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      I never should have left her alone.

      The damning words pierced Trevor Hawkins’ consciousness like a scalpel, evidence surrounding him as if he were on trial. Her makeup was scattered across the floor. A mirror broken and shattered. Her purse and phone abandoned in a corner.

      Olivia wouldn’t leave her purse and phone.

      Not in a million years.

      He squeezed his head, one hand on either side, as he tried to make sense of the scene in front of him. Her dressing room was in disarray, a mess completely out of character for the woman he loved, and self-recrimination echoed in his mind.

      He should have been here with her, damn it. He knew she was scared to death because someone was stalking her. She was his fiancée, for God’s sake, and he’d stayed in Atlanta months longer than necessary instead of rushing to her side to keep her safe.

      And now I’m too late.

      It was his love for HERO Force that had kept him away, his passion for the job outweighing what should have been of paramount importance, and he cursed himself for it. The Hands-on Engagement and Reconnaissance Operations team had been his family long before he met Olivia, the high-risk missions like heroin to a junkie’s veins.

      He wanted it. Needed it, above all else.

      But her film was shooting in France. He couldn’t do his job and be there for her at the same time.

      Now look what you’ve done.

      Sweat broke out on his forehead.

      He was just like his old man.

      How many times had he watched his father put the job before his family? Hawk still remembered what it was like to search the stands from one side to the other just to see if his father had shown up for a game. But Frank Hawkins was a detective on the homicide squad and there was nothing young Trevor could do to compare with that.

      He’d been keenly aware of how much it hurt his mother, and he’d wished he was bigger and able to do something about it.

      Now you’re bigger and just as stupid as he was.

      Olivia was going to be his wife, and the role of soon-to-be husband was already conflicting with the man he considered himself to be. He needed to get his shit together. Make a change.

      Fuck.

      Could he live with that kind of sacrifice?

      He shook his head to clear it. He couldn’t live without her. The job paled in comparison to his need to have Olivia by his side.

      They’d been inseparable from the moment his car careened into hers on that snowy mountain road until she left for France, the last month and a half without her ranking as some of the longest days of his life. He’d step into the apartment they shared and be struck by the emptiness inside, the lack of energy, of happiness, of love.

      But you didn’t notice when you were on a mission, did you?

      He could see himself in fatigues, rushing a target, his weapon solid in his hands. The high of adrenaline. The focus. The testing of skill.

      But he remembered something else, too. The sultry look in Olivia’s eyes as she stood barefoot in their kitchen, easily convincing him to be late for work just one more time. Or the way she felt against his body, tucked tightly into the crook of his arm as they talked deep into the night.

      He’d told her things he never dreamed would cross his lips, wanted her to know pieces of himself he’d never shared with another. When they made love, it was as if those pieces wove together every bit of his being with hers, their souls tethered by the tapestry they were making from one moment to the next.

      He was a better man when he was with her, and he’d been a fool to let her out of his sight. He would make the sacrifice he needed to make, that he should have made weeks ago.

      He would let his brothers go.

      That’s what HERO Force was. His family.

      You’ve got to find her first.

      He crossed to her dressing table, dropping onto the white fur-covered seat, his eyes unfocused. He saw the fat man standing in the doorway out of the corner of his eye. He’d damn near forgotten the bodyguard was there.

      The bodyguard who was supposed to protect her. The bodyguard who made it possible for Hawk to convince himself he wasn’t needed in France. The bodyguard who left Olivia unprotected so he could get a goddamn sandwich.

      Hawk’s bicep flinched as he shifted his gaze back to the fat man. “Where is she?” he ground out in a voice he barely recognized as his own.

      “I do not know,” the man said, his English heavily accented by his native French. “En décor?”

      “What?”

      “How you say…en studio?”

      Hawk stood, frustration like a pure source of energy capable of catapulting him across the room. “What does that mean?”

      The bodyguard pantomimed cranking a movie camera. “En décor. En studio.”

      Studio decoration. “The set?”

      “Ouí. The set.”

      Hawk pointed toward the set he’d cut through on his way to her dressing room. “She’s not there.”

      “No, monsieur. The village set.” He gestured in the opposite direction.

      Hawk took off at a run.

      Would he be so lucky? Was it possible she was shooting a scene close by and all his worry had been for nothing?

      All night as his plane flew over the Atlantic, he imagined horrible things that could happen to her. Maybe his imagination had run away with him.

      The path he was on led to a wide-open area. In the distance he saw what looked like a village street straight out of a history book. He continued to run, squinting against the sun. He’d had sunglasses at some point. God only knew where they were now.

      She came into view, on the street surrounded by cameras and other people, and his galloping heart slowed with his feet as relief washed over him.

      She was okay.

      Nothing bad had happened to her.

      He broke out in a grateful smile and froze, his eyes narrowing.

      There was a man on his belly atop a nearby building, his head peeking over the edge.

      Prone position.

      Hawk was in motion, his legs once again pumping, propelling him faster than he knew he could go. The figure’s pose was all too familiar to Hawk from his military career, a favorite of snipers the world over.

      He was too far away to see if the man had a gun, but his instincts sensed the danger in the air. The weapon came into view. A rifle of some kind.

      He scaled a metal ladder that ran up the back of the building just as a shot rang out. It was all happening too quickly, completely out of his reach, out of his control. Another shot.

      No!

      He climbed the rest of the way and pulled his weapon on the sniper. “Put down the gun, asshole!”
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      Brooke Barrons was a badass who was never frightened by anything, but Olivia Grayson was terrified.

      Too bad I’m one messed-up person.

      Brooke was her stage name, but it was more than that. It was a complete persona she took with her on the job, though it never extended beyond the surface into who she really was.

      She fought to keep herself from biting her lip, not wanting to ruin her makeup and prolong the take. Already they’d been shooting for hours, only breaking for twenty minutes some three hours ago, and that had hardly been relaxing.

      She could still see the note shaking in her hand, feel its scratchy paper. The angry slant of the writing was all too familiar, but this time the content was darker—more alarming—and she hadn’t known that was possible.

      “Brooke, baby, you need to pay attention.”

      She lifted her chin and focused on Evan Lockheed, the director. She’d admired him before she came here, his reputation and résumé preceding him like a long red carpet. But in person he was difficult to take, needing his hand up the backs of his actors like a puppeteer with a sock. “Sorry.”

      He shook his head as if she were a naughty child disappointing him once again, his dark curls shining in the sun. “I want to see the shock on your face when Marty opens fire and hits you in the belly. The fear when he shoots the man you love. I want to take one look at you and know you’ve just lost everything that matters in life. Got it?”

      She nodded curtly. Lockheed’s micromanagement was weighing her down and she desperately wanted this film to be over.

      Yes, that’s the reason I want to leave.

      Not because a crazy person wants to kill me.

      She needed to sit down in a quiet place and pull the drapes shut around her, not stand on the set in the bright sunshine and be stared at by a hundred people.

      She knew the scene by heart, every word of every character, every bit of blocking, and hell yes, she knew she should look upset when her lover got shot. Evan directed the others on equally obvious points and she let her mind wander again, but instead of thinking about the threats, she focused on the one thing that could stop a panic attack dead in its tracks.

      Trevor.

      Her breathing instantly deepened, the slightest sigh escaping as she exhaled. She remembered his scent, the brawny maleness of his voice, and the richness of his laugh. It had been too long since she’d seen him and she regretted taking this role that brought her so far away from the man she loved, even if it was good for her career.

      The movie wasn’t even out of filming yet and already there was Oscar buzz. Every actress her age in Hollywood had wanted the part, eagerly lining up for auditions like maidens trying on Cinderella’s slipper. But Lockheed wanted her, had all but offered her the part before she even looked through the script.

      And what a script it was.

      The screenwriter had outdone herself, taking the best-selling novel of the year and turning it into something with the potential to be a visually commanding masterpiece. It was an honor to be here, speaking these words.

      So why the hell do I just want to go home?

      Her eyes skated around the periphery of the set, searching for her bodyguard. The man was nowhere to be found and her rib cage seemed to shrink with the realization. She was vulnerable, alone in a sea of people.

      She wasn’t safe here, the studio failing to provide her with adequate security in the wake of the threatening letters she’d received. She thought back to her most recent conversation with Trevor, desperately trying to keep from asking him to come to France. He had his own responsibilities back in the States. She couldn’t expect him to fly across an ocean on a moment’s notice, no matter how much she wanted him here.

      The scene was one of the final ones in the movie, though they were shooting it out of order. The 1859 street scene was accurate down to the smallest detail, a horse-drawn carriage making its way across the cobblestones as villagers bustled by. Olivia played the Marquess de Sage, wife of Sebastian and lover of a poor portrait painter named Dante de Silva—whom her jealous husband was about to shoot, injuring his beloved wife in the process.

      As an actress, she did her best to bring the characters to life, but the marquess had come alive in her mind the first time she’d read the script. She was everything Olivia was not—independent, strong-willed, feisty—and the more she played the part, the more she longed to be more like her character.

      She thought of Marco, her stomach shriveling like she’d been punched in the solar plexus. Her engagement to him had done some damage to her self-image, the time that had passed between then and now only adding to the contrast. She’d been weak—she could see that now—choosing to marry a man simply because he took care of her.

      But now I have Trevor.

      And how is that different?

      She felt the awkward tug of her heart being pulled in different directions. It had been almost a year they’d been together, times that were easily the best she’d ever experienced. But wasn’t she using Trevor exactly the same way she’d used Marco? A man to hide behind, to latch on to, to lead her through life?

      No.

      This is different.

      He was good. Her love for him was true. Nothing about that resembled her relationship with Marco at all.

      Lockheed marched back to his seat, the stage crew in their places. “Action!” he yelled.

      She picked through a vendor’s wares on the busy street, a camera lens just feet from her face, tracking her every move as she haggled with a vendor in French. Anthony Weir, the actor who played her lover, Dante, came up behind her, slipping his hands around her waist and kissing her neck. She liked Anthony, who was recently voted one of the sexiest men alive. He had a great sense of humor and was dedicated to his long-term partner.

      The kiss would have been a scandalous move even for a married couple back then, and it was Trevor she imagined as her face and body responded to that kiss. She spun around, dropping what she’d been about to purchase in her haste to be in his arms.

      They shared an intense look before he pulled her with him toward the hotel where they’d planned to meet. Her cheeks were hot with excitement, her lips parted in lust. In mere moments they’d be alone together and she’d finally be able to make love to him again after many months apart.

      Just like Trevor.

      A shot rang out across the square, people scurrying and screaming. Dante looked back at her one last time and froze, his eyes widening with shock as he was hit. “Ma chérie,” he whispered.

      “What was that?” she asked in French, panicking as he leaned heavily into her arms. “Dante?” she screamed, touching the fake blood that spilled from his wound, her hand shaking as it came away from his body, red and wet.

      What is that smell?

      Fake blood looked as good as the real thing, but the metallic scent that hung on the air had her mind locked in confusion. He was leaning on her too heavily, pulling her to the ground.

      “Oh, God,” he whispered. “Brooke.”

      Her eyes beseeched the crew off set to explain what was going on as another shot echoed through the street like a cannon. “What’s happening?” she called to Lockheed.

      He got to his feet. “Cut!”

      Anthony fell to the ground in front of her. A deep voice bellowed across the set. “Put down the gun, asshole!”

      The cast and crew looked around. In her confused state, Olivia failed to connect the dots.

      “I said put the gun down, motherfucker!”

      This time, there was no mistaking that voice. “Trevor?” She moved forward, leaving Anthony behind as she searched for him. She found him high above the set, his weapon trained on the actor playing the Marquis de Sage, whose hands were now high above his head.

      She ran toward them. What was he doing here, and why on earth was he holding a gun at that man?

      He came for you, after you told him about the letter yesterday. He came for you and now he thinks he’s protecting you.

      Oh, God.

      She was going as fast as she could now, but not fast enough, as Trevor patted down the other man and put him in handcuffs. Other members of the cast and crew were running, too, all trying to reach the mystery man who had interrupted their scene and was throwing their antagonist down.

      “Trevor!” She followed the director as he climbed the ladder to the top of the building and reached Trevor just as Lockheed picked the gun off the ground. “It’s just a prop, you idiot. He wasn’t really going to hurt anyone.”

      Trevor narrowed his eyes at her and time seemed to stop, the shock of seeing him after so long like an unexpected kiss from the gods. But he looked away, opening the weapon and dumping the rounds into his hands. “This is live ammunition.”

      “They’re blanks,” snapped Lockheed.

      “No, they’re not.”

      “Let me see those.” The man’s eyes went wide. “That’s not what should be in that gun.” He called down to the crew. “Get the prop master up here, pronto.”

      Olivia’s heart stammered in her chest as understanding made its way through her bloodstream. “They’re real bullets?”

      “Yes,” he said, standing and coming to her.

      “Someone has to help Anthony! I thought he was pretending to be shot. He’s bleeding everywhere,” she said. This couldn’t be happening. “What if he dies? I just left him there—”

      “You didn’t know,” said Trevor.

      “The next shot was meant for me.” Her whole body was shaking, her arms, her shoulders. A roar rang in her ears like a loud wave, Lockheed’s voice barely audible as he yelled down to the crew to help Anthony.

      “You’re safe,” Trevor said.

      Her eyes fixated on his familiar features. His dark brows. His strong nose. His full lips. “By how much?”

      “I’m here now. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      His arms came around her, his warmth barely touching the frozen shock that surrounded her. She rested her chin on his shoulder. “I was next,” she whispered.

      “You’re safe, Livy.”

      She didn’t feel safe. She barely felt anything at all, and imagined this was what a hunter on safari suddenly cornered by a lion might feel. 

      Numb. Weightless. Half-gone.

      Trevor squeezed her more tightly, his hand stroking her back. When had he gotten here? How had he known?

      “Who are you?” demanded Lockheed.

      Trevor leaned back but kept his arms around her. “Trevor Hawkins, Olivia’s—”

      “He’s with me,” she interrupted.

      Lockheed’s eyes went from him to her and back again. “It looks like we owe you a debt of gratitude. Lucky you happened to be here.”

      “Lucky,” Hawk repeated.

      Olivia twined her fingers in his, needing his strength. The reality of what she’d narrowly escaped was sinking in, how close she’d come to actually being injured—or worse. She squeezed her eyes shut and said a silent prayer for Anthony.

      “Get the blanks,” said Lockheed to the prop master, who’d appeared on the roof moments before. “We’ve only got half an hour before we lose the light.”

      He couldn’t be serious. “Evan, I don’t think I can do this anymore today,” she said.

      “Just a couple of takes.”

      She was seething, her natural inclination to go with the flow now percolating with heat. She had blood on her hands, on her dress, and this man was out of his goddamn mind. Who would play Dante now that Anthony had been shot? She shook her head frantically. “No.”

      He turned back as if seeing her for the first time. “Excuse me?”

      “Someone was trying to kill us. Do you not see that?”

      “It was a prop mistake.”

      “No. Someone put real bullets in the gun. That’s not a mistake. That’s attempted murder.” She gestured to the scene below with her chin. “Or worse if Anthony dies. You should be worried about him right now and finding out who did this, not focusing on the stupid scene.”

      Lockheed was looking at her like he’d never met her before. She fought herself to keep from taking the words back, but she was wound so tightly from the threats she’d been receiving, she had to speak out. Trevor’s hands squeezed her hips.

      “The person who did this was after you,” said Lockheed. “My movie is in danger because of you.”

      “That’s not my fault.”

      He stared at her for several beats before looking away. “We’ll stop for today. I want everyone back here tomorrow morning at seven thirty.”
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      Trevor sat on an uncomfortable wicker sofa in Olivia’s dressing room, watching her step around the glass shards as she packed. He’d suggested they leave the studio for the night, and she’d agreed, insisting they wait with Anthony until he was taken away in an ambulance.

      They’d come back here so she could shower and wash the blood off, throwing her clothes in the garbage can and insisting the costume department would just have to deal with it because she was never wearing that particular dress again.

      Hawk’s eyes settled on Olivia’s purse, which still sat in the corner, remembering how its location had concerned him. “Why did you leave your purse and cell phone in your dressing room?”

      “Lockheed doesn’t like phones on the set, and there’s nowhere safe to leave my purse.” She blew out air. “Not that my dressing room is safe either, considering the notes I’ve gotten here, but I have to leave it someplace.”

      That made sense. He was used to her taking those things with her in real life, but a movie set was completely different. “And the broken mirror?”

      “What about it?”

      “How did it happen?”

      “I threw it.”

      He had a hard time picturing such an angry outburst coming from Olivia. “Why?”

      She stopped walking and faced him. “Why do you think?”

      “Did I do something to make you angry?”

      “No.” She went back to packing. “It had nothing to do with you.”

      “You don’t usually throw mirrors.”

      “I don’t usually get threatening letters on my pillow, either.”

      His spine could have been made of steel. “You didn’t tell me about the pillow.”

      “What difference does it make? I told you about the rest.”

      “I would have been here sooner.”

      “Well, maybe that’s why I didn’t tell you.”

      He stood, trying to keep up with her changing mood. “You don’t want me here?”

      She sighed heavily, throwing a lacy nightgown into her case and failing to meet his eyes. “I didn’t say that.”

      “No, but you implied it. What’s going on, Olivia?”

      “Nothing. Nothing’s going on except someone sneaking into my dressing room, wanting to see me naked in the shower, and quite possibly killing me. Nothing you need to be concerned about.”

      He closed the distance between them and grabbed her elbow. “Hey, that’s not fair. You weren’t giving me all the information.”

      “Really? You didn’t know someone was in my dressing room? You didn’t know I was getting threatening letters?” She pulled her arm away. “You didn’t know I was scared and I needed you here with me?”

      He swallowed against the tightness in his throat. “I knew, Livy. I knew and I should have been here.”

      “Well, forgive me if I got a little upset and threw a mirror.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I should have been here the first time you called. I should have hopped on a plane and refused to leave your side.”

      She pushed past him and into the bathroom, the sound of toiletries dropping into a bag fast and furious. It was just one night, but she was packing to avoid him and he knew it. He moved to the bathroom door. “I never should have let you out of my sight.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “But you shouldn’t have to.”

      The medicine cabinet was empty but she continued to face it, not looking at him. “I didn’t want to need you. To take you away from HERO Force. I wanted to be strong.”

      He moved to her, placing a hand on her back. “You’re more important than HERO Force.”

      “Am I?”

      He thought of the ring box in his pants pocket. “Absolutely.”

      Her shoulders dropped.

      “Can I hold you?” he asked.

      Did he imagine the slight hesitation before she walked into his embrace? If it was real, her discomfort seemed to vanish almost instantly. This was Olivia in his arms, fitted against him just as she had been hundreds of times before. This was the woman he loved.

      She needed comfort, and he begrudgingly admitted they needed to be reacquainted. The time they’d been apart had put distance between them and he needed to erase it before they could again be one.

      “I missed you,” she whispered against his ear.

      “I missed you, too.”

      She pulled back. “I just need a few more things.”

      “It’s only one night.”

      “I want to stay gone forever, Trevor.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t want to finish the movie?”

      “I’ll finish the movie, but I don’t want to stay here anymore. I hate this place. Everywhere I look I think about my stalker coming in here, going through my things, being in my space.” She shook her head. “No more.”

      “Whatever you want.”

      “I want to leave.”

      “Done.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      While she finished packing, Hawk turned back to the table and the letters she’d gathered for him. There were four notes in all, each in the same black-inked script. The lettering was heavily slanted and appeared to have been written in haste. In the first letter the writer admired Olivia’s beauty, her small waist and long legs in particular.

      Anger curled into a tight fist in Trevor’s abdomen.

      The second letter spoke of touching her hair, wondering if it was as soft as it looked. One day you’ll wash your hair for me, naked in the shower, water dripping off your glorious breasts.

      This time it was self-reproach that clawed at Trevor’s insides. She’d sent him a photo of each letter—nothing on this table came as a surprise—but sitting in her dressing room with his fiancée’s fear thick in the air, he couldn’t forgive himself for staying away.

      You’re more important than HERO Force.

      Am I?

      He’d said yes, but the question still echoed in his brain.

      He did good things as a member of the team. Took care of a lot of people. He’d personally freed hostages, protected heads of state, and returned kidnapped children to their desperate parents. Giving up HERO Force wasn’t a simple choice between taking care of Olivia and not taking care of her. It was far more complicated than that.

      It meant giving up on doing good, giving up on himself as a warrior against evil. Was letting it go truly the right thing to do? Or should he try to find some kind of compromise where he could be there for Olivia at a moment’s notice and still persevere with HERO Force?

      One thing was certain. Olivia was stronger than he’d known. To receive these letters and remain here, working in a foreign country with only meager security, showed a side of her she hadn’t shared with him before.

      He pulled the third letter closer to him, focusing on the violent words. The stalker was getting angry now, frustrated. Should I cut you and make you bleed? Maybe if you were afraid of me you’d give me the attention I deserve.

      Trevor squeezed his eyes shut. He needed to take his feelings and turn them into action. Catch Olivia’s stalker and make him pay.

      He pushed the letter away and pulled the most recent addition closer, the script now demonstrating the stalker’s escalation. I hear you screaming in my dreams, desperate for the pain to stop and for me to love you. I will break you down until you beg for me. Hurt you until you tell me you’ll be mine forever.

      They were looking for a man just like him, someone who thought of Olivia before he fell asleep and first thing in the morning. The muscles of his arms tightened. He was ready to fight. “I need a list of everyone working on the film. Who can get that for me?”

      “The director, Evan Lockheed.”

      “I need to speak with him before we leave.”

      His phone vibrated and he pulled it out, the text message short and sweet.

      813 Rue de Chêne. Anytime, Hawk.

      He’d texted his old commanding officer while he was waiting for his flight out of Atlanta. Mac O’Brady was one of the good guys, an expat who’d been living in France for years, but Hawk had heard he wasn’t doing so well these days. He’d make time to see him. Another SEAL could only come in handy.
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      The hotel Trevor picked was nearly an hour away, but despite her fatigue, Olivia was grateful for the distance. The farther away she was from the studio, the happier she was able to be. The car ride gave her time to think about this man and her feelings for him, and she was surprised to realize she was nervous.

      She’d only been gone a month and a half, but it was as if they were starting over. The first part of their relationship began at the cabin they’d shared in the woods, moving smoothly from there to their apartment; the second was only beginning now. They hadn’t been apart until this hiatus, had never learned to love each other again after a separation.

      I’m being ridiculous.

      Making mountains out of molehills.

      So what if she was nervous? It didn’t change anything about her relationship with this man. She was simply out of practice and was certain sex with Trevor would be as natural as it had ever been. But when she stepped into the hotel room, her heart was lodged firmly in her throat.

      She thought back to the mountain cabin where they’d met, her longing as she’d leaned on one side of the bedroom door, he on the other. She’d wanted him so badly she could hardly stand it.

      The hotel room door closed behind him and she jumped.

      Definitely not melting with need.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, dropping their bags and moving behind her, his arms encircling her like a bear in a trap. She shimmied her shoulders and stepped forward. “Just jumpy, I guess.” She faced him with a weak grin.

      “It’s me, you know. You don’t have to be afraid around me.”

      “I know.” To her horror, she wanted to cry. She forced the tears to stay in her eyes and lifted her chin. “It’s been hard, Trevor.” Her voice cracked on his name. “Really hard. I’ve been scared.”

      “I know, and I’m so sorry you had to go through that alone.” He stepped closer and put his arms around her.

      This time she forced herself to relax and imagined he was a warm, safe coat that would protect her from the storm. The smell of his skin was familiar and sharp, and she leaned into him. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. You’ve been through a lot. I’m the one who’s sorry.”

      She nodded against his chest, imagining how different things would have been if he’d been here these last weeks. She wouldn’t have had to be afraid, wouldn’t have needed to shore herself up like a sinking dock.

      Wouldn’t have had to be strong.

      Her inner voice mocked her. It was this damn character, the marquess. The script that showed her growing into a woman who could take care of herself, the action she was performing in such sharp contrast to Olivia’s own reality. She’d been weak—she could see that now. The damsel in distress waiting for someone to save her.

      And what better mate for the damsel than the SEAL?

      Shut up, Olivia.

      Hawk squeezed her against him, his erection pressing into her belly. She wanted to be free of these voices, these new expectations she had for herself. He was here. He’d finally come to help her. She no longer needed to be strong.

      Her eyes popped open.

      There was no going back.

      Once she’d seen herself for the waif she was, she couldn’t take away that knowledge, the desire to improve. She was on her own journey of self-discovery whether she wanted it or not.

      “We don’t have to make love if you don’t want to,” he said.

      She looked up at him. “I want to. Just go slow, okay? It’s been a long time.”

      His eyes darkened and she saw the depth of his desire. Her hands skated up his arms until she linked them behind his head. He leaned down and gave her a gentle kiss.

      She couldn’t remember a time when he’d been so sweet. She kissed him back tentatively, expecting him to pick up the pace when he saw she was willing, but he did not.

      She fitted her body more tightly against his. This time he kissed her, but he kissed her like they could be making out all night, not just a means to an end, and the first pulse of desire beat between her legs.

      She opened her mouth, exploring, tasting him, pleased when she made him groan. She’d missed this—the connection with him, the fire in her breast. He took her head in his hands, but even though he held her captive, she was still very much in charge of their kisses.

      Her cheeks gradually flooded with heat. “I love feeling how hard you are against me,” she whispered. “Sometimes I would imagine you were with me when I fell asleep and we were making love, but nothing compares to this.”

      He cursed under his breath.

      She let her hands trail up his back beneath his shirt, feeling the bunched muscles he would use to move inside her. The thought had her purring like a cat, her body undulating against his as he tasted her mouth with his tongue.

      How many times had she imagined this? Had she wanted him in her bed, his body warm against hers? In the daytime she longed for his company and protection, but in the night she wanted his body to bring hers to life.

      They kept kissing.

      She was hot, overheating, and she took off her shirt in one fluid motion, his hands instantly coming to her breasts. She remembered the myriad times he’d touched her, orchestrating her response from her hardened nipples with his mouth and hands, and she longed for him to do it again.

      She met his eyes, reaching inside the cups of her bra and lifting her breasts out of them. He moved down her body, capturing a nipple in his mouth and caressing it with his tongue before taking it inside. She gasped at the sensation, her knees buckling, and he held her up.

      Now he was moving, reacting to her, no longer waiting for her to take the lead. He unfastened her pants, pushing them down her legs with her underwear, leaving her with only the bra beneath her breasts, forcing them upward.

      She fumbled with the button on his jeans until he moved her hands out of the way, anxious to free himself, his cock hard and thick in her eager hands.

      “Livy,” he whispered, picking her up, and her legs came around his torso before he turned around and pressed her firmly against the wall.

      She wanted him to take her like this, and she arched her hips forward. “Please,” she begged.

      He found her entrance, filling her completely in one hard thrust. The wall was unforgiving as she took his full length, sensation exploding outward from her center and covering her limbs.

      This is what I needed.

      Her body remembered this. He felt glorious inside her as he filled her and retreated, his breathing heavy, groans of pleasure in her ear as he pumped into her sensitive center.

      Her legs were suspended in the air, Trevor gripping her beneath her knees to hold her against the wall, the force of his thrusts and his obvious need for her driving her frenzied response.

      She closed her eyes, pinpoints of light rushing past as she climbed higher, Trevor’s sounds changing as her muscles clenched tightly around him. She couldn’t escape his thrusting, couldn’t pull back, and the feelings overwhelmed her. His thrusts came faster, harder, prolonging her orgasm longer than she could believe until he joined her at the pinnacle, his muscles straining as he came.

      Her breathing came fast in the darkness. Trevor retreated several inches and pushed into her again, the movement on her overly sensitized body making her cry out.

      This was as close as two people could become. No one had ever let their soul mingle with someone else’s the way she did with him—she was certain of it now—and she would never let him get so far away from her as to forget it in the future.

      He moved his head, resting forehead to forehead, his breath matching hers. They were one person, finally reunited and whole. “I love you,” she whispered.

      “I love you, too, baby.”
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      Olivia used her toes to flip the drain switch down and let some water out of the tub, not willing to stop the flow of hot water into the bath. The noise and sensation were soothing, and her soul needed soothing right now.

      An acting teacher once told her it was normal to feel defeated and down after a comedic scene, and she wondered now if it was normal to feel sad and emotional after mind-blowing sex with the man she loved.

      Probably not.

      She wiped at her runny nose and leaned her head back against the porcelain. It wasn’t just the sex that had her head in a tizzy. She’d felt the hard square in Trevor’s pants pocket and would bet money there was an engagement ring inside.

      She shouldn’t have been surprised. They’d talked about marriage plenty of times before. She’d even taken to calling him her fiancé before she’d come to France, and God knows she’d been happy about it.

      She furrowed her brow. When had she stopped calling him that? She searched her memory for a single moment, a deliberate decision, but found nothing. There was only the sense that everything had been rushed and out of her control.

      You never tried to control anything.

      There hadn’t been any time between Marco and Trevor, no quiet space with herself to reflect on anything. So when she’d come to France and begun working on this movie, the contrast between the strong female lead and her own confused mind had been striking.

      Marco had led their relationship. He was in charge, and she’d let him walk all over her. Then Trevor came into her life and he was such a strong alpha man, he’d also taken the lead. But now she wasn’t so sure she wanted to blindly follow what someone else said was right for their relationship, or for her.

      She wanted more than that from Trevor.

      I love him more than that.

      Truth was, she’d been scared deep down that her changing feelings about her own place in this world would also change her relationship with him, but tonight had steadied her nerves.

      What they shared was real and, as he’d gone to great lengths to show her tonight, very much within her control. She looked at her left hand, the empty ring finger no longer misshapen from Marco’s engagement ring. If only her heart were completely back to normal, as well.

      She closed her eyes and sighed. Once she felt safe again, the rest of her life would fall back into place. She knew it would.

      Every man she thought of from the movie was suddenly suspect, with no way to know which of them was actually a danger. There was Evan Lockheed, the director. Her co-star, Anthony Weir. Michael Roth, who played the Marquis de Sage. Her mind ran through another dozen names.

      While Trevor had his sights set on finding the man responsible, she was far more realistic. The movie had two more weeks of filming and it was highly unlikely they’d catch him in that time.

      What if you continue to get threats back home?

      She couldn’t think about that right now, needing to believe it was related to the film, and the stalker would stay behind in France when she left.

      She flipped the drain closed, her mind drifting to the movie and the scenes they’d be filming tomorrow. There were two of them, the first a hospital scene where her lover died, the second a shower scene where she broke down crying for him.

      Her mind mixed the images of the shower scene from the movie and the stalker letter about washing her hair. One day you’ll wash your hair for me, naked in the shower, water dripping off your glorious breasts.

      Her eyes opened wide.

      She had a body double for the shower scene, since her contract specified no nudity. Evan had been unhappy about that. He’d spoken to her when she first arrived in France, trying to convince her to no avail. Suddenly she was reading the stalker’s letter as if he was lamenting she wouldn’t be the one in that shower.

      One day you’ll wash your hair for me, naked in the shower…

      She sat up abruptly, water sloshing from one end of the tub to the other. One day you’ll wash your hair for me…

      For me.

      Was it possible her stalker was talking about tomorrow’s scene, lamenting it wouldn’t actually be her?

      She climbed out and wrapped herself in a towel, hastily turning on a light in the dark bedroom, lining up the stalker’s letters with trembling hands.

      “Livy? What is it?” Trevor called from the bed.

      “The shower scene in the movie calls for the actress to be naked, but I’m having a body double do it. The second letter could be about the shower scene.”

      She heard him pulling on his jeans, and he came to stand beside her. “What about the others?”

      “Should I cut you and make you bleed? There’s a scene near the end of the film where my husband cuts me with a knife. And this one, I’ll hurt you until you say you’re mine forever, could be from the film, too. She goes to the grave of her lover and says she’ll belong to him forever. Trevor, whoever’s sending these letters has access to the script.”

      “How much does that narrow it down?”

      “By more than half. Most of the staffers don’t need script access.”

      “Call the director and have him note people who do on his list.”

      An electric tingle shot up her spine. Was it possible evil was closer to her than anyone else on the movie? Anthony. Michael. Evan. “He wanted me to do the shower scene myself.”

      “Who did?”

      She swallowed. “The director. Evan Lockheed.”

      “Then he might be our man.”

      She nodded, nausea bubbling up the back of her throat. She remembered every time he’d put his hands on her to adjust her blocking, every stare across the room. She’d thought it was just a director being overly protective of his vision for the film, but it could have been more.

      It could have been deadly.
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      It was only nine o’clock but it seemed far later, Trevor’s sense of time obliterated by jet lag and his lack of sleep last night. Fortunately the GPS unit in Olivia’s car spoke English, which enabled him to find his way back to the studio with ease.

      He’d left her sleeping with a note in case she awoke. He needed to check out the night security at the studio firsthand, and he wanted to go see Mac.

      The parking lot was deserted. He tucked his firearm into its holster and grabbed a flashlight from his bag. The main door of the studio was locked and clearly armed with a security system, so he began looking for other entrances.

      He’d memorized the map of the premises on the plane. Though it showed vast open areas that in reality were dotted with sets, the building layout was the same. He made his way to each of four separate side entrances, finding two of them unlocked, and slipped inside the last one.

      He was less than a hundred yards from Livy’s dressing room.

      So much for security.

      She’d explained to him as they were cuddled in bed that many of the cast chose to board at the studio rather than rent flats or hotel rooms offsite. Since they were located a long way from the big city, many of the actors had taken advantage of that on this film, including her co-star, Anthony Weir, whose room was two doors down from hers.

      A little too close for Hawk’s comfort.

      He made his way to Weir’s room, hopeful the injured man was still recovering at the hospital. The lock was easily picked and he slipped inside. A quick search of Weir’s belongings turned up a pad of paper, which did not match the one used to write Olivia’s notes, a framed photograph of Weir holding another man, two blue pens, and lubricant suggestive of a male-male relationship.

      It certainly looked like Weir was not the culprit.

      While Lockheed was not staying at the studio, he did have a trailer on site and Hawk headed for that next. The lock on the director’s door was noticeably better, but no match for his SEAL training. He quickly unlocked it and entered the trailer.

      The place was a mess, and he wondered halfheartedly if someone had tossed it before him. He searched through piles upon piles of scripts and other papers, but never found anything to link Lockheed to Olivia’s threatening letters.

      The director had emailed her the list of male cast and crew with script access—a list with twenty-seven names on it—but anyone else with their own space at the studio was surely sleeping inside it. Trevor made his way back to his car and reprogrammed his GPS.

      It was time for a far more difficult task.

      He chided himself for thinking that way as he pulled back onto the road. There’d been a time when he looked up to his old CO like nobody’s business. Mac was twelve years older and light-years wiser than the young Trevor Hawkins had been, and Mac had been solely responsible for keeping Trevor’s ego at a reasonable level.

      He’d had a lot to learn, and it was Mac who taught him. He became a soldier under his CO’s watchful eye, but two tours of duty later, Mac’s world came crashing to the ground around him like so much ash after an explosion, and that wasn’t even the worst of it.

      No. The worst was the actual explosion that had taken Mac’s leg.

      He turned sharply, following a road into the darkness. Mac’s military career had ended dramatically, while Hawk’s career with HERO Force would die on the goddamn vine. Hell, Mac probably could’ve gone on to run a company like HERO Force himself if his head had stayed in the damn game.

      He narrowed his eyes.

      Mac could run HERO Force.

      It was crazy. There was no way. Everything he’d heard about Mac through the years wasn’t good. They said he was washed up, drinking too much, and hung up on trying to find his wife and kid, who, from all accounts, didn’t want to be found, least of all by Mac.

      But was it true?

      That was years ago. Maybe by now the other man had found his footing, created a new way to get by in the world. Perhaps he was even back to his old self, strong and capable and wise. The image of Mac as he had been back then got him thinking.

      And I can start another office of HERO Force.

      It was an idea that had been rattling around in his head since Olivia took this job in France. If he was in charge of his own branch of the security firm, he could do what he needed to do, much like Jax had chosen his own hours and involvement after Jessa had the baby.

      It was a running joke that Cowboy was going to open a branch in Texas one day. But would it actually be possible? Would Jax go for it?

      If Mac was doing better, he could run the operations just like Cowboy, and Hawk would be free to do as he pleased. He could still make a difference, still use his SEAL training for good, still make a positive impact on this world.

      He made two quick turns and pulled up in front of a one-story stone house. He palmed the car keys and made his way up the walk, unsure of what he would find.

      A shadow stood up from the front step. “Hawk.”

      “Mac.” The men embraced. The light scent of alcohol lingered on the air. “We thought you were dead.”

      “You text dead men a lot?” asked Mac, pulling back.

      Hawk smirked. “I heard through the grapevine you survived. But I was there, and that’s un-fucking-believable.”

      “Come on in.”

      Hawk followed him through a narrow hallway and into a kitchen before Mac turned around.

      The last time Hawk had seen those eyes, they had been peering out at him through black face paint on an Afghan recon mission seven years ago. Just like that he was back there, gunfire punctuating the air like fireworks on the Fourth of July as Mac told him in no uncertain terms they would push through and complete their mission no matter the cost.

      That woman is counting on us to save her husband.

      Hawk remembered all of it. The final push to enter the compound, the explosion that followed. His own emotional reaction to losing three members of the team was nothing compared to Mac’s. He was responsible for each and every one of those men, not just on paper, but in his heart.

      Mac moved to the counter and poured two fingers of whiskey in glasses, Hawk noting the differences time had made in his mentor. The lines on Mac’s face were to be expected. But the weariness, the broken capillaries along his CO’s cheeks, and the dark circles under his eyes spoke to great difficulty.

      “Ooo rah,” said Mac, holding up his drink.

      Trevor lifted his glass and drank, the liquor throwing his taste buds back in time. “How the hell did you survive the explosion?” he asked.

      “I was thrown over the fence onto the next property.” He pulled up his pant leg, revealing a prosthetic. “Lost my leg.”

      “Fuck. I heard.”

      Mac chuckled, a deep, throaty sound. “Fuck is right. What about you? What are you doing now?”

      “I work for a company called HERO Force. Private security. Black ops, ransom delivery. That sort of thing. What are you doing in France?”

      “My wife’s family’s land.”

      “Is she here?”

      Mac eyed him candidly. “No, but I’m guessing you knew that, too. She left me when I couldn’t leave the job behind, couldn’t get my goddamn head out of my ass and remember I had a family who needed me. I figure one day she’ll come back here, but until then, if she doesn’t want to be found, then I sure as hell can’t find her.” He finished his drink. “Why are you here, Hawk?”

      He wasn’t sure he knew anymore. It wasn’t as simple or straightforward as he earlier thought. He had an obligation to this man, greater than he’d allowed himself to realize, the distance between them and the time that had passed acting like some sort of pass on responsibility. But now that Trevor was standing face-to-face with him, he knew he couldn’t just shoot the shit and walk back out that door.

      Mac was drowning in an ocean of trouble, and he desperately needed someone to throw him a line.

      “My girlfriend’s working here for a few months. She’s an actress. Brooke Barrons.” The name usually got a reaction, but Trevor could have been talking about the weather for how much it ruffled Mac’s feathers.

      “I mean why are you here, talking to me, now?”

      Thoughts worked to join together, ideas still percolating in his mind. “I was in the neighborhood.”

      “You didn’t come by before.”

      Hawk shrugged. “Never been in France before.”

      “I was at Walter Reed for five months.”

      Trevor looked down at his hands, for the first time seeing his own culpability in his friend’s downward spiral. “I know.” He lifted his head. “I should have come to visit. I heard you weren’t doing so well.”

      Mac laughed without humor. “That’s one way to put it. What did you hear?”

      “While you were at Reed? That you were damn lucky to be alive but not feeling so grateful.”

      “And after Reed?”

      Hawk hesitated. Everything he’d heard was clearly true, evidence surrounding him in the tiny stone house. He lifted his chin. “That you’re drinking yourself to death, waiting for your wife to come back.”

      “And kids. Two girls and a boy.” Mac shuffled into a sitting room, Hawk on his heels, noting their surroundings. Muted paintings of farmland. Bookshelves full of books. Nothing here reminded him of Mac at all, yet the man had been living here for years. This was wrong, all wrong for Mac. He shouldn’t be here, alone, wallowing in self-pity and waiting for a woman who might never come back. He was a warrior. A true hero, and it hurt to see him so down on his luck. “You ever think about going back for another tour?”

      “Hell no.”

      “What about service? Private security. That sort of thing. You’ve got the skill set.”

      “No thanks.”

      “You could be doing some good instead of holed up in this house.”

      Mac cocked his head, peering into his drink. “What do you know about it?”

      “I know you were the best goddamn CO I ever had, and I can see right now you aren’t doing anything positive.”

      Mac stood. “That’s my prerogative, Hawk. You walk in here, take one look at me, and you think you see something you can fix. Well, I’m not a broken machine. I don’t need a couple of parts and a little WD-40 to get my joints moving again. I had a life. A big, full life with two legs and a career and the prettiest woman in the world in it. You want to know what you can do to help me? Lose everything you’ve got, then come back here and we’ll talk about doing something positive.”

      Hawk couldn’t imagine what he’d gone through. Just the thought of losing Olivia was enough for him to break out in a cold sweat. Mac had lost his wife and three kids. A leg, for God’s sake, and he was right. It wasn’t the same at all.

      But there was something he wasn’t considering. He had a talent, a gift, that could help the world become a better place. “It’s not okay for you to waste it,” said Hawk.

      Mac raised his voice. “I don’t need your help.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Mac walked toward the door. “Get out of my house. The next time you think about visiting, do me a favor and change your fucking mind before you get here.”

      Hawk didn’t move. The answer was right there, so obvious it had been staring him in the face. Mac needed to be useful again, and Hawk was in need of a man with special talents. He met Mac’s eyes, noting the inward tilt of his angry brows. “Work for me,” Hawk said.

      “What?”

      Hawk crossed to him. “You heard me. Work for me. I need more flexibility, the ability to be with Olivia when she’s working out of town. I need to be the boss.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’ve got to look into it, but I want to open a HERO Force office in New York, and I need someone to run it. I want you, Mac.”

      Mac laughed. “And you’re asking me to come to New York? The rumors aren’t wrong, Hawk. They’ve got me pegged.”

      “So unpeg yourself and get the hell back to work.”

      “No.”

      Hawk put his hands on his hips, in awe of the diminished man who now stood in front of him. “You’d rather sit here and rot.”

      Mac walked to the door, holding it open for Hawk. “I’d rather sit here and rot—by myself and on my own terms.”

      “You mean drunk.”

      Mac wasn’t as fast as he used to be. He swung at Hawk’s face, his closed fist landing squarely in the other man’s hand.

      This was what it had come to, how bad it had gotten. He could see in Mac’s eyes another punch was coming, so he spun on his heel and left. You couldn’t save everyone.

      The victim had to want to live in order to survive.
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      Olivia awoke at the first light of dawn. She hadn’t felt this good in ages.

      She stared at herself in the mirror and sighed, noting the trace of a smile that clung to her lips. Having Trevor here was good for her, facing her fears about their relationship like shining a light into the shadows and finding there was nothing to be afraid of, after all.

      She could picture their life together. Trevor in her bed day in and day out, happiness a steady trickle through her soul. She would marry him, become his wife. Maybe even have a child someday.

      There would be no more movies in foreign countries, that was for sure. Being away from him was too difficult and life too short to balance that equation. No, they’d stay together in the States and she’d pass on roles like this in the future, her need for security easily trumping her career ambitions.

      Sure, it does right now. But what about a year from now, when your stalker is gone and you get offered the part of a lifetime?

      She shook her head. She wouldn’t think about that now. No need to borrow trouble from tomorrow.

      She dragged eyeshadow over her lid. The makeup artists at the studio would remove it, but she didn’t care, wanting to look good for Trevor when he returned.

      She picked up a fat brush and applied blush to the apples of her cheeks. The makeup crew would be appalled, always choosing to accentuate the hollows in her face over the peaks. But this was the look she preferred, and it felt good to look like herself for a change.

      The door unlocked and she grinned. “I was starting to wonder where you went.” She withdrew mascara from her bag, the door to the room closing behind him.

      “I’m right here, sweetheart.”

      She turned and screamed, but the dark figure was already upon her, his big hand covering her mouth as he pushed her down. This was it, everything she’d been afraid of since she’d gotten the first letter. This was her stalker, the man who wanted to see her naked, who wanted to see her dead.

      He dragged her from the room. All she could think about was Trevor and how much she loved him, praying she would see him again.
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      Olivia was gone.

      Trevor was pumped full of adrenaline, his reaction all consuming. His emotions were wrecked, completely short-circuited, every molecule of energy directed toward a tactical response.

      “Are you drunk?” he asked Mac, who sat beside him in Olivia’s rented car as they flew toward the studio.

      “I could shoot an apple off a nun’s head right now.”

      “Good. I need you on your toes.”

      “Do you know where they’re holding her?” asked Mac.

      “I don’t even fucking know who took her.” Hawk slammed his palm on the top of the steering wheel. “The director. My best guess at this point is the director, Evan Lockheed.”

      They careened around turns and through hillsides.

      “Whoever took her isn’t likely to have brought her to the set,” said Mac.

      “Right. But all possible suspects should be at the studio thirty minutes from now. I need to narrow it down. Get addresses. I don’t fucking know where to start.”

      Trevor cursed himself and the length of time he’d spent talking to Mac before heading back to the hotel to pick up Olivia. God only knew what time she’d been taken. All that remained was a scribbled note in the stalker’s handwriting—I’m taking what’s mine.

      He pulled into the studio lot, his gun holstered at his side and Mac two steps behind him. Just like the first time he’d come on the set, there were no barriers to entry, and he cursed colorfully.

      In the distance a man sat in a classic director’s chair, an open binder in his lap. “Lockheed!” Hawk snapped, and the man’s head came up. “Where is she?”

      The director stood up, dropping the binder to the ground. “Who? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Hawk grabbed him by the collar. “Olivia, damn it.”

      “I thought she was with you.”

      Mac bent down and picked up the binder, flipping through it. “Is this the right handwriting?” he asked, showing the pages to Hawk.

      “No, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t write the letters.”

      “The stalker’s letters? I assure you I did not,” said Lockheed.

      Hawk loosened his grip on the man’s shirt but didn’t let him go. “It’s someone with access to the script.”

      “That’s half the people on the set!” squeaked the director. “More than that if they really wanted to get their hands on a copy.”

      “Trevor!” Olivia’s voice rang out, Trevor twisting around to find her. She stood on the roof of the same building the sniper had shot from, a big man half-hidden behind her.

      “It’s the goddamn bodyguard,” said Hawk.

      People all around them were screaming, dropping to the ground or running away. Lockheed cursed and pulled away from Hawk, desperate to get away, and Hawk let him go as he looked for cover, finding it behind an apple cart. Mac was ten feet away behind another vendor stand.

      Hawk pulled out his weapon. “Let her go!”

      A gunshot echoed through the set for the second time in as many days. “That son of a bitch is shooting at us,” said Mac.

      “Cover me,” said Hawk. “I’m going in.”

      “Got it.”

      Hawk ran for the building as Mac fired, darting for the cover of the overhang and making it safely across the lot. He moved quickly around the building, again scaling the ladder that ran up the back, just as he had when he first arrived at the set.

      Olivia was in even more danger this time. If the bodyguard wanted her dead, she would already be so long before Hawk made it to the top of the building, and he chanted, “No, no, no,” under his breath as his muscles pulled him toward the top. The continued play of gunshots gave him hope Mac was keeping up a major distraction.

      Olivia was crying as he crested the edge, her captor coming into view before her, the twisted lines of her face speaking to her terror. He pulled his gun, another hidden at his ankle if he needed it. “Let her go!” he yelled.

      The bodyguard turned toward him, yanking Olivia with him, holding her in front of his body. “She is evil. A witch, here to kill us all.”

      The guy was a whack job, the look on his face all too sincere. He remembered his training on how to deal with someone who was delusional. “No, you misunderstood. She’s a young woman. Innocent and good.” He took a slow step toward the pair.

      The bodyguard raised the elbow of the arm holding the gun, pushing the weapon into Olivia’s neck and making her whimper. “Don’t come any closer!”

      “Okay, I won’t. Look, I’m staying right here. We can stop this right now. Just let her go.”

      “She needs to die.”

      She cried more loudly, almost howling now. Hawk trained his weapon on the man, but he couldn’t get a clear shot. “Let her go! You’re making a mistake.”

      A sound of gunfire exploding in a steel barrel rippled through the air, the bodyguard and Olivia falling to the ground. For a moment Hawk didn’t know if one or both of them had been hit. “No!” The single word was ripped from his rib cage as he rushed to her side just as Olivia moved to free herself from the bodyguard’s big arms.

      Hawk kneeled down in front of them, a pool of blood quickly spreading across the tarred roof beneath the bodyguard. He couldn’t see the shot that had taken him down. He checked for a pulse, finding a weak one. Hawk signaled the all clear to Mac and told him to call an ambulance before moving again to Olivia, cutting the ropes that bound her wrists with his pocketknife. “What happened?”

      “I was waiting for you. He just walked in and grabbed me.”

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “He tied me up and threw me in the back of a van. I hit my head. He kept mumbling about how I ruined everything.”

      He pulled her tightly against his chest. “Thank God you’re okay.”

      “Where were you? You were gone so long.”

      “I’m sorry. I went to see an old friend. My partner in arms down there on the set who just saved your life.”

      “I think he’s going to be my friend, too.”

      Hawk smiled and tried to laugh, but a sob came out. “I think he already is.”
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      Mac sat in a small row of chairs outside Brooke Barrons’ hospital room, Hawk by his side. His head ached from a lack of alcohol, the fluorescent lights of the hallway humming too loudly in his brain.

      Look what you’ve done to yourself.

      He leaned his head back against the painted brick wall and let his eyes close a beat too long. It was tempting to drift off, to disassociate, to leave. But that wasn’t what he was going to do.

      He flexed the fingers of his right hand, the feeling slowly returning with pins and needles as the local anesthetic wore off. He’d sustained a long gash up his forearm from the goddamn apple cart that had taken twenty-seven stitches to sew up.

      It felt good to be useful again.

      To fight with his hands and defend something worth saving. It had been a long goddamn time since he’d done any such thing. Hawk’s words to him back at the house rang through his head in an endless circuit. Something positive. You don’t get to waste it.

      Work for me.

      It was a fucking pipe dream from where he was now to where Hawk was asking him to be. A leap longer than any faith was great. It had never been his intention to become a drunk, to fall off the edge of society and lock himself up in a three-hundred-year-old house in another country. He just hadn’t known what to do next.

      How to move on.

      He could see Ellie in his mind’s eye, her rich brown eyes forever laughing, her pale brown skin dotted with freckles year-round. The first time he’d set eyes on her she’d been sixteen, with full breasts hidden beneath an Aerosmith T-shirt and curvy legs stuffed in jeans she’d outgrown.

      Her beauty had shone through it all.

      He’d been in full uniform, ready for departure, and more than a little filled with pride. He’d kissed her that day, her tentative response and unschooled technique telling him she was innocent and untouched. As their passion heated, she’d offered herself to him completely. It had taken every bit of restraint he possessed to turn her down, and he knew he’d hurt her feelings even as he promised to come back when she was old enough for more.

      The words were spoken casually, but he never forgot them. It was Ellie’s voice he heard in his dreams, Ellie he talked to in his mind when he was alone and deployed. He came back four years later and found a grown woman in that sweet girl’s place—a grown woman who’d been saving herself for him.

      He took her virginity in a real hotel room, after a half bottle of champagne and as much gentleness as he could muster, holding himself above her and watching her expressive face as her body accommodated his size. He’d been given a gift—one he didn’t deserve—that began with her body and ended with her heart.

      They were married six weeks later.

      Ellie was pregnant before he left for his second tour, the pictures of their baby girl capturing his heart just as quickly as her momma had done. By the time Mac met Hawk, he and Ellie had been married eight years and had three children, but the sum total of their time together stood at less than eighteen months.

      He’d been a fool not to listen when she told him of the sleepless nights, her need for a flesh-and-blood man beside her in bed more often than not. But he’d been in love with the job just as much as with her, the SEALs becoming his mistress. Now that his eyes were open, he knew every single nail he’d hammered into the wood of their coffin, but it was too late to get Ellie back.

      “Thanks for what you did back there,” said Hawk, pulling him out of his reverie.

      “No problem.” His voice was hoarse and deeper than normal, his hangover obvious.

      “I would have been dead in the water without you. And Olivia—shit. You saved her.”

      Mac reached in his pocket. “I forgot to give you this.” He handed Hawk the small box with the engagement ring inside, the slightest pang in his chest. He longed to give his friend a piece of advice, but who would listen to an old fuckup like him?

      Don’t take her for granted.

      “Where’d you find it?” asked Hawk.

      “On the ground as the EMTs loaded Olivia into the ambulance.”

      Trevor opened the top, gazing at the glittering diamond with a sigh. “I screwed up, Mac. I never even considered her phone could be used to locate her.”

      “Shit happens. You did the best you could.”

      “It wasn’t good enough. I’m not leaving her alone like that again.”

      Mac crossed his arms over his chest and stretched out his legs. “Age-old problem. How are you going to be there for her and get your work done, too?”

      Hawk met his stare. “I’m done working for HERO Force.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Nothing else matters.”

      “Be careful. Don’t become so focused on her safety that you let go of who you are.”

      Hawk narrowed his eyes. “Look who’s talking.”

      Mac looked at his hands, dark brown skin contrasting with the gold of his wedding band. “It’s a balance. Not one I ever found. Now I’m nothing but a drunk old man waiting on a woman who doesn’t want me. I know every moment of every day how I got this way, believe me.”

      Hawk was quiet, and Mac imagined the other man was trying to figure out the best way to phrase pity. In that moment he longed so intensely to be back home, a drink in his hand and Trevor Hawkins several thousand miles away, back where he belonged.

      He’d stared into this particular mirror long enough.

      “I want you to work with me,” said Hawk.

      Mac blew out air and shook his head. “Not this shit again.”

      “Help me get it off the ground. Take care of everyday operations while I pay more attention to Olivia.”

      “Not a good idea.” Even as he said the words, the tiniest spark lit within him. He could be commanding men again. Running covert ops. Making a difference, and he cursed Trevor for lighting that particular flame, because it was out of reach. As impossible as holding a star in his hand.

      “Why the hell not?” demanded Hawk.

      Mac’s mouth dropped open. Didn’t he see it? Couldn’t he tell? He would have to spell it out. “Because I’m broken, man.”

      Hawk shook his head. “I don’t give a shit about your leg.”

      “Not my leg, Hawk.” He pounded on his chest. “In here.”

      The moment stretched out between them like the quiet after an accident. Hawk stood. “So do something good with your life. Fight the bad guys. Kick some ass. Don’t just sit there and wait for something that might never happen.”

      “For my wife and kids to come back?” He frowned. He knew Hawk was right, but it didn’t make one damn bit of difference. “They’re the only reason worth living.” He stood, a look passing between them before he walked away. He’d made his choice long before this moment.

      Trevor jogged to him. “You’d have HERO Force’s resources available to you.”

      Mac kept walking, eyes forward.

      “You could find them, Mac.”

      Mac stopped. All this time he’d been waiting on Ellie, unable to go after her or know where she was. But he knew the kind of resources Hawk was talking about. Computer databases. Connections with government agencies.

      I could find her.

      Wherever she was in the world. It might take some time, some doing, but he was right. With HERO Force’s resources he could find his wife and kids. The scale that had been so heavily weighted toward one side began to shift, a difference so slight but fundamental. He could see her face in his mind’s eye. Wondering how she’d changed.

      “You’d have to give up the booze,” said Hawk. “I need you sober.”

      Of course that was necessary, but well worth it if he could set his eyes on his wife one more time. He imagined he could touch her face from her temple to her jaw, the smooth skin warm beneath his fingers.

      He turned, his eyes meeting Hawk’s. It wasn’t a fair bargain. His friend needed his help, yes. But he was reaching down to lift Mac up, and he knew it. “Why me?”

      “I need someone I can trust.”

      He laughed without humor. “I’m a one-legged drunk who dropped out of the game a long time ago. That’s one short list of friends you’ve got there.”

      “No, Mac.” He grinned. “Just a short list of heroes.”

      It had been a long damn time since Mac O’Brady considered himself a hero. Was it possible? Could he pull himself together and go back to the States, do what Hawk was asking? He was tempted, the idea looming large in his mind. “My family is my number one priority. If I find them, I can’t guarantee how long I’ll stick around.”

      “We can deal with that when the time comes.”

      He’d be a commander again. Have elite soldiers under his foot, important missions dependent on his actions. The faces of the men under his command through the years flashed through his mind. Those who’d done well and gotten out, like Hawk. Those who had died. Those who were as good as dead.

      The broken ones, like him.

      There were far too many of them—at least a dozen over the years from his own team. Guys who’d seen too much, done too much. Left too much behind. Some of them were physically changed like he was, but most were visibly the same, the current beneath their calm exterior frightening even themselves. He thought of the rush he’d gotten when helping Olivia, the healing power of work.

      He was changed for saving her. Change like that could help other men, too. He eyed Hawk warily. “I pick my own men.”

      “Fine.”

      “They won’t be the squeaky-clean kind you’re used to. The men I want working with me have problems.”

      Hawk crossed his arms. “What kind of guys are we talking about?”

      “Strong, capable soldiers. But we’ll be a motley crew. It will be a second chance for the guys who need help.”

      “SEALs?”

      “Yeah. Broken, busted-up, fucked-up SEALs.”

      “Sir?” called the doctor behind the men. “Miss Barrons will see you now.”

      “I have to run it by Jax, the owner of HERO Force.”

      He was going to turn him down, the drapes pulled tight against the first rays of sunshine to come his way in years. “Look, don’t do me any favors,” said Mac, suddenly sorry he’d suggested it. “I’m sure you want guys with their fucking heads screwed on straight. Not men like me.”

      “Wait. Jesus, Mac.” Hawk ran his hand through his hair. “You don’t make this easy, do you?”

      Mac put his hands on his hips and waited for the euphemisms to come pouring out of Hawk’s mouth, the half-baked reasons he didn’t want a force of losers working for him.

      “Okay,” said Hawk.

      “Okay what?”

      He nodded. “I’ll run it by Jax. Tell him it’s what I want, that I’m behind you one hundred percent. I think he’ll want to help these guys, too. If he approves it, you can run the new HERO Force any way you see fit, as long as they’re good soldiers. I trust you.”

      Mac lifted his chin. “The best.”

      A new office. A new job. A chance to get back everything he’d lost. Mac smiled. “Let’s do this.”
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      Olivia’s whole body ached from fighting against her attacker, but none of her bones were broken. She had a slight concussion from hitting her head when she was thrown into the van and enough bruises to keep the makeup department busy for hours, but she was going to be okay.

      She’d faced the boogeyman who’d been terrifying her for weeks and was that much stronger for it. The reality of the monster who was after her was far easier to take than the fear of who he might be and what might happen to her at his mercy.

      The fact that she’d been betrayed by the man who was supposed to protect her wasn’t lost on her, though one thing failed to make sense. The bodyguard was brought on board after she first received a threatening note, not before.

      Maybe he was working elsewhere on the movie.

      He clearly had his sights set on her even before he’d been granted such good access. Maybe he’d even asked for the job when it became available.

      She shook her shoulders. It was difficult to imagine the mind of a stalker. Truly upsetting, and the last thing she needed right now was to be upset.

      She turned her thoughts to Trevor, her mind replaying the scene as he’d darted from relative safety behind a vendor cart across the expanse between them. She’d thought for sure he’d be killed. His name had been torn from a vulnerable place deep inside her, the scream of a woman with more to lose than she’d ever realized in her life.

      Remembering the moment, a tear slipped down her cheek, then another. It felt good to cry after all she’d been through, and she wept wholeheartedly for what might have been. By the time Trevor walked in, she was all worked up. She covered her face with her hands and wiped at her eyes.

      “Why are you crying?”

      She frowned harshly, trying not to break down again. “Because I love you so much and I almost lost you forever.” She reached for him and he sat on the edge of the bed, holding her. “I’m sorry I’m so emotional.”

      “Shh. It’s okay. You’re the one I almost lost.”

      “Before that,” she said. “I didn’t know how to tell you what I needed from you.”

      “Which is?”

      “I have to be stronger than I have been. I can’t hide behind a man, even if that man is you.”

      “I never asked you to hide behind me.”

      “No, but I did it anyway. You led and I followed. You talked and I listened. I didn’t matter to myself as much as you mattered to me.”

      He cupped her cheek. “And I was the opposite. I put myself before you, when I should have put you before everything. It won’t happen again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I want to start another HERO Force office. One I own myself so I can decide when I work and when I take care of my family. Mac’s willing to help me.”

      “Your family?”

      “Yes. You and me, for starters, but I hope we have a couple of kids, too. Marry me, Olivia.”

      How many times had she imagined him asking? But in the time she’d been here, she’d changed the way she saw herself—especially in a relationship. “How do we know it will work? That we can walk alongside each other instead of one in front of the other?”

      “We don’t. We have faith and we work hard. We love each other and we work together to change what needs fixing. I want to be your husband, Olivia. I want you by my side, and I want to be there for you, always—through the good times and the bad.”

      “And if I’m scared?”

      “All the good stuff is scary.” He chuckled and kissed the back of her hand. “But I’ll wait as long as it takes. We don’t have to do this now unless you want to.”

      She thought of the time she’d spent away from him working on the film. How much she’d missed him. There was no question she wanted to marry him; there was only her own uncertainty about how she was changing. “I’ve been standing behind people for so long, I need to lead the way for a while.”

      “There’s no one I’d rather follow,” he said.

      “You mean that?”

      He nodded. “You might have to put me in my place once in a while. Wrestle me to the ground, that kind of thing.”

      She laughed. “I can do that.”

      “So you’ll marry me?”

      Become his wife. Face the rest of their lives together, helping each other grow into the best they could be. She could trust him to do that. She knew she could. A smile spread slowly across her face, accompanied by a sense of peace. “I will.”

      He kissed her, their lips sealing the deal to become husband and wife. “I love you,” she whispered against his mouth.

      “I love you, too. More than you know, Livy.”
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      The lavender field was in bloom, the fragrant blossoms permeating the warm evening air as Trevor stood beside Olivia in the setting sun with a preacher who barely spoke English and Mac, their witness.

      She wore a plain white dress that hung off her shoulders and gathered at her waist, accentuating her figure and revealing her creamy skin. He thought of the ornate bridal gowns so many women wore, their hair perfectly coiffed, while Olivia’s blew in soft waves on the gentle breeze.

      She was beautiful, pure and true. The most simple and complicated woman he’d ever known, and the only one he wanted to spend his life with. He swallowed against a knot that was forming in his throat as the preacher began the ceremony. Then she was talking, the look in her eyes reflecting what he knew must be shining from his own.

      “I, Olivia, take you, Trevor, to be my husband. To love and to cherish, to worship with my body, to shelter with my soul, forsaking all others. I promise to be true to you, to accept you as you are and as you grow and become the man you’re meant to be.”

      Trevor was smiling as he slid the gold band onto her finger. It looked good there, and he imagined it still catching the light when her hand was old, his love for her just as strong as it was today. He licked his lips. “I, Trevor, take you, Olivia, to be my wife. To love and to cherish, to worship with my body, to shelter with my soul, forsaking all others. I promise to help you shine, to lift you up and honor the woman you are, now and forever.”

      “You may kiss your bride,” said the preacher.

      Trevor took her face in his hands and touched her lips with his own, savoring the moment, noting the breeze against his skin, the warm fragrance on the air, determined to remember it always.

      Her arms went around his neck and she pulled back, smiling at him. “Do you mean that part about lifting me up?” she asked.

      “I sure do.” He bent and scooped her into his arms, making her laugh.

      “I wish you much good fortune,” said the preacher with a chuckle, walking away.

      “I’m going to head out, too,” said Mac. “I’ll be in touch before we fly to New York.”

      “Sounds good,” said Trevor. He waited for his friend to start his car before dropping to his knees in the lavender field. Olivia giggled as he laid her on the ground, following her down with his body.

      “You’re not seriously doing this,” she said.

      “These lavender plants are pretty tall.”

      She hit his back as he kissed her again, settling his weight against her. “We’re going to get arrested for indecent exposure.”

      “Do they have that in France?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Let’s find out. It will be a great story to tell our grandchildren.” He was kissing her, the need to connect with her stronger than ever. She hummed softly as she opened her mouth to his, their tongues dancing as she moved beneath him.

      “We are not telling anybody about this.”

      He’d pulled her to the ground as a joke, but his body was quickly convincing him to make love to her. “Let me make sure they’re gone.” He sat up, seeing both the preacher and Mac’s cars had left the area. In the distance, a summer storm turned the sky purple, the line between it and the blue sky above them sharp and beautiful, making him sure they indeed stood before God on their wedding day.

      He turned back to his wife, suddenly choked by emotion. The hem of her dress was pushed to the tops of her thighs, a pink flush covering her chest and cheeks, and he quickly forgot the approaching storm. He ran his hands up her shapely legs and pulled her panties down, kissing his way back up until he licked the swollen folds of her sex, settling on the sweet bud between them.

      Her moans of pleasure carried on the fragrant air, the scent of the approaching storm now present, too. The first drops of rain struck his skin as she climaxed beneath his ministrations, and he moved up her body, pulling the neckline of her dress down to reveal her bare breasts.

      “I love you, Olivia Hawkins,” he whispered, taking her in his mouth and suckling her nipple, one hand freeing himself from the confines of his pants. The rain was sprinkling now, wetting her skin, and he licked the water off her on the way to kiss her mouth once more.

      She guided him into her body as thunder cracked quietly in the distance, the sound mingling with their heavy breaths as he lost himself in the sensations of loving her.

      This was his wife. They moved together, each one half of the whole, becoming something greater than they had been on their own. He came with a rush of emotion, their bodies one beneath the purple clouds, hers milking him with the strong strokes of her orgasm.

      When the last of the tremors subsided, she linked her ankles behind his rain-dappled ass. “I’ll love you forever,” she whispered.

      Forever.

      Thunder rolled, contentment filling him up and welling over. “Me, too.”
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      It rained on their way back to the hotel, which Olivia insisted was good luck. She stared at the fields of lavender as they sped past, strips of earth flashing between their purple rows. Trevor reached over and took her hand, her smaller fingers curling around his, and she sighed, a slight smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

      It was nearly dark by the time they reached the hotel. A ridiculously large bouquet of deep red roses stood on the table in their room.

      Olivia cocked her head. “I wonder who sent them.” She’d told several members of the cast and crew about her impromptu wedding today, taking special joy in telling Lockheed she wouldn’t be on the set. It was just as well, since the shower scene they were filming didn’t involve her.

      “There’s a card,” said Trevor.

      She picked it up, the angry slant of the black penmanship conjuring a visceral reaction. She gasped, suddenly lightheaded. “It’s him.”

      Trevor cursed as he took it from her hand and read it out loud. “Congratulations on your marriage. Love always, Evan Lockheed.”

      She braced herself on the back of a chair. “Lockheed was the stalker. Then how was the bodyguard involved?”

      A metallic click made her turn around. There stood the director in the open doorway, a gun in his hand. “He’s my cousin, Reynaldo. Not the brightest crayon in the box. He caught me sneaking into your room and I had to tell him something.” He moved deeper into the room. “Terribly afraid of the occult, that one. You’ve got to admit, I did a pretty good job acting innocent. Maybe I should have been on the other side of the camera acting with you.”

      “You have no right to be here,” she said, her voice low and menacing. She’d been scared too many times, afraid of the unknown, the mystery man now revealed. Facing him made her strong. There was nothing Evan Lockheed could do to her that he hadn’t already done in her terrified imagination. She lifted her chin. “Get out.”

      He jerked his head back. “I love you, Olivia. You have to know that by now.”

      “You are a self-centered, egotistical micromanaging asshole, and I most certainly don’t love you,” she said.

      Lockheed’s eyes widened, his nostrils flaring. He turned toward Trevor. “You did this to her.” He lifted the gun.

      “No!” screamed Olivia, reaching for the weapon.

      But Trevor was already in motion, his foot connecting with the revolver and sending it flying. “Freeze.” Just like that, he held his own weapon trained on Lockheed.

      The director looked at her, his dark eyes nearly black in the dimly lit room. He was menacing, but she refused to cower.

      “What are you going to do if I don’t?” Lockheed asked. He took two steps toward Olivia.

      Hawk fired. Lockheed stood motionless for a beat before falling to the floor.

      “Are you okay?” asked Trevor.

      “Yes.”

      The sound of someone running outside the door had Trevor on alert, his weapon at the ready as he stepped into the hallway, ready to shoot. “Jesus, Mac, you fucking scared me.”

      “Lockheed was the stalker, not the bodyguard,” said Mac, reaching the room.

      “Yeah, we figured that out,” said Hawk, putting his weapon away. “How did you know?”

      “The bodyguard survived his injuries. After a good dose of lithium, he couldn’t say enough about his cousin the director and Lockheed’s manipulation of his fears. Led us right to him.”

      Olivia stared at Lockheed’s lifeless body. She’d stood up to him, just like the marquess would have done, but it didn’t feel like she was acting. It felt like she was strong. She took a deep breath.

      “You okay?” asked Trevor.

      She nodded. “I’m going to be just fine.”
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      Two months later, New York City

      

      You wouldn’t know they were fucked up to look at them.

      Physically, Mac’s SEALs looked just like Jax’s crew down in Atlanta, their broad muscles and trim fatigues making them appear imposing. So far, Trevor had resisted the temptation to ask the stories behind the men—the reasons these twelve men had each been selected by Mac.

      He stepped out of his office at the new HERO Force headquarters and onto his private terrace overlooking the New York Public Library and Bryant Park behind it. Olivia stood with her back to him, but turned at his approach and smiled. “It’s beautiful out here,” she said.

      “My wife has excellent taste in real estate.” He wrapped his arms around her midsection. They were settling into married life, spending time together in their new apartment, and getting to know New York City. It was a whole new life from the one they were sharing before she went to France. It was better than he could have imagined.

      She leaned her head back against his shoulder. “Are you sure these men will be okay?”

      “Mac believes in them, and I believe in Mac.”

      “Are they all from your SEAL team?”

      “No, only one. He did another tour since I saw him last, though.”

      “Hmm. What about the others?”

      “I’m not sure. But I trust him.” Mac had sobered up and was back to his old self, for all intents and purposes.

      She sighed and twisted around to face him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I heard from my agent. I got the part.”

      “That’s great. When does it start?”

      “We’re filming on location in Vancouver starting in March.”

      “HERO Force should be up and running by then. Mac won’t need me here.”

      “You’re sure you don’t mind coming?”

      He rested his forehead on hers. “You’re the most important thing in my life. I’m not going to forget that ever again.”

      She kissed him soundly on the lips. “I love you, Trevor.”

      He grinned and raised his eyebrows. “I’ll bet you’re glad I ran into your car on that mountaintop.”

      She hit his chest. “You’re just lucky you didn’t kill me.”

      “Hey, if I were a better driver, none of this would have happened. You should be grateful I crashed into you.”

      She laughed and turned back to face the skyline. “Every day, you idiot. Every stinking day.”
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      Mac leaned back in his chair and rubbed his knuckles over his lips, staring at the list of names on his computer screen.

      One of them might be his wife.

      He’d been sober for four and a half weeks—what some people might call a month—but he’d barely graduated from counting days and wasn’t ready to change units again just yet.

      It was HERO Force that got him through. Flying across the country collecting his recruits like a child plucking seashells from the shore. These men needed him more than he needed to drink, and for now, it was enough.

      All but one of the guys had come easily. Because of the way they were, they didn’t have relationships that tethered them to their towns, no wives or children who needed to move across the country. Families were for men who had something to give, and his shattered SEALs had a whole lot of nothing.

      They’d stayed in shape, for the most part. Pumping iron had a tendency to keep you sane when life tried to flush you away. Mac had kept it up, too, during his time in France—exercising between daily hangovers and that night’s drinks.

      Yes, he knew from whence they came, and his rules for the men were the same as his rules for himself. You need to be sober. A couple were on pain pills, but those had to go, too. It was easy to fall into that trap. The wounds of war were painful, doctors all too eager to prescribe something to take that pain away. Throw in a good shot of depression and you were lucky more of these men didn’t end up addicted.

      Already they were down to twelve. They’d started with fourteen, but two of them lost their shit when it came time for weapons training. Too many bad memories, and Mac knew a thing or two about memories.

      He brought the computer screen back into focus. Yes, one of these women might be his Ellie, but then again, maybe not. She could be using her maiden name or an alias that would make it far more difficult to find her.

      And what the fuck are you going to say when you do?

      Sobriety had a funny way of mocking his good intentions. He pushed back his chair, stood, and moved to the window. The Chrysler Building shone in the distance.

      “Mac?”

      He turned. T-ball stood in the doorway, a dirty-blond kid with a prominent Y-shaped scar running down his cheek like a zipper. He was a sniper from Mac’s third tour who’d been taken captive by tangos for more than a week. He’d been tortured in ways Mac could barely stand to contemplate.

      “Cowboy’s on the phone,” said T-ball. “We’ve got our first assignment.”

      Adrenaline shot spiders into Mac’s stomach. He nodded and reached for the phone. “Hi, Leo.”

      “Hey, Mac. You ready to get started?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” He pulled out a pad of paper and a pen. “Keep talking.”
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