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For Mom and Petey.
I miss you guys.

And for friends—who
make life special and
just a little bit crazy.
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Prologue

Saturday, June 17th, Reliant Astrodome, Houston, Texas

Sixty-eight thousand screaming, swearing, and hard-drinking World Wrestling Alliance fans rocked the dome to various chants of “Death Mask! Death Mask!” and “Bull! Bull! Bull!”

Jase didn’t exactly get it. But then, he didn’t exactly care. He wasn’t a headliner like Death Mask or The Bull. In fact, he’d barely made the roster. What he was, was filler. Half of a warm-up match—veteran Bruiser Cahill versus the rookie, ex–U.S. Army Ranger Jason “Plow-boy” Wilson—for a crowd that thrived on mayhem and muscle and blood.

Jase could give them all three. Although at the moment, he was a little shorter on one commodity than the others. His nose gushed blood like a gas pump.

“For chrissake, take it easy, will ya?” he muttered as Cahill—280 pounds of steroid-pumped flesh and nasty body hair—locked him in a half nelson and tried to bury his ass on the stinking mat.

“W’sa matter, hero?” Cahill mocked. His breath was rank and his BO even ranker, adding insult to injury as he cranked the nelson tighter. “You bite off more than you could chew when you decided to take me on? Fuck. You ex–Army Ranger types are all alike. Think you’re tough. You’re just a pansy-ass pussy punk.”

Ho-kay. That did it. The fun and games were officially over. Jase had been putting up with Cahill’s shit for close to ten minutes now. He was willing to play the patsy—hell, a buck was a buck and this gig kept his belly full—but insult the Army? Insult the Rangers? Screw that.

Cahill might outweigh him by a hundred pounds, but the fact was most of Cahill’s muscle was in his head. Jase was smarter. He was faster. And he outmeaned the WWA veteran by half.

“You just couldn’t keep your mouth shut, could you, Cahill?” Jase muttered, knowing that what he was about to do would probably cost him his paycheck. He didn’t give a shit. Putting this asshole in his place would be worth it.

One hard kick for momentum, a hard chomp on Cahill’s forearm, and Jase was off the mat and riding Bruiser’s back like an organ-grinder’s monkey.

The crowd roared and booed and hurled cups of warm, foaming beer at the ring. Cahill bellowed and stumbled to his feet. Jase clung like Velcro, locked one forearm around Cahill’s throat and the other over his mouth and nose so the old boy couldn’t breathe.

Bruiser lurched around the ring, trying to shake Jase off. He clawed wildly at Jase’s hands, but Jase had sealed them tighter than a wrestling promoter’s wallet. Out of breath, Bruiser dropped to his knees again; Jase used the downward momentum to flip Bruiser to his back, wrestle him into a cradle, and pin him. It was all over in less than thirty seconds.

Over. Done. New champeen of the who-gives-a-shit-let’s-get-to-the-main-event match.

“I’m gonna fuckin’ kill you!” Bruiser screamed with a feral growl as he staggered to his feet to the taunts of the irate crowd who’d laid out hard-earned money and side bets with chumps stupid enough to play the odds that Bruiser wouldn’t win.

Score one for the chumps.

“Kill you, you little bastard!” Bruiser roared again.

Jase ducked between the ropes and jumped out of the ring onto the arena floor. “Promises, promises,” he muttered, dodging a flying cup as he headed for the backstage locker room, beer mixing with the blood that dripped down his face.

In one way or another, Jase had been half-ass trying to kill himself since he’d DX’d out of Ranger Bat six months ago. And he’d gone at it with some pretty good ammo; this counterfeit WWA gig was his latest attempt. Which meant he highly doubted that Bruiser Cahill could accomplish what he himself hadn’t been able to do.

When he swung open the locker-room door, his Army duffel hit him square in the chest. He caught it, then looked up from the blood dripping from his nose and into the eyes of Clem Lamont, the promoter for the Houston event.

Lamont looked like he’d been chewing nails and one had stuck in his throat. His normally pasty-white face was fire-engine red. His bloodshot gray eyes bulged. A vein in the center of his Cro-Magnon forehead throbbed like a bitch.

“You stupid shit!” Lamont roared.

Jase held up a hand, not up to putting a helluva lot of effort into supplication or apology. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I was supposed to lose.”

“You’re the biggest loser I know, asshole. And you just proved it. You’re through. Finished! You’ll never get another gig in this business.”

“My life is over,” Jase said in a bored monotone. “However will I live with my dreams shattered?”

“You know your problem?” Lamont rolled a shoulder, all jerky and irritated beneath the raw silk of his royal blue suit coat. “You’re a smart-ass. I was grooming you, kid. Grooming! I went out on a limb when I hired you. A no-name. No-brain.”

Lamont had the last part right. Jase had been a no-brain for ever thinking he was cut out for this sideshow. “I’ll just shower and get out of your hair.”

“You’ll just leave, goddammit! To hell with the shower. Boys.” Lamont stepped aside as the backstage security crew—Mutt, Jeff, and Leon, three cement blocks on legs, knuckles dragging on the floor—came ambling toward Jase, fists clenched, jaws tight, smiles nonexistent.

“Your shit’s in the bag,” Lamont added, and walked away, shaking his head.

“And the check’s in the mail, right?”

Lamont flipped Jase the bird over his shoulder. If he had anything else to say, Jase didn’t hear it. But he got the message just the same as Mutt and Leon each grabbed one of his arms and assisted him outside.

Jase leaned back against the building as Jeff slammed the alley door shut behind him. He told himself good riddance and breathed in air that wasn’t scented of blood, sweat, and beer. Instead, car exhaust, Texas dust, and the pungent scent of the downside of a hundred-plus-degree city day filled his lungs. Still, it was an improvement.

An hour later, he was flat on his back on a cheap motel bed staring at the ceiling. A neon light blinked on and off through the grimy window. A cockroach crawled across the cracked wall.

Other than the cockroach, he was alone—a not so nice place for a man who was a far cry from a loner.

And he was damn weary of the solitude. He was also very alert, suddenly, of the most acute stab of honest emotion he’d let himself feel in six empty months: shame.

He was so ashamed.

This was what he’d become. A loser. A brawler. A phony gladiator who couldn’t even throw a fight he’d been paid to lose.

How had that happened? How had an apple-pie-and-ice-cream farm boy from Clear Creek, Iowa, who’d been raised on responsibility and spoon-fed integrity, come to this? How had a boy who’d dreamed of becoming a cop become a joke? How had a veteran of Afghanistan and Iraq, a decorated U.S. Army Ranger—Hooah!—fallen this far from grace?

And how much further could he actually fall?

He covered his eyes with a forearm. Heaved a deep breath. Okay, yeah, so he’d sworn off the booze several months ago after he’d come to facedown in a gutter, robbed of everything but his humility. But he was still as shiftless and aimless as a drunk with a case of Mad Dog. The thing was, booze hadn’t been his answer. It had only dulled the pain. Jase didn’t want it dull. He’d needed to feel it. Feel something, anyway.

He dragged his sorry self out of bed. Stared at his bruised and bloodied face in a smoky mirror. And almost buckled under the wave of disgust that swamped him.

His eyes were supposed to be blue, but they looked mud-gray and gritty with strain, his color pasty from lack of sleep. The ringing in his ears was a constant, steady annoyance—one of the only constants in his life these days. A constant reminder that his dream job considered him a nightmare.

“Sorry, son. We’re damn proud of what you’ve done for our country. Damn proud. And we’d love to have you on the force, but—”

But Jase couldn’t pass the Atlanta police department hearing test. Couldn’t pass any police department hearing test.

“So far, civilian life hasn’t worked out real well for you, has it, chump?” he muttered, dragging a hand over his buzz-cut blond hair.

Nope. Not working out so great.

On a weary grunt, he ambled toward the shower to wash off the blood and the beer and the sweat. He twisted the faucet, let the water get good and hot. Then he stood beneath it and let it scald his skin and drown out the scent of mold.

Not only was he a man without a purpose; he was a warrior without a war. And he was still trying to figure out where that left him.

He hadn’t been able to stay in the Army; that was for certain. Not with his hearing loss. Not with Sara still at Benning and probably married to Debrowski by now.

Sara. God, he loved her. And he’d told her so. After she’d healed. After several months had passed from the day she’d buried her husband. A husband Jase had fought alongside in Iraq. A husband who’d come home safe and whole, then taken his own life—but not before he’d tried to take Sara’s, too.

“I love you, Jase. I will always love you for being here for the boys and me. But I’m not in love with you. I’m so, so sorry.”

She’d had tears in her eyes when she’d said it. Tears of pity. Tears of regret.

Jase lifted his face into the shower spray, ignored the sting as the hot water shot needles of pain into a fresh, raw cut on his cheekbone.

He’d had to get away. Away from Benning, where there was a chance he’d run into Sara every day. Reupping hadn’t been an option. The doc had made that clear. He sure as hell couldn’t go back to Iraq, even as an independent contractor. His concentration was for shit. And his hearing—well. He’d have gotten someone killed for certain—and the sad truth was, it probably wouldn’t have been him.

He twisted off the faucet and stepped out of the shower onto mildewed tile. What a pathetic loser, he thought, reaching for a dingy “white” towel. He wondered if No missed it. Missed the battalion. Missed his squad.

“Hell no,” Jase muttered aloud. Nolan miss the Army? Not in this lifetime.

Nolan—No-man—Garrett was married to the woman of his dreams, raising babies and doing legitimate security work with his brothers and sister in sunny West Palm Beach, Florida.

Jase dug around in his duffel until he found a clean pair of boxers. Stepping into them, he thought of his former squad leader. Nolan Garrett was the man. If Jase had ever looked up to anyone other than his big brother, Jeremy, and his father, it was No.

As it always did, thinking of Jeremy brought a sharp ache of loss. He had died way too young. And Jase had started drinking too young because of it—disappointing his father in more ways than one. Disappointing a lot of people.

Back in Jase’s heavy-drinking days in the Rangers, No had had to bail him out of more tight spots than he could count. He remembered a night in West Palm in a dive named Nirvana where No had backed down a pack of bad-guy biker types with nothing more than a pool cue and a feral scowl.

“Too bad No can’t get you out of this fix,” Jase muttered, thinking about the mess his life had become in the months since.

He froze with his white T-shirt halfway over his head. Then slowly tugged it down over his bruised ribs as his heart rate ratcheted up a couple of beats.

Too bad No can’t get you out of this fix.

The words echoed around in the spot where his brain was supposed to be. Maybe . . . hell, he thought as a kernel of an idea took root. Maybe he could. Maybe Nolan Garrett could do exactly that.

Four hours later, Jase was on a flight to West Palm Beach, experiencing a swell of excitement that he hadn’t felt in a very long time. The next afternoon, short on sleep but long on hope, he stood in the reception area of E.D.E.N. Securities, Inc., the firm Nolan ran with his brothers, Ethan and Dallas, and their sister, Eve.

“Who should I say is here to see him?” A cute brunette, who smelled like heaven and introduced herself as Kimmie, sat behind a reception desk smiling up at Jase when he asked if he could see Nolan.

“Just tell him Plowboy’s here,” Jase said, then glanced to the right when he heard a door open down the hall.

No, looking all professional and businesslike in a pair of classy charcoal slacks and white linen shirt, stepped out an office door.

When he spotted Jase, he did a double take.

“Jesus H. Christ,” No said, with a trademark grin that Jase had seen reduce a woman to drools. “Would you look what high tide washed in.”

Jase’s former squad leader walked down the hall toward him, a curious look on his face. “Guess the rumors are true. Nobody’s killed you yet.”

Jase grinned and accepted the hand No offered. “Not for lack of trying.”

No laughed. “That I can believe. Great to see you, man. What brings you to the Sunshine State?”

This was the hard part. But Jase hadn’t cut it as a Ranger by being soft. He cleared his throat and went airborne.

“That job offer you made me six months ago . . . the one I was stupid enough to turn down. Don’t suppose it’s still open.”

If he was surprised, No didn’t show it. What he did show was exactly what Jase needed to see. Understanding, stark and simple. Brotherhood from one warrior for another. Acceptance from a man who knew where the other had been.

But most of all, he saw relief—not some hackneyed attempt to muster up enthusiasm.

“It’s still open,” No said. “And your timing couldn’t be better. We’re spread so thin we’re turning work away.”

Now for the really hard part. “Um . . . well, there’s something you need to know. Before . . . well, before you make your decision. My hearing . . . it’s . . . well . . . spent too much time a little too close to the heavy fire, you know.”

“How bad?” No asked, looking more concerned than wary. He understood. Hearing was a common casualty in the military.

“Twenty percent loss in the right. A little less in the left.”

“Well, hell,” No said, a slow grin forming, “my wife’s got one hundred percent loss when she doesn’t want to hear the word ‘no.’ Doesn’t seem to keep her from getting the job done. Can’t see any reason you can’t get it done, either.”

He extended his hand. “Welcome aboard, man.”

And just that easy, just that fast, Jason “Plowboy” Wilson stepped out of the land of the lost and back to the land of the living.
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Three weeks later, Sunday, July 9th, South Florida Fairgrounds, Sound Advice Amphitheatre, West Palm Beach

She was a bustier-wearing, hard-living, tabloid-headlining, top-of-her-game rock star. And as of tonight, Jason Wilson was responsible for keeping her alive.

Lord Jesus God, what had No gotten him into?

Arms crossed over his chest, legs set wide, Jase stood well back in the wings, watching Sweet Baby Jane gyrate to a hard and heavy rock beat, then strut her stuff across the stage on needle-sharp heels, gearing up to close the first of three West Palm Beach bookings.

Sweet mercy, did the woman have stuff to strut.

No wonder they called her sold-out tour Fire and Soul. Sweet Baby Jane was the flesh-and-blood component of both the fire and the soul.

A wild, thick tangle of long blond hair streaked with shots of chestnut bounced on top of her head. Her lips were painted fireball red. She had a face made for magazine covers and, from where Jase was standing, put the wet in wet dreams. And her body—whoa. That was someplace he wasn’t going to go within a Baghdad mile of.

She wasn’t any bigger than a bug, her waist so small he figured one of his headbands would fit around it. Best guess, without those heels she’d probably top out at a little over five feet.

It was more than obvious that she was in great shape. Fighting shape. All slim limbs, toned muscle, and steady agility, she moved tirelessly and sometimes frenetically all the hell over the outdoor stage, her skin covered in a glittering sheen of perspiration.

Wet, he thought again. Very. Wet. Dreams.

He shook off the thought, tuned back into her performance. She had a set of pipes; he’d give her that. Although why she wanted to belt out that rock crap when she could groove on a sweet country ballad was beyond him. So was the reason she wanted to wear all that makeup and those skimpy, outrageous clothes—not to mention she seemed to have a thing for tattoos. Small ones—one on her neck, another on her biceps, and one just above her right breast. Probably more he couldn’t see, all with some deep, mystical meaning known only to her, no doubt. Babes, he’d learned, were like that.

Then there was the pierced belly button. For some reason, he actually found that a little scary.

But he wasn’t here to critique her choice of music—or her wardrobe or her body art. Or, for that matter, to wonder what she saw in Derek McCoy, the bleached-blond pretty-boy drummer with the ostrich-skin pants painted on so tight they announced to the world that he dressed to the left.

To each his own. Jase was here to provide security, not judge the rock world’s best bad girl and her bed partners as reported by Entertainer Magazine and half a dozen other rags.

And he was here to prove himself. If not in No’s eyes, in his own. He had a lot of proving to do.

Who’d a thunk it? Plowboy Wilson, country boy with a capital C, a personal securities specialist to a rock star. And not just any rock star. According to her file, she was big business, big draw, and major star power.

She was also in a little bit of trouble. Trouble of the crazed-stalker-fan variety.

Jase scanned the sea of fans rocking to the music and crowding the stage. What a mob. Seemed big venues had many things in common—whether it was the WWA drawing the crowd or Sweet Baby Jane. The scent of beer, weed, BO, and about a hundred or so different perfumes and colognes hung in the charged air like smoke.

House security was doing a good job keeping the crowd from mobbing the stage, but since Jase was officially on the payroll as of tonight, he was ready to move in if things got out of control.

The only thing out of control right now, though, was Sweet Baby Jane. Damn, she was a sight. And though she was a mite of a thing, onstage and in person she projected a much bigger presence than on TV or in print. Sure, he’d known who she was. He wasn’t a rocker, but he didn’t live under a rock, either.

She was “the next big thing,” the current decade’s answer to what you get when you cross Janis Joplin, Joss Stone, and Madonna.

And No trusted him to protect her. He shook his head, still bowled over by that vote of confidence. Never figured he’d see that on his résumé.

“Max Cogan is an old friend of Dad’s,” No had informed him at staffing yesterday, explaining about a call from a new client. “They served in ’Nam together.”

Ethan, Dallas, and Eve had also joined them at morning staffing, where they doled out assignments and briefed one another on their current clients.

“Anyway, Max manages Janey Perkins—”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Eve interrupted her brother, her blue eyes wide with excitement. “Dad is friends with rocker Sweet Baby Jane’s manager? Holy shit. Do you suppose I could get her autograph?”

Three sets of eyes—all blue like Eve’s—turned on the little sister whom no one in the group would ever mistake for a ditsy blonde.

Jase had heard stories about Eve Garrett—Eve McClain now—from No. Some of them made his short hairs curl. She was sharp and she was shrewd, and behind those cover-girl looks and misty blue eyes, she could hold her own with a Ranger chalk if she had to.

She had to be tough to keep up with the Garrett brothers, all of whom Jase respected. Hell. More than respected. He liked them. Admired them. They were heroes. Veterans. All ex–special ops, like Jase, which, in a way, made them all brothers. Sure, one gene pool had given the Garrett men their tall, dark good looks and another had given Jase a fairer complexion and a little less height, so it was obvious there was no blood relationship, but they were brothers, just the same.

And he was grateful as hell that all four Garretts—Eve, who’d once been a Secret Service agent, included—had given him a thumbs-up when Nolan had introduced him to them three weeks ago and they’d welcomed him to the firm.

Their father, Wes, a Vietnam veteran, had founded E.D.E.N. Securities, Inc., after he’d retired from the West Palm PD. Now, under the Garrett siblings’ capable hands, E.D.E.N. had expanded and built on Wes’s principles of integrity, trust, and excellence.

Jase was impressed as hell. He’d spent the past weeks familiarizing himself with company protocol, done some job shadowing, and sketched out a plant security plan that had been implemented. But he’d been itching for his first hard assignment. He’d do anything. Night security. Surveillance. Hell, he’d clean the head if they wanted him to, but that day at staffing, he’d been ready for something other than paperwork.

“I was just asking,” Eve had said with a roll of her eyes when her brothers’ “give us a break” stares told her what they thought of that idea of meeting the star.

“Cogan wants us to head up all aspects of security for Janey. Or Baby. Or Sweet. Or whatever the hell she wants to be called,” No had finished with a frown.

Then he’d tossed a file folder across the conference table toward Jase. “The tour moves from Miami to West Palm tonight and E.D.E.N.’s been tagged to provide personal and ongoing security for the star. This one’s yours, Plowboy.”

Jase had blinked. Stared at the folder. Looked around the table to see if anyone was laughing, like No had just pulled a big joke or something. No one was.

He picked up the folder. Squinted at his boss. “No shit?”

That had made them laugh.

“No shit,” No confirmed with a grin. “Read the file. It’s a six-month contract, subject to renewal. Pack a bag and head over to the fairgrounds. You’re about to break your cherry big-time.”

And that had made Jase laugh. A nervous, thanks-for-the-vote-of-confidence laugh.

He wasn’t laughing now. Sweet Baby Jane rock star was a tornado. A firestorm. He was going to have to pull out all the stops to keep up with her.

“Whatever it takes,” No had said.

Looked like it was going to take an army, Jase thought as she skipped across the stage, then leaped gracefully up onto a speaker. Fist in the air, she belted out the last notes to a hard-living, hard-drinking song about life and love on the road.

Yeah. It was going to take an army all right. An army of one.

The booze from the free bar flowed like a fountain.

Janey avoided it and greedily gulped bottled water while around her everyone helped themselves to their alcohol of choice and a steaming buffet filled with local Cuban cuisine that ranged from black beans to plantains. Max Cogan, her manager and ever the promoter, schmoozed with the press, the local radio jocks, and their sponsors.

She was always dry after a concert. Dry and ready for some time to wind down alone. But the show was never officially over until the after-concert party wound down. Fans with backstage passes shoved concert programs under her nose and the noses of her band members and backup singers, then flushed red when they scored a much-coveted autograph.

As usual, her drummer, Derek McCoy, was eating it up with a spoon and making his usual and tiresome post-concert play for her.

“You were hot tonight, babe.” Slinging his arm over her shoulders and pulling her close, Derek made a big show of nuzzling her neck like it was something he had a right to do—which he sure as hell didn’t. If you believed the tabloids, however, Derek was her on-again, off-again love interest. Derek would like nothing more than to make those stories true.

Wasn’t going to happen.

He smelled like booze and smoke and the expensive leather of the black vest he wore over his bare chest. Twin nipple rings peeked out with winking diamonds whenever he moved. From the corner of her eye, Janey caught a glimpse of Chris Ramsey’s video recorder catching all the action. Janey gritted her teeth, not for the first time wishing she’d never let Max talk her into letting the freelance videographer tape the tour for an MTV documentary. The last image she wanted preserved for posterity was one of her and Derek in a clinch.

“What do you say we put a cap on the night in my room?” Derek continued, not taking Janey’s hint when she pushed against his side. “We can make the night even hotter.”

Janey squirmed out from under Derek’s imprisoning arm. For the sake of the gathered crowd, she forced a smile rather than snarl at him. “Okay, we’ve gone over this before, but for clarity’s sake, what part of ‘when hell freezes over’ isn’t registering with you?” she asked sweetly so only Derek could hear.

How a man with such a swaggering ego could affect the look of a pouty little brat she’d never know.

“You know, one of these days, I’m going to quit askin’,” Derek warned through a smile that held more venom than regret.

She waggled her almost empty bottle of water at him. “This is me—living for the day you keep that promise.”

She was beyond caring that she’d dealt his massive ego another blow. Derek was becoming a pest—one she really didn’t have time to deal with.

“ ’Fraid you can’t handle my brand of action?” he taunted with a sneer.

She couldn’t help it. She laughed. Derek considered himself God’s gift, and it royally pissed him off that she wasn’t interested in unwrapping his “package.” “If that’s what you want to think, you just run with it.”

She turned to walk away, but he grabbed her arm, jerked her up tight against him, and pressed his mouth to her ear. “You’re a cock tease, you know that? Sometimes I wonder why I even bother. But there’s one thing I do know. One of these days, you’re going to be sorry for stringing me along. Very, very sorry.”

Janey dealt with the little shot of unease that zipped through her blood by turning it into outrage. She glared from his hand where it wrapped in a bruising grip around her upper arm to the ugly anger in his eyes. “You are very close to crossing a line here, Derek. Get your hand off my arm and walk away and I’ll chalk up your little tirade to the booze and a bad day. . . .

“Now,” she ordered when several seconds passed and he still hadn’t let go of her.

“Fuck it,” he swore, and released her with a flourish. “No skin off my ass.” And finally, he walked away.

After a deep breath, Janey finished her water and grabbed another bottle, her attention suddenly riveted on a clean-cut, all-American-boy type approaching her.

Just what the doctor ordered. A diversion from that nasty little scene with Derek. And what a diversion. He was not the prototype of her usual fan, who preferred grunge to gleam. This boy practically shined.

His hair—a sun-bleached brown—was buzz-cut, his black T-shirt and jeans pin-neat and free of holes. Not a scrap of leather, a piercing, or a soul patch in sight. His complexion was apple-pie and wholesome. She’d guess him at about five nine, five ten. And while it was obvious he’d spent hours pumping weights and bulking up the impressive muscles that strained the seams of his black T-shirt, she’d bet tonight’s gate receipts that those baby blues hadn’t witnessed half the things most rocker fans his age had seen.

Innocence. Something about him flat-out shouted it.

She couldn’t resist smiling at him as he came within a yard of her. And when he actually blushed, she felt a curious surge of protective instinct. All that naïveté was refreshing. And kind of cute. So was he—in a baby-face, beach-boy-with-a-body kind of way.

For the first time ever, she considered the merits of a one-night stand. That’s how hot he was.

And that’s how deprived you are, she told herself with a self-effacing smile. Ah, the downside of celibacy.

Oh well. A little harmless flirting couldn’t hurt.

“Hi, sweetie.” She was still jazzed on the residual adrenaline that always gave her a buzz during and after a solid performance. Plus, she was a little revved up from her face-off with Derek. “You a member of the fan club? And does your momma know you’re out this late?” she added with a teasing grin.

He smiled then. All slow and amused and lazy. And something amazing happened to his face. It transitioned from Babe in Toyland to just plain babe. Twin dimples dented his clean-shaven cheeks. The Michael Douglas cleft in his chin widened. And though he couldn’t have been much more than seventeen, he suddenly looked a whole lot older—and just a little more naughty than he might be nice.

The fleeting notion of groping a groupie raised its ugly head again. Especially when she got a whiff of him. Clean. Mostly he just smelled clean. It was a turn-on of epic proportions.

She gave herself a mental head slap while a hundred conversations from the gathered crowd buzzed around them. Can we say statutory rape?

“Actually,” he said, in a voice that was gruff and gravelly and way outdistanced the youthful picture he made, “I’m on the payroll.”

She brushed a fall of damp hair behind her ear, ran the cool water bottle over her forehead. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Yours.”

She did a double take. Looked him up and down.

“Jason Wilson, ma’am.” He offered his hand. “I’m your new securities specialist.”

Janey blinked. Then blinked again as a wave of disbelief rose inside her like a helium balloon. She pushed out a laugh.

“That’s a joke, right?”

He tilted his head, shrugged. “No, ma’am. No joke.”

“Oh, for the love of . . . Max!” she yelled, and, grabbing Jason’s hand, tugged him across the room in her manager’s direction.

“Yo, what’s up?” Max Coogan turned, cigarette in one hand, gin in the other, still smiling over something a local sponsor had said. He sobered abruptly when he saw her face. “What? What’s wrong?”

“By any chance, have you met my new bodyguard?”

Max’s brows rose as he glanced from Janey to the “bodyguard” in question. He managed an uneasy smile. “Problem?”

“Problem?” She couldn’t believe this. “Yeah, there’s a problem. While he plays bodyguard for me . . . who’s gonna babysit him?”

Janey rode the hotel elevator in silence, tuning out Max and her new “bodyguard’s” conversation as they ascended to the Breakers’ penthouse suite.

She mentally shook her head and thought back to the conversation that had landed her in this position in the first place. It had been Monday night, after the third and last Miami concert.

“Things are getting out of control, snooks,” Max had said, slumping in the backseat beside her as the limo crept away from the back entrance of the concert hall. He’d tugged at his ripped jacket sleeve, then given up on setting it right, with a disgusted grunt.

As usual after a concert these days, hundreds of fans had crowded next to the stretch, screaming her name, some of them crying, some of them stoned, all of them hoping for a glimpse of their rock idol behind the bulletproof smoked-glass windows.

“And I’m getting too old for this shit,” he’d added wearily.

“I’m getting too old for it.” The adrenaline rush that always followed a performance had started to let her down.

“Seriously, Janey. I can’t take care of you like I used to. Sweet Baby Jane is no longer one among a pack of rockers with a broadening fan base. You’re a megastar. A supernova. You’ve evolved into a monster machine. If I’m with you, then I’m letting the business end slide. You can’t afford for me to do that. Not with the numbers you’re racking up.”

As she had that night in the back of the stretch, she really looked at her manager. Max’s dark brown hair was tied back at his nape with a leather thong and was relatively free of gray. His face was only slightly lined by years of wheeling and dealing for the record industry’s hottest properties until he’d dropped them all and signed on exclusively as her full-time manager.

From that day six years ago, Max Cogan had been at her side whenever she was out in public and often when she was in private. He was her rock. Her anchor. Her sounding board. She might act tough and unshakable for the public, but she couldn’t imagine facing these kinds of mobs without him. Neither could she imagine facing those hours when she was alone.

Especially not lately. The past few days she’d been experiencing an extreme and almost paranoid feeling that she was being watched.

But she didn’t need a bodyguard. She’d told Max as much that hot Miami night. “If you need help with the business, then hire someone on that end.”

Max had shaken his head, looked sad. “I need help on this end, sweetie. Someone we can trust. Someone who can handle your day-to-day needs.”

That’s when the light had dawned. “You’re talking more security.”

Looking guilty, he’d nodded. “Yeah. I’m talking more security.”

“Not the old twenty-four-seven-bodyguard discussion,” she’d said with a groan.

“Yep. That old discussion.”

Janey had sagged back against the seat. “Just up the number of rent-a-thugs so you don’t have to run all the interference yourself.”

Then as now, she couldn’t wait to take a shower. Her own sweat plus cigarette smoke from the after-concert party clung to her clothes and hair, making her half-sick.

“We can do that, yeah, but it still won’t be enough. I want around-the-clock protection for you—and I don’t want to see a new face in every city and have to wonder if I can count on the guy.

“Now wait before you shoot me down,” Max had interjected when she’d geared up to protest in earnest. “I know you don’t want a personal bodyguard. I know that. But what you don’t seem to realize is that you’ve run out of room. We can’t dodge this particular bullet any longer. Between the press and the crazies out there, I’m wearing out, snooks. I can’t deal with these mobs anymore. I need to turn the reins over to someone who can actually protect you if you need protecting. Someone who can oversee your security issues as well as be there for you to count on.”

Like Max had always been there for her to count on during her six-year “overnight” rise to success. That’s what this had really come down to. If Janey caved on the bodyguard issue, she gave in to the idea that she’d lose Max. Lose that constant, steady smile, that quick wit and warm shoulder.

She glanced at him now as the elevator hit the Breakers’ penthouse level. The strain and fatigue on his face was telling. At first glance, in his faded designer jeans and silk designer jacket, Max didn’t look a day over fifty. That was if you didn’t look at his eyes. His eyes were tired, which meant he was tired, and that gave Janey a twinge of guilt.

It had given her more than a twinge in Miami that night. Maybe that’s why she’d known she was going to cave. Max did need to slow down, and she was being selfish hanging on to his expert hand-holding.

And then there was the issue of the ever-present invisible monkey she felt riding her shoulder at the oddest moments lately. Like when she was alone in her hotel room and she suddenly didn’t feel alone anymore—and not in a Casper the Friendly Ghost sort of way.

Maybe she was getting paranoid. Or could it be she’d simply grown so self-involved that she suspected she was constantly being watched?

Turned out she’d had good reason. When Max had taken her hand in the back of the limo that night, she’d found exactly how good.

She remembered that moment right down to the look on his face and the sweat on his palm.

“Janey.” Max had squeezed her hand tight. “I’ve been putting off telling you this. But it’s time you knew.” He’d waited for her to look at him. “Edwin Grimm was released from prison last week.”

As the elevator hit their floor, Janey’s heart took a deep dive—just as it had that night.

Max had just given her the answer to why she felt she was being watched. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d been marking off the months and years on an internal calendar. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d known it was time for Grimm to be released. Her subconscious had already figured out that her worst nightmare could be coming back to haunt her.

Despite the warm Florida night, she’d shivered. Yeah. There could be a damn good reason she’d been certain someone was watching her.

Someone was.

“Hire the bodyguard,” she’d told Max, shocking him when he’d been about to lay out another set of arguments. “Just hire the damn bodyguard.”

So what does he bring her? she thought with a shake of her head as the elevator door opened and said “bodyguard” stepped out of the cab, then motioned her to follow?

A baby.

Oh yeah. She felt damn safe now.
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It’s a gene thing,” Jase explained to his new, and so far not so nice, assignment. It was one thirty in the morning. They were in the living area of a plush penthouse suite at the Breakers—him and Ms. Indignant and Max Cogan, who had suggested they take this discussion away from the party. “My dad’s fifty-something. Looks like he’s thirty.”

“Look, I’m sorry,” the hotshot rock star said. Barefoot now but still wearing that skimpy black leather bustier and almost skirt, she paced back and forth in front of the sofa where he and Max sat behind a brushed chrome coffee table holding an arrangement of brilliant exotic flowers. An almost sickeningly sweet scent filled the air. Gardenia maybe? Hell, he didn’t know a rose from a weed, but his mom liked gardenias. She had a candle or something that smelled like this.

“I didn’t mean to insult you,” Janey continued, casting an impatient glance his way. “It’s just . . . I’m used to Max is all. I rely on his . . .”

“Suave sophistication?” Max suggested with a broad grin.

That finally got a smile out of her. It was gone all too fast.

“His maturity,” she clarified with a pointed look.

“I served three tours in the Middle East, ma’am,” Jase said simply. “Afghanistan and Iraq. You tend to grow up in a hurry over there.”

He would not get fired. Not before he even got started. Not without a fight. He couldn’t let No down.

His client—and that appeared to be dangerously up in the flower-scented air at the moment—narrowed her eyes, considered him carefully. “How old are you?”

He gave her his best badass look. “Old enough.”

And then he took a chance. “Pardon me for being blunt, ma’am, but if I were to judge you by the package you’re wrapped in, I’d figure you were a spoiled, high-maintenance diva who makes decisions based on some crackpot psychic’s advice or . . . or on a mood ring or something. Or that you let your minions do your real thinking for you.

“But I don’t take things at face value,” he continued when she stopped her pacing and locked those dark brown eyes on him.

“See, I figure that someone who’s built a career as successful as yours,” he added, now that he had her undivided attention, “well . . . I figure there’s a lot more to you than meets the eye. And I figure I’d be a fool to think otherwise. Ma’am,” he added when it looked like she might be trying to decide if she’d just been insulted or manipulated.

In any event, some of the wind let down out of Miss High-and-Mighty’s sails—Thank you, Jesus.

Beside him, he could see Max Cogan fighting to cover a grin.

No such luck with his rocker. She was still scowling. But she had stopped pacing long enough to walk to the bar and open another bottle of water. Jase took the opportunity to dig a deeper toehold.

“You tell me what you need from me, Miss Perkins, and I’ll deliver,” he assured her. “And my looks? People tend to underestimate me. You’d be surprised how many times that actually works to my advantage.” Although this, obviously, wasn’t one of those times.

It was up to her now. He’d done his worst. She could take him at his word or screw it. He didn’t want to let E.D.E.N. down, but he’d be damned if he’d beg for the job.

“Okay, fine,” she said after a long, grudging silence. “Just . . . fine,” she repeated on a weary sigh, and headed for one of the three bedrooms in the suite. “We’ll give it a try. I’m going to bed.”

The door swung shut behind her with a bang.

And Jase breathed his first breath of relief since she’d dragged him across the room by the hand like a naughty little kid. He felt like he’d just dodged an RPG.

“Well played,” Max said, and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “She’s a little tense. A lot tired. The tour’s been a pisser. We’ve been on the road for three months straight. And she has to deal with the Grimm creep being on the loose again. Give her some time. She’ll be fine with this.

“In the meantime, looks like you’re in for now,” Max said, and stood. He handed Jase a folder. “If you want to stay in, you’d best memorize her schedule. Besides arranging security for all appearances and events and providing personal protection, it’s up to you to keep her on task. And to keep her happy and free of additional stress. Any schedule changes, you’ll hear them directly from me. Until then . . . consider this timetable,” he jabbed his finger on the schedule stapled to the top of the folder, “carved in stone.”

Max walked to the door of a second bedroom, then paused with his hand on the door handle. “I’d trust Wes Garrett with my life. Because of that I trust his kids. If they say you’re up to the job, then I’m counting on that to be true.”

“I’m up to it, sir.”

“She means the world to me,” Cogan added after a long look. “Grimm . . . he almost killed her once. Don’t let him get anywhere near her again.”

And that left Jase flipping through the contents of the folder—and wondering what the hell he’d gotten into. According to his list of duties, he wasn’t only a bodyguard. He was a fucking butler.

Janey lay back on the hotel bed, clutched the phone in her hand, and stared at the ceiling. She’d already dialed the number once—then hung up before it ever rang.

Juvenile. Childish. But then that was how she always felt when she thought about her mother.

Her mother. Janey ran her nails absently across the receiver. She hadn’t seen her mother in nearly two years. Hadn’t talked to her for over a year. And Janey honestly didn’t know why she felt the need to talk to her tonight. It was late. Close to 2:00 a.m.

And yet . . . she drew a deep breath, hit redial, put the phone to her ear, and waited. And waited while it rang and rang. She almost hung up again . . . then she heard the sound of a connection and a gravelly mumbled, “Who the hell is calling at this hour?”

Her heart stumbled. Her throat closed up. Her fingers clutched tighter around the receiver.

“Who’s there?” Alice Perkins growled in an angry, gritty slur.

“Mom? Hi. It’s . . . me. Janey.”

Silence, then, “Janey? God, girl, you got no sense of time? I was asleep.”

Janey’s heart sank.

What? You expected that after a year you might get something like, “Hi, sweetie. Oh, it’s so good to hear from you”?

No. She hadn’t expected that. At least the adult in her who knew the score hadn’t—the child, however, well, the child was still waiting for some sign that her mother loved her.

“Sorry, Mom.” This was a mistake. She wished she’d never given in to the impulse to make the call. “I was just . . . just wondering how you are, was all.”

“Tired. That’s how I am,” Alice grumbled.

Janey closed her eyes as silence settled, then jumped with surprise when her mother spoke again.

“So . . . where are you?”

“Florida. West Palm Beach, to be exact. I had a concert here tonight. Two more before we leave on Friday.”

More silence.

“Um . . . other than tired, how are you, Mom?” Janey prompted. “You’ve been getting the money I send, right?”

“Every month.” Somehow Alice made it sound like a complaint. “I’ve told you before. You don’t need to do that.”

“I want to, Mom.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t need it. I’m getting by.”

For as long as Janey could remember, her mother had never worked. There weren’t too many job opportunities for a woman who looked at life through the bottom of a bottle of Jim Beam. Janey doubted very much that without the cash she sent her mother would get by at all.

“See you in the papers now and then.”

“Yeah,” Janey said, feeling a little too much pride, a little too much warmth, knowing that her mother might actually follow her career. “I get my share of press these days.”

“Embarrassing, is what it is,” Alice groused. “You look like a slut with all that makeup, wearing them short skirts that barely cover your ass.”

Janey closed her eyes, deflated.

“So what else did you want?” her mother asked after a protracted drought of words.

What did she want? Good question. Something. Some little something to tell her that her mother was happy to hear from her. That she missed her.

“Nothing,” Janey said, grounding herself back in reality. She’d never gotten much from her mother other than the back of her hand. There was no reason to think time and distance would change that. “Look. I’m sorry I bothered you. Go on back to bed. Good-bye, Mom.”

“Yeah. Good . . . good-bye.”

The line went dead.

It was a long time before Janey set the receiver on the cradle and went to sleep.

Alice Perkins, on the other hand, was dead to the world half an hour later.

But first, she stared at the phone. Then she stared across the bedroom to the picture she’d cut out of the paper last week of Janey singing her heart out on a big concert stage.

The girl had become something. In spite of her drunk of a mother, she’d made something of herself. When the first wave of guilt and regret rolled over her, Alice headed for her kitchen and the bottle of Beam.

Her hands were shaking as she poured the first shot. “Hurry, hurry, hurry,” she whispered, begging the whiskey to dull the pain of her failures that latched on with a brutal fist and twisted.

She was a joke as a human being. A horror of a mother. She didn’t deserve Janey. Never had. And so she pushed her away.

Alice’s reflection stared back at her from the window over the sink. Stringy brown hair. Sallow complexion. Old, faded eyes. She’d been pretty once. Not pretty like Janey, but pretty enough.

Now look at her. She was used up and worn-out. A drunk. How had this happened to her? She’d had such big plans. She was going to be something . . . someone important. She hadn’t meant to be an unwed mother with a baby to feed and bills to pay. She hadn’t intended to become a drunk.

And she hadn’t intended to survive by the knife of deceit, trickery, and threats.

God, what a mess she’d made. Of everything.

“I’m sorry, Janey,” she mumbled. “I’m so, so sorry.”

Then as she had almost every night of her adult life, she passed out. This time, instead of at a seedy bar or under a sweaty body that reeked of booze and bad decisions, it was with her head on the kitchen table, her hair wet from the pool of tears she hadn’t wanted to shed and that the Beam hadn’t been able to stop.

The next night, Monday, July 10th, 2:00 a.m., Blue Heron Boulevard, West Palm Beach

Edwin Grimm lay on his back on a queen-sized bed in an upscale hotel that cost him three hundred plus a night. Compared to his six-by-six cell and his lumpy cot at the correctional facility in San Luis Obispo, California, it was a bed fit for a king.

Freedom was not free.
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