesus, Annie, calm down. You’re bleeding.”

I am? I don’t care. It’s just a cut, not a wound big enough to bleed out and end my misery, unfortunately. I go to the stairs and rest my forehead on the bottom step. I can’t look at him. I’ll never be able to look at him again. “Oh my God. Oh my God,” I chant over and over, unsure if I’m saying it out loud or just in my head.

“What just happened?” I see his shadow on the floor, and he gets even closer. “Annie, talk to me.”

“No. Go away.” I wipe my face and pull my hand away to see my stupid blood mixed with my stupid pink lipstick. If I wasn’t crying already, I would start now because my favorite color is ruined for eternity.

Ben shoves a wad of tissue in my hand and pushes it up to my face. He gently turns me so I’m leaning against the wall. “Talk to me, Blue. What just happened?”

She’s mine.

“I’m so…sorry.” My breath hitches embarrassingly.

“I don’t want your apology. I want you to explain.”
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