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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Judd Abel positioned his back against the wall and nudged his white Stetson up with a knuckle. The hat was a new addition to his attire he didn’t think he’d ever get used to, but it was part of his uniform now, so he had to suck it up. 
 
    The WEST Protection team all sported one. Now that Judd was part of the team, it was a requirement, even though he wasn’t a country boy. Small town? Yes. Boots, hat and rusty pickup? Hell no. His new office might be situated on a ranch, but when it came to horsepower between his legs, he preferred the steel variety with wide-spaced handlebars. 
 
    He listened to his boss handing out the security company’s weekly jobs. A couple of the guys were already in the field on bodyguard duty. Next week, there was a training. 
 
    Judd offered the appropriate nods to show he was listening, but his ears perked up the minute the words “MMA competition in Vegas” came out of his boss’s mouth. 
 
    He straightened from the wall. “We’re working security detail for the mixed martial arts competition?” 
 
    Ross Wynton, one of the cofounders of WEST Protection, nodded. “That’s right. Got the contract two months ago. Jaren and Silas will be going.” 
 
    “Damn. Jaren gets all the good jobs. I’d love to be there.” His deep Georgia drawl stuck out here in rural Montana. 
 
    Ross slanted a smile his way. “You’re going to Boston.” 
 
    “Not exactly the bright lights of Vegas.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Nope. A big tech conference requires security.” 
 
    “Tech bigwigs in suits. No fights to break up,” Judd grumbled. 
 
    Two other guys lounging in chairs around the office chuckled. 
 
    Ross tipped his head toward Judd. “You can DVR the fight in Vegas and watch it when you get back. I thought you’d be happier about the tech conference. No hat required.” 
 
    He reached up and ripped the thing off his head. “Well, why didn’t you say so? That makes Boston much more appealing.” 
 
    His antics drew more laughter from everyone gathered, and his lips twitched into a crooked smile. WEST Protection might not be the company he and his four brothers built from the ground up, but he couldn’t really complain. Many would be honored to work with WEST…it was just that he still wasn’t over the kick in the teeth of his own company shutting down. 
 
    He was trying not to be an ungrateful bastard for having this chance at WEST, but nine months before, he was running his own company. Abel Security might not be as top-ranking as WEST, but they hadn’t done too shabby either. 
 
    He and his four brothers, Jace, Jaren, Julius and Jennings had formed the company much in the same way as WEST. They began with brothers, cousins and friends. Both WEST and Abel started small, taking odd security jobs until their reputation got off the ground. 
 
    Then Abel Security landed a big job. 
 
    Their last job. 
 
    Judd wasn’t going to get over that incident anytime soon. 
 
    None of us are. 
 
    WEST Protection wanted the Abels—all five of them. But two of his brothers decided to return to construction jobs for the time being while they figured out what they wanted out of life. Judd couldn’t blame them. Moving to Stone Pass, Montana from small-town Georgia was a hell of a culture shock. He’d never get used to the cold…or this damn hat he was required to wear. 
 
    It might sting to work for another security company, but it beat flipping burgers or swinging a hammer. 
 
    “More on Boston in a minute,” Ross said to Judd. He swiveled his chair to one of the other guys who reclined with his boots propped on the desk. 
 
    Judd did appreciate the working conditions here. The office was located on the Wynton Ranch, a huge spread with beef cattle and horses. The big house looked like it came off the pages of a home magazine, and the green pastures against the backdrop of mountains stirred something in his soul even if it wasn’t home. 
 
    The weather was another thing. He’d been here three months and was just getting used to the change in temperature. One thing he appreciated was the fresh air filled with scents of pine and what he could only describe as the smell of mountains. It beat the smog and exhaust fumes of Atlanta where Abel Security did a lot of their jobs. 
 
    At least Stone Pass wasn’t much larger than where he grew up. The house he and his brothers rented was decent enough too. Judd even had his own bedroom—a step up for a boy raised in cramped quarters with four kid brothers. 
 
    Ross swiveled back to him. “Now Boston.” 
 
    Judd placed his hat back on his head and gave him his full attention. 
 
    “Boone and Landon will be joining you. This is a big conference with twenty-two tech corporations involved. Some of the CEOs attending travel with their own security detail, but we’re providing overall security.” 
 
    Judd looked to Boone and Landon. They all nodded that they understood. 
 
    Ross continued laying out the details in the no-nonsense manner he approached everything in life with, from what Judd saw. He appreciated Ross’s strengths. The man didn’t take any shit, not even from the Abel boys—exactly the same way Judd ran his own company. 
 
    When Ross wrapped up, Judd grinned. “Sounds like an easy job. Watch over rich folks.” 
 
    “Yup. I don’t expect any difficulties. A drunk with a big mouth might be your only problem.” 
 
    Judd grunted. “Guys in suits and brainiacs with too many letters after their names can’t pose too many security risks. Unless they hire some prostitutes and there’s an angry pimp involved.” 
 
    Another chuckle rippled through the group. 
 
    Well, Judd was getting the peace he’d sought after the incident that closed his company’s doors. He should be happy that there wasn’t much to look forward to this week. 
 
    Except no hat. 
 
    He pushed away from the wall and headed to the door. “Just tell me where to be and what time.” 
 
    He’d put his all into the Boston job, just like he did everything. 
 
    Even if it took more time away from finally clearing the Abel name. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Ari Bloomberg adjusted the sleep mask over her eyes and focused on the classical music in her ears. Damn airplanes. She never could get comfortable on them. 
 
    When she moved, the pillow around her neck slipped and fell right into her lap. 
 
    She tore off the silk mask and ripped the earbuds out of her ears, cutting off the so-called soothing strains of Bach that weren’t so soothing at the moment. 
 
    Her gaze fell on her father peacefully snoozing in his plush leather seat upholstered in the same navy hue as their tech company’s logo. BloomWorks Incorporated might be the reason her father could afford a private jet, but personally, Ari thought he should have donated the money to a charity and flown commercial. 
 
    When she woke up this morning, she didn’t expect to be flying with her father to the conference in Boston. Getting that call was a shock. 
 
    He’d informed her she was attending the conference and a car would be at her historic cottage home in Connecticut in one hour. She knew arguing would get her nowhere. Besides, he had a heart problem, and she couldn’t live with herself if she caused a heart attack. 
 
    Though looking now at his good color and peaceful slumber, she wondered how much he milked the issue to get his own way. Like her joining him at the conference. 
 
    What her father didn’t know was that Ari already planned to attend. She’d been invited to be a surprise guest speaker at one of the workshops, and she couldn’t be more excited to be included in an industry that had always shut its doors to her. 
 
    She hoped to spend a few extra days going over the bullet points of her talk. Now her father expected her to…what? 
 
    Schmooze his colleagues and show up at dinners, probably. 
 
    She could only hope that was not the case. This time had to be different. Her father would finally include her in real business decisions for the multibillion-dollar company he’d built from the ground up. She should be more excited about that, right? 
 
    She wasn’t holding her breath, though. She had the job title and none of the duties that went with it. She was beginning to think he kept her on the payroll so he could make demands on her for things like this conference. 
 
    First thing Ari did was call her personal stylist and tell her to round up the team—they were going to Boston early. Ari couldn’t do this without them. She was so clueless about clothes that she’d end up throwing some mismatched pajamas and a bathing suit she didn’t need into a suitcase. As it was, selecting toiletries and a few comfortable pieces of clothing for her carry-on took most of her hour before the car arrived to take her to the private airstrip. 
 
    She tucked away her earbuds and directed her gaze out the window. Despite the fact she couldn’t nap in-flight and she’d now be going over her speech in a room in the conference center, she was happy to be included in the family business. 
 
    She didn’t have much time for musing over the things her father would require of her because the pilot came over the intercom to announce that they’d be landing in three minutes. 
 
    The pilot’s voice didn’t jar her father awake, so she quickly unfastened her seatbelt and moved to her father’s side. 
 
    A small snore came from him. She did hate to wake him, but he’d complain if she let him sleep through the landing. 
 
    Reaching out, she gave him a shake. His eyes popped open, vivid green underneath bushy silver-gray eyebrows. 
 
    “Ehh. What? Ari! What’s wrong?” 
 
    She squeezed his shoulder. “We’re landing soon, Dad.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” He pushed his seat into an upright position and reached for his bottled water on the tray. 
 
    She returned to her seat and watched the Boston landscape grow closer and closer until the landing gear touched down on the runway. In minutes, she had her bag over her shoulder and she and her father were making their way to another car waiting with a driver to take them to the conference center. 
 
    Would she ever get used to this lifestyle? She didn’t grow up with such privilege. Until BloomWorks became the new big thing when a computer with their custom chip took off, she’d been just like any other kid on the block. 
 
    Within months, her entire world changed. She was yanked out of her private school and placed in an even more exclusive one where the girls talked about trips to Aspen during holidays and they received Bentleys for their sixteenth birthdays. 
 
    And weirdly enough, she did too. 
 
    They moved from a nice but modest home to a mansion with a full staff. A private chef prepared their meals. 
 
    And she was still an awkward teenager with a face full of freckles and the wrong clothes. 
 
    After getting bullied for her lack of style, she took matters into her own hands when she graduated from college with a degree in business and hired a personal stylist. She and Tanya had been a team forever. In fact, the woman just might be the only reason Ari managed to leave the house most days without looking like a homeless person. 
 
    She checked the time on her phone as they sailed through the streets of Boston toward the conference center. Tanya and her team would be arriving at her suite within the hour. Good—that covered any cocktail hour she might be expected to dress for. 
 
    Beside her in the back seat, her father spoke too loudly on a conference call. Wincing, she looked out the window at the buildings and cars. Some time later, a massive modern conference center popped into view. Her father ended the call. 
 
    “Dad, what would you like me to do while I’m here? Should I prepare any workshops or speech—” 
 
    “Not now, Ari. I’ve got to take this call,” he cut her off. Without even casting her an apologetic glance, he returned his phone to his ear. 
 
    She sighed. Why did she ever hope the dynamic between them would change just because he asked her to come with him? She was still just as invisible, as unheard as she always was. 
 
    The driver pulled up beneath the portico. Seeing no reason to hang around waiting on her father, Ari jumped out of the car and grabbed her bag before the driver could. 
 
    She headed into the center, which was just as modern inside as it was out. With soaring ceilings fabricated of glass and steel, and everything cast in a warm, low light, the space was definitely chosen for its appeal to techies. 
 
    As expected, her suite was amazing. And to her pleasure, Tanya and the crew were already setting up. 
 
    “Darling!” Tanya rushed across the thick ecru-white carpet to hug her. 
 
    Ari dropped her bag and embraced her stylist and friend. “Thank you so much for coming on short notice.” 
 
    “Of course I wouldn’t miss a chance to dress my favorite person.” She air-kissed both of Ari’s cheeks and stepped back to assess her, her warm brown eyes traveling over Ari’s black leggings and the oversized sweater she’d thrown on for the flight. 
 
    Tanya’s face fell. “Thank god I’m here, darling. Where did you get those leggings? 2012?” 
 
    Ari laughed and kicked off her sneakers. “Out of my workout clothes drawer.” 
 
    Tanya wrinkled her nose. “That’s what I thought. The minute we get back to Connecticut, I’m going through your closet.” 
 
    “Please do,” Ari said, breezing across the room to hug the other two people who’d come with Tanya. Celia was busy pulling garments out of bags and hanging them on the garment rack she’d brought with her. And Mario had his makeup bag open on a luggage stand, selecting the products to best suit her look tonight. 
 
    She hugged them both and then settled on the comfy bed to watch them organize her life. 
 
    The garment rack was filling up with fancy dresses. 
 
    “I thought I needed suits, not cocktail dresses,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got those too. Don’t worry, Ari. We’ll make you the best-dressed woman here.” 
 
    “I know you will.” Her phone buzzed, and she read the text from her father. 
 
    Drinks by the pool. 
 
    She looked at Tanya, who was looking back expectantly. 
 
    “Do I have a drinks-by-the-pool outfit?” 
 
    Celia and Tanya sprang into action, and Mario crossed the room to take her by the hand and lead her to the chair for makeup and hair. 
 
    It was all a little much. Okay, it was a lot. But having these three taking care of the boring woman stuff meant Ari’s brain was free for more important things. Like business and technology and coming up with solutions that would improve the world. The way some CEOs wore the same shirt and pants every day, Ari had her team. 
 
    Besides, she never quite got over hearing the nasty words her childhood bullies spewed at her. She’d never give anyone a reason to cut her down in the business world.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, with light but flattering makeup suitable for sipping drinks by the pool and a pair of loose designer trousers with a silky button-down top, Ari crossed the space to the cabana where her father sat with a guest. 
 
    At her approach, her father looked up, a smile fixed on his face. She returned it and darted her gaze to the man at his side. 
 
    She didn’t recognize him, but he stood to seat her at the table and immediately flagged down the pool waitstaff for a drink. 
 
    “Bryan White, this is my beautiful daughter Ari.” Her father’s introduction put a smile on Bryan’s face but Ari had to fight to keep the scowl off hers. 
 
    Beautiful daughter. Not brilliant daughter. Not even smart and skilled daughter. Why would there be any hope things would be different? He always treated her like an ornament. Instead of a trophy wife, he had a trophy daughter. 
 
    “Hello.” She extended a hand to Bryan. He took it firmly but brought her knuckles to his lips. 
 
    As soon as she got her father alone, she’d ask why he didn’t bring her mother to this conference instead. But she already knew the answer—her mother was too busy with her charities and clubs to attend a boring old conference. All the technology and business talk were a bore to her flighty mom, who more resembled one of the pampered TV series Housewives. 
 
    She sighed and settled in a chair just as a drink was placed in front of her. 
 
    A mai tai. Her favorite drink. 
 
    Her eyes flashed up to Bryan. He wore a wide, smug smile. 
 
    With a sinking sensation in her stomach, she drew the drink toward her with a word of thanks to the server. God, she hated when guys researched her. This wasn’t the first time, and Bryan sure wouldn’t be the last. How many had her father thrown into her path now? Six? Seven? 
 
    She took a sip of the drink, savoring the flavor of citrus and even the rum she preferred. But there wasn’t enough alcohol on the planet to appreciate that Bryan had dug up info on her, probably to impress her father. 
 
    The alcohol trickled through her system, and she sat back to study the guy. What was he after? A job at BloomWorks with a title and a fancy office? Seven figures a year and a company car? 
 
    Just then, her father turned to her. “You always look so lovely, Ari. Doesn’t she, Bryan?” 
 
    She stiffened. “I thought I was here to learn about technology and network with other like-minded people, Dad. Not look nice and sip drinks by the pool.” 
 
    He issued a laugh. Bryan had the grace to look uncomfortable. 
 
    He tried his own drink and cleared his throat as if it was too strong for him. “I read your memorandum on BloomWorks, Miss Bloomberg. Very insightful.” 
 
    She arched a brow at him. “Was it?” 
 
    He nodded. “I was impressed by your ideas for scaling up for the next fiscal year.” 
 
    Well, that was a breath of fresh air compared to the other guys her father threw at her. At least this one knew business. 
 
    Her father looked between them. “Well, I have someplace to be. I’ll catch up with you two at dinner.” He leaned in to kiss her cheek. 
 
    She watched him leave. She was alone with Bryan White. 
 
    “I hope you didn’t mind me ordering your favorite drink,” he said, sitting back in his chair to study her. 
 
    Okay, it was nice of him to do that, but what if she’d wanted to change things up today? What if she wanted a screwdriver or a shot of scotch? 
 
    With a sigh, she sipped her drink, needing more liquid courage to face the next half hour until she could make her escape and put those workout leggings back on. 
 
    She was not going to ask. 
 
    She had to know. 
 
    “How did you know I prefer mai tais?” 
 
    He held her gaze, a warm smile on his face. “It’s what you were drinking when they snapped that photo of you for Business Mogul magazine.” 
 
    She cocked her head. If he recognized her from that photo, he knew she’d accepted an award on her father’s behalf and given one hell of a speech too. Not to brag, but it had received a lot of praise for a month afterward. 
 
    In fact, she spent an entire day just responding to texts and emails thanking people. 
 
    “And why are you attending this conference?” she asked. 
 
    He tipped his glass to her. “I’m here to learn about technology and network with other like-minded people,” he repeated her words with a smile. 
 
    She raised her mai tai and toasted with Bryan. “Well then. To a wonderful week of learning and networking.” 
 
    To his credit, not once did Bryan mention her looks. That was a refreshing change. Maybe this guy was more tolerable. 
 
    After a bit more small talk, she made her getaway and returned to her suite. Her team was all ready for her, with clothing options for dinner laid out. 
 
    With a heavy sigh that she had to get dressed all over again, she stepped into the room and kicked off her shoes. Her toe brushed something that crinkled. 
 
    When she glanced down and saw a folded slip of paper, she bent to retrieve it. 
 
    She unfolded it and skimmed the words—three times. Each time, more understanding dawned on her. 
 
    Her stare fell on the signature. 
 
    A painful flush of anger crept up her throat as she processed what this all meant. 
 
    Maybe this week wouldn’t be filled with boring people, after all. 
 
    She’d just received her very first threat against her life. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Judd’s momma would be so proud to see him in a tux. His brothers would razz him for months. And Judd felt like one quick move and he’d split the seams. 
 
    Even the cowboy hat was preferable to being choked and squeezed. 
 
    How much starch was in this collar anyway? He stuck his finger between the overly crisp fabric and his neck, trying to create a bit more space to breathe. But there was no use. He’d have to live with less oxygen for the evening. 
 
    He might be turning blue, but he was prepared for duty. The conference center was massive and he’d studied the floor plan extensively. He could locate every single public room, toilet and janitor’s closet on the premises. As he strode past walls of smoky glass that hid spaces from people outside them, he caught his reflection. 
 
    You can dress up a small-town boy, but he’ll still only be a small-town boy. 
 
    Or maybe it was more like: You can put a biker into a cowboy hat, then pour him into a tux, and you’ve still got a jaded motherfucker no matter what he wears. 
 
    A jaded motherfucker without a company of his own. 
 
    He mentally shook his head. Not only had he lost his company, but he’d lost touch with himself. He was no longer the head of a security company. He hadn’t been on two wheels since he left Georgia. Hell, he hadn’t even been with a woman since it all happened. 
 
    The incident. 
 
    The one nobody wanted to talk about. Sometimes Judd couldn’t even meet his brothers’ eyes for fear they’d see the guilt he carried. 
 
    He continued down the long corridor, ignoring his reflection in the smoky glass. He didn’t know that man in the tuxedo. 
 
    Not being able to define himself wasn’t exactly a problem he needed therapy for, but it bugged him that his identity was so skewed these days. 
 
    He reached up to straighten his bowtie before passing through the double doors into the ballroom. 
 
    As he stepped inside, the strains of a live band floated on air that was scented with rich people food. He wouldn’t find any grits here. No, ma’am. They probably had bowls of caviar on every table. 
 
    People were already clustered in groups, drinks in hand. They wore custom tuxes and shiny Rolex watches. His job was simply to blend in and if anything looked suspicious or a fight broke out, he would step in. 
 
    Don’t cause any disruptions. Ross’s orders. 
 
    It was difficult not to take offense to Ross telling him this. Yeah, he was still prickly from it. After all, this wasn’t Judd’s first rodeo. He’d hauled many a person out by the scruff of their neck so an event could continue in peace. 
 
    Landon’s voice projected through the comms device in his ear. “Nice penguin suit, Judd.” 
 
    His lips curled in amusement. None of the guys at WEST were bad. He just had to give them a chance. 
 
    He turned his head to look at Landon standing along one wall. “Thanks. You too.” 
 
    “Boone’s on your nine.” 
 
    “Good to know everyone’s position. I’m heading outside to the bar.” Judd passed the band in the corner, and the light jazz music grew louder. When he stepped through an open door, the music quieted again, but out here, there was more activity. 
 
    He scanned the patio, taking in every person on it and assessing their characters in a blink. Pretentious snob. Another pretentious snob. Oh, that one has old money AND is a pretentious snob. 
 
    He also noted some low shrubbery that created a privacy screen from the parking lot. Weirdly, being out here didn’t feel at all like he was in Boston. He felt transported to another country. 
 
    Nice and casual-like, he sauntered up to the bar, doing nothing that would draw attention to himself as security and not another bigwig enjoying a drink. 
 
    His ear was trained to listen in, and he caught snippets of conversation about wives and mistresses, vacation homes and the latest priceless car in a garage full of the same. 
 
    With a drink in hand, he turned to scope out the patio again. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, except the scotch in his hand wasn’t a scotch. It was sweet tea. 
 
    He took a sip and winced. 
 
    Not even sweet. 
 
    There was a mix of ages and genders among the group. Women much younger than the men they were with laughed at jokes and tossed shining hair. Everyone was dressed like a celebrity. 
 
    But he saw her coming from a mile away. 
 
    The stunning brunette was staring straight at him. Setting down her drink on the tray of a passing waiter, she wove through the crowd toward the bar. 
 
    Judd locked eyes with her, but he was stunned as hell when she walked straight up to him and reached for his hand. 
 
    His fingers closed on hers—and on the piece of paper she’d stuffed in his hand. 
 
    The scent of expensive perfume swirled around her like a sweet cloud. Her eyes were wide, a mix of golden brown and green. Her lashes swooped downward as she looked him over. 
 
    He tried to hand her the paper she’d slipped into his hand. “I’m sorry, miss. I’m here on business.” 
 
    “Right. I need you to read that.” 
 
    He met her stare for several heartbeats. 
 
    “What do you think it is? My room number? A request for a date?” 
 
    Judd Abel never blushed. And he wasn’t blushing now. He’d call the heat scorching up from his collar a reaction to that awful unsweetened tea. 
 
    He set his glass on the closest surface and inched away from a group of men discussing their golf handicaps. The stunningly beautiful woman with long legs moved with him, standing very close as he unfolded the paper and read it. 
 
    He skimmed down to the signature. 
 
      
 
    The Broker 
 
      
 
    His gaze jumped to hers. “This is a death threat.” 
 
    She merely nodded, but he spotted the fast throb of her pulse in the graceful sweep of her throat. 
 
    He read the note again. She was supposed to convince her father to go with a new distributor for microchips…if she wanted to live. 
 
    He read the signature for a second time. The Broker. 
 
    “So why are you giving this to me?” he asked her. 
 
    “You’re the undercover guy for WEST Protection.” 
 
    He damn near choked up the couple sips of tea he’d managed to push down his throat. His instinct was to grab her by the arm and haul her to a more private place to talk. The closest he could get to that was a twitch of his head toward the shrubbery. 
 
    She followed him, floating across the patio stones like a mythical goddess in a black gown that wrapped around her curves like it was created to highlight every asset. 
 
    When he faced her, she dragged her tongue across her full, glossy lower lip. 
 
    “How do you know who I am?” he asked in a low, urgent tone. 
 
    He’d spent some time studying the guest list and looking up their social media too. 
 
    The woman—the daughter of a tech mogul, Judd recalled—raked her gaze over his chest. “I saw you come into the conference center. You traveled light so I know you’re not with the conference. Plus…you look like you could beat somebody up.” 
 
    “Observant.” 
 
    “You look like a bodyguard,” she went on in a low, rushed whisper. She waved at his chest. “Tech guys don’t look like you, so I assumed…” 
 
    “You assumed correct.” He slipped the note into his jacket pocket. 
 
    Her reason for picking him out of a crowd shouldn’t feel like a stroke to his ego, but it was. He’d lost sleep and weight due to the stress of his business going under. That left him lean and mean. And if he took off the tux, she’d see that he was covered in tattoos as well. 
 
    He’d grown a beard because he looked like a baby-faced kid in the damned white cowboy hat, and it was damn cold in Montana compared to Georgia. All those things would help him fit in back in Montana, but so much for blending with this crowd. 
 
    “Ari! How wonderful to see you.” A woman pushed between them and air-kissed both of Ari’s cheeks. 
 
    “Hello, Sylvia.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you would be attending the conference. Is your father here? I haven’t seen Soloman for ages!” The newcomer pivoted to assess Judd. He offered a small smile and backed away from the women while keeping a close watch on Ari. 
 
    Now that he’d heard the name, he really recognized her from the attendee list. Ari Bloomberg. Her father owned BloomWorks, a firm known for cutting-edge technology. 
 
    As the women chatted, Ari kept glancing over the lady’s shoulder at Judd. 
 
    He acknowledged her with a nod before scanning the patio again. 
 
    When the ladies wrapped up and Sylvia moved on to the next victim of her social chitchat, Judd stepped up to Ari just as she moved closer to him. Inches separated them. 
 
    “Let’s get some drinks so we don’t look so out of place,” he suggested. 
 
    She nodded and they shuffled the few feet to the small bar once more. As she ordered, he kept close watch on the people surrounding them. Nobody seemed to be taking extra notice of Ari, other than a few guys who glanced at the luscious curve of her ass. 
 
    After they both had drinks in hand, he directed her to a bench located on the perimeter, far enough away from the other guests that they could speak without being overheard. 
 
    She settled next to him, elegantly prim in the way she carried herself, and brought the drink to her lips. “Well? What do you think about the note?” 
 
    He winced around another swallow of “sweet” tea. He wasn’t supposed to drink on duty, and it was all they had on offer. But Bostonians clearly didn’t know jack shit about making sweet tea. 
 
    Lowering his glass, he met Ari’s expectant stare. “Do you know anyone who goes by The Broker?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I have no idea who that is.” 
 
    “Do you recognize the handwriting?” It wasn’t typed—weird in this day and age when handwriting could be traced. But so could a digital signature. 
 
    “Any dealings of your father’s that are dirty? Illegal?” 
 
    Her eyes flew wide. “No!” 
 
    “Sure, okay.” 
 
    She raised her glass to her lips and tipped the entirety down her throat in one slow, sexy swallow. 
 
    “I’m impressed. You just slammed that vodka like it was water.” 
 
    She pursed her lips against the alcohol probably burning down her throat. “Thanks. What are you drinking? Scotch?” 
 
    “Sweet tea.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, how nice for you.” She started to say more but someone called her name from across the patio. 
 
    She looked up, and Judd was watching her face when she spied the person. She hastily squashed any hint of a sour expression and slapped a slight smile on for appearances’ sake. But Judd could tell she wasn’t happy about this person finding her. 
 
    When he glanced up, he saw why. 
 
    And he wasn’t happy either. 
 
    Muscles locked, he swayed to his feet. His fists clenched and his fingertips grew cold around the glass. The one he’d like to bash over that guy’s head. 
 
    How the fuck? 
 
    The congressman’s daughter’s boyfriend. The one she’d been with when she tragically lost her life on the Abels’ watch. 
 
    What the fuck was happening? Why was Bryan Fucking White at a tech conference? 
 
    Now Judd had a new question in his mind. What link did he have to Ari? 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “Bryan.” Ari quickly moved away from the bench and the big security guard—and her one hope of safety. The person who sent her that note could be anyone in this crowd. 
 
    Bryan smiled, his eyes lighting up when he looked her over. “You look radiant, Ari. Would you join me inside for some hors d’oeuvres?” He offered his arm. 
 
    She was accustomed to rubbing elbows with people like him. Wining, dining and kissing up to get a leg up in the business world. But she didn’t want to go off with Bryan or move one step away from the big guy, the only person in the world who knew about the threat on her life. 
 
    “Uh, sure.” She took Bryan’s arm and tossed a glance over her shoulder at Judd. Seconds later, when she was standing at the appetizer table in front of a tower of cheese, she saw the guard nearby, carefully not watching her. 
 
    “These events can be stuffy at times, but at least the food looks good.” Bryan’s comment brought her attention back to him. 
 
    Was she even safe out here in the middle of the ballroom? Somebody could slip a knife between her ribs when she wasn’t looking. 
 
    Not somebody. The Broker. And what kind of dumb name was that for a supervillain? 
 
    Her mind was so used to business and branding that it conjured a logo for the guy who’d handwritten that threatening note and slipped it under her door. 
 
    “Yes, delicious,” she said to keep Bryan engaged while she eyed up the WEST Protection guard. 
 
    Her father always checked things like security at events like this, and that rubbed off on her. So she’d known which company was working the detail here in Boston. She just didn’t expect to have need of it. 
 
    WEST Protection had a high reputation and was touted as one of the best agencies for all security needs. In fact, she had a note scribbled somewhere to check into their cybersecurity program for private reasons. 
 
    Her gaze traveled down the guard’s body and latched on to his jacket pocket where he’d slipped the note. 
 
    His hand was in the pocket. 
 
    He was protecting the note. Thank god. If that got lost, then she had no evidence of the threat. Her heart gave a little wobble of relief. 
 
    With a plate of snacks in hand, Bryan led her to a table. She started to sit but he rushed to guide her seat under her. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    He smiled and looked to her plate. “I see you’re a fan of cheese.” 
 
    She peered down. In her distracted state, she’d piled the plate with a hefty portion of cheese. A portion big enough for a hungry teen boy with a hollow leg or a pregnant woman with a craving. 
 
    “Uh, yes. I love cheese.” She speared a cube with a toothpick and brought it to her lips, though she had no appetite. 
 
    “I hear you have a house in Connecticut,” Bryan said, patting his mouth with a napkin. 
 
    First the mai tai and now her house? How the hell did this guy know so much about her? 
 
    “Forgive me for mentioning that. Your father told me all about your historical home while we were waiting for you by the pool,” Bryan filled in the blank. 
 
    “I see. Yes. I have a house there.” 
 
    “My father grew up in Danbury and…” 
 
    Her brain checked out of his tale of her father’s childhood. From the corner of her eye, she spotted the WEST guard again, positioned in a place where he could watch her. But more importantly—he could reach her in a few strides. 
 
    The next hour passed with them all being served dinner. Her table filled up with more people, giving Bryan someone else to talk to. 
 
    Ari ate, drank, clapped for speeches and toasts. She acted interested. Acted natural. All the while, she was all too aware that someone was out for her blood. 
 
    She kept tabs on the big guy’s location. 
 
    He’d edged around the room toward the double doors leading from the ballroom. As she glanced up, his stare snagged hers. 
 
    Her heart gave a small squeeze in her chest. Fighting to keep her cool, she dropped her napkin to the table and pushed back her chair. 
 
    Bryan popped to his feet. 
 
    “I’m going to the ladies’ room,” she said with a smile that probably looked strained from all the cheese. 
 
    He smiled and took his seat again. 
 
    Free at last, she hurried across the room, hoping nobody else stopped her for air-kisses or chats about her father, mother, BloomWorks or if she was here to give a presentation on behalf of her father’s company. 
 
    It still stung, knowing she was only her father’s showpiece and he hadn’t brought her along to use her mind at all. He didn’t give a damn about all her market research, memorandums she spent hours toiling over or meetings she held to drum up new business. 
 
    She barely passed through the doorway before the big, bulky man decked out in a tux fell into step beside her. 
 
    But no sooner had he joined her that he veered away, slinking into the shadows again. 
 
    What the…? The sound of footsteps behind her left her gulping in paranoia. And when she turned to see who was behind her, she barely bit back a groan. 
 
    “I thought now was a good time to break away,” Bryan said, catching up to her. “Before the speeches really get started.” 
 
    She nodded and hurried to the bathroom. God, she wished her father hadn’t set him on her. The guy could impersonate superglue. Who knew what sort of story her father told Bryan—that she was lonely, looking for companionship? She could only imagine the falsehoods. 
 
    The bathroom door opened behind her, and she whirled, expecting to see the security guard. Instead, it was an older lady in a modest, old-fashioned gown with a single string of pearls around her neck. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Bloomsberg,” she said. 
 
    “Hello.” She had no idea who the woman was or how so many people knew her. But she didn’t rush through washing her hands and pretending to check her makeup. If she dawdled long enough, maybe Bryan would return to the table without her. 
 
    No such luck, though. As soon as she walked out, he was waiting there for her. And the guard was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Somehow, she made it through more polite conversation with the companion her father had foisted on her and a few others at the table. None of the discussion had an ounce of substance. The table companions all talked about skiing and shopping in Paris. 
 
    At least Bryan asked about her lengthy project of restoring her historic house. 
 
    Ari tried to show interest in the topic. After all, she adored her little house it reminded her of her much smaller childhood home before her father’s business blew up and provided a massive home with cavernous spaces that echoed when she walked through them. 
 
    What she hoped she’d be talking about was her head for business, but nobody wanted to hear about that. 
 
    Wait until she walked onto that stage as a surprise guest speaker at the workshop on business strategies to streamline and cut their bottom lines. 
 
    Bryan continued droning on about snagging great seats at some sold-out championship soccer game in Europe. 
 
    Hiding her annoyance was even more difficult when she was so stressed about…well, everything, but especially the threat. 
 
    Finally, the night ended and she escaped to her room. Thankfully, Tanya and the team weren’t there to undress and un-primp her. Ari wasn’t sure she could take any more company. She kicked off her heels and sagged against the door. 
 
    The knock vibrated through her body, and she spun to look out the peephole. 
 
    “It’s WEST,” came the deep tone. 
 
    Her stare landed on the guard’s face and broad chest, both distorted through the fisheye. She opened the door. 
 
    His voice pitched lower. “Can we talk?” 
 
    She nodded and did something she’d never done at a conference before—she let a man into her room. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Judd glanced around Ari’s room out of reflex. The urge to always know what was coming and from which direction was as ingrained in him as the need to breathe. 
 
    What he saw was a suite that was much, much nicer than his room. His only boasted a double bed his feet hung off of and luggage stacked neatly in one corner. 
 
    He directed his attention to the woman. Suddenly, she appeared shorter. He glanced at her feet to see she’d kicked off her heels and only came to his shoulder. 
 
    “I want to make sure your room’s secure,” he said. 
 
    “I think it is.” 
 
    “I’m going to have a look around if you don’t mind.” 
 
    She gestured with a hand for him to go ahead, and he made a quick sweep of the room before returning to her side. 
 
    “I’d like to know more about your situation, if you don’t mind talking to me.” 
 
    “That’s what I was trying to do when I went to the restroom. But Bryan followed me and you disappeared.” 
 
    Bryan. That fucking idiot White who’d been such an incredible dick to Melanie Morris, the congressman’s daughter. From the brief encounters Judd and his brothers had with the guy, Judd learned that White was a privileged kid with a college degree forced on him by his parents so it looked better when he lived off their old money rather than getting a job. 
 
    They all figured White was trying to leech on to Congressman Morris and his daughter to climb the social ladder, and things didn’t look much different with Ari Bloomberg. 
 
    If Congressman Morris had old money and politics in his corner, Solomon Bloomberg had newer, bigger, crisper piles of riches. 
 
    And Ari was gorgeous enough to snag every man’s attention even if she were a pauper. 
 
    She swept a hand toward two chairs pushed under a black, modern table. 
 
    He declined the offer to sit. “This won’t take long. First, I need to tell you that you’re correct, I am with WEST Protection. Three of us are working this conference.” 
 
    “Three? I didn’t notice anybody else.” 
 
    “My name’s Judd Abel.” Whenever he stated his name, it came with the Georgia drawl. If he lived in the North for the rest of his life, he’d never lose the accent. 
 
    She nodded. “Mr. Abel.” 
 
    “Judd’ll do. Now tell me everything.” 
 
    “Uh…” She interlaced her fingers in front of her but was as poised as he’d expect and she didn’t wring them. “I’m Ari Bloomberg. My father is—” 
 
    “Big shot in the tech industry. Specializing in microchips for computer systems.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “My brother’s a bit of a nerd, so I’ve heard of the company before.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “The threat hinges on your father going with a new distributor. Any idea who that would be?” 
 
    She shook her head, sending her warm brown hair brushing over her collarbones. “I may be here with my father, but that doesn’t mean he lets me in on every deal in the company.” She pressed her lips into a line as if holding back. 
 
    “So you don’t know who this distributor is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Easy enough to find out with some digging. I’ll get my team on it. Now, about Bryan White.” The syllables on his tongue were clipped and tasted foul. He didn’t like the guy or trust him. 
 
    She blinked up at him, surprise in her wide eyes. “You don’t think he has something to do with this, do you?” 
 
    “I aim to find that out too.” 
 
    “How?” She wrapped her arms around her middle, adopting a protective pose. 
 
    Ari had to be afraid after receiving that note. Who wouldn’t? Judd was trained to not only note a ward’s body language but to soothe them. 
 
    “I’m not saying White’s responsible for that note, only that I suspect everyone until they prove me wrong. He didn’t make any threats toward you tonight?” 
 
    “No. He was perfectly cordial, if a little overattentive. Actually, he did better in his attempt to hold my attention than most men my father throws my way.” 
 
    He knew how Bryan White had treated another woman, and for that reason, didn’t trust him further than he could kick him. 
 
    Judd grunted. “I’ll have my team dig up some handwriting from White too. Signatures and any other documents with his writing. We’ll analyze it against the note.” He slid his hand into his jacket pocket to clasp the small, folded paper. 
 
    Ari nodded. “And I ask that you keep me safe while I figure out who slipped that note under my door.” 
 
    Judd squared his shoulders and met her gaze. “Hold up, lady. While you figure out who slipped you the note? You some kind of investigator?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “So you have no reason to get involved. Leave it to the authorities. I recommend leaving the conference as soon as you can arrange it. And find yourself a good bodyguard.” 
 
    She looked him over. “Okay. What are your rates?” 
 
    He eyed her in return. “Why would you want to put yourself in danger? If you stay—” 
 
    “I’ll be able to dig up as much information as possible. I can socialize and talk to a lot of people. I think I can get a tip about who wrote the note. Or at least a hunch that you can follow.” 
 
    While she talked, she tipped her head and shuffled her feet—clear indications that she was lying. That could only mean she had another reason for staying at the conference. Or she was simply another spoiled rich girl who thought her wealth made her invincible. 
 
    He compressed his lips and released a noisy breath through his nose. “I can’t let you stay, miss.” 
 
    “I don’t recall asking your permission. I’m staying,” she said more forcefully. “I’ll schmooze every person until I find out who slipped the note under my door.” 
 
    “Or I can just check the cameras on your floor.” 
 
    She halted, eyes wider. “Oh. Right. Yes, please do that.” 
 
    He cocked his brow. 
 
    “What? I’m not too proud to ask for help when I need it. And right now, I’m in over my head.” 
 
    “Exactly. All the more reason to leave.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not happening. You watch my back while I ask around about that distributor.” 
 
    “Lady, you’re in over your head.” 
 
    “I already said as much. Exactly why I need your help.” 
 
    He groaned. This would not end well, and his gut instinct was to walk away. This case already threw off vibes of the one that sank Abel Security. 
 
    But could he really walk away when another woman’s life was on the line? 
 
    Hell yeah. Let Boone and Landon deal with her. Jaren must need some backup in Vegas. Plus I’d get to see the fight. 
 
    But the imploring shimmer in her golden brown and green eyes stopped him. 
 
    “I’m listening to you.” Before she could interrupt, he added, “For now. A threat against your life is no joke, miss. I caution you to take it seriously.” 
 
    “Oh, I do. Completely. But if someone really wants my cooperation in getting Dad to sign some contract…then I have a good chance of finding out who that is. Right?” 
 
    He gave a light shake of his head. 
 
    “I’m wrong?” 
 
    “No,” he groaned, rubbing a fingertip over the aching spot between his brows. “The person threatening you could show his face to you when it’s too late. What if I can’t protect you?” he blurted. The words felt like gravel sitting out in the Georgia heat during rush hour. 
 
    The last thing Judd wanted to face was another ward lost to his mistake in judgment. He wasn’t equipped to handle this. 
 
    “You will,” she said with all the conviction in the world. “You’re with WEST. You’re the best.” 
 
    How to argue with that? 
 
    He leveled a look at her. “I’m not agreeing to your plan. I’m going to run it past my team, but I can already tell you their advice will be to leave the conference.” 
 
    “I just got here. I’m not leaving.” 
 
    “Then I hope you’re prepared for me and my guys trailing you at all times.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I can handle that. So…do you have any advice for talking to people without letting them know what I’m after?” 
 
    “You do what you feel comfortable with,” he responded. “I’m going to bring this matter to my team’s attention. If any red flags pop up, I’ll let you know immediately. If I ask you to leave the conference, will you listen to my advice?” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. “If it comes to that. But I don’t think it will.” 
 
    He mentally rolled his eyes. This woman was like every other wealthy know-it-all he’d ever worked with. She believed she could take matters into her own hands and control the outcome. 
 
    Well, he’d seen firsthand how that worked when shit went sideways and he lost his company. 
 
    “My guys and I will be watching you and keep eyes on your room.” He took out his phone and brought up a photo of Landon, then Boone, giving her time to study them. “Now you know who to look for. Don’t be alarmed if you see any of us tailing you.” 
 
    “All right. That makes me feel a little bit better.” Her arms loosened around her middle, but she didn’t drop them. “Do you really think someone is going to make an attempt on my life over microchips? Why would I get a threat against my life for that? What does this Broker have to gain or lose if Dad doesn’t switch distributors?” 
 
    Her voice held a thread of worry that didn’t go unnoticed by Judd. 
 
    He held her stare. “Again, I believe you should leave.” 
 
    “I don’t run from anything.” Her beautiful features hardened with determination. 
 
    Okay, that was new. He’d never seen one of his former rich-girl clients capable of such an expression. 
 
    “Until I receive orders otherwise, my team will keep you safe.” 
 
    Her chest rose and fell with a huge sigh. Any untrained idiot would take the gesture as one of relief. 
 
    He should not be noticing the rounded tops of her breasts swelling from the top of her dress. 
 
    Or how creamy her skin was. 
 
    “Do you have your phone on you?” He looked her over but couldn’t see a place on her body she would carry one. That gown didn’t look like it would fit a piece of lint, and he didn’t even want to contemplate whether she might have a device strapped to her inner thigh. 
 
    Christ, now he was thinking about it. 
 
    “Yes, I do.” She reached into the folds of her gown and came out with a phone. 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    “My dress has pockets. It’s a requirement of mine that my stylist understands.” 
 
    Stylist? Definitely not his universe. 
 
    Ari held out her phone to him. “Do you want to check it?” 
 
    “Actually, I do. Do you mind unlocking it for me?” 
 
    She passed a finger over the scanner to unlock the device and handed it to him. Tapping the screen, he said, “I’m putting a locator on you. It’s protocol for situations like this. And,” he punched a blunt finger onto the screen, “I’m adding my direct number to your contacts.” 
 
    He handed the phone back. Their fingers brushed as she took it. 
 
    With the basics down, he turned to the door. “I’ll be in touch. If you get another note, a phone call, anything that even makes you worry in the least, call me.” 
 
    She stepped toward the door with him. Her warm eyes were trained on his. “Thank you, Judd.” 
 
    He reached up to tip his hat. 
 
    A hat he wasn’t wearing and didn’t want in the first place. 
 
    Shocked by his action, he latched on to the door handle instead. “You’re safe with us, Miss Bloomberg.” 
 
    He stepped into the hallway. The door closed behind him but opened just as fast. He twisted to see her poking her head out. 
 
    “Ari,” she rushed to say. “Call me Ari.” 
 
    He nodded and tilted his head to the door. “Lock up.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He waited until he heard the deadbolt click and the chain slide into place before he moved away from the door. Next time he came by her room, he’d give her one of those devices that kept people from kicking in hotel rooms and show her how to use it. 
 
    As he strode toward the end of the hall to get into position to keep watch, Landon stepped off the elevator. He saw Judd and went toward him. 
 
    “Boone’s down in the bar. Wants you to meet him. I’ll watch the floor.” 
 
    He should feel relieved not to be responsible for Ari for a while. It irritated him more that he didn’t. “I’ll meet with Boone and we’ll fill you in,” he told Landon. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting here.” He took the same position Judd had at the end of the corridor. 
 
    As Judd navigated the conference center, he automatically swung his head right and left, checking the rooms. The ballroom had been cleared of guests. As he passed, he glanced at the exit leading to the patio where Ari had first approached him with the note. The door stood open and workers were busy tearing down the bar and carrying it inside. 
 
    He hurried to the bar and found that the die-hard partiers of the convention were gathered here. Tux jackets were draped over the backs of chairs. Gold and diamond cufflinks glinted in the low light, and a tinkle of ice in glasses met Judd’s ears. 
 
    God, what he wouldn’t give for a real scotch right now and not a sweet tea. 
 
    Boone occupied a table in the rear. He sat with his back to wall so he could survey the entire room. 
 
    Judd pulled out the only seat available, which put his back to the room. “What’s on tap?” 
 
    Boone lifted his glass of dark fizzy liquid that could only be cola. “Duty calls for abstinence.” 
 
    “I don’t recommend the sweet tea,” Judd grumbled. 
 
    Boone cocked a brow at him. He’d abandoned his bowtie and stuffed it into his breast pocket, but the end hung down his chest. He touched his ear to bring Landon into the discussion. “Fill us in.” 
 
    Judd withdrew the note from his pocket and slipped it across the table. Boone covered it with a hand and read it before passing it to back to Judd like they were eighth graders with a secret crush. 
 
    Boone sat back to eye Judd. “I talked to Ross when it seemed like there might be an issue. His order is to look into this. We can’t let anything happen on our watch.” 
 
    The statement sliced through Judd’s chest. His heart gave a tight squeeze. Boone’s words came too close to Judd’s reason for being here in the first place. If Melanie Morris hadn’t died, he’d still have a company. 
 
    He pocketed the note. 
 
    “Anything else we should know?” Boone asked him. 
 
    He blew air through his nostrils. No point in concealing his past if it could affect the present. “Something pretty important, at least in my book.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “A guy named Bryan White’s here. He sat with Miss Bloomberg at dinner.” 
 
    Boone nodded for him to continue. 
 
    “He was the boyfriend of Congressman Morris’s daughter.” 
 
    Landon made a low noise in their ears. Judd and his brothers had never directly told any of the WEST team the particulars about that job gone wrong, but Boone didn’t appear confused at the names. 
 
    “What do you think that means?” Boone asked. 
 
    He started to respond when his phone buzzed. He snapped it out of his pocket and launched to his feet. “That’s her. Let’s go.” 
 
    In a short minute they reached her room. Judd knocked. “WEST.” 
 
    The door opened for him, and Ari stepped back, surprise on her face as all three of them entered her room. 
 
    “Uh…I didn’t expect all of you to come. I’m sorry if I worried you with my text.” She’d changed out of her dress and looked like she was headed to the gym for a midnight workout. 
 
    Since Judd was a night owl, he wouldn’t have any problem hitting the gym with her—as her bodyguard, of course. Keeping his eyes off her tight ass on the cycle wouldn’t be as easy, though. 
 
    “Is everything all right, Miss Bloomberg?” Landon asked. 
 
    “Yes. I just had some questions for you”—her gaze darted to Judd—“about the note.” 
 
    He jerked his thumb at the guys. “Landon Trace and Boone Wynton. Two of the founders of WEST Protection.” 
 
    She extended a hand to shake theirs. Something she hadn’t done with Judd. 
 
    He didn’t blame her for not wanting to shake his hand. He was just a rough guy with enough muscle and a few brains for the line of work he was in. 
 
    She stepped away from the team. “It really wasn’t necessary for you all to come. I only wanted to know if I do receive another note…what do I do? Should I keep from touching it? I’m assuming you’ll run it for prints.” 
 
    “Already done.” Judd’s statement made her straighten. 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “Nope. I dusted it right after you handed it to me. As soon as I got a minute alone.” 
 
    Her eyes traveled over his chest and swooped downward. His groin clutched at the thought of those beautiful eyes on his crotch. “You just carry a fingerprint dusting kit in your tux pocket?” 
 
    He unfastened the few buttons on his jacket to reveal a small leather pouch strapped to his belt. “Tactical kit for use in the field. We all carry one just in case.” 
 
    Her lips formed a small O and then she nodded. “So you didn’t find any fingerprints on the blackmail note?” 
 
    “No. It was clean. Whoever wrote it or delivered it wore gloves.” 
 
    Lifting her hand to her face, she rubbed her finger between her eyes as if her head ached. “I see. So if I receive another, I won’t worry about touching it.” 
 
    “If you receive another, call me right away.” 
 
    Again, she wrapped her arms around her middle. The move looked like fear to him—until he saw the anger on her face. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m stuck in the middle of this. Why isn’t The Broker threatening my father? I’m nothing in the chain of command at BloomWorks!” Her voice rose a notch and red splotches exploded on her cheekbones. 
 
    “We’ll look into why you’re being targeted, Miss Bloomberg,” Boone interjected. 
 
    “I don’t know why he even asked me to come to this conference,” she muttered. “All he did was send me to the pool to have drinks with some guy. And I hoped my dad was finally bringing me into the business. Of course he only brought me as a showpiece!” 
 
    Judd’s personal instinct was to look away from her anger. But he was trained to meet it head-on, so he stared her in the eyes and let her see that he was on her side. 
 
    Boone caught her attention. “If you told your father about this note, how seriously would he take it?” 
 
    She pushed out a sigh and scraped her slender fingers through her loose hair. “I don’t know. I’d like to pretend I have his ear, but fact is, he only hears what he wants to hear.” 
 
    “Even if it could cost you your life?” Judd asked. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    Landon reached for the door handle. “We’ll let you get some sleep, miss. Judd will be staying with you tonight.” 
 
    He jerked his head toward Landon. “I am?” 
 
    Landon only gave him a nod before leaving the room with Boone right behind him. 
 
    Well, that was unexpected. 
 
    Judd faced Ari again. 
 
    “Great. I wasn’t expecting this.” 
 
    “Neither was I.” 
 
    “You get the couch,” she said. 
 
    He grunted. “Joke’s on you. I won’t be sleeping.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around her middle again, bringing his attention to those curves that wouldn’t quit. Right now, he wished they were hitting the gym together. 
 
    He needed to burn off some steam. 
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    Ari’s stomach gave a loud gurgle. She clapped a hand over it. 
 
    Just how many of those sugary virgin mixed drinks had she drank? 
 
    She sent a look toward the nightstand and counted the glasses. 
 
    Four, to be exact. 
 
    She’d used up all the ingredients in the mini bar, except for the rum. 
 
    At least while hopped up on all that sugar she’d gotten a lot of work done. 
 
    Mocktail overload might be the new caffeine. 
 
    How long before the sugar crash, though? She checked the time at the bottom corner of her tablet screen—three in the morning. Surely she’d get tired soon. But a new idea had hit around midnight and she’d been frantically typing notes and running numbers for hours. 
 
    Setting aside the tablet, she climbed off the bed and gathered the empty glasses. She carried them across the room to the bar for housekeeping to handle in the morning. 
 
    It is morning. 
 
    With everything going on, no wonder she wasn’t tired. But if she was going to deal with her father, that Bryan guy and a threat against her life, she needed sleep. 
 
    And how she’d managed to work at all tonight with a stranger sacked out on the couch in the sitting room was a mystery. 
 
    She paced to the bedroom door. What if he was sleeping…naked? He looked like the type of man who couldn’t be restricted. 
 
    Her nerves snapped as she slowly peeked out. Just as quickly, she pulled her head back inside the room. 
 
    From this angle, she couldn’t see Judd. 
 
    She returned to the bed but her limbs were too energized to sit still anymore. Back in her home office, she’d hop on the stationary bike or treadmill. This suite didn’t offer those things, only a big soaking tub. 
 
    Ari sent a look toward the luxury bathroom. A warm bath would make her sleepy. But the mere thought of taking off her clothes and soaking in bubbles with a strange, muscled, bearded man sleeping just steps away wasn’t relaxing at all. 
 
    She took off across the thick carpet again, mentally ranting to herself about needing to sleep. Daylight would come too soon and now she had extra worries heaped on top of the initial challenges of speeches and men who thought her too pretty to worry about “all this business talk.” 
 
    When she reached the far wall, she whirled to head back. A small scream burst out as she clapped eyes on the man standing in her doorway. 
 
    Judd’s hair was rumpled as though he’d at least tested out the couch cushions for comfort. His wrinkled shirt hung open to reveal a long strip of chest and chiseled abs sprinkled with dark hair. 
 
    Her stomach dropped low at the hint of black ink peeking from his white shirt. She shouldn’t be surprised that he was tattooed, but she’d never pictured him with ink. 
 
    Plastering a hand to her chest, she wheezed out, “You surprised me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” His voice came as a low rumble. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I woke you. Pacing helps me think.” 
 
    “I told you I wouldn’t be asleep.” 
 
    His dark eyes skated over her bare legs. 
 
    When she’d donned the sleep shorts and tank top, she hadn’t given a thought to Judd seeing her like this. 
 
    It wasn’t as though she was overly modest. Her pajamas were perfectly acceptable for human consumption, and she knew that because Tanya picked them out. 
 
    But the way Judd’s eyes seemed to linger on her thighs had her wanting to clench them together. 
 
    Judd slanted his gaze away. “Since you’re up, I’ll ask your permission to go through your room.” 
 
    “Uh…what are you looking for?” 
 
    “Bugs. Cameras. Anything like that.” 
 
    She lifted a hand to her suddenly dry throat. “You think someone would plant cameras in my room?” 
 
    “It’s important that we don’t miss anything. I’d like to check your luggage too.” 
 
    She blinked at him. 
 
    “Just to be on the safe side. It’s protocol.” 
 
    She waved a hand toward the bag of clothes that Tanya moved from the front of the suite into her room. 
 
    Judd moved around the space, looking over everything carefully. He used a chair to reach the smoke alarm and ripped it off the ceiling. 
 
    “What if there’s a fire?” she cried in shock. 
 
    “We’ll hear the alarms going off.” He tore open the plastic casing, ripped out the batteries and gutted the electronics like a cat finishing off a mouse. 
 
    Then he abandoned the destroyed smoke alarm and crossed the room, his dress shoes silent on the carpet. He bypassed the clothing hanging on the bar and crouched in front of a few suitcases stacked on the floor. 
 
    Ari wouldn’t be shocked if he pulled out a pocketknife and slit the leather, but he just ran his hands over the sides, wheels and handle. Then he unzipped one to reveal shoes. 
 
    So. Many. Shoes. 
 
    He twisted his head toward Ari but didn’t make eye contact. 
 
    She wasn’t surprised that Tanya packed all that. The woman could take Ari from a business meeting to a pool in the South of France in a single carry-on. Ari relied on it. 
 
    Judd moved around the shoes before he zipped the case closed. “You packed a ton.” 
 
    “I didn’t though.” 
 
    Still in a crouch, he shot her another look over his shoulder, and this time their eyes locked. Suddenly, her stomach did a little dive—not off the high diving board with all the flips on the way to the water. But still a dive. 
 
    The man wasn’t just good looking. He was hot. His mountain man beard warred with his open tux shirt and black pants. 
 
    He stood and faced her. 
 
    Between too much sugar and the nerves he raised with his direct, intense gaze, she began to yammer. “My stylist packed for me. She and her team arrived right before I did. But I trust them totally—they travel with me everywhere.” 
 
    He didn’t speak, only stared. 
 
    “The bag I brought is over there.” She pointed at the simple black carry-on. 
 
    He tilted his head. “Mind if I…?” 
 
    “Sure, why not? You’ve already seen everything.” 
 
    His head whipped around. 
 
    “I mean, my suitcase of shoes.” 
 
    He didn’t speak as he went through her weekender bag stuffed with whatever random garments she’d tossed in before jumping into the car her father sent. After all, her father’s request to join him had been a huge surprise, even if she was going to attend the conference all along. 
 
    But few people knew that, and she planned on keeping it that way. 
 
    Judd was a man of few words. Or in this case, no words. His silence only made her more jittery than she already was with her veins filled with sugar instead of blood. 
 
    He stirred around her garments inside the bag but thankfully didn’t comment on the comfy granny panties and faded sports bras she’d brought. When he zipped the bag shut again, he met her stare. 
 
    “Mind if I have a look at your computer bag?” 
 
    She nodded but inwardly groaned. It was stuffed with papers bearing the logo of her secret business. 
 
    Judd wrapped up quick and pointed at her tablet on the bed. “I’d like to check your devices too. Just in case someone has you bugged.” 
 
    Crap. He’d definitely discover her secret if he went through her tablet. But what choice did she have? 
 
    At her nod of agreement, he took the device in hand and swiped through the screens. 
 
    He stopped, lips hardening. “You just received a notification. A proposal was accepted.” His stare bit into hers. “You said you don’t have anything to do with BloomWorks.” 
 
    She inwardly groaned. It looked like she had to come clean with the bodyguard, even if it wasn’t in her plan. 
 
    She squared her shoulders. “I don’t. This is my business.” 
 
    He gave her that penetrating look she was coming to find annoying. 
 
    She threw up a hand. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “If I’m going to protect you, Ari, I have to know everything.” 
 
    “I didn’t plan to be here like this!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Rather be at the spa?” He set the tablet carefully on the mattress. 
 
    Her tank top strap slipped down her shoulder, and she hiked it back into place. But Judd’s eyes blazed over her shoulder, leaving a ripple of awareness lingering on her skin. 
 
    “All right, since you’re pressuring me for details, I’ll tell you. I planned to attend the conference, but I wasn’t supposed to show up until later in the week.” 
 
    “What happens later in the week?” He eyed her. 
 
    “There’s a big workshop and I’m the guest speaker.” 
 
    He waited for more. 
 
    “My father knows nothing about what I do or the fact I was invited to give a talk. I hoped to surprise him and make him finally see… Well, that’s all irrelevant. What I’m trying to say is, my father asked me to be here with him for his own reasons and I couldn’t turn him down. He sent the car for me with orders to come, and I did. Now I’m in a mess with this death threat and you’re trying to make me leave. But I have to stay for that workshop!” 
 
    He gaped at her. 
 
    Ugh! What was wrong with this man? She knew he wasn’t dim-witted, so why was he looking at her like she’d lost her mind? 
 
    She waved at the door. “I need to sleep if I’m going to put up with people in the morning. In fact, I know exactly how to get some shuteye. You can go back to the couch now.” 
 
    He paused, unmoving. She slipped into bed and pulled the covers up over her bare legs. With her tablet in hand, she settled against the pillows propped against the headboard. 
 
    “Your father knows nothing about you being a speaker at the workshop?” 
 
    “No, it states only ‘guest speaker’ on the schedule.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll discuss all this with my team. Get some sleep.” 
 
    Judd turned and walked out of the room. His broad shoulders—that were probably covered in gritty tattoos—vanished through the doorway. She thought about getting up to close the door but decided she was finished dealing with men today—first her father, then Bryan, Judd and even The Broker was probably another demanding man in her long, exhausting day. 
 
    She pulled up the latest contract she received for her company and started reading. This would do the trick. Legal jargon put her to sleep every time. 
 
    She stole a peek at the door. 
 
    But maybe not with the bodyguard on the sofa looking all hot and yummy and rumpled… 
 
    And soooo far from her type. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Judd slumped on the sofa, staring into the darkness. Back when he was a kid with insomnia, his eyes had adjusted to the low light conditions. At some point in his teens, he just accepted he was a creature of the night. He did his best work in the wee hours. His brain was sharpest then. 
 
    He wished it would shut off now, though. He kept thinking about Ari in those loose shorts. And how the strap of her top slipped down her shoulder. Both moments had his gut tightening with need, which was pretty damn uncharacteristic for him. 
 
    He didn’t chase women. He especially didn’t chase beautiful heiresses to technology empires. 
 
    After her confession about her personal reason for attending the conference, he understood her lying earlier. She had no intention of investigating on her own—she just didn’t want anybody to know her secret. 
 
    On that line of thought…she had a business she didn’t want to talk about. That raised more than a few red flags for Judd, and as soon as she woke up, he intended to pump every last detail from her. 
 
    Pump. 
 
    A dirty image of pinning Ari to the wall and pumping his cock into her from behind definitely wasn’t welcome when he could be in her bedroom doing just that in a few minutes. 
 
    Of course, he’d have to take his time and seduce her, but— 
 
    He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and scraped his hands over his face. 
 
    Back to the case. Her genuine display of shock about the threatening note led him to believe that her business wasn’t dirty. Her father’s, however? The WEST team would definitely be digging into it. 
 
    Judd also noticed how separate Ari felt from her father. Her body language and the things she told them correlated. But she surprised him too. 
 
    Besides keeping a business hush-hush, she hated fancy clothes. Yet she hired people to dress her. He supposed a woman of her status had to look the part. 
 
    He couldn’t give a damn about women’s appearances or attire, but her behavior fascinated him.  
 
    She was also direct as hell. Now that trait he always loved in a female. His brother Jaren often ribbed him about taking up any woman who threw herself at him. While he did have standards, he admitted that confidence turned him on. And Ari had that in spades. 
 
    She was cute, sassy and sexy as hell without even trying. Those sleep shorts and tank top were the stuff of country music lyrics—and Judd hated country music. 
 
    He scrubbed a hand over his face to dispel the images marching through his head. This was a problem. 
 
    He tried like hell not to leap headfirst into this case, but the minute she passed him that note, he was on the job. 
 
    A small creaking noise came from the bedroom where Ari slept. 
 
    Maybe she wasn’t able to sleep either. 
 
    He could get off the couch and go see for himself, but he didn’t know if he could handle seeing her sprawled out on the bed, those sleep shorts riding up and her tank top exposing her midriff. 
 
    Keeping a professional distance was key. They all knew that. And he and his brothers had to be extra cautious with every case. 
 
    His personal needs would have to wait. As soon as he got back to Stone Pass, he’d grab one of the pretty bartenders at the local bar. Women like that were more his speed anyway. They came with fewer strings and were usually more fun. 
 
    So what was it about Ari that had Judd so fixated on her? He knew plenty of smart women. WEST Protection was filled with them—Corrine, Madeline, Boone’s wife Lauralee. 
 
    Hell, Ross’s own wife Pippa was a doctor with her very own lab on the Wynton Ranch where she studied… Well, Judd didn’t know what she studied, but she was always looking serious about some project when she popped in to see her husband. 
 
    He appreciated women with something between their ears and common sense was even better. Not hard to see why flighty women were such a turn-off to him. 
 
    Women like Melanie Morris, the congressman’s daughter. She was a socialite, a typical party girl. Plenty of racy photos and bad press surrounded her. So when she died suddenly, the public took it as an accident related to the fast life she led. 
 
    The Abel brothers knew better. Someone killed her. 
 
    When would he stop burrowing down this rabbit hole anyway? They’d lost the company. They’d never get it back. Their good reputations were lost, but WEST was a way to build them back up. Maybe someday he and his brothers could strike out again on their own. 
 
    Another creaking noise came from the other room. He was on his feet without thinking better of it and quietly walked to the doorway. He had to peek around the door in order to see the bed but when he did, his chest burned. His tuxedo pants grew tighter too. 
 
    Ari lay on her back, sprawled on the king-sized bed. She’d kicked off the covers, exposing supple, bare thighs. 
 
    His gaze trailed down the plump roundness to her delicate ankle. Hell, even the arch of her foot tormented him. He didn’t have a foot fetish, but he might drift in that direction for a certain woman’s dainty arch. 
 
    Fuck, man. Get a grip! 
 
    Judd returned to the sofa and switched on the TV, muting the sound. He had more hours to pass alone—on this side of the bedroom door—and he wasn’t going to get relief from his sordid thoughts by playing Peeping Judd with Ari again. 
 
    As a way to distract himself, he shot off a short email to Lauralee, asking her to do a deep dive into Ari’s secret business. If anyone could dig up information, it was her. 
 
    The sports highlights he was watching turned into an infomercial. Next thing he knew, he was waking to a knock at the door. 
 
    Judd launched off the sofa and tucked his sidearm into his waistband along his spine before he was fully awake. 
 
    A glance out the peephole revealed Boone standing there with a room service cart. 
 
    Relaxing, Judd admitted him. The scent of eggs and waffles wafted from the cart as he entered. 
 
    “Room service,” he said in a low voice. He cast a glance toward the bedroom. “Your ward still asleep?” 
 
    Judd’s mind latched on to that word. “Is she my ward?” 
 
    “Is now.” 
 
    The word should have wiped out any lurid images of her thighs from his mind, but it didn’t. 
 
    “She’s still asleep. Took her a while.” 
 
    “And you never sleep.” 
 
    “I got a few hours.” He nodded toward a file resting on top of the lidded dishes on the cart. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Lauralee got your email.” 
 
    “Crap. When I sent it, I didn’t expect her to get out of bed and jump on the task.” 
 
    Boone smiled. “She doesn’t sleep well when I’m gone. Said she was up anyway.” He picked up the folder and slapped it into Judd’s hand. “Enjoy your breakfast.” 
 
    With that, Boone left. Judd flipped open the file and skimmed the contents while pouring himself a coffee. Bringing the dark brew to his lips, he moved to the sofa and sat down to allow the caffeine to wake him up while he read up on Ari’s company. 
 
    “I thought I smelled food.” 
 
    He looked up to see Ari in the bedroom doorway. She’d wrapped a thick white hotel robe around herself and belted it. Damn, she looked cute and cuddly. 
 
    Judd reminded himself he wasn’t into teddy bears. 
 
    He set aside his coffee and pushed to his feet, file in hand. 
 
    She gave him a nervous glance. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I’m serving up more than coffee and waffles. This is a file on your company, Ari.” 
 
    She wasn’t wearing any makeup, and her naturally pale complexion held the flush of sleep. But now it paled before his eyes. Quickly, she masked her discomposure and strode to the breakfast cart. 
 
    “Well, now you know everything, I suppose.” With jerky moves, she poured herself a cup of coffee and added a splash of cream from the small silver jug. She took this to the table and sat down, cradling the mug. 
 
    He sank to the seat across from her. “You’re deeper in the business than you let on. Why didn’t you want to talk about this?” He tapped a fingertip on the file he set on the table. 
 
    “I can explain.” 
 
    He met her stare. “I’m listening.” 
 
    She pulled a sip of hot brew into her mouth and swallowed before she spoke. “When I have a problem, I try to find a solution. After a really bad stay on a vacation, I had an idea for an app. It helps pair people with places to stay on trips. My father thought it was ‘cute.’” 
 
    “Cute,” he repeated. 
 
    She nodded. “He practically gave me a pat on the head and told me to go play. He didn’t want to help me put my plan into reality, so I made it happen on my own.” 
 
    “That must have taken a lot of work. More than you’re letting on.” 
 
    She shrugged, and the edges of her robe parted to reveal the top of her cleavage. He pulled his eyes away from that tantalizing spot and fixed on her face once more. 
 
    “Then I had another idea. I knew what to do that time and kept doing it.” 
 
    He sat back in his seat, watching her closely. He was impressed with her accomplishments. The company she’d built was nowhere near small, and according to the financial records in the file, it was profitable even in its first fledgling year. 
 
    And he felt terrible about his first impression of her, that she was nothing more than another daughter of another wealthy man who stepped on people in her climb to the top. Ari was so much more than a socialite in designer clothes with a team of stylists. 
 
    Now he understood why she’d hired stylists too. She had a problem, she found a solution. 
 
    “I like the name too—hAPPenstance. You’ve done well for yourself.” He didn’t bother keeping the praise from his voice. She deserved it. 
 
    She dropped her stare to her coffee. “Thank you. I’m happy with what I’ve achieved in such a short time. My profits exceeded the five-year plan I had drawn up in only one year.” 
 
    “So I see.” 
 
    Her eyes lifted to his. “You can read financial statements?” 
 
    “I’ve got more than just my body going for me.” 
 
    His statement caught her off-guard and she laughed. Really laughed, tossing her head, a twinkle in those beautiful eyes. 
 
    She quickly clamped her lips but he saw the struggle to keep from laughing more. “I’m sorry. I’m not laughing at you. It’s just the way you said it, so deadpan like that. You could moonlight as a comedian.” 
 
    “Thought about it,” he said with just as much dryness. 
 
    Her lips widened into a smile before she buried her nose in her mug and sipped. “My company is just getting off the ground. I don’t have any enemies yet. I can’t be the target. All the money I used was my own savings. I don’t owe anyone. Besides, I’m hidden behind my corporation.” 
 
    “Saw that too. But you’re not so hidden. We found you. The Broker could too.” 
 
    He didn’t like being the bearer of bad tidings, but Judd was a realist. He didn’t sugarcoat things, and women like Ari—unless he was completely wrong about her—didn’t want him to. 
 
    “My team’s looking into everything—but you need one-on-one protection. You may not like it, but now you’re my ward with backup from Boone and Landon.” 
 
    “Your ward.” Her tongue darted over her lower lip. “I can’t believe things have gone so far…gotten so scary.” 
 
    “My job is to protect you. And I will, Ari.” 
 
    She nodded and tried for a smile. He saw it wobble and waver. 
 
    But watching worry replace the lights in her eyes made him wish, for the first time in his life, that he had a little less grit and a lot more finesse. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ari was no good at making choices about her wardrobe on her own, but luckily Tanya had grouped outfits on the hanging bar, making it so much easier to get dressed. 
 
    Her mind was too occupied with what Judd had dug up about hAPPenstance to care what designer label she was putting on. Fact was, he was right—if WEST Protection could find her hiding behind her company logo, anyone could. 
 
    And that scared the crap out of her. 
 
    Plus, now she was his ward? Just the sound of that word freaked her out. How had things gotten so out of control? 
 
    While she slipped into her wide-leg trousers, a simple camisole and a blazer with the cuffs already rolled up to the perfect spot for her, she racked her brain for any business deals that hadn’t gone as planned. Had she slighted someone? Stepped on anyone’s toes? 
 
    The answer was no. She couldn’t think of a single bad business deal. Everyone involved with her app company walked out of the meetings with a smile on their face. 
 
    When she stepped out into the front room, the breakfast cart had been cleared away, and Judd restored the sofa to normal. But a glance around the space didn’t reveal the man’s presence. 
 
    A second later, the door opened and Judd walked in. 
 
    She stared at him. “You have the key code now?” 
 
    “Part of my job.” His gaze washed over her. Was it her imagination or did she see appreciation glowing in his eyes? 
 
    She cut her gaze over him too. He’d changed out of the tux into a navy-blue suit that fit his thick, muscled body like a tailor had sprinkled magic dust on the fabric. The only thing she could find wrong with his attire was the fact that she couldn’t see that magnificent chest or his amazing abs anymore. 
 
    And she’d probably never get a peek at those tattoos. 
 
    As she looked on, he unbuttoned the jacket with a suave flick of his thick wrist. The movement drew attention to his long fingers and knuckles sprinkled with dark hair. But somehow, she dragged her gaze down his well-fitting pants that hugged his hips and muscled thighs to land on good leather boots. 
 
    For a woman who didn’t care about her own attire, she sure was taking notice of that suit and the shirt of a slightly deeper midnight blue shade underneath it. 
 
    They eyed each other. For a moment, neither spoke. 
 
    He moved toward the table where the file on her business still sat. “Have you thought of any more pertinent information for me?” 
 
    “Yes. I was thinking The Broker could probably do a better job of hiding my company.” 
 
    She’d never seen him crack a smile, but what she could only guess to be amusement rippled over his rugged features, only to quickly vanish at the sound of a knock. 
 
    He moved with complete assurance. “It’s your father.” 
 
    She damn near choked on nothing but her own shock. “Did you invite him here? How do you know it’s him?” 
 
    He pointed at his ear. While she didn’t see a communication device there, she knew from working with other security companies over the years that most of them wore one. 
 
    Then her father entered, cutting off any further thought. 
 
    She and her father looked at each other. 
 
    “You wanted to speak to me, Ari?” He glanced at Judd. “Who’s this?” 
 
    Judd didn’t answer, only waved at the table for her father to sit. 
 
    Nobody told Solomon Bloomberg what to do, and Ari could see her father bristle. He faced Judd. 
 
    The two men couldn’t be more different. Where her father was tall, lean and elegant, Judd was more menacing, thicker, stacked with muscle. 
 
    Judd waved at the chairs again. “Please, Mr. Bloomberg. Make yourself comfortable. My name is Judd Abel. I work with WEST Protection, and I’m on duty for the duration of the conference.” 
 
    Her father’s sharp gaze lit on her. “Has something happened to you? Are you hurt?” 
 
    Her brows pinched. Did he have cause to believe something happened to her? Surely not. 
 
    “Why would something happen to me? I’m fine, Dad. Let’s sit down.” 
 
    She led by example and slipped into a seat. Her father took the one across from her. 
 
    Judd’s long arm stretched in front of her. He snatched the file on hAPPenstance off the table. Relief filled her that he’d thought to do that before her father opened the file and learned her secret. 
 
    If she prided herself on her quick mind, she couldn’t think why right now. She struggled to figure out what to tell her father and what to withhold. Did he need to know about her business?  
 
    Judd dragged another chair a short distance from the table and sank to it. As he did, the lightweight wool of his suit pulled tight across his hard thighs. She swallowed. 
 
    “Again…who are you?” Her father was using the rude tone he reserved for household employees and waitstaff. 
 
    Ari cringed. 
 
    “I’m here because someone contacted Ari about a contract for BloomWorks,” Judd began. 
 
    He clearly wasn’t ready to lay all the cards on the table. 
 
    Her father focused on her. “Who was it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know. I never saw him before.” Not a total lie. 
 
    Her father cocked a gray brow at Judd. “And you’re involved why?”  
 
    “Your daughter was upset by the contact, and I was nearby to witness it. My job is to make sure all the guests in the conference center are comfortable at all times.” 
 
    Her father blinked, accepting this. “What contract did they ask you about, Ari?” 
 
    She sent Judd a glance and saw his slight nod. “A new distributor for the microchip,” she said. 
 
    “Ah, yes. I know the deal that’s on the table.” 
 
    “Why would they think I have any influence over you signing a contract, Dad?” Beneath the table, she smoothed her sweaty palm down her thigh. Judd noted the move but didn’t outwardly react. 
 
    “I’m not sure why they’d send somebody here to bother you with that matter.” Her father’s dismissive tone and the wave of his hand were all very familiar to her. He never believed it important to involve her—his only child—in the family business. 
 
    “Are you going to sign?” she asked. 
 
    He crossed his legs. “I won’t sign. That contract won’t be profitable for BloomWorks. I’ve told them that repeatedly.” 
 
    “These people won’t easily give up?” Judd interjected. 
 
    Her father reached inside his jacket and withdrew a small brown bottle. He uncapped it and shook a tiny pill into his palm. A pill he took when his heart was acting up. 
 
    He popped it into his mouth and placed it beneath his tongue to dissolve faster. “Like I said, what that distributor wants won’t benefit BloomWorks. I’m not signing. But I’ll be getting in touch with them about bothering my daughter with the matter.” He reached over to pat Ari’s arm. “I’ve only ever spoken with these people over the phone and through emails. You know me—I need to see who I’m working with.” 
 
    He stood, and she did too. “I’ll take care of it all, honey. Don’t worry about anything. I’ll see you at dinner.” He patted her cheek lightly. 
 
    A low growl rumbled from Judd and quickly silenced. 
 
    “But Dad, won’t I be joining you for the meetings today? There are so many guest speakers—” 
 
    “You’d be bored, Ari.” He walked to the door. 
 
    She rushed after him. “Isn’t there a workshop on reducing costs and simplifying ops?” 
 
    “Something like that. Just relax. Hit the spa or the pool. You’ll thank me later.” 
 
    Without another word, her father left the room. 
 
    She gaped at the closed door. Anger banked in her chest. “Hit the spa? I could have taught that workshop,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    Judd stepped toward her. She spotted the compassion in his eyes and twisted away, unable to face it. 
 
    Her father had treated her like an idiot in front of a complete stranger, and without any remorse. 
 
    “I guess I won’t need this suit today.” She stared down at herself. “I’d better call Tanya and see what she suggests.” 
 
    Judd’s lips compressed but thank god he didn’t say a word about what just happened. She was so angry and disgusted by the way her father treated her that talking right now might result in furious tears. 
 
    Tanya and the crew showed up within minutes of her call. Judd stopped them at the door like a human brick wall. 
 
    “I need to check you all,” he said. 
 
    Tanya’s gaze flew to Ari’s. “Check us?” 
 
    “I need to pat you down for weapons.” 
 
    “He can pat me down anytime,” Mario said with innuendo. 
 
    Ari sucked back a gasp when Judd in a completely professional manner simply ran his hands over Tanya from ribs to ankles. Then he did the same to Celia. When Mario’s turn came, he jumped into line. 
 
    Ari had to plaster her hand against her mouth to stop the laugh from bursting out. Leave it to her friends to provide comic relief. 
 
    Her stoic guard performed his duty without so much as an eyelid twitch. 
 
    Judd straightened. “You’re clear.” His eyes met Ari’s. “I’ll be out here.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Tanya and the others rushed into the bedroom and pounced on Ari the minute the door was closed. 
 
    “I can’t believe he patted us down!” Tanya said indignantly. 
 
    “Those big hands…” Celia trailed off. 
 
    “And if he’s got big hands, he’s got big other things,” Mario added. 
 
    The trio wheezed with laughter, and Ari couldn’t help but giggle too.  
 
    Minutes later, with several clothing options on the bed and Ari in the makeup chair, a knock sounded at the bedroom door. 
 
    “Come in,” she called out. 
 
    Judd poked his head in. With one glance he seemed to take everything in—including her bathrobe. He squinted at the powder brush in Mario’s hand as if afraid it was tainted with anthrax rather than Estee Lauder. 
 
    “I’m going downstairs to take watch. Boone will accompany you down.” 
 
    “Oh. All right. Thank you.” 
 
    He nodded and closed the door again. 
 
    As soon as it shut, Tanya turned to Ari with wide eyes. “That man is gorgeous!” 
 
    “He really is so hot.” Celia bobbed her head in agreement. 
 
    Mario brought the fluffy brush to her forehead. “And he’s got a friend named Boone! He sounds like a regular mountain man, am I right?” 
 
    Ari laughed but quickly sobered at the thought of being escorted to the bar with a bodyguard…and what might happen once she got there. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Judd brought the bottle of water to his lips. Ever since he’d made the huge mistake of checking on Ari in the middle of the night and seen her sexy legs, he had cotton mouth. Even his morning coffee hadn’t helped abate the sensation that he was choking on his own tongue—because then he was faced with Ari’s cleavage in that low-cut top. 
 
    He lowered the bottle and leaned against the wall next to Landon. Above the throb of his own pulse came the droning of a speech inside the auditorium. Just another day on the job, he reminded himself. But he’d never felt so flustered before. 
 
    Landon widened his stance and eyed him. “You look rough, man.” 
 
    He gulped more water. He felt rough. Coarse. Like he could get into a ring and go a round or two just to enjoy destroying something. 
 
    “Just had a meeting with Bloomberg in Ari’s suite.” 
 
    “How’d it go?” 
 
    “I damn near punched his teeth out.” 
 
    Landon cocked a brow. “I’m not surprised. I’ve met his type a time or two. Privileged assholes.” 
 
    “Yup.” He braced his legs wider, getting comfortable for the long day ahead. Most of the conference events took place in the auditorium, and he and Landon would switch off with Boone on Ari’s floor throughout the day. 
 
    Looking through the glass cutout in the door, he saw the place was packed. Out here it was quiet, all but for a man on a phone call, pacing up and down the charcoal gray carpet. 
 
    “You get any sleep?” he asked Landon. 
 
    He shifted his shoulders as if they were tense. “A bed’s a bed. I’ve slept in worse. But Ells texted this morning to say the dog took my side of the bed at home.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’d better get back soon before you end up on the dog bed.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s the truth. I only got the puppy to keep her company while I’m gone.” 
 
    “Seems it worked.” 
 
    Landon grunted in amusement. 
 
    Judd needed to distract himself. Spending a night in Ari’s suite had left him more than enlightened about how long it’d been since he was with a woman. 
 
    He cast around for something to say to Landon. “How does Ells like being back in Stone Pass?”  
 
    Ells had grown up with Landon. When she returned to her hometown with a cry for help, they’d reconnected and their friendship grew into more. 
 
    Landon smiled. “She’s doing real well. She’s busy setting up her own insurance agency.” 
 
    “Good for her. The world needs more women in business.” 
 
    His mind was on Ari and the business her father knew nothing of. If there was ever a warning light that the two weren’t close, it was her story about her father blowing off her ideas. 
 
    Then Judd saw it firsthand when her father patted her cheek like she was a damn child and not a grown, intelligent businesswoman. 
 
    Irritation momentarily replaced the throbbing need to slam his dick into a hot woman. He hadn’t been joking about wanting to ram Solomon Bloomberg’s teeth down his throat. 
 
    “I’m impressed you said that about women in business.” Landon’s statement brought him from the edge of his dark thoughts. 
 
    He shrugged. “They run everything else in the world. I think they’ve proved they’re much better at it in a lot of cases.” Hell, his own grandmother probably would have found a way to save Abel Security. 
 
    “I’ll drop by Ells’s office sometime. I’ve been meaning to switch insurance companies,” he continued. 
 
    As they talked, Judd kept an eye on the man who was pacing. He ended the call, pocketed his phone and entered the conference room. 
 
    “What else did Bloomberg say?” Landon asked after they were alone. 
 
    Judd met his eyes. “He claims he won’t sign that contract for the new distributor. Something is going on there we don’t know about yet.” 
 
    Landon nodded. “Sounds like it. And the note?” 
 
    “Didn’t tell him about the note.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He reached up to touch his hat and immediately dropped his hand. What had gotten into him lately? He couldn’t believe he kept reaching to adjust a hat he hated and that wasn’t even on his head. 
 
    “Not sure,” he said to Landon. “Just a gut feeling I had. I planned to lay everything out for Bloomberg…but at the last minute something stopped me.” 
 
    “Shit, man. Gut instincts usually lead to bad endings.” 
 
    He gave a hard nod. “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “We need to check into that distributor and everyone they deal with, not just with BloomWorks.” 
 
    “I’ll get Jace on it.” 
 
    “And Lauralee.” 
 
    Growing up, the Abel brothers all knew Jace would end up with his nose pressed to a computer screen. While the rest of them begged for tricked-out bicycles for Christmas, Jace wanted a new PC. Later, once Judd and the rest of his brothers got into Harleys and started riding with a local motorcycle club, Jace was the last to join because he was too busy building his own cybersecurity software. 
 
    Judd paced away from the auditorium doors and shot a text to Jace. He told him to bring Lauralee on board if she was available. The two had formed their own nerd dream team from the minute the Abels were hired. If Lauralee wasn’t already the wife of a Wynton, Judd might think she was a perfect match for his brother. 
 
    Jace’s taste in women was so predictable. Then again, his brothers claimed Judd’s was too—and that he’d end up married to a stripper. 
 
    Jace returned his text immediately, asking for more details on Bloomberg’s behavior. 
 
      
 
    Jace: Sounds like he has an issue with the distributor besides the bottom line. What isn’t he saying? 
 
    Judd: That’s what we need you to find out. He claimed he doesn’t do business with people he never met in person. 
 
    Jace: Taking note. BTW I’d love to be at that conference, bro. 
 
    Judd: I know it’s your thing. 
 
    Jace: And I know it’s yours as much as wearing a hat. 
 
      
 
    He paused, thumb hovering over the screen. Maybe a few days ago he would have given anything to swap duties with Jaren in Vegas. But he changed his mind about the tech conference. It wasn’t as dull as he thought it would be. 
 
    Images of Ari paraded through his mind like a slideshow—of her boldly striding right up to him and slipping the note into his hand. 
 
    The images flipped to her in sleep shorts riding up her thighs…the smooth line of kissable cleavage that had driven him half-blind with lust this morning. 
 
    And flashes of her eyes up close, filled with fury at how her father treated her. 
 
    Jace’s texts kept coming. What CEOs were there? Which corporations? He had a lot to say about one company and how they were changing the landscape of the industry. 
 
    Judd patiently answered his questions the best he could. When Jace was finally satisfied, Judd pocketed his phone again and returned to where Landon stood. But thirty seconds didn’t tick by before his phone buzzed. 
 
    Trading looks with Landon, he drew it to his ear. “Jace. Don’t tell me you have more questions.” 
 
    “Nope. I found something.” 
 
    “Already? It hasn’t even been a minute.” 
 
    Landon’s brows shot up in question. He couldn’t hear what was being said, and the subject was too sensitive to hold the conversation on speakerphone. 
 
    “I was working the entire time we were texting.” 
 
    Leave it to his kid brother to be able to type and text simultaneously. 
 
    “I hacked the old man’s email,” Jace announced. Tapping sounds carried over the phone. 
 
    “You’re fucking kidding me.” 
 
    Landon’s brows lifted higher in question. 
 
    “Bloomberg uses his personal email for his calendar. What I’m seeing are a lot of appointments with people who have very Russian names.” 
 
    “I’m gonna take a wild guess that they’re not building the microchips for him.” 
 
    Silence beat on the other end of the line for several moments. Then Jace’s voice filled his ear again. 
 
    “Holy shit! At least one of the guys he’s met with has mafia ties.” 
 
    Judd’s heart gave a little skip. Could this all be connected? Was the mafia behind the threats aimed at Ari? 
 
    “This might be why he won’t sign,” Judd rumbled in a low tone. 
 
    “Now we need information on the distributor. See if they’re connected in any way.” More silence pulsed in his ear. Jace took so long that Judd thought they may have been disconnected. 
 
    “You still there?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Damn. The distributor is HybriChip.” 
 
    “Is that good or bad?” 
 
    “It’s worse.” 
 
    “Fabulous. Why don’t you keep at it and feed us the intel when you have it all gathered, Jace?” 
 
    His bottle of water was empty. He glanced around for one of those tables they sometimes had at conferences offering drinks and snacks to attendees. But there wasn’t anything around. 
 
    “Yeah, bro. I’ll keep on this and get with you soon,” Jace said in a distracted tone. 
 
    He ended the call and Landon pounced on him. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to relay the information when the double doors to the auditorium burst open and people began to pour out like a river. 
 
    His and Landon’s roles shifted from investigators to security guards. They plastered themselves to the walls and kept watch over the crowd. 
 
    Into his earpiece, Landon said, “They’re headed to the restaurant for a buffet. We’ll follow.” 
 
    “That’s good. I could use a drink.” 
 
    As all the guests exited the auditorium, Judd and Landon made their way to the bar that adjoined the restaurant. He didn’t take two steps in the door when he spotted Ari seated at a table. 
 
    As if she had been watching for him, her stare hit his. Her full lips were tucked at the corners with tension. 
 
    He slid his stare to her right and saw why. He issued a low groan. 
 
    Bryan White sat next to her, talking nonstop and oblivious that she wasn’t paying attention to him. 
 
    She was looking at Judd. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ari nodded at whatever Bryan said and drew her drink to her lips so she didn’t need to respond to him. 
 
    When she sat down, the bar had been relatively empty. She’d barely ordered a seltzer water—she’d had her fill of virgin margaritas for a while—when Bryan joined her. 
 
    At least he came with a smile on his face and a joke or two, making it harder for her to dislike him even if she didn’t welcome his company. 
 
    She was too edgy to act normal. Though Boone was a few feet away from her, her knee still bounced under the table. 
 
     The person who threatened her could be sitting right here in this bar. 
 
    Bryan set his glass on the table and offered Ari a wide grin. “I must be boring you with all this talk about the summit.” 
 
    She tensed, eyes narrowing. 
 
    “You already know it all. I mean, you’re Ari Bloomberg. Graduated top of your class in business. I’ve seen the memos you’ve written on BloomWorks. It’s evident your scope of knowledge far exceeds mine.” 
 
    Okay, she didn’t expect that. But how could she find anything to say to Bryan when Judd stood feet away? 
 
    The quiet bar flooded with people who’d attended the latest talk, and guys in suits milled between her and Judd, cutting off her view of him. When they shuffled to the side, her gaze lit on Judd again. 
 
    He didn’t bother trying to hide that he was staring back. And for some reason, that left her feeling a little off balance. Not herself at all. 
 
    Landon appeared at Judd’s side. He leaned in to say something to him. Judd nodded and Landon turned to leave with Boone following. 
 
    Being constantly watched was making her jittery enough. But being under Judd’s watch made her feel like an inexperienced schoolgirl. 
 
    He wasn’t like other men who showed interest in her. 
 
    Bryan caught her attention, engaging her in a talk about the trends expected for next year. From the corner of her eye, she saw Judd saunter up to the bar. 
 
    The bartender’s face lit up. When he placed his order, she gave an overly enthusiastic nod. But he didn’t pay attention to her and instead pivoted to casually lean on the bar and stare at Ari. 
 
    Or was he glaring at Bryan? 
 
    Bryan stroked the back of her hand. She jerked, focusing on him again. 
 
    He smiled, eyes tipping upward. “What do you think about crashing the next workshop with me? I know your father didn’t ask you to join him.” 
 
    His question caught her so off-guard, she laughed. “Uh…maybe I’ll do that.” 
 
    His smile faltered as he studied her. “I have a father too, so believe me, I understand how it can be. They never see you as more than a child. Unfortunately, my mother isn’t any better.” 
 
    She looked him over more closely, trying to puzzle him out. Too well she understood that look on his face. How many times had she felt the same in her soul? Maybe people like them, sons and daughters of wealthy families, didn’t have a prayer of ever being seen as more than an extension of their parents. 
 
    Bryan smiled again, and the moment shifted. He was attractive in a clean-cut way. He wore a pinstriped shirt and patterned coordinating tie. His brown hair was neat and tidy, his nails groomed. 
 
    She slid her stare beyond Bryan…to Judd. 
 
    The differences between the two men would be evident to a blind drunk. While Bryan was fit, compared to Judd, he looked weak. 
 
    A strong gust of wind could knock Bryan over. Judd could stop a wrecking ball. 
 
    “Am I correct that you attended TerraCon?” he asked. 
 
    Her brain swung back to the conversation. “Yes, I did.” 
 
    “That means you must know Meghan Fitzpatrick.” 
 
    She nodded. “I met Meghan, yes. How do you know her?” 
 
    He cradled his glass but didn’t raise it to his lips. A smile twinkled in his eyes. “She’s a friend of a friend. She’s getting married this year. Did you know?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t hear that. I’m very happy for her.” 
 
    “You might know her fiancé too—” 
 
    Her brain checked out once again on the details of Meghan’s upcoming nuptials, including who she was marrying, who was invited and where it was being held. 
 
    “Let me know if you receive an invite,” he said. 
 
    She stole a peek at Judd and then eyed the exit. Could she make an escape without Bryan? 
 
    “I think lunch is being served. We don’t want to miss it,” she said, pushing away from the table. 
 
    He leaped up and boldly took her arm to assist her to her feet. 
 
    She glanced at him. “Thank you.” 
 
    An awareness came over her like a wall of heat as she and Bryan walked to the restaurant. Judd had to be right behind her. She didn’t dare look around for him, though, and instead focused on moving through the buffet and then finding a seat. 
 
    Of course Bryan joined her. And when she stole a peek to her right, she caught sight of Judd with his back to the wall. 
 
    What was it about having his total, intense focus that left her so wobbly inside? It must be the reason for him sticking close to her—the death threat. 
 
    Her life was in danger, and he was only paying such close attention because it was his job. 
 
    “Have you tried the quinoa?” Bryan asked her. “It’s delicious.” 
 
    She stared down at the lumpy dish on her plate. “Not yet.” 
 
    “I think you’ll like it.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to question how he knew what she liked or didn’t but slammed her jaw shut on the comment. “Have you seen my father in this crowd?” 
 
    “I think he’s over there.” He pointed and reached for his drink at the same moment she did. His knuckles brushed against her hand. 
 
    The ripple that washed over her wasn’t anything like what she felt when Judd’s stare was boring into her. 
 
    She quickly withdrew her hand and pretended that she didn’t need a drink to swallow this dull lunch conversation. As nice as Bryan was being, she didn’t want to be here with him. 
 
    Slanting a look at Judd, she saw him standing rigidly. His broad shoulders were squared. His jaw, set. 
 
    Those dark eyes of his penetrated her. 
 
    A quiver began low in her stomach. Those long fingers and the dusting of dark hair over his knuckles left her feeling a little breathless. What if… 
 
    What if he touched her hand instead of Bryan? Ran his hands over her body? 
 
    She swallowed hard. One hand she’d draw to her lips… 
 
    The other she’d place on her breast. 
 
    Bryan set down his glass. “Is that guy bothering you? You keep glancing over at him.” 
 
    Ari jolted. “No. Everything is fine.” 
 
    But Bryan already pushed his chair back and took off toward Judd. 
 
    “No! Wait!” She leaped to her feet and rushed after them. She was still too far away to hear what Bryan said to him, but Judd cocked his head toward the exit and strode out. 
 
    Bryan followed, his chest puffed out and his strides a little longer than usual, as if to make himself appear taller than he was. 
 
    They hit the exit and a few people scattered out of the way. 
 
    “Bryan, stop!” she called, but it was too late. 
 
    He got in Judd’s face. 
 
    Oh, god! 
 
    A calm settled over Judd. The man looked almost at ease instead of about to get into an argument. 
 
    “Why do you keep staring at her? Tell me!” 
 
    One dark brow winged upward and Judd looked at him as if he were nothing more than a worm wriggling on the pavement. 
 
    “Go!” Bryan demanded. “Now!” 
 
    “I think I’ll decline,” Judd drawled. 
 
    Ari reached them just as Bryan jabbed a finger at Judd’s chest. But the tip never grazed Judd’s shirt front because he grabbed hold of it and twisted. 
 
    Bryan crumpled, knees buckling. They didn’t hit the floor, though, because Judd hauled him up and walked him down the hall. 
 
    She hurried after them. Her insides were in turmoil. On one hand, she felt bad for Bryan. It couldn’t feel nice for any man to be outclassed by another, and Bryan clearly was. 
 
    But Judd was so…manly. 
 
    He pushed open the men’s room door and shoved Bryan in ahead of him. Over his shoulder he said to Ari, “Don’t come in, no matter what you hear.” 
 
    The door slammed in her face. Her jaw dropped and she stared at the black steel separating her from a fight she wanted to witness. 
 
    No, a fight she meant to put a stop to. 
 
    She pressed her ear to the door and jerked at a thunk, followed by a few thuds and a low groan. 
 
    Suddenly, the door swung inward and she nearly fell over. 
 
    A wall of muscled chest blocked her from seeing inside. 
 
    Judd took her by the elbow and steered her away from the restroom. 
 
    He’d emerged alone. 
 
    “What happened to Bryan?” she whispered. 
 
    His gaze moved over her face but he didn’t answer. He just led her to the elevators and guided her through the doors. He punched the button for the top floor where her suite was located and braced his back to the wall, his stare riveted on her. 
 
    She pressed her own back to the wall opposite him—her sweaty palms too—and watched him watching her. 
 
    By the time the elevator stopped, she was a little dizzy. 
 
    A minute later, he punched the code into her door lock and let her into her suite. 
 
    She whirled toward him. He closed and locked the door before facing her. 
 
    “I’m sorry for embarrassing you, Ari. I shouldn’t have reacted to that guy. Or done what I did.” He reached toward his brow and then dropped his hand. 
 
    She took a step toward him. “What did you do, Judd?” 
 
    “Gave him an attitude adjustment. Again, I apologize.” His gaze faltered from her face. 
 
    God, he was big and hot and could handle any situation. All three traits added together scared her. 
 
    And had her burning up. 
 
    Her chest heaved. 
 
    His eyes shifted to hers and held…held…held. 
 
    “You should be apologizing for not kissing me.” Her voice came out as a rasp. 
 
    His eyes narrowed to dark, dangerous slits. 
 
    “Ari.” 
 
    She took a step forward—which was crazy. During any other threat, she’d back up. 
 
    But she didn’t do that now. 
 
    She could tell Judd would never make the first move. If she wanted a kiss from him, she’d have to take it. 
 
    She threw herself forward, went on tiptoe and crushed her lips against his. 
 
    When he didn’t budge at all, she pressed closer, pushing her body against his chiseled torso and hard hips that stiffly cradled hers. 
 
    Holding the kiss, she closed her eyes and envisioned what it would feel like to have his hands running all over her bare skin. To have his mouth all over her bare skin. 
 
    He wasn’t kissing her back. 
 
    She dropped away an inch and stared at his chest. Neither one of them moved. 
 
    He smelled amazing, his cologne flooding her with white-hot desire. 
 
    “Judd…” 
 
    “I can’t touch you, Ari.” 
 
    Her gaze ticked up to his. The black depths of his eyes burned with lust. 
 
    Growing bolder by the heartbeat, she leaned in again, her lips inches from his. “Then I’ll touch you.” 
 
    She threw her arms around her bodyguard…and felt his strong, protective arms envelop her. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    A war drum beat in Judd’s chest, a rhythm that vibrated down to his core, warning him just how wrong this was. 
 
    He should let her go. Walk out that door and leave her protection to the rest of the team. Forget about how this reminded him of the job that sank Abel Security. 
 
    So why were his arms crushing her against his body? Her very soft, enticing body. 
 
    She made a harsh noise that had his cock not just hard but harder than it had ever been. Fuck, this could not happen. He couldn’t touch her. Wouldn’t. 
 
    I already am touching her. 
 
    She took his hand and moved it upward to cup her face. The instant his callused fingers touched her silky skin, it hooked him in his gut. 
 
    She moved in. 
 
    Their lips crashed together in a scorching kiss. Her hot cry shredded even more of his good sense and he angled his head and hauled her closer. 
 
    His thoughts blurred into sensation. Her plump lips dragged across his. He bit into one and felt a shudder roll down her body and into his. Fucking hell, had he ever been this turned on by just a kiss? 
 
    He’d lost his damn mind. 
 
    Stop. 
 
    Passion glazed her golden-brown and green eyes. Her breaths came in small pants. 
 
    He shouldn’t be touching her. But releasing his hold on her was impossible when she was wrapped around him. Her thigh rode high on his hip and her fingers raked through his hair even as she trembled against him. 
 
    He had to get a grip. He was the bodyguard. She couldn’t be held responsible for this slip, and the risks ran high. He could lose his job with WEST, sure. But it was more than that. 
 
    She deserved the best. That wasn’t Judd. 
 
    Tearing his mouth free, he stared down at her. Confusion battled with want in the depths of her eyes. 
 
    Slowly, she let her thigh slip down his hip and all the way down his leg until she stood on solid ground again. 
 
    “I…don’t know what came over me.” She peeled her fingers off of his scalp and stumbled back a step. 
 
    He dropped his arms to his sides, turmoil bubbling through his chest. “I shouldn’t have touched you.” 
 
    She dragged her hands through her hair. Damn if he couldn’t detect every fragrant note of her shampoo and perfume floating on the air currents. Hell, those scents would be ingrained in his pores forever. 
 
    He stared at her, taking in the way her thick brown waves tumbled around her shoulders. 
 
    Reaching behind him, he placed his hand over the door lock and twisted. “I’ll be keeping watch. If you want to go anywhere, I’ll make sure you get there safe.” 
 
    She gave a jerky nod. 
 
    Walking out that door shouldn’t be so damn difficult it felt like he was moving a mountain. 
 
    The second the door clicked shut, he extended a finger toward the number pad, prepared to punch in the lock code again. 
 
    No. 
 
    Breathing hard, he leaned his forehead against the door. 
 
    Suddenly, it flew open and Ari stood there, her lips pink and swollen from their brief but maddening kiss. 
 
    He met her gaze. 
 
    She twisted a hand in his shirt front and yanked him back inside. This time he wasn’t going to stop. 
 
    The door slammed, and he locked it. Lifting her, he guided her legs around his waist while his mouth found hers. The soft cry of desire exploding past her sweet lips took the last remnant of his control. 
 
    He knew the way to the bedroom, had mentally navigated it so many times during the long night on the couch, that he could have walked it blindfolded. 
 
    She cupped his face and fed him her tongue in lingering, ball-clenching strokes. Sticking out an elbow, he shoved through the door and strode to the bed. 
 
    “Ari…” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you don’t want me, Judd. I know you’ve wanted me from the minute we saw each other.” 
 
    Christ, she had to be smart, beautiful and observant as hell. Up until a few minutes ago, he wouldn’t have ever admitted his attraction to the beautiful heiress. Now he didn’t know if he could pull away from her. 
 
    Holding her in his arms, he searched her striking eyes. “I do want you.” The words were a low groan—part desire, mostly despair. 
 
    Gently, he let her slide to her feet and let her go. Being so close to a bed tormented him. But crossing this line would fuck him up even more than he already was. He had to stay in control at all times. 
 
    He wouldn’t if he stayed. 
 
    She gripped his biceps, boldly meeting his stare. 
 
    “I thought you were a rule breaker.” Her words came out with an edge of accusation and maybe a little hurt. 
 
    He huffed a breath. “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “I’m good at reading people.” She skated a hand down his chest and halted it right above his belt, with his bulging cock mere inches away from her soft hand. 
 
    “Then you’ll know that I can’t break this rule,” he grated out. 
 
    “I don’t believe that.” 
 
    “No?” He cocked a brow. 
 
    She lifted her chin a notch. “No.” 
 
    Oh fuck, now she’d gone and done it, showing him her bold sass. 
 
    He grabbed her by the waist and tossed her on the mattress. Before he mastered himself, he pressed her down with his body and wedged himself between her thighs. 
 
    Their gazes blazed like lightning bolts connecting midair. This wasn’t attraction. It was fucking suicide. 
 
    “I want you, Judd.” 
 
    “You want me,” he repeated, fighting to keep his voice even. 
 
    She nodded. The pulse in her throat fluttered in a wild tempo. 
 
    “Why do you want me, Ari?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his torso and tightened her thighs around his hips. “I feel safe with you. And…” 
 
    He caught her gaze as it wandered to his chest. “And what, Ari?” 
 
    “The way you look at me does things to my insides. Every time you meet my eyes, I feel like you aren’t seeing some princess on a pedestal with a billionaire daddy. You see me. You’ve been taking off my clothes since I handed you that note.” 
 
    How could he deny it when what she said was all true? 
 
    True, but forbidden. 
 
    With a Herculean amount of willpower, he pushed off the bed and straightened. She lay there, eyes stormy with desire. Christ, what he wouldn’t give to see them darken with pleasure right before she burst with ecstasy. 
 
    She sat up with all the poise of a lady of her rank and status—and shocked the hell out of him by reaching for his belt. 
 
    His lungs froze, trapping all the air inside until they burned. She worked open the belt and went for his fly. When she lowered his zipper, her fingertips skimmed his erection behind stretched black cotton. 
 
    “Ari.” His throat worked on a swallow. 
 
    She withdrew her hands and began on the buttons of her top. 
 
    Hell, he’d never been seduced before. He was always the aggressor. But those women he’d seduced already had reputations for being easy conquests, and not one of them had Ari’s allure. 
 
    As she let the top fall open to reveal her small, perky breasts and no bra, he wet his dry lips. “You’re killing me, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I feel the same way. I’m throbbing, Judd.” She grabbed his hand and drew it between her legs. Liquid warmth seeped through her thin dress pants. 
 
    He groaned. 
 
    She rocked her hips, grinding her pussy on his hand. “Don’t stop, Judd. Please.” 
 
    The please got him. Fuck, there was no stopping this disaster now. 
 
    He threw himself on top of her. She moaned under his lips. He scraped his teeth gently over her plump lower lip and dragged a groan from her. Then he rocked his hard cock against the V of her legs while slipping a hand inside her blouse. When he pinched his fingers around her hard nipple, a shudder rocked her. 
 
    Fueled by every little whimper she made and every twitch of her hips against his, he peeled off her top and stared down at her beauty. “You’re too good for me.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as comparison in this room.” She placed his hand over her breast, her eyes glowing with stars of want. “I want you.” 
 
    Words fled his mind. Dropping his head, he captured her nipple between his lips and sucked in soft pulls that had her arching off the bed. Passion splintered through his body. He had no memory of unfastening her pants or thrusting his hand inside her panties until his fingers met her drenched folds. 
 
    They shared a throaty groan as he slipped two fingers into her grasping heat. 
 
    She bucked, riding his hand, eyes wide and fixed on his in some unspoken agreement that she wouldn’t look away from the man giving her pleasure. 
 
    He sank his fingers all the way into her slick heat and stroked her inner walls. Juices flooded out to soak his hand, and a gasp escaped from Ari. She curled upward, reaching for his shoulders to bring him back down for a kiss. 
 
    Finger-fucking her while kissing her stole the last bit of his control. 
 
    “I’m going to…” A thrust of his fingers. “Make you…” Pulling them slowly through her walls. “Come for me.” 
 
    She cried out. 
 
    “Then take my cock while you’re still pulsing.” He thrust faster, harder, watching her face contort as bliss took hold and shook her apart. 
 
    She came with a strangled cry, but still he didn’t stop, pounding his fingers into her contracting pussy and dragging moan after moan from her. 
 
    When she collapsed, her face glistening with perspiration, he kicked off his shoes and shoved down his pants and underwear in one go. Her eyes glittered up at him, her lips parted on her gasping breaths. 
 
    He found a condom—his only one—and tore open the packet like a crazed man. But once set on a course, nothing was going to stop an Abel. 
 
    Right now, that course was Ari. He would have her—just like this. Now. 
 
    He stripped off his jacket and she shoved her hands under his shirt to stretch over his pecs. 
 
    “God, you’re beautiful, Judd. Take me. Bury your cock in me.” 
 
    Fuck, there was no way out. 
 
    He settled between her thighs. She ripped his shirt off and leaned up to plant her mouth over his chest, pressing light, warm kisses on his skin, tracing the lines of his ink.  
 
    He cradled her head to his chest and slammed his cock home. 
 
    Buried balls-deep, he stopped, throbbing, aching. Out of his damn mind. 
 
    Wrapping his hand around her hair, he yanked her head back, forcing her to meet his stare as he began to move. 
 
    Mouth dropping open on a silent cry, she held his stare while he swung his hips back and thrust his cock deep once again. 
 
    A low growl escaped him. He ducked his head and captured her nipple between his teeth, giving it a light tug while his hips churned and his cock head bumped her innermost point. 
 
    “Judd! Oh my god, Judd!” She raked her fingers down his back and clutched his ass, forcing him down and into her while she bucked upward to take him to the hilt. 
 
    In his experience, this kind of lust burned out fast. Then again, this wasn’t like anything he’d ever experienced with another woman. 
 
    He kissed her breasts, her throat, took her mouth for his own while he let go of everything that ever held him back and poured his all into this woman. 
 
    When she began to tighten around him, the hard knot in his core yanked hard. 
 
    “Ari…come with me, sweetheart. Come—” 
 
    Her orgasm hit, and she jerked underneath him, moaning out her pleasure. 
 
    He buried his face against her perfumed throat and spilled his own release inside her clenching heat. Spurt after spurt shot into her body. Clamping his jaw against a roar, he rode out the last of his release while Ari wrapped her arms around his neck. 
 
    “Oh my…” Her barely whispered words reached his ears, bringing him back to reality. 
 
    A big fall for a man like him. And that was saying a lot when he was a failure who’d left his home and all he knew to work for another man’s dream. 
 
    And she was… 
 
    He lifted his head and stared down at her. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    He moved to push off her. She tightened her grip on him, but only for a heartbeat. 
 
    Then she let him go. 
 
    He straightened, standing at the side of the bed, his heart a jackhammer in his ears. 
 
    “I broke every damn rule in the book just now,” he ground out, disgusted with himself. 
 
    She reached for her blouse and plastered the fabric against her bare breasts. That didn’t cover the rest of her, namely the damp curls covering her freshly fucked pussy he’d just been balls-deep inside. 
 
    His cock twitched, and he quickly jerked his underwear back over it before it could rule his brain again. 
 
    “I made you fuck me.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. “Made me,” he repeated. 
 
    She nodded and scrambled off the bed to shove her arms into the sleeves of her blouse. “I know how persuasive I can be, Judd.” 
 
    “It’s not your doing.” He yanked his shirt over his head. 
 
    She stared at him. “I begged you to take me,” she argued. 
 
    He groaned. This wasn’t helping him wrap his head around this moment and see it for what it was—a mistake—or help his cock go down. 
 
    He wanted her again, and the shadow of her pussy peeking from under her shirt was about to push him into another bad choice. 
 
    Twisting away so he couldn’t see all that smooth, tempting skin, he finished dressing. A moment later, he heard the bathroom door close. 
 
    He listened hard. For what? Tears, maybe. 
 
    But she wasn’t crying. The water ran, and he took it as his cue to go. 
 
    The door opened again, and she poked her head back out. “Judd?” 
 
    He whirled toward her, balling his fists at the sight of her beautiful face. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’ll be ready for dinner about five-thirty.” 
 
    “Dinner.” 
 
    She nodded. “With Bryan and some others. All the CEOs’ wives are expected to be there. Since my mother didn’t come, I’ll be joining my father tonight.” 
 
    He nodded and resisted scraping his hand over his face. Mostly because his fingers still smelled like her pussy and he didn’t  trust himself not to lose control again. 
 
    “I’ll be there too,” he rumbled. 
 
    She closed the door. He stared for a moment. He had to get her safe so he could avoid more interaction like this. 
 
    First and foremost, he planned to dig up every last speck of dirt on Bryan White. He didn’t trust the oily guy. His girlfriend hadn’t even been dead a year—if he was a normal human with normal feelings, he’d still show signs of that trauma. Judd fucking did. 
 
    Second question was why her father was pushing Ari so hard to spend time with White. 
 
    Then there was the entire mess with Solomon Bloomberg and a mafia connection. 
 
    All of it tied back to that threatening note. A conference was far from the ideal place to provide top-notch security for Ari. If Judd could make the call, he’d get her out of here, lock her down until they discovered who was behind the threat and arrests were made. 
 
    He’d fucked up big time. After sleeping with her, he probably had zero influence over her. He’d lost all authority because he couldn’t keep his dick under control. 
 
    Disgusted with himself and bracing for what would surely come, Judd left her suite.  
 
    From now on, he’d let Boone or Landon take watch over her floor. He couldn’t afford to make any more errors. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ari tried to hold still while Mario put the finishing touches on her makeup and Tanya fiddled with the hem of her designer dress, but her mind was far away. 
 
    When her father told her she was joining him in Boston, she’d experienced a swift thrill that maybe this time would be different. Of course that wasn’t the case. He’d never see her worth to the company. She was only an ornament for BloomWorks and for her father. A shiny object to dangle in front of other CEOs and brag about. 
 
    She would never understand how having a beautiful wife/daughter/car/set of golf clubs gave anyone a leg up in the business world. 
 
    Now she could understand why her mother didn’t like attending these events. Much easier to stay home and organize her charity events than to play some role for her father’s benefit. 
 
    She couldn’t help but wonder why she’d been targeted by The Broker, though. Everyone knew how businesses operated. Unless The Broker was new to the game, he’d know Ari had no influence over her father’s decisions. 
 
    She stared at her reflection in the mirror but didn’t even see herself. 
 
    Unless…her father made it look as though Ari had a firm footing in the family business. He brought her to events like this. And how many times did he insist that she sit in on meetings? Enough times that she’d been moved to write memorandums on the topics covered in those meetings, which gained short-lived attention. 
 
    But maybe it wasn’t as short-lived as she believed. Someone had noticed. 
 
    From the outside looking in, she could see how someone would think she was a vital part of BloomWorks. 
 
    “Well, Ari, what do you think?” Tanya’s question brought her back to the present. 
 
    She stared at her reflection, surprised to find Tanya standing behind her, no longer arranging her hem. 
 
    The gown wasn’t black and it wasn’t navy either. But the deep midnight hue fit with the Bloomberg brand perfectly. Its pleats cascaded to her feet, and the shiny silver straps of her shoes peeked from beneath the hem. 
 
    Her hair and makeup were natural yet looked like she’d just stepped out of the pages of a magazine. 
 
    She lifted a hand to her throat, fingering the jewels Celia fastened there. The necklace was one that had been fitted with Ari’s new technology, a miniscule tracking tag to keep tabs on those pricey objects that could so easily be stolen from luggage or out of hotel rooms. 
 
    She couldn’t see the device and that gave her a small nudge of pride she needed to get through this evening. Even if her father didn’t have need of her, Ari could go for her own reasons. After all, she had a company too. 
 
    “It’s perfect. You’ve outdone yourselves.” She beamed at the three. 
 
    Tanya beamed. “I’m thrilled that you’re happy with the styling.” She adjusted the slim silver belt she’d added to define Ari’s waist even more. 
 
    “Is Mr. Pat Down going to be at the dinner?” Mario asked. 
 
    Celia tried to conceal a giggle, but it slipped out anyway. “Mario! He was just making sure Ari was safe, not escorting her tonight!” 
 
    No. Judd wouldn’t be accompanying her. After what happened earlier, she had no idea where she stood with Judd. 
 
    She was far from disconnected when it came to what happened between her and “Mr. Pat Down.” She could feel the memory of Judd’s touch on her skin. The bristle of his trim, alluring beard had her tingling in places nobody even saw. 
 
    And those tattoos she’d run her fingers over left her dizzy and breathless. 
 
    She offered Mario a small smile. “I’m sure he’ll be downstairs. Judd is on security detail for the conference.” 
 
    “Whew!” Mario picked up the paper fan he used to make her mascara dry quicker and waved it in front of his own face, which had them all laughing. 
 
    Ari reached for her clutch purse, and Celia placed it in her hand. “Thank you for everything,” Ari said. “Take the evening off and enjoy yourselves. The pool is beautiful. And the hot tub—” 
 
    Tanya steered her toward the door. “Don’t worry about us! We know how to find the fun.” 
 
    “Or it finds us!” Mario called out. 
 
    Laughing, Ari made it to the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Enjoy your dinner, Ari.” Tanya closed the door behind her. 
 
    Ari glanced around. When she spotted the big security guard standing at the elevator, her heart gave a small dip of disappointment that it wasn’t Judd. 
 
    She had to address their intimacy, but how? They’d had sex with practically no warmup. No pretty words. Only a pure, carnal, up-against-a-wall brand of lust. 
 
    She didn’t regret making the first move. Or the second. She just didn’t want any weirdness…and she was starting to rely on Judd to be there to protect her. 
 
    Which led her to the next major question—should she even remain here at the conference? Go to dinner? Putting herself in the public eye went against WEST Protection’s protocol. 
 
    Boone pressed the button for the elevator, and she entered with him behind her. 
 
    “So what’s the plan?” she asked as soon as they were alone on their way down several floors to the ballroom. 
 
    He eyed her. “We’ve got a plan in place. Don’t worry about anything but enjoying your dinner.” 
 
    “Fat chance with this threat hanging over me.” 
 
    He offered her a sympathetic smile that was more a compression of his lips. “Judd’s at the top of his game. He organized our every move tonight. You’ll be safe at all times, miss.” 
 
    “Judd formed the plan?” She fingered the diamonds around her throat, her thoughts on how Judd’s lips felt on her neck, her breasts… 
 
    Boone nodded, and if he noticed her distraction, he didn’t bring it up. 
 
    As soon as she entered the ballroom, Bryan snapped to her side like he was attached to a stretchy band. Eyes crinkling with a smile, he drew her fingers to his lips and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. 
 
    “You’re a vision, Ari.” 
 
    “Thank you, Bryan. You look nice yourself.” 
 
    He beamed. “We’re seated together.” 
 
    “How lucky.” 
 
    “Let’s get drinks and we can talk.” 
 
    When they settled with their drinks, she glanced around covertly, trying to pick out Judd in the sea of suits. She spotted Boone standing along the far wall facing her direction. But she didn’t see Judd anywhere. 
 
    Her insides clenched at what this could mean. Since receiving that note, the only time she felt truly safe was with Judd. Now that connection might be lost, and it was all her fault. 
 
    The way she’d acted, he probably thought she hooked up with men all the time. For all she knew, Judd might think Bryan would be her next conquest. 
 
    “I’m not involved with any one company—yet,” Bryan was telling her. 
 
    She brought her attention back to him. “I’m sorry, I never asked who you were here with.” 
 
    “I’m a sort of go-between two companies at the moment. One is teaching me all I need to know about the technology business, and the other wants me to help bring the first company into a new project.” 
 
    “Very interesting.” She tried to put some enthusiasm into her tone even if she didn’t feel it. 
 
    “Of course, you already know so much about the tech world, I must be boring you with my newfound knowledge.” He sipped his drink, eyes never leaving her face. 
 
    “I can hardly claim to know it all,” she demurred. 
 
    “But you’ve been working with your father to place BloomWorks at the top. You’re pioneers of the industry, and your father speaks so well of your skills.” 
 
    She blinked at Bryan. “He does?” 
 
    He gave a short laugh as if she were feigning modesty. “He thinks very highly of you and your work, Ari.” 
 
    She stared at the far wall, hardly seeing any of the people in between. If Bryan believed this—and it sounded as though he did—then her father really must be blowing smoke up everybody’s asses by telling them how good she was. No wonder she was being targeted. 
 
    Irritation rolled through her, and she downed her drink. Suddenly, she felt too claustrophobic. Too trapped. 
 
    She stood, muttering about getting some air. 
 
    When she got outside of the ballroom, she caught sight of a muscled set of shoulders out of the corner of her eye. She rushed on, needing that air more than ever. 
 
    She started toward a side exit, but someone caught her by the elbow and spun her to face him. 
 
    She stared up at Bryan. His eyes were heavy-lidded, his gaze searching. 
 
    “Why don’t we slip outside for a few minutes? I’d like to be alone with you.” 
 
    She put up with a lot for the sake of the family name. People walked on her. Her father walked on her. But she drew the line at this. 
 
    “I—No. That’s not what I want. I didn’t ask you to join me, Bryan.” She extracted her arm from his grasp. 
 
    He positioned himself in front of her, blocking her way to the exit. He ran a finger down her upper arm. “Ari, you’re not only the smartest woman in that ballroom, you’re the most beautiful.” 
 
    She gaped at him. “What does that have to do with anything? I still didn’t ask you to accompany me out here. Please go back!” 
 
    He dragged his finger up to her shoulder again. “Your father isn’t the only one who thinks we’re a good match, Ari.” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn what my father thinks—or you! I’m not interested in you like that.” 
 
    Heavy footsteps thumped on the smoky black tile floor as someone rounded the corner. 
 
    Bryan took one look at the man, turned and walked off, hands in his pockets. 
 
    Ari saw her savior and her jaw fell open. “Judd.” 
 
    His hard lips thinned. “What happened?” 
 
    She twisted her fingers. “I’m…I’m not sure what that was. He was coming on to me.” 
 
    Judd stepped closer, his broad shoulders cutting her off from the rest of the world and offering a safe haven she didn’t realize she wanted so badly. She didn’t have to pretend to be anything for Judd. And right now, she was shaken from Bryan’s come-on. 
 
    Judd’s dark eyes burned with intensity. “What did he say to you? Did he touch you?” His words sent flames through her. 
 
    God, he was so intense and pissed. 
 
    So hot. 
 
    She’d never been into men with attitude, but Judd’s was a different brand and the kind she needed right now. 
 
    She’d borrow from his strength. 
 
    Squaring her shoulders, she said, “He’s a jerk and took things too far.” 
 
    Redness crept upward from Judd’s collar. “Say the word, Ari, and I’ll find him and break his kneecaps.” 
 
    A puff of air left her. Was he kidding? He might be trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    On the other hand, her protector was more than capable of following through with the threat. 
 
    Attraction to his protective nature overflowed. She inched closer to him. 
 
    “I told him I’m not interested in him, Judd. Please don’t go after him. It won’t help matters.” 
 
    He met her stare for one long heartbeat, then another. Twisting away, he muttered, “I shouldn’t be alone with you like this.” 
 
    He paced away from her. 
 
    She could run after him and demand to know how he could shut off his desires so easily, but what good would it do? 
 
    Confusion warring inside her, she watched him go, sucking in gasps of air and feeling weak enough to sit down right there on the floor. 
 
    She stole a peek over her shoulder and saw Landon not far away, keeping watch over her. 
 
    She waved a hand at the exit to indicate she wanted to go out. 
 
    “Hold on. ” His low voice projected across the open area to her. 
 
    He crossed the space and opened the side door on a small section of concrete where people could have a smoke break. He checked everything thoroughly before giving her a nod. “Don’t wander away, all right?” 
 
    She nodded and made her escape. The chilly air hit her lungs and she gulped it in. She missed her property in Connecticut with the little stream running through it that she could hear when she left her window open at night. She loved that soft babble of water flowing over the land, and right now she needed something to ground her. 
 
    This quiet moment alone might be all she could get. The weight of it all was bearing down on her, crushing her. She felt angry tears sting the backs of her eyes and forced them away. 
 
    She didn’t have time to cry about her situation. Long ago she’d learned to take matters into her own hands. Actions always spoke loudest. 
 
    First, she had to take control of the situation with Bryan and convince him that she wasn’t playing hard to get, she really wasn’t interested. 
 
    Then she’d tell her father what she thought of him dragging her to the conference with no intention of having her take part in the business. It was high time that he knew what she wanted out of life. 
 
    Lastly, she’d go to the front desk and ask to change rooms. Her suite was far too tainted by what she and Judd had done…of the pleasure they’d shared. How could she ever sleep in that bed next to the memory of how his touch had shaken her to the core? 
 
    The cool air tickled over her bare shoulders and throat, calming her after a while. How long had she been standing out here? Too long. 
 
    She turned to the door and froze. 
 
    Judd stood there, watching her. 
 
    Her hand fluttered to her chest. “You scared me. I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m here to watch over you.” 
 
    Her pulse beat in her ears. “About what happened between us, Judd…” 
 
    He was wearing another suit that fit him like a second skin. His chest could shield an entire family. 
 
    And his rugged beauty was a lightning bolt to her system. 
 
    One look passed between them. 
 
    “Judd—” 
 
    “I never should have walked away from you before.” He grabbed her by the waist, spun her and pinned her against the side of the building. His palm hit her breast, his lips trapped her cry of need. 
 
    She hooked her hand around his nape, dragging him down for more of that hard pressure she craved. 
 
    Passion blasted through her veins, and she matched his tongue stroke for stroke. 
 
    He tore his mouth free and latched on to the side of her neck, sucking with a light insistence that sent ribbons of need curling through her lower belly. She clung to him, gasping. 
 
    “It scared me when I didn’t see you in the ballroom,” she rasped. 
 
    He lifted his head. “I had eyes on you the entire time. Trust that I’m not going anywhere or letting anything happen to you, Ari.” 
 
    She threw herself at him again, nipping at his lips until a growl rumbled through his chest. He pressed her into the wall, his rigid cock tormenting her with how close it was to her pussy. 
 
    “Fuck,” he murmured, then said it louder. “Fuck! I shouldn’t be doing this.” 
 
    “Why?” She met his gaze. 
 
    He dipped his head, and so did she, trying to capture his eyes. 
 
    “Talk to me. Let me in.” 
 
    “I don’t belong with a woman like you. I’m not on your level.” 
 
    Shock rippled through her. “Not on my level? What century is this?” 
 
    “It’s true.” His voice was a gritty croak. “Besides you being well above me, breaking protocol got me in trouble before. It cost me everything.” 
 
    She searched his face, noting how his eyes darkened with pain. “I want to hear about it. If you want to tell me.” 
 
    Breathing hard, he turned his head to look at the door. “Later. I need to get you back inside.” 
 
    “Did you send Landon away?” 
 
    “He had to take a call about…matters.” He pushed off the wall and eyed her up and down. 
 
    She patted her chest. “Do I look like I’ve just been making out?” 
 
    “Yes.” His somber expression cracked, and his lips quirked up at one corner. Her heart flexed at the sight. Those warm rays would fix any problem if she could bask in them long enough. 
 
    “You look perfect, Ari.” He moved to the door. “I’ll go in and make sure it’s clear. Watch for my signal to enter. I don’t want you getting a reputation on top of everything else.” 
 
    She nodded. Next thing she knew, she stood alone outside the door. 
 
    Her lips felt bruised from the intensity of Judd’s kisses, and her entire body was electrically charged by his touch. 
 
    Her earlier thought struck again—that just being with Judd could fix all her problems. But that was the stuff of fairytales. 
 
    And Ari didn’t need rescued, not even by a gorgeous bodyguard. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    The light scent of Ari’s perfume hanging in the air of her suite wasn’t strong by any means. But Judd was so tuned in to the fragrance that his cock grew hard just from standing there. 
 
    His eyes landed on her. She perched on the edge of a chair, her hands knotted in her lap. Boone had already arrived for this meeting and made himself comfortable, with his legs kicked out and his arms folded over his chest. 
 
    Ari dragged in a deep breath. “Thank you for coming. I wanted to fill you in—” 
 
    A knock at the door cut off what she was about to say. Judd bolted over to answer it. 
 
    Landon stood there, his tie unknotted and the ends dangling around his neck. He’d opened the top few buttons of his shirt too. 
 
    “Who’s watching everything if we’re all here?” Judd asked. 
 
    Landon pushed past him. “Lauralee. She hooked into the security cams. She’ll alert me if anything’s off.” 
 
    With a grunt, Judd closed the door and started toward a seat, but Landon beat him there and stole it. 
 
    “If you were my brother, I’d cuff you one,” Judd rumbled, making everyone laugh. 
 
    Once they were settled, Ari began. “I wanted to fill you in about some things I learned tonight.” 
 
    Judd didn’t trust himself not to start growling like a wild animal if he tried to form White’s name on his tongue, so he remained silent. 
 
    “From White?” Boone asked. 
 
    She nodded. “He mentioned that my father speaks highly of my business abilities.” 
 
    They all stared at her expectantly. 
 
    She pushed out a breath in a rush. “The thing is, I don’t do much at BloomWorks. My father keeps me in the dark on almost everything to do with the business. And while everyone probably thinks I have some influence over my father, it makes me wonder if Bryan is trying to get close to me for his own reasons.” Her knuckles whitened as she clasped her hands harder. “Could Bryan be The Broker?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Not likely.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Judd, Boone and Landon said at the same time. 
 
    Her eyes rounded. “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Several reasons,” Judd said. “The cameras on this floor were cut around the time the note was delivered to your room. But Bryan was in one of the conference rooms at the time. It doesn’t prove he didn’t have someone else deliver the note, but…” 
 
    He trailed off, battling the urge to say more about his thoughts concerning White’s character. 
 
    Landon cocked a brow at him. “Go on, Abel.” 
 
    He expanded his lungs with air and held it for a moment, trying to find the words. He couldn’t afford to take another wrong step. This was his chance to restore the credibility of the Abel name. He had to assess the situation with White and make all the right moves. The pressure layered on. He’d already crossed lines and broken rules with Ari. He couldn’t mess up on this issue. 
 
    “This isn’t the first time I’ve crossed paths with White.” His statement evoked complete silence. 
 
    Ari’s eyes flew wide with shock. 
 
    “Go on,” Boone urged. 
 
    “My former company was contracted to protect a woman. White was her boyfriend.” When he glanced at the guys, he saw them exchanging a look. 
 
    Even though he and his brothers only shared information on Melanie Morris’s death with Ross, information always leaked. Plus, the WEST team knew how to dig up intel. 
 
    “So you know enough about Bryan’s character to feel confident he isn’t The Broker?” Ari pushed. 
 
    “I won’t say anything for certain, but what I do know is he likes to connect with people in high places. Right now, that person is you.” Judd aimed a direct look at her that made her grip her fingers tighter together. 
 
    “Unlikely that he’d threaten you if he can use you for climbing social ladders, is what I think Judd is saying,” Boone added. 
 
    “Right.” Judd flexed his fingers. He wanted this meeting to be over so he could be alone with Ari. He wanted to slide her dress up and spread her thighs so he could delve his tongue into her sweet folds. 
 
    He could damn near feel her coming apart on his tongue. 
 
    This was why he never should have touched her. 
 
    He stood and crossed the room to the minifridge. He pulled out a bottle of water and held it up to the three at the table. When they all shook their heads, he uncapped the bottle and downed the contents. His mouth was too dry to speak, even if he knew what to add to the meeting she called. 
 
    Admitting he had no clue where to go from here didn’t sit well with him. It felt far too much like the slippery out-of-control slope he’d been skidding down for months now since hitting rock bottom. 
 
    All he knew was that if the guys caught wind that he’d slept with Ari, he’d lose it all again. 
 
    Water and sweet tea weren’t cutting it anymore. He either wanted an alcoholic beverage or Ari. Underneath him. Wrapped around his dick. 
 
    He emptied the bottle, crumpled it in his fist and tossed it into the trash. 
 
    “Ari, is there anything more you wanted to add?” Landon asked. 
 
    “Not that I can think of. My concern was about Bryan.” 
 
    Landon pushed away from the table and headed to the door. “We’re noting your concern and we’ll look into him further. I’m going to make a sweep of the building. Boone, let me know if Lauralee sees anything.” He directed his attention to Judd. “I’ll be patrolling the floor.” 
 
    He dipped his head. “I’ll join you in a minute.” 
 
    But the guys were already out the door. The sound of it shutting shouldn’t fill Judd with excitement, but it did. 
 
    Heavy silence vibrated between them. 
 
    “Pour me a drink, would you, Judd?” Her soft tone edged beneath his skin. Hell, it unzipped his fly and gripped his cock. 
 
    “Sure. You want one of those fruity things you had before?” 
 
    She made a humming noise that just about unhinged him. “Is there any vodka?” 
 
    He reached for a mini bottle and held it up between thumb and index finger. “This good enough?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ice?” He turned for the small icemaker on the counter that the pricier suites apparently offered. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Cherries?” 
 
    “Surprise me.” 
 
    His eyes slipped shut on her words. When he opened them, he stared at the glass in his hand. Using tongs, he dropped a few ice cubes into the bottom before pouring the contents of the small bottle into the glass. 
 
    He reached for the jar of cherries and added two. Then on second thought, dropped two more in. They bobbed in the clear alcohol as he carried the drink to Ari. 
 
    He set it on the table in front of her, and her lips quirked up at the corner as she saw the cherries. 
 
    Cutting his fingers through his hair, he paced to the sofa he’d spent a tormenting night on and dropped onto a cushion. 
 
    Between sips of her drink, Ari nibbled on her lip. It was driving him insane. 
 
    “You really aren’t worried about Bryan, are you?” Her question interrupted the short-circuiting loop of his brain. 
 
    He rested his elbows on his knees and looked at her. “Not really. I think he’s a douche, but not dangerous. I’ve seen dangerous.” 
 
    She made another humming sound that snatched a little more of his sanity. “So where do we go from here, Judd?” 
 
    He didn’t follow the question. Was she talking about the threat or what happened between them? 
 
    Swirling the cherries in the inch of vodka in her glass, she smiled. “I know if I ask you a question, you’ll tell me the truth.” 
 
    “I have no reason to hold back.” 
 
    “So if I ask if you make it a habit of sleeping with the women you protect, what would you tell me?” 
 
    “I can honestly say it’s never happened.” 
 
    She tipped the drink to her lips. He watched her throat as she swallowed. 
 
    “I like that you’re honest with me. You don’t see me as a way to get to my father.” 
 
    “I have no interest in anything like that.” 
 
    “I know. You’re real.” Her eyes flicked to his. “I don’t want anything false from you, Judd.” 
 
    For some reason, his chest tightened. 
 
    If she was laying it all out, the least he could do was do the same. 
 
    “All right. Then I’ll admit I’m a little lost about your case too. No case is cut-and-dry. There’s always something that stumps our team. But this… I have no idea what steps to take next.” 
 
    “Right.” She tilted a cherry into her mouth and chewed. It took everything in him to remain seated and not get up and fish that cherry out of her mouth with his tongue. 
 
    She set the glass down with a small clink and stood. As she crossed the space toward him, he took in the sway of her hips and the tantalizing cleavage peeking from the bodice of her dress. He swore her sweet fragrance on the air intensified. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “What about the company that BloomWorks beat out for the big contract? The one that earned you millions.” 
 
    “And put them close to bankruptcy?” She tapped a fingertip against her lips. “Maybe you’re right. We believed Murphy Industries just realized they were outclassed by BloomWorks and faded into the background. Now they’re making flash drives. But they could be an enemy, and want us to sign with a bad distributor in order to put us under.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.” He struggled to keep up with her mind—he was so fixated on her body. He scrubbed a hand over his face. “We’ll have to look into them.” 
 
    “They’ll be easy enough to talk to. They’re here at the conference.” 
 
    “I’ll find them.” 
 
    She closed the gap and stopped in front of him. “I feel better with a plan.” She hooked an arm around her back. A faint zipping sound sent prickles up Judd’s neck. 
 
    Her dress loosened at the chest and her breasts spilled out. 
 
    She let the gown drop and stepped out of it, wearing only high heels and a black thong. 
 
    Her stare settled on his. “You can speak with Murphy tomorrow. Right now, I want you to fuck me.”  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Judd’s mouth seared over Ari’s with a blaze of need that left her gasping. Every nerve ending inside her was on fire from his lips, his tongue, his touch. 
 
    What he started outside had been driving her crazy ever since. 
 
    He hooked her against his hard body and slid his other hand between her legs. When he pressed his thumb down on her clit, she cried out. Pussy flooding, she rocked her hips for more. 
 
    He stared down at her, eyes glittering. “Tell me what you want.” 
 
    Her breath hitched in her lungs. That was new. Nobody asked what she wanted, only took what they thought they deserved from her. Like Bryan, and so many other corporate types that it sickened her. 
 
    Judd put her in the driver’s seat, and she loved it. 
 
    She dropped to her hands and knees, her ass angled toward him. Looking at him over her shoulder, she panted, “Take me from behind.” 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    He went for his belt. She watched him unbuckle his dress pants and pull out his cock. As he tore into a condom—thank god he was smart enough to pick up more—and rolled it over his thick length, she ran her tongue over her lips. 
 
    He kicked off his clothes and worked off his shirt before hitting his knees behind her. For a minute, he didn’t touch her at all. 
 
    Knowing that he was just staring at her, maybe battling with himself, turned her on even more. 
 
    Then his palms hit her ass cheeks. Callused skin against soft. 
 
    “How did your hands get so rough?” she rasped. “Do you work on the ranch the WEST office is located on?” 
 
    He groaned, running his hands over her curves. One finger plucked the thong from the cleft of her ass and applied pressure until it snapped. 
 
    She gasped. He groaned. 
 
    “I work on motorcycles in my free time,” he said hoarsely. 
 
    He slipped two fingers inside her pussy. Grinding on his digits, she cried out, burning out of control. 
 
    But he only plunged his fingers inside her twice before his flared head filled her. In one slick glide, he shoved into her core. 
 
    “Judd!” She rocked, hands curling into the carpet. 
 
    “Fuck, sweetheart. You’re so wet and hot for me.” He withdrew too slow. Just when she thought she’d need to take her pleasure into her own hands, literally, he slammed into her again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    The light slap of his hips meeting her ass only heightened her need. He clamped his fingers on her waist and churned his hips until she lost her mind. 
 
    Her pussy started to pulsate. 
 
    “Not yet,” he bit off. 
 
    She didn’t realize what he meant until he withdrew from her and rolled her onto her back. All she saw was a set of dark eyes burning into hers before he ducked between her thighs and his tongue hit her pussy. 
 
    Throaty cries escaped her, growing louder and stronger as he drew on her bud. Her orgasm struck with a blaze of stars. 
 
    Her mind blanked on the pleasure, but next thing she knew his cock was filling her again and his lips fastened on her nipple. Crushing her thighs around his hips, she rocked upward, taking every inch of his cock. Her body still thrummed with her release, clutching at his erection as he pulled it through her walls. 
 
    They shared a groan. 
 
    “Kiss me!” she begged. 
 
    He released her nipple and claimed her mouth. The flavor of herself on his lips took her to a new level and she lost herself to sensation. She ran her fingers over the ink spanning his biceps and up to his shoulders. The tattoos were gorgeous and sexy as hell. They added another layer to the dark secrets behind her lover. 
 
    Lines of twisted barbed wire art encircled an eagle that appeared to be rising from the flames licking up from below. She didn’t need to ask about the meaning behind the art—it was apparent that Judd was the eagle, imprisoned by circumstances, but he was ascending from the fire. 
 
    His hard, chiseled body took total control of hers. Each jerk of his hips commanded her body to respond. 
 
    And it did. She cried out as new tingles stretched her to the core. 
 
    “I’m close!” she cried. 
 
    His answer was a low snarl that rumbled through her system. Bracketing his face in her hands, she forced him to meet her gaze. 
 
    He plunged in once…twice… 
 
    The wave of bliss hit. She tossed her head and clung to her lover as he pumped his own release into her pussy. 
 
    Her mind drifted for several heartbeats, and she was consumed by the feel of him. 
 
    He collapsed on her, his weight so good. She wrapped her arms around him to hold him there, but after a second, he braced his weight on his palms and stared into her eyes. 
 
    “You’re the sexiest woman alive.” 
 
    His statement caught her by surprise, stealing any praise she might have conjured up for him. 
 
    “Seriously, Ari. The fucking sexiest. When you came on my tongue, I just about lost it.” 
 
    “Oh god…” A sliver of heat slipped through her stomach and settled between her thighs again. 
 
    He dropped his forehead against hers, eyes closed, chest heaving. 
 
    The action said more than any words could. 
 
    “Ari. I don’t know what it is about you that makes me throw out all common sense.” 
 
    She issued a throaty laugh. “You’re not exactly my usual type either.” 
 
    He rolled off her and propped himself on his elbow to gaze down into her eyes. “You don’t typically go for your bodyguards, then?” 
 
    She laughed again. “I’ve never had a bodyguard.” 
 
    “I suppose what I said about fixing bikes isn’t a normal hobby for the men you sleep with either.” His eyes sparkled in amusement. 
 
    She shook her head. “I like how different you are from others I’ve been with. With you, I know what I’m getting. You don’t put on airs because of what you have. You aren’t trying to keep up with the rest of the pack shooting for the gold star and a seven-figure paycheck.” 
 
    “I have no need of those things. I’m a small-town boy.” 
 
    She searched his eyes. “Tell me more.” 
 
    “Raised in a small town outside Atlanta.” He poured on the drawl, making her smile. “Four brothers. Pops has an autobody shop. Mom runs his business.” 
 
    Her smile stretched. “Four brothers?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Do they all work on motorcycles too?” 
 
    “Every one of ’em.” He grinned and pressed a kiss to her bare shoulder. “Two of them work with me at WEST.” 
 
    “Do they? How amazing.” 
 
    “We started out with our own security agency.” 
 
    “What happened?” She stroked her hand down his chest. 
 
    He huffed out a sigh, lips tightening. “Something happened. A woman died.” 
 
    “Oh god,” she breathed. 
 
    He gave a hard nod. “Things should never have gone that direction. We all believe it was an inside job. Something none of us saw coming or could stop.…” 
 
    She studied his tense expression. 
 
    “But it put us under.” He met her stare, eyes filled with pain. “It’s why I can’t fuck up—ever again. I can’t live with that on my conscious or lose my ass a second time.” He cupped her face. “I will put my life on the line for you, Ari. Never doubt that.” 
 
    Her lungs burned at the vehemence in his voice. 
 
    Shaking her head, she placed her hand over his where it lay on her cheek. “I don’t doubt you, Judd. I know you’ll keep me safe.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Judd rolled off the bed and headed to the bathroom. 
 
    From the twisted blankets, Ari called out, “Are you strutting, Judd Abel?” 
 
    He tossed her a look over his shoulder. “After that performance, yes.” 
 
    She laughed as he closed the door. His smile was as unstoppable as his libido when it came to Ari. And she seemed to be his match in bed…or on the floor, the couch… 
 
    His mind told him this was all a mistake, but damn if his body was on the same page. 
 
    Problem was, he didn’t know how to continue—or how to stop. Just as he didn’t know what step came next in discovering the identity of The Broker, he was just as uncertain about dealing with the amazing woman he was protecting. 
 
    Scrubbing her scent off his skin went against the grain. That confused the hell out of him too. He’d never been with a woman that he wanted like this. 
 
    Good thing his brothers weren’t on this job with him or they’d never let up on him about Ari. Even if Boone and Landon didn’t see what was going on—and they probably did—his brothers would see straight through him. 
 
    Minutes later, Judd stepped into the bedroom, hips swathed in a towel. His gaze fell on the bed, and his heart constricted. 
 
    Ari’s eyes were closed, her beautiful features calm and her hair tumbling over one bare shoulder. She seemed to be dozing, so he quietly dressed and reached for his phone just as it vibrated with a call. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open and she pushed onto one elbow to stare at him. 
 
    He gave her a look he hoped soothed her, but fact was, any of his brothers were better at settling wards than he was. Well, maybe not Jaren. He liked to fight too much. 
 
    After glancing at the screen, Judd brought it to his ear. “Boone. What’s going on?” 
 
    “We got trouble.” 
 
    Judd’s muscles tensed for battle without hearing another word. “What is it?” 
 
    “The Russian mafia just entered the conference center.” 
 
    He strode to the door and hurried to the front of the suite, past Ari’s gown and her destroyed thong that were still crumpled on the floor. 
 
    “What the hell? Are you sure?” he asked Boone. 
 
    “Totally. We’ve got a face ID match on both of them. They’re here for something, Judd.” 
 
    “Or someone.” 
 
    “Judd!” Ari cried. 
 
    He swung around to see her running at him clad in a bathrobe. 
 
    “I can’t think straight, Boone. Tell me what to do here. Do I leave Ari alone?” 
 
    “Fuck if I know. We’re in for a fight. Landon’s already engaging with them. Fuck! I gotta go.” 
 
    The line went dead in Judd’s ear. Dropping the phone to his side, a growl began in his throat. 
 
    Ari grabbed him by the shoulders. “What is happening?” 
 
    He focused on her but for a moment didn’t see her. The choices he made in this minute could mean life or death. He’d fucked up before and look what that cost him. A woman lost her life and neither the congressman’s family nor the Abels would ever be the same. 
 
    He stood frozen. His heart gave one sickening thud after another. He had to help his team. But he couldn’t leave Ari and risk another ward’s life. 
 
    The only way for him to keep her out of the crossfire and help his team was to keep the fight away from Ari, and Ari away from the fight. 
 
    “Judd!” 
 
    He zapped back to attention. “Where are your stylists right now?” 
 
    “Uhh…” Confusion lit her green and brown eyes. “In a room nearby. I can’t remember the number—” 
 
    “Call them. Get them here to stay with you. Lock the door after me and do not, under any circumstance, open it except for your team. Understand me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He clasped her by the arms and leveled her with a look. “You swear not to open the door?” 
 
    “Yes! Judd, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?” 
 
    “A problem downstairs. I have to help my guys. Lock this door behind me.” He released her. 
 
    She stumbled back a step. Before he walked out, their gazes clashed and held. 
 
    The last glimpse of Ari he got was her wrapping her arms around herself. Her expression ripped a hole in his chest, but so did the idea of his teammates facing trouble without him. 
 
    He bypassed the elevator and took the stairs at a dead run. He stuffed the comms device in his ear as he hurtled down another flight. “Where are you? I’m on my way.” 
 
    The answer came in Landon’s clipped tone: “Kingston Room. Off the bar.” 
 
    By the time he burst through the door, the fight was in full swing. Two big men were trying to put the WEST men down, but Landon and Boone were holding their own. 
 
    Blood poured down the face of the big guy with a shaved head that Boone was fighting, and his nose sat at an odd angle. 
 
    Landon was hunched over as if he’d just taken a hit to the stomach—or lower—but he still advanced on his adversary, a curse on his lips. 
 
    Judd looked around for more men but saw none and moved in to relieve his guys. With a roar, he leaped at one, got him around the throat and dragged him to the ground in a wrestling hold. 
 
    The Russian slipped out of his grip with too much ease. In a crouch, he waved his fingers, urging Judd to try that a second time. 
 
    Glancing over his body, Judd couldn’t find a single weak point. The guy was a tank. 
 
    Everyone had a flaw, though. He was determined to find it. 
 
    He danced in a half circle with the dude, giving Boone time to recover and help get the massive guy off Landon. A crash and a scream of pain distracted Judd, and he looked up. 
 
    Knuckles connected with his cheek. Pain slammed him, but that only made him madder. When his opponent rushed him again, he dropped to one knee, punched him in the balls with all he had and then got underneath him. 
 
    He lifted the guy, who weighed at least two-fifty, and threw him. He crashed into a table set up for one of the workshops. It collapsed with a deafening noise and folding chairs flew. 
 
    Judd jerked his hand downward to direct the flying metal away from him and pounced on the fallen thug. 
 
    A loud groan sounded as Boone and Landon subdued the other attacker, then Boone came to help Judd finish his opponent off. 
 
    Together, they got him flipped facedown and strapped his hands with a steel band he couldn’t break. Judd pushed to his feet, panting. 
 
    He sent the guy a glare. “What do you want here?” he asked in English. When he didn’t respond, he repeated it in Russian. 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed and he said, “I understood you the first time, asshole.” 
 
    Judd started toward him, but Boone barred an arm across his chest, holding him back. 
 
    Boone and Landon hauled both men to their feet and forced them into seats. Judd paced in front of them. 
 
    “We already know who you are. We matched your faces to the wanted posters.” 
 
    The ugly one with the shaved head grinned, displaying teeth coated in blood and one fresh gap. Judd took pride in landing the blow that knocked out his tooth, even if his knuckles were bruised and scraped from it. 
 
    Long ago, he learned not to aim for hard parts. How many times had his brothers chided him for it, and still Judd’s instinct was to shut a person up by way of force first and dealing with the pain later. 
 
    He shifted his jaw, waiting for one of the mafia members to speak. When neither did, he picked up one of the fallen chairs and righted it. He sat down facing them. “I’m surprised you came to us. I figured we’d have to find you and force you to tell us what ties you have to Solomon Bloomberg.” 
 
    The men exchanged a look before shooting glares at Judd. 
 
    “We know you met with him more than once. You can either tell us what those meetings were about or we can think up some interesting ways to get it out of you.” 
 
    The one with the shaved head grunted. “We don’t have any beef with Bloomberg. We’re here for The Broker.” 
 
    Judd went dead still. His heart rate dropped to a low throb as his mind circled those words. 
 
    “The Broker.” His voice came out deeper, choked. 
 
    Shaved Head cocked a brow. “You know him.” 
 
    “We don’t know who he is. Only that he’s threatened one of the people attending this conference.” 
 
    The other man shifted to get more comfortable, rolling his shoulders the best he could with his hands bound behind his back. “Our boss has an interest in him.” 
 
    “How did you trace him here?” Landon asked. 
 
    “We have our ways.” 
 
    Judd leaned forward in his seat. “And we have ways to force you to talk. So you might as well keep all your teeth and fingernails and answer us.” 
 
    At his right, Boone grunted in amusement. 
 
    Shaved Head chuckled outright. “It took three of you to take down two of us.” 
 
    “We never said we fight fair. Only that we win.” Judd folded his arms and leveled the other man with a look. “Tell us what you know about The Broker.” 
 
    “He’s been upsetting our boss. And we don’t like our boss upset.” 
 
    “Upsetting him how?” 
 
    “He’s stepping on toes. We don’t let things like that go on in our world.” 
 
    “The mafia world,” Judd pressed him to admit to his organization. 
 
    He merely shrugged, bringing attention to the cathedral inked on his throat. It had three towers, meaning three kills. The more towers, the more lethal the tattoo’s owner. The WEST team was lucky they took him down so easily, and that weapons weren’t involved. 
 
    But their mob boss wouldn’t be so stupid as to bring men with weapons in to shoot up the conference center, all for one man. He wouldn’t draw that kind of scrutiny to his group. 
 
    “What sort of things does this Broker want?” he asked Shaved Head. 
 
    He sneered. “What did he want from the woman he threatened here?” 
 
    Judd’s heart flipped over. “I never said it was a woman.” 
 
    His grin stretched to reveal that gap in his smile. Judd’s knuckles cracked as he clenched his fists. He started to get up, but Landon held up a hand to stop him. 
 
    “A woman was threatened with a note saying if she doesn’t get Solomon Bloomberg to sign a contract with a new distributor for microchips that her life is at risk,” Landon didn’t hesitate to share. 
 
    Judd was a little surprised at Landon’s decision, and yet it made sense to bring these men into their ring. They were all after The Broker. 
 
    The other man nodded. “That sounds like The Broker’s style. He gets what he wants through threats.” 
 
    Boone leaned over him. “Why is he going after a contract? What skin does he have in the deal?” 
 
    “The Broker…gets stuff for people.” 
 
    “Stuff,” Judd repeated. “Like deals? Contracts? Money?” 
 
    “All of those. Any. We don’t know who he works for, but he gets around and keeps fucking things up for our boss. He’s not happy about that, so he sent us to end it.” 
 
    Boone leaned away from him. “So we’re on the same side of this fight.” 
 
    Amusement stretched the guy’s lips, revealing his mouth was filled with blood too. Judd wasn’t certain if his ruined nose was the source or if one of the WEST team had landed a second blow to his face. Even though Judd had tossed his cowboy hat into the ring, Landon and Boone had held their own during the fight with bigger, more lethal men. 
 
    “We appear to be on the same side,” the man said. “Now what are we going to do about stopping The Broker?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ari paced past the sofa where Tanya, Celia and Mario sat watching her with worried expressions. She was going crazy not knowing what was going on. Where was Judd now? Why did he rush out? 
 
    She hated being kept in the dark about anything, especially when it came to people she cared about. 
 
    Whirling to pace the other way, she almost tripped and fell on her face. 
 
    She cared about Judd? No, that couldn’t be. She didn’t get close to people, let alone in a short time. She was raised to be cool and distant, and in business, those traits were assets. 
 
    Yet in mere days, she’d not only let Judd into her bed but she’d come to rely on him. 
 
    He may be trained to be attentive and a great listener, but when he looked at her, she thought she saw a kindred spirit. A friend. 
 
    As the bolt of realization shot through her, she set off across the room, too enervated to stand still. 
 
    Tanya got to her feet. “Ari, sit down. Please.” 
 
    “Let me fix you a drink,” Mario offered. 
 
    “No. I can’t sit or drink right now. I’m losing my mind here!” She dug her fingers into her hair. Spotting the worry on her friends’ faces, she dropped her hands. 
 
    She had to keep it together. When did she let her emotions start ruling? 
 
    Since Judd got that call and rushed out. Since someone threatened my life. 
 
    She took off pacing again, back and forth, whirling at each wall to stride across the room. 
 
    A rap on the door stopped her in her tracks. With a cry, she rushed to it. Her friends leaped to their feet. 
 
    “Judd instructed you not to answer it for anybody!” Tanya burst out. 
 
    Ari threw her a look. “But what if it’s him?” She pressed her palms to the door and peered out the peephole. 
 
    In shock, she dropped back a step. All three of her team crowded around her, whispering. 
 
    “Who is it?” Tanya’s eyes loomed close, bright with concern. 
 
    “It’s Bryan White!” she whispered back so he couldn’t hear her through the slab. 
 
    Tanya’s eyes rounded. While in the makeup chair getting dolled up for the last dinner Ari attended with Bryan, she told her team all about him. 
 
    However, she’d kept his advances to herself. 
 
    He knocked louder this time. 
 
    She jolted and started to reach for the knob, but her natural suspicion of the man along with Judd’s warning rang like alarms in her brain. “Yes?” she called through the door. 
 
    “Ari, it’s me, Bryan.” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    “Can you open the door and let me in?” 
 
    Tanya waved frantically and shook her head. Celia and Mario did the same. 
 
    “I’m not dressed to receive company, Bryan. Do you need something in particular?” 
 
    A beat of silence followed. “Something is going on in the conference center. It’s not safe. I want you to come with me. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    Her heart felt as though two rough hands gripped it and squeezed. What was going on in the conference center? Whatever it was, she just knew Judd was in the thick of it. 
 
    Her hand twitched toward the handle, but Mario slapped it away. 
 
    She stared at him in wide-eyed surprise and clutched her hand. Remorse crossed the poor man’s face, but she reached out to grip his hand. He rubbed her fingers. 
 
    “I think I’ll stay right here, Bryan. I’ll be safe behind a locked door.” Her heart kicked into a jog. Judd wasn’t safe, was he? 
 
    “I think you should come with me, Ari. I’ll get you out of the building.” 
 
    “No,” she said with more force, loud enough he could hear through the door. “I’m staying here.” 
 
    “Dammit, Ari! Your father would want you safe!” 
 
    “If my father wants me safe, he can come get me himself!” 
 
    It went dead silent on the other side. Taking quick, shallow breaths, she chanced a peek again. 
 
    “He’s gone!” she whispered to the others, who all huddled into a group hug with her in the center. 
 
    A second knock had her letting out a scream and everyone jumping apart. 
 
    A low voice projected through the door. “Ari, it’s me. Let me in.” 
 
    She threw herself forward and ripped the door open. She started to throw her arms around Judd but saw Boone standing there with her father. 
 
    Her gaze traveled over Judd, taking in his rugged appearance and slightly wrinkled clothes. Her stare landed on his face, and she gasped. He was bleeding from a cut near his eye. 
 
    “Can we come in?” he rumbled. 
 
    She stepped back quickly and nodded to her team that they should go and she’d be fine now. 
 
    They rushed out and Judd, Boone and her father entered. She stepped in front of Judd, reaching toward his cut. He twitched his head to the side but his stare locked with hers. 
 
    Chest heaving with all the things unspoken between them and all the questions unanswered, she straightened her shoulders and faced the others. 
 
    “Somebody tell me what is going on please.” Her tone took on the crisp authority she used when she wanted to get things done. 
 
    Her father met her stare for a moment before sliding it to Judd, then back to her. 
 
    She waited for his comment. So what if he’d seen her moving to touch Judd? She was never going to accept her father’s choice of men anyway. Bryan White was a prime example of what she didn’t want. Besides, she had plenty of reason to stay away when he had a reputation with the congressman’s daughter. 
 
    She folded her arms and waited for somebody to explain what was going on, both downstairs and right now in her suite. 
 
    Judd scuffed his knuckles over his bearded jaw. “There were some unwanted guests in the conference center.” 
 
    She arched a brow. “The Broker?” 
 
    “The Russian mafia.” 
 
    Surprise rolled through her, and her stomach dipped a little lower. “Why are they here?” 
 
    “I think you should ask your father that question.” 
 
    A sick dread swirled in her stomach. “Dad?” 
 
    He reached into his pocket and took out his pill bottle. Impassively, she watched him pop one. By now she was so used to his habit that she’d call it normal. 
 
    After several long seconds ticked by, she said, “Well, somebody speak!” 
 
    Judd’s muscles seemed to bulge with tension. His lips twisted. “Your father is in bed with the Russian mafia.” 
 
    Her lips fell open on a gasp that made no sound. When she darted a glance at her father, he simply stared back at her without any comment at all. 
 
    “Is this true? How did it start?” Maybe the better question would be, how did it end? From stories she heard about businesses that made a grab for dirty money, there was no going back. 
 
    Usually it ended with a funeral. 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand, Ari. Don’t trouble yourself with the matter. I’ve got it under control,” her father told her. 
 
    Judd issued a grunt. “So damn stupid,” he muttered. 
 
    Her father’s face turned red, then purple. He clutched at his chest, and for the first time Ari questioned if he wasn’t faking. 
 
    She grabbed his arm and led him to a chair, gently guiding him to sit. He hunched over, panting for a minute. 
 
    “It was only a few meetings. And I didn’t know their affiliation with the mafia when we first spoke.” 
 
    “Oh god,” she whispered. “It’s true.” 
 
    “Tell her what you told us when we were dragging you here.” Judd set a palm on the table and leaned over her father. Most men would buckle under such intimidation, but her father looked him in the eye. 
 
    “She does not need to know the details.” 
 
    “Because you keep her out of everything. Is this why? You don’t want her knowing you’re making deals that put her in danger and get men like The Broker sending her threats?” 
 
    Her father didn’t meet her eyes. So she knew what Judd said was the truth. 
 
    She backed up a step, arms wrapped around her middle. The air seemed too hot and thick to breathe, and she gulped. 
 
    “Did you…” Her voice broke and she tried again. “Did you make a deal with the mafia, Dad?” 
 
    “I make plenty of business decisions many men wouldn’t. How do you think I’ve grown this company?” 
 
    Her knees wobbled, and she stiffened them to stay upright. What he said was shocking as hell, but she was just as strong and tough as Solomon Bloomberg. 
 
    Tougher because she never would have caved to the mafia and made deals that would eventually come back to haunt the entire family. 
 
    “Does The Broker have something to do with all this?” she asked. 
 
    “No, he does not,” her father responded in a hard voice. 
 
    Her stare shot to Judd. 
 
    His expression was granite. “The Russians want The Broker too. It’s why they came to the conference. They also informed us that they’re here to…persuade…your father to follow through with a deal he made with their leader.” 
 
    “Oh god.” She buried her face in her hands and squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t bear to even look at her father. “So you only cared about yourself and your deal with the mafia. You didn’t care how it would affect anybody in the company—or your family.” 
 
    When she raised her head and pinned him in her glare, her father threw his shoulders back. “I may have made a few bad business dealings along the way, but you were never in danger, Ari.” 
 
    Judd leaned closer to him until their faces were inches away. A low growl vibrated from his throat. She felt Judd’s threat against her father to her core. 
 
    “She’s in plenty of danger now. Tell her why, Bloomberg.” 
 
    Her father tried for a shrug but ended up bowing his head, unable to meet Judd’s stare anymore. “The Russian gentleman I’ve been dealing with has offered me something in return for not signing a deal with that distributor.” 
 
    She pulled in a gasp that felt like hot lava scorching her throat. “The microchip distributor? The one The Broker wants me to force you to sign with?” 
 
    He grimaced. He didn’t show any form of agreement, but his expression said it all. 
 
    “So I’m damned either way. If you sign, you go against the mafia. If you don’t, The Broker will come after me.” 
 
    Judd shoved away from the table and walked over to her. He cupped her face in one hand with all the tenderness in the world. 
 
    Right in front of her father and his own teammate. 
 
    “He won’t get to you, Ari. I won’t let him.” 
 
    “Just what the hell is going on between you and my daughter?” her father cut in. 
 
    Judd dropped his hand and they both faced him. “I’m keeping her safe—unlike her own flesh and blood. Family ties are everything; didn’t you ever learn that, Bloomberg?” 
 
    She battled with her emotions. The familial betrayal cut deep, and the blood was already flowing like a river from the wound. But she didn’t have time to nurse that pain. 
 
    “Why would the mafia be pressuring you?” she asked. “What stake do they have in the game?” 
 
    Her father’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    Realizing the truth behind it all, she barked a rough laugh. “The deal is that you owe them money. How much?” 
 
    “I needed to up production on the microchips and couldn’t raise the capital fast enough.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Boone groaned. 
 
    Judd twisted away and walked a few steps as if he didn’t trust himself not to punch her father. 
 
    “How much do you owe them?” Ari pressed. 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “I’ll bail you out.” 
 
    “You can’t afford it, daughter.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised what I have.” 
 
    Her father’s lips tightened. Through a tight crack, he said, “One hundred million.” 
 
    “Holy fuck!” Judd exploded. “Don’t you know people die for deals that are much less?” 
 
    She edged between her father and Judd. Though why she was shielding him from Judd’s wrath, she didn’t know. He’d likely be killed by a mafia hit. 
 
    Judd took a menacing step toward her father, and she pressed a hand to Judd’s chest. There was no way she could restrain a muscled machine like him, but she knew he wouldn’t harm her and would back off. 
 
    He did, fists clenched at his sides. 
 
    “You’re right, Dad. I don’t have that kind of money,” she lied right to his face in the coldest voice she’d ever used with anybody. “I can’t help you.” 
 
    Her father lurched to his feet and moved toward the door with Boone right behind him. Without any outward reaction, Ari watched them leave. 
 
    The door slammed, and she swung to Judd. His arms were already open and wrapping around her. She clung to him, pulling his strength into her. He freely gave it. 
 
    Burying his face in her hair, he just held her. Neither spoke. 
 
    Then she remembered the cut under his eye. She pulled back enough to study his face. “I should clean out that cut.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he said in a deep, low tone. 
 
    Her gaze settled on his hard lips. She shouldn’t be thinking how much she wanted him to kiss her right now. The timing was terrible, after what she’d just learned. 
 
    And Lord knew what he’d gone through. 
 
    “Would you really have bailed him out?” Judd asked. 
 
    She stepped out of his arms. “Nope. Not after I learned he’d let me die to save his own ass.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Judd scrubbed at the tension between his eyes. He’d been staring at a screen for hours and still hadn’t found what he hoped to. 
 
    He leaned back against the sofa and closed his eyes. It was after three in the morning, but he was far from tired. His night owl ways came in handy at times like this—it meant he could dig into Bryan White’s life while Ari slept in the other room. 
 
    Now that they knew her father’s role in the mess Ari was in, the WEST team had eagle eyes on his every move. The Russians might not be happy about being roughed up and then held by the WEST team for that hour it took to get to the bottom of everything, but in the end, they were all after The Broker. 
 
    A plan to work together to find him was in the works, but luckily Boone and Landon were handling it. That left Judd time to pursue his own interests, and he was using the dark hours to flip over rocks and examine the slimy trails White left behind. He’d never liked the guy when he was connected to Melanie Morris. Now he liked him even less. And he still wasn’t convinced White wasn’t somehow connected to his girlfriend’s death. 
 
    Of course, he didn’t tell Ari any of that. She was frightened enough with all that was going on here at the conference. He let his mind drift back to her. Around one in the morning, he managed to soothe her enough to fall asleep, even though lying in bed with her body curled around his had been torture. 
 
    He rubbed a hand over his face but it didn’t take the edge off his desire. All night he’d been battling the urge to return to her bed. He wanted her every hour of the day and the minutes in between too. 
 
    And when he wasn’t making her moan and shake, he still wanted her in his arms, shielded by his body. 
 
    He’d never experienced emotions like this with any woman. It freaked him out for more reasons than his resistance to feelings. 
 
    He couldn’t get too close to a woman like Ari. She really did deserve much better than a down-and-out bodyguard who’d lost his company, though she’d never get as good as Judd in bed. 
 
    Another worry was for his position in WEST Protection. Boone and Landon hadn’t asked him about what was going on between him and Ari, but they weren’t blind. If they turned him in to Ross, his boss would reprimand him—or worse. 
 
    Lastly, Judd wasn’t a relationship kind of guy. His younger brothers who’d stayed back in Georgia would be laughing their asses off right now if they heard how much Judd had changed in such a short time away. First, he was driving a pickup with four-wheel drive to climb the steep mountain terrain of Stone Pass, Montana instead of a Harley. And he’d traded in his leather for a damn cowboy hat. 
 
    Now he was soft for a woman. 
 
    Not just any woman. A brilliant, beautiful woman who was so far out of his league, she was in another hemisphere. Maybe even solar system. 
 
    He reached for the keys of the laptop again but paused. What else could he possible find on White? 
 
    Checking the time, he saw it was just past three-thirty. He grabbed his phone and punched Jace’s contact. 
 
    After two rings, his brother’s throaty voice projected into his ear. “What the hell, Judd?” 
 
    “Need your help. Were you asleep?” 
 
    “No. I’m just…indisposed.” 
 
    “Well, give her cab fare and get dressed.” 
 
    “Call you back in five.” 
 
    The line went dead and Judd chuckled. 
 
    He mused over who this woman was, picturing glasses, a cardigan sweater and a collection of anime and comic books. Cute if that was your thing, but Judd preferred stunning brunettes with all the sass and secrets. 
 
    When his phone vibrated, he led with, “Hope you wrapped your willy, Jace.” 
 
    Jace snorted. “Mind your own fucking business. What do you need at…what time is it?” 
 
    “Zero dark thirty.” 
 
    “So your usual haunting hours. Got it. What’s the problem again?” 
 
    “I’m looking into Bryan White.” 
 
    His statement was met with a beat of silence. 
 
    “That douchebag.” 
 
    “Yep. Ari suspects he’s got some agenda other than trying to wine and dine her, but I said I didn’t think White was that smart. Now I’m starting to rethink that—” 
 
    Jace cut him off. “Hold up. Ari?” 
 
    “Solomon Bloomberg’s daughter? The woman who received a blackmail note and threat against her life?” he said with exasperation before lowering his voice. He shot a look toward the bedroom but couldn’t hear Ari. 
 
    “I know who you’re talking about. You’re on a first-name basis with her?” 
 
    “She asked me to call her Ari.” 
 
    “But you would never, ever overstep that boundary, Judd. What’s the deal?” 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose. He wasn’t in the mood to dodge questions from his brother about his personal life any more than Jace was eager to discuss who was in his bed. 
 
    “Things are different now, Jace. We don’t work for ourselves anymore. And I do what my client asks to make her more comfortable. Now about White.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Tell me what’s on your mind. You said you weren’t suspicious of him.” 
 
    “That was my gut instinct. Now I’m not so sure he isn’t involved in some way. It’s too much of a coincidence that he’s here.” 
 
    “You think he’s The Broker?” 
 
    “I didn’t think so. I don’t. Hell, I don’t know anymore. But we’re missing something. He’s a slimy turd and men like him have agendas.” 
 
    “To get into rich women’s panties.” 
 
    He damn near growled in menace. The thought of Bryan White anywhere near Ari’s panties made him see red. 
 
    “He was clinging to the congressman’s daughter and now he’s trying to latch on to Ari. Why? What does she have that White wants?” Judd ran through his thoughts aloud. 
 
    “Her looks?” 
 
    “She’s beautiful, but that’s not it. I think it’s her power… Only she isn’t in charge of her father’s company, and White knows it.” 
 
    “So what are we missing?” Jace asked. 
 
    “I mean, it’s possible…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She has her own company. Her father knows nothing about it, but that doesn’t mean White doesn’t.” 
 
    “That sounds like a pretty good reason for White’s interest. A rich, beautiful woman? He’s seeing dollar signs and the good life. Golf on Sundays and trips to Aruba.” 
 
    “Like hell,” he snapped. 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Judd’s chest tightened. Fuck, he’d given himself away with his hasty, impassioned response. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” he snarled. 
 
    “You like Ari. Can’t say as I blame you, bro. I’m looking at a photo of her right now. She’s fucking sexy.” 
 
    “Shut your goddamn mouth!” He managed to keep his explosion to a furious whisper. 
 
    Jace’s laughter pissed Judd off even more. But he couldn’t even be ticked at his brother when it was his own damn fault for slipping like that, for caring about the woman he was protecting. 
 
    “Okay, okay. I won’t poke the beast anymore. I know how grumpy you get when you’re the one getting teased.” 
 
    “You make me sound like I’m a toddler. Let’s stop talking about me and focus on the case.” 
 
    “I’ll keep digging up dirt on White, but what if we’re really off base on the guy?” Jace asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Judd focused on Ari’s door again. Since it remained closed, he had to believe she was still asleep. 
 
    “I mean maybe we’re too invested in White after what happened to Melanie Morris.” 
 
    “Just hearing that name makes me grind my teeth.” 
 
    “Me too. It was tragic and it fucked us all up in different ways. Some of us have guilt. Some of us believe she knew what she was doing when she left the building alone. I know you bear all of that, plus the heavy weight that we lost our asses with our company.” 
 
    “You’re saying that I want to hate White because of his tie to a bad event that he wasn’t responsible for?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Judd considered Jace’s beliefs for a moment. Losing their company meant no credentials. No respect. And it had sucked—still did. But was he going after White because of his own vendetta? 
 
    No. There had to be more to him attending this conference. After all, several companies attended similar events all over the country and a few in Europe as well, and Ari had never met him before Boston. 
 
    “It’s too coincidental that White’s here at the same time there’s a death threat against another young woman”—his voice cracked as he returned to that horrible day—“and at the same time as the Russian mafia.” 
 
    “I see the lines you’re drawin’, brother,” Jace drawled out. “I’ll keep looking into White, but it’s probably another dead end.” 
 
    Suddenly, the bedroom door opened and Ari appeared in the opening with her tousled I-just-got-fucked hair, wearing that thick bathrobe that showed off her legs and shouldn’t be sexy but was. 
 
    His mouth dried out. 
 
    “Just keep looking,” he said to Jace and ended the call, already halfway to the woman he couldn’t stay away from. 
 
    The woman he would not lose to another mistake. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ari twisted her fists in the sheets. Pleasure crashed through her as Judd yanked her hips to the edge of the bed and went down on her. 
 
    The scorching feel of his tongue moving over her slit made her feel like she was shaking apart. 
 
    She rocked her hips. He groaned and clamped his fingers harder on her outer thighs. The bite of his strong digits into her skin shot her even higher. 
 
    Gasping, she thrashed on the bed, lost in the swirls of his tongue over her folds. When he sucked her clit, she jerked her hips, throbbing, aching, wanting more, more, more from this man. 
 
    “I’ve never…had a…lover like you!” she cried out. 
 
    He rumbled, his lips trapping her clit and his tongue smoothing over the nerves in a way that maddened her more. 
 
    “Not even…that guy in Italy.… Oh god, yes, Judd!” She trembled under the assault of his talented lips and mouth. 
 
    He drew back and looked at her with a dark, wicked expression. “You were saying?” 
 
    “The Italians may be known for love, but give me a boy from small-town Georgia any dayyyy!” Her words ended on a high-pitched squeak as he dived for her pussy again. 
 
    He worked her into a frenzy until her heart pounded hard and wild. Her breath came in quick pants. And her body was on fire. 
 
    As she spiraled upward so fast it dizzied her, she clutched his head and rode his tongue to a final, screaming orgasm. 
 
    He raised his head immediately and fisted his cock already wrapped in a condom. She spread her legs and reached for him. He fell into her arms and filled her in the same move. 
 
    Passion flooded her. 
 
    No, it couldn’t be passion. It must be something else—like lust. 
 
    Hooking her ankles behind Judd’s back, she yanked him deeper. The flared head of his cock stretched her so deep that he forced another orgasm from her still-pulsating body. 
 
    “That’s it, sweetheart. Come for me. Come on my cock. Fuck!” He slammed his mouth over hers and stole all her cries as he fucked her hard and fast. 
 
    This man was anything but tender with her. And she freaking loved it. 
 
    Everyone she came in contact with treated her like a precious object. She could only assume it was due to her father’s position, but she wasn’t as breakable as everyone thought. 
 
    She didn’t require a fainting couch and smelling salts to recover from harsh words or treatment. Anything a man in the corporate world dished out, she’d hand back with second helpings. She hadn’t taken her app company to seven figures in the first month of business by being a delicate flower. 
 
    Judd treated her the way she wanted to be treated…and it was refreshing as hell. 
 
    Actually, she loved it. 
 
    And if they kept up this strange and exciting relationship, she would love him. 
 
    She cupped his ass in one hand and rode his cock like it was the last time they’d be together. For all she knew, it would be. 
 
    Shoving that thought out of her mind, she focused on his lips on hers. The pressure of his tongue stroking while his hips jerked. She could still feel the tingle from his beard against her inner thighs. And every muscle in his tattooed, chiseled body told her how close he was to coming. 
 
    Skimming her hands up his back, she locked on to his straining shoulders for long, pounding moments before skating her fingertips over his thick neck and digging them into his soft hair. 
 
    She envisioned him in the cowboy hat she’d heard rumors of the guys from WEST Protection wearing. It was all too easy to picture Judd in one, looking so hot. So rugged. 
 
    “Right there!” she burst as he angled his hips and brushed a new spot inside her. 
 
    He took her instruction and ran with it, launching her higher, higher. Her lips parted on an O and his shudder shook her. His release sent a thrill through her. And when he issued a final groan and buried his face against her neck, tenderness took its place. 
 
    Gently, she cradled him against her and let her eyes slip shut. Sensations rippled through her as they both regained their breath. 
 
    He cracked open one eye and lifted his head. “Italian lover?” 
 
    She laughed and cuddled him closer. “We both have pasts, Judd.” 
 
    “At least I know I beat out at least one guy in the bedroom.” 
 
    She giggled again and kissed his cheek. “You soooo do.” 
 
    He rested a palm over her breast. Warmth seeped into her skin. Even though the way he held her was somewhat sexual, it felt like more than that. 
 
    It felt…intimate. 
 
    The one thing lacking with every other man in every other relationship she’d been in, whether long-term or a fling. 
 
    “I was trying to picture you in a cowboy hat,” she said. 
 
    He vibrated with a small huff. “I assure you it suits me the best out of all my brothers.” 
 
    “I believe you.” She held his stare a moment and ran her fingers through his hair. 
 
    His lips quirked up. “Tell me about this Italian lover of yours.” 
 
    “Why do you want to know about him? It didn’t last long. I was overseas visiting some companies I thought could help BloomWorks grow. Back when I thought my father would actually listen to anything I had to say. Anyhow”—she stroked his chest lazily—“he worked for one. Things heated up pretty fast—and fizzled just as quick.” 
 
    He studied her. “Lust does that.” 
 
    “It hasn’t for us,” she blurted. 
 
    He held her stare for several heartbeats. “No,” he murmured. “It hasn’t.” 
 
    “It always has for me in the past.” 
 
    “So you’re a love ’em and leave ’em girl,” he said after a minute of silence. 
 
    She laughed. “Hardly. I’ve spent my life trying to be perfect. I could hardly sleep around or make bad choices in men without the world finding out. I might not be in the public eye, but people know me.” 
 
    “You chose me.” His gruff tone knifed through her core and left her throbbing again. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m all wrong for you.” 
 
    “I think,” she said slowly, caressing a line from his nape to his shoulders and back up, “that I finally picked the right guy.” 
 
    She got lost in the depths of his eyes they were softer than she’d ever seen them before. 
 
    Suddenly, he twisted his head. “My phone’s buzzing. Damn! Where is it?” He leaped off her like the bed had been doused with gasoline and someone dangled a lit match over it. 
 
    She watched the impressive pull of his hard muscles as he searched for his phone. 
 
    Finding it, he sank to the edge of the bed with his back to her and answered. Already missing the feel of him, Ari scooted to wrap her arms around him from behind. 
 
    Then to her shock, he said, “I have Ari here. I’m putting you on speaker.” 
 
    A second later, a deep male voice so close to Judd’s projected into the space. “Uh…okay. You sure you want her to hear what we say, bro?” 
 
    “Just keep it clean and to the point. None of the bullshit from last night, got it?” 
 
    His low chuckle made her smile too. 
 
    When the voice didn’t immediately answer, Judd drawled in a warning tone, “Jace.” 
 
    “Copy that. Sorry it’s taken me so long to get back to you. There was a whole thing with Trooper Lexis this morning. He had to come to the ranch and deal with some shit.” 
 
    “What kind of shit?” Judd asked. 
 
    “Beats me, but August was involved.” 
 
    “The ranch hand?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like his style.” 
 
    “Like I said, I was left out of the details, but all the Wyntons jumped in to take care of the issue and that left me here running the company.” 
 
    “Don’t even pretend you disliked having access to the entire office, Jace.” 
 
    “You know me. Anyway, Lexis is gone now and I got a chance to dig around some more on our friend The Broker.” 
 
    She held her breath. She didn’t realize that she was gripping Judd’s arm so hard until he rested a hand over hers.  
 
    “Go on,” Judd urged. 
 
    “It took some digging into dark places.” 
 
    “Meaning you hacked into some systems,” Judd interjected. 
 
    “Now don’t go givin’ away all my secrets to the lady. But I went into a few holes to get what I wanted.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “Quit interruptin’ and I’ll tell ya, jerk.” 
 
    Ari’s grin spread over her face. Judd caught her expression and shook his head. 
 
    “The Broker is hired by companies to get them what they want.” 
 
    Silence swelled in the room. She held her breath, waiting for more, and Judd seemed to have stopped breathing too. 
 
    “The guy uses threats to get what he wants for his clients. He’s never digital. He goes the personal route, and it’s not because he’s old-fashioned. He does it so he can’t be traced by technology.” 
 
    “So it’s a person who knows how technology works,” Ari said quietly. 
 
    “Exactly,” came Jace’s reply. “I also dug into Bryan White’s handwriting like you asked. His writing doesn’t match the blackmail note that Miss Bloomberg received at all.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Judd asked. 
 
    “One hundred percent. Looks like your culprit isn’t right in front of your face. White’s handwriting analysis compared to the note came up less than a ten percent match.” 
 
    “That’s low. He didn’t write it, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t have somebody else do it.” Judd scrubbed a fingertip over his brow as if his head ached. Whatever ease from his stress he’d found in bed with her was back in full force. Even the cords in his neck were strained. 
 
    “I have something else to report.” Jace’s statement made her heart leap. 
 
    “Tell us,” Judd grated out. 
 
    “One of Congressman Morris’s assistants made a report back that he received a threatening note.” 
 
    Her heart jerked hard, then took off at a fast, painful gallop. 
 
    “A note,” Judd repeated in his low, gritty way. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you find out what the note said, Jace?” 
 
    “I tracked down the assistant and spoke to him myself. That’s why you couldn’t reach me when you called earlier. Modeen took me by chopper to meet with the guy, who happened to be in Colorado visiting family. Turns out he doesn’t work for Morris anymore, so he spoke freely.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Ari asked. 
 
    “That The Broker warned him—and Morris—about a bill involving tech monopolies.” 
 
    Stunned, she stared into space. It seemed like this extortionist dealt with more than her father’s company. Jace said he got companies what they wanted, and clearly that extended to government dealings. 
 
    “And the bill didn’t pass,” Judd said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But the daughter still died.” Judd shot to his feet so fast that she had to brace a hand on the mattress to keep from falling off. 
 
    He stalked across the room and came to an abrupt stop, head in his hand. 
 
    “Melanie Morris died before the bill came to a vote. Jaren and I think they killed the daughter, then her dad got scared and knew they were coming for him next.” 
 
    “Holy shit.” Judd’s voice was low and ominous. “This is the closest we’ve ever gotten to figuring it all out, Jace.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a pat on the back, big bro. I’ve gotta go now. Silas needs something from me. I’ll look around more as soon as I can.” 
 
    “I’ll be in touch. Thanks, Jace.” 
 
    The phone on the bed next to Ari cut off. She stared down at Judd’s lock screen, a photo of a decked-out motorcycle parked beside a garage. 
 
    It made her want to see more of his life—for him to share his brothers, his mom and “pop.” She had a strong and sudden need to know him better. 
 
    After hearing the way he and his brother spoke to each other, so free, she longed to understand Judd Abel beyond the bedroom. 
 
    Even the banter between him and Jace was laced with brotherly love and affection. She could almost picture bro-hugs and thumps on the back between hot, dangerous, bearded men. 
 
    Callused knuckles brushed her jaw. She raised her head to pierce Judd in her stare. What he saw on her face had him bearing her back on the bed and following her down. 
 
    He braced his weight on one elbow and searched her face. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes.” She wet her lips. 
 
    He tracked the action and his brows pinched together. “You’re sure?” 
 
    Did he think she was nervous about the information Jace conveyed? Didn’t he see how bad she wanted him? And this time, not only for mind-blowing, toe-curling sex but for the deeper connection she knew was riding just under the surface between them. 
 
    She cupped his jaw. “Judd—” 
 
    “I want you to leave, Ari.” 
 
    His curt statement was the furthest thing from the path her mind was taking, so much so that for a slow heartbeat she didn’t understand his meaning. 
 
    “What?” she whispered. 
 
    “It’s not safe for you here.” 
 
    “But…that isn’t what Jace said at all!” 
 
    “I know you want to give that talk at the workshop, Ari, but—” 
 
    “I don’t want to give it. I have to give it! The success of my company is riding on this talk. The new app I’m introducing will help many businesses streamline their operations. I need my moment in the spotlight, and dammit, I want my father to be there to see it all!” She pushed against his shoulders and when he moved back, she rolled out from under him. 
 
    Before she bounced off the bed, he grabbed her wrist and swung her back. She stilled, but he wouldn’t let her go. 
 
    “Judd, please see what I’m asking. I haven’t been in any danger yet. It’s only threats.” 
 
    “Threats lead to more. I can’t let that happen.” His eyes glittered with a hard expression she hadn’t seen before. It scared and exhilarated her, how far this man would go to protect her. 
 
    He tugged lightly on her arm, urging her to stand between his legs. When he bowed his head and dropped it to rest on her breasts, a wave of emotion hit her. It rushed in, warm and bubbly, lifting her up with what his show of tenderness could mean. 
 
    Her own feelings hit her like a twenty-foot swell striking a cliff. 
 
    She couldn’t deny her feelings for Judd. This wasn’t a post-sex wave of emotion. 
 
    He closed his hands on her hips, holding her in place. His chest heaved. 
 
    Curling forward, she buried her face in his hair and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. 
 
    “I can’t let you get hurt,” he said roughly. 
 
    “You won’t. I trust you with my life,” she said with all the conviction she felt. 
 
    He tipped his head to meet her stare. “You’ll leave if I say to?” 
 
    Pressing her lips into a line, she batted around the prospect of leaving the conference, of not giving that talk at the workshop or showing her father what she was really worth. 
 
    After a moment, she nodded. “I’ll go if you say it’s best.” 
 
    He flexed his arms around her, bringing her closer. She slipped into his lap, her bare skin against his. The intimacy of the pose left her heart with no doubt where it was headed. 
 
    His lips traveled over her shoulder, but he stopped when she spoke. 
 
    “What happens when this is all over, Judd?” she dared to whisper. 
 
    He didn’t look at her. “I go back to Montana.” 
 
    The words left a hot slash across her heart. They left her wounded and trickling blood, with no mention of her, of finding ways to see each other. 
 
    She couldn’t show him how affected she was, though. Thankfully she was good at masking her feelings and carrying on as if she were a robot. 
 
    She dropped a kiss to his brow. “Of course.” She eased off his lap. “I can’t commit either. I’m too busy running a company and playing hostess to my father’s work colleagues.” 
 
    She took off toward the bathroom. 
 
    “Ari!” he called after her. 
 
    Stopping in the middle of the bedroom, she turned and threw him a carefree smile. Whether or not he knew it was fake, she had no clue. 
 
    Judd Abel was the first man she’d chosen for herself. 
 
    And his rejection cut her deep. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Judd stood with his back against the wall, watching the conference guests flood out of the auditorium. They resembled a stream of black and navy and gray minnows on their way upstream to the conference center restaurant for lunch. 
 
    His training made him tune in to their conversations. One thing he’d learned in a short time with WEST Protection was how much security faded into the background and people stopped guarding their words in their presence. 
 
    “Get those files…” 
 
    “I’ll shoot you an email on it.” 
 
    All the talk seemed to be the same dull business crap. 
 
    He threw a glance over at Landon, who stood with his back against the opposite wall, watching and listening the same as he was. 
 
    Only there was a marked difference between them—Landon wasn’t a miserable fucker like Judd. 
 
    There was a time when Judd believed a man only needed the open road, a lot of speed and work that he enjoyed. 
 
    If the past year had taught him anything about life, it was that roads changed direction and work wasn’t guaranteed. 
 
    His mind processed the chatter around him but he fixed his stare on Landon’s face. The man was just as dedicated as Judd and any of his brothers were to the team. But that wasn’t what put the peace in his eyes. 
 
    When it came down to it, Landon could go home to a beautiful woman he loved and find a reason for really living. 
 
    What did Judd have to return home to after he wrapped up here in Boston? A rented house with his two brothers, squabbling over who took out the trash last and who would pick up the mess. 
 
    Ari’s earlier question about what happened after had thrown him for a loop. For a choked minute he feared he’d blurt some shit about wanting what they had to never end. 
 
    Then he swung too far the other direction and told her he was leaving. 
 
    Which was true. When the conference was over, he’d receive a new assignment. The threat against Ari probably wouldn’t be resolved, but that didn’t mean he’d be protecting her anymore. 
 
    If she continued with WEST, another bodyguard would probably be assigned to her. Hell, for all he knew, it might be one of his own brothers. He’d go where Ross ordered him to go, and he wouldn’t kick up a fuss either. 
 
    No, his heart would be doing that. 
 
    A couple people were deeply engaged in conversation and wandered too close to him. He pressed his back against the wall to avoid them brushing up against him. They didn’t notice him and continued talking. 
 
    He felt too damn claustrophobic in here. What he wouldn’t give right now for a long ribbon of highway and his bike underneath him. 
 
    So why was it that when he pictured driving on the open road could he almost feel Ari’s arms wrapped around him? 
 
    The woman would look sexy as hell in head-to-toe black leather. 
 
    Or wearing his white Stetson. 
 
    He drowned in that daydream for an endless second, envisioning her in nothing but her birthday suit and that white hat he didn’t hate nearly as much now. 
 
    As if his body was seconding that opinion, he reached up to tug at the brim that wasn’t there, then dropped his hand again. 
 
    The majority of the people had cleared out. Landon turned to follow them into the restaurant at some point during Judd’s musings. And Boone was on Ari’s floor keeping an eye out for her. 
 
    After she got in the shower, Judd slipped out of her suite without telling her he was going. Leaving felt wrong, but so did staying after their awkward discussion about what came next for them. 
 
    He may be standing down here on the lookout for extortionists and Russian-hired hitmen, but his heart was back upstairs with Ari. 
 
    The last person entered the restaurant, leaving him standing all alone. He looked around, feeling the weight of the universe bearing down on him. 
 
    He’d never be worthy of anyone if he didn’t get his life together. He needed to get to the bottom of Melanie Morris’s death, for his sake and that of his brothers, who were still suffering from it as much as he was. 
 
    He had to do his very best for his new boss and fellow teammates. 
 
    Then there was Ari. 
 
    Landon and Boone both did their best for the women they loved. 
 
    Judd never considered he might have a chance at the same. 
 
    Could he have such a thing? 
 
    He took out his phone and texted Ari. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For the first time in forever, Ari didn’t call her stylist team to help her get ready. 
 
    Part of the reason was that the last time she’d seen her friends, she’d been acting a little crazy, thinking about what was happening to Judd. 
 
    The other reason was she just needed alone time to think. 
 
    There were still a few days of workshops, think tanks and speakers, and she was stuck here in her room with nothing to do but dwell on her life. 
 
    At least her father was off her back—she hadn’t heard from him since the WEST team dragged him into her room demanding answers about the Russian mobsters he was in bed with. 
 
    She inwardly groaned and went through the rack of clothes, looking for the right outfit for a date. 
 
    The mere thought of meeting Judd downstairs left her ready to leap for joy and alternately hop a flight to get as far away from the man as possible. 
 
    He confused her with the text he sent, asking if she’d meet him for dinner and drinks in the bar. It felt like a real date. But maybe it was something different? 
 
    She’d skimmed that text countless times, trying to read between the lines the way she had while listening to Judd and Jace on that phone call, but damn if she could make out what Judd really wanted from her. 
 
    When he nuzzled her breasts tenderly and held her as if he never wanted to let her go, it was easy to let her mind wander to declarations of love and making space in her closet for Judd’s clothes. 
 
    But other times he distanced himself, and she was pretty sure what they had was only lust. After all, nights of passion could be mistaken for more. She’d known a few friends who experienced the same. 
 
    She scraped her hair off her face and stared at her clothes. Why hadn’t she created an app for her wardrobe problems? She felt silly and inexperienced—two things that were so out of her realm. 
 
    Just another thing to blame on Judd. 
 
    What did she wear for dinner with the gorgeous man who’d been guarding her body the past few days? 
 
    If she went with a blazer and trousers, she’d feel like she was making a business deal. 
 
    Judd would want to see her in a slinky dress—and find she had no panties on underneath it later. 
 
    But what did she want out of tonight? 
 
    Flipping through the garments, she played out scenarios in her mind. Part of her wanted to hide behind her social armor, the kind she donned for her father’s work parties and in dealing with people like Bryan. 
 
    Another part of her wanted to lay it all on the line…and admit her growing feelings for Judd. 
 
    But were these feelings real? She’d only known him mere days. 
 
    But he’s different from any man I’ve ever met. 
 
    She pulled a hanger off the rack and studied the simple black pencil skirt before putting it back. 
 
    Maybe she should just call her team. She was horrible at this stuff. 
 
    “Oh, what does it matter?” She grabbed a blazer, a white T-shirt, and then walked over to her pile of comfy basics she’d brought from home. She threw on a pair of leggings and the other items, followed by simple flat boots. 
 
    When she turned to the mirror, she appraised her reflection with a critical eye. What would Tanya say about her leggings? She’d probably hand her the trousers. 
 
    But this was her date, and she wasn’t going to be stuffed into tight designer clothing at dinner with a man she liked. She wanted to be comfortable enough to be herself around Judd. 
 
    This would be the first time they stepped out in public together. What did that mean? 
 
    Excitement rippled through her. She fluffed her hair, applied lipstick and mascara and added a gold chain and a watch her father bought her for her last birthday. Well, his assistant probably picked it out, but it was the thought that counted, right? 
 
    She grabbed a leather handbag and walked out of her suite, feeling more like herself than she had since all of this began, and she was back at her home in Connecticut. 
 
    Boone came out of the woodwork to walk a few paces behind her. When she reached the elevator, she threw him a small smile of thanks over her shoulder. He entered the elevator with her and pressed the button for the ground floor. 
 
    She studied him covertly. How odd that she’d spent time with him and knew very little about him. 
 
    “Do you have a wife, Boone?” 
 
    He looked up at her, a question in his eyes. “I do. An amazing woman who works with us at WEST.” 
 
    She smiled at the warmth in his tone. “What does she do for the company?” 
 
    “She’s in the cybersecurity division.” 
 
    “Oh. I’ll be calling her when I go home, then. I’ve been meaning to get some better software for my business.” 
 
    “She’ll talk your ear off about it.” He chuckled. 
 
    “I look forward to talking to another woman who is as passionate about her work as I am.” 
 
    They shared a smile. Then he held out his phone to show her a photo of the two of them in hiking attire and winter jackets, on a trail with the mountains behind them. 
 
    “She’s lovely.” And happy. 
 
    “Thank you.” He flipped through another couple screens and showed her more photos of him with his family, a sister and brothers, all of them in white cowboy hats. 
 
    She stared at the display, stunned by how willing Boone was to open up to her when Judd was much more private. 
 
    Ari put a hand on his arm. “Thank you for sharing with me.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    “You must miss her,” she said. 
 
    Before he could answer, the elevator stopped and the doors opened. 
 
    She stepped out first and he trailed her to the bar where she was meeting her… Could she call it a date? 
 
    Judd stood outside waiting for her. As soon as she spotted him, her heart gave a very hard, very telling squeeze. 
 
    This was bad. She really was falling for her bodyguard. 
 
    His stare landed on Boone first, and he gave him a nod before turning his attention to Ari. When his eyes traced up and down her body, she held her breath, waiting for him to say something about her appearance. 
 
    A gleam of appreciation came into his eyes. 
 
    She didn’t notice Boone fading away into the shadows because Judd held out an arm for her, and she melted into a puddle as she gripped it. 
 
    Taking his arm felt so natural, so right. The hard muscle and sinew under that black dress shirt he wore made her core throb with the need to peel off his clothes and feel every inch of his naked body again. 
 
    But she got the feeling that tonight was more about them not succumbing to lusty moans and screams of passion. 
 
    So what was it about? 
 
    As Judd led her to a table at the back, she didn’t dare let her hopes rise. A bottle of wine was already chilling. 
 
    She slipped into the seat he offered. “There’s only one glass.” 
 
    He settled across from her with his back to the wall. “I won’t be drinking tonight.” 
 
    She noticed how he didn’t say, “I don’t drink on the job.” Like tonight he wasn’t on duty. 
 
    A thrill ran through her. “Do you intend to get me tipsy and have your way with me?” 
 
    His gaze darkened. “I can get your clothes off without alcohol.” He drew the bottle out of the ice bucket and poured her half a glass of white wine. 
 
    When she took a sip, the sweet flavors melded on her tongue. “This is excellent.” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “Maybe a little. You don’t strike me as a man who knows wine.” 
 
    “I’m not a fan, but my momma is.” 
 
    She grinned at the way he drawled the word momma. Raising her glass to her lips again, she said, “She taught you about wine?” 
 
    “I’m observant enough to take note of the kinds she buys regularly. Besides, my brothers and I take turns buying her a bottle every year for Christmas.” 
 
    “I love that. But you live far away from her now. Will you go home for the holidays?” 
 
    “Probably not.” When he shrugged, it looked as if he was trying to stretch the seams of his shirt, like the cloth was suddenly too constricting. 
 
    “Difficult to leave when you’ll be needed for work, I’m sure.” Quickly, she changed the topic. “I was surprised when you texted me.” 
 
    His brows lifted. “Why?” He took a sip of his glass of brown liquid she now knew was sweet tea. He made a face. 
 
    She laughed. “Why do you drink that stuff if you hate it?” 
 
    “I don’t hate it, y’all just don’t make it right. My blood’s fifty percent sweet tea.” 
 
    “I see.” Her laugh was throaty. 
 
    Judd leaned across the table and captured her hand. “I love it when you laugh. Do you know how damn beautiful you are, Ari?” 
 
    Heat crept through her and she felt more than her cheeks warm at his compliment. What had gotten into him tonight? This was a different Judd than the one who’d left while she was in the shower. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He strummed his thumb over her knuckles. “It’s not just your looks that draw me to you. You’re…” He struggled for a minute. 
 
    “Different,” she supplied from her own bank of words she’d used to describe him. 
 
    He nodded. “Exactly. So what do we do?” 
 
    She blinked. “About what?” 
 
    “About this.” He gripped her fingers harder, gaze piercing. “About where it could head if we let it.” 
 
    She started to answer, but he looked over her shoulder and froze. 
 
    Heart pounding, she whispered, “Who is it?” 
 
    “The Russians just walked in.” 
 
    She started to twist. 
 
    “Don’t turn around.” 
 
    Her lungs couldn’t pull in enough air. “Will they…cause trouble?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Then why are they here?” 
 
    “Well…they’re either thirsty…or The Broker’s here too.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Ari pitched her voice to a lower whisper. 
 
    Judd pulled out his phone and held it under the table to punch in a text. It jarred her, the fact he wasn’t wearing his comms device. It probably went against protocol. Had he made that choice to give them privacy for this date? 
 
    The hair on her nape prickled. “Is…” Her voice faltered and she tried again. “Is somebody looking at me?” 
 
    “Besides the Russians, Bryan White and the entire restaurant?” 
 
    “Oh god! You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “What do we do?” She fought to keep her voice low, but inside she was freaking out. 
 
    He scanned the room, eyes shifting left and right. “We’re going to sit here and act natural.” 
 
    She almost choked. “Natural? How do we do that with threats coming at us from every side?” 
 
    He reached across the table and clasped her hand. She twined her fingers with his and squeezed hard. Their eyes locked. 
 
    “You know I won’t let anything happen to you, Ari.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I have an even bigger reason to keep you safe.” 
 
    They were doing this now? Talking feelings when they were sitting in the middle of a volcano about to erupt? She could almost feel the tension prickling all over her body. The air was charged with it. Fear licked through her. 
 
    What if they couldn’t get out of here? 
 
    He chafed his thumb over her knuckle. “Look at me, Ari. Abels never give up or back down from a fight.” 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    “Except this time.” 
 
    Her gaze flew to his. “What?” 
 
    His gaze hit hers, eyes solemn. “My guys just walked in, so you and I are going to walk out.” 
 
    “When?” She gripped the edge of the table, her nerves making her shake. 
 
    “Now. Stand up when I do. I’ll take your arm and we’ll walk out of the bar.” 
 
    “But what if something happens?” 
 
    “Then do everything I tell you to do. Understand?” 
 
    She nodded. Her heart felt as though it was pulsating in her throat and she didn’t know if her knees would hold her. But when Judd shifted to his feet, she managed to do the same. He stepped up next to her and grasped her arm. 
 
    At first, she was too scared to look up. She focused on Judd’s warm fingers and putting one foot in front of the other as they walked toward the exit. 
 
    Someone to her left cleared their throat, and she glanced up to find Bryan staring straight at her. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. 
 
    The anger in his glare felt like a punch. 
 
    She didn’t believe for a minute that Bryan wanted her for her—he was after her family’s money and business ties. But he didn’t like being jilted for Judd. 
 
    She held his stare as they passed. Just as they reached the door, she spotted two big men seated at a table, meaty fists gripping their glasses. Both looked a little rough around the edges and bore bruises and a swollen nose or lip. Their stares, too, never left her and Judd. 
 
    As soon as they reached the door, Boone and Landon met them. 
 
    Boone looked them over. “You good?” he asked Judd. 
 
    “Too crowded in there.” 
 
    “Landon will come with you.” Boone cocked his head toward the bar. “Think I might hang out for a bit. Watch the game.” 
 
    Judd grunted. “You know how to get hold of me.” 
 
    As they headed for the elevator, she was trying to play it cool, but she couldn’t unsee the way Judd held his hand so close to his spine, ready to snatch out his weapon. 
 
    That cut under his eye was now scabbed over, and she hoped to never see another on the man. The thought of him even losing a drop of blood on her account hurt. 
 
    Judd and Landon spoke in low tones as they entered the elevator. “What the hell do you think’s going down back there?” Judd asked. 
 
    “Whatever it is, Boone’ll pick up on it.” 
 
    Judd slipped his hand from Ari’s arm to the small of her back. The elevator doors closed, and the breath she’d been holding trickled out of her, leaving her head spinning all the way up to her floor. 
 
    “The Russians won’t go for Boone,” Landon said. 
 
    “No. We established that. But they’re not my concern.” He stepped out of the elevator, tugging her along with him. “I got it from here. Better get back to Boone. He might need you.” 
 
    Landon gave him a single nod as the doors shut. 
 
    Once they were in Ari’s suite with the door securely bolted, she whipped toward Judd. “Oh my god! That was so tense and scary!” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and tucked her head against his chest. “You’re safe. I never should have asked you to be in the open with me like that. It’s my fault.” 
 
    “No.” As she shook her head, her nose rubbed against his shirt. It smelled starched and clean and masculine like him. “You asking me out for dinner was the sweetest.” 
 
    He squeezed her closer. “I took too many risks with you. I swore I’d never let that happen again and I let my desire take over my common sense.” 
 
    She pushed away to look into his eyes. “Anyone could have invited me to dinner. My father or—” 
 
    “White.” 
 
    Her heart gave a hard flip. “Did you see the way he looked at me?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “It looked like he wanted to yell at me or…” She trailed off, not wanting to imagine more. 
 
    “Jealousy. You didn’t fall all over him, and he’s never had that experience before.” 
 
    “He doesn’t like that I was with you. What actually happened when you took him into the restroom that day? I didn’t see a mark on him.” 
 
    “That’s between me and White.” He pressed his lips between her brows, holding it for a long heartbeat. She pinched her eyes shut and let him be her security blanket…her rock. 
 
    He could be her everything, and that was scarier than facing a bar full of Russian mobsters and a pissed-off wannabe suitor. 
 
    “I’m starting to think that staying for that workshop isn’t worth it.” 
 
    He brushed his thumb along her jaw. “You ready to leave? Say the word and I’ll get you somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Where would we go?” 
 
    “We have safehouses all over the country. I can move you to one of them.” 
 
    She searched his eyes. “What then? Sit around and wait for everything to blow over? What if it never blows over, Judd? I have a business to run. A life. I can’t just put everything I’ve worked for on pause.” 
 
    “I understand that. I’ve been there, remember?” A crack of pain sounded in his voice. 
 
    Remorse for her hasty words and the reminder she’d given him kicked in. Moving close again, she wrapped her arms around him. “I’m sorry you had to deal with what you did.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter right now. What matters is you’re safe.” 
 
    She chewed her lower lip. “I don’t want to leave. I only need to buy some more time until that workshop. I can leave right after.” 
 
    The low vibration of his chest when he sighed told her what he thought of her staying. 
 
    “I know it sounds silly to you, but I’ve worked my whole life to make my father see me as something more. To make the industry see I’m not some spoiled rich girl. Now I have the chance and I want my moment in the spotlight.” 
 
    His eyes hardened. “Is it worth your life, Ari?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she said at once. “I was frightened in the bar just now. But knowing you’re surrounded by wolves is much different from staring into a set of open jaws.” 
 
    He released her and stepped back, cutting his fingers through his hair. “Never thought I’d miss a damn hat,” he muttered. 
 
    She studied him. “Even if you didn’t make that remark, I’d see the turmoil in you.” 
 
    His head jerked up. 
 
    “You lost your way when you lost your company. You didn’t know who you were or where you belonged.” 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    She rested a hand on his chest, over the place his heart thumped. “It’s okay to move on from that, Judd. To lay the past to rest and live for the future with WEST Protection. You’re amazing at what you do. Your men love and trust you, that’s plain to see.” 
 
    He covered her hand with his own. To her shock, he brought her knuckles to his lips. His warm mouth and beard sent electric need straight to her pussy. 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    Lifting his head, he riveted his stare on her, dark with want. “I hoped to wine and dine before getting to this part.” 
 
    Her mouth went dry. “What part is that?” 
 
    “This one.” He slammed his mouth over hers. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “I’m going to eat your pussy.” Judd delivered a slow lick to her soaking wet seam. “Then fuck it until you’re screaming my name.” 
 
    Ari shook underneath him as he swirled his tongue around her hard clit and down her slick folds again. He pumped his tongue in and out of her entrance. 
 
    He closed his eyes, savoring her flavor and the small moans she made. 
 
    The last thing he should be doing after such a close call down in the bar was claiming her body, but he couldn’t put the brakes on. 
 
    Especially after she’d cupped his cock, looked into his eyes and asked him to take her. 
 
    Pressing down on her clit with the point of his tongue again, he lost himself to her feel, her taste. 
 
    Her words about seeing the turmoil in him echoed deep in his bones. Nobody—no woman—had ever seen through him the way Ari did. 
 
    Somehow those words had been the key to his shackles and she set him free. 
 
    He still wanted to uncover who was behind the crime that caused his company to drop off the map, but what Ari said to him rang true. 
 
    He could throw himself into his current role in WEST. He’d take every opportunity to learn more and do better. He didn’t need a stake in the company or his life savings invested to care. 
 
    Her case was proof of that. 
 
    Not only her case. 
 
    Her. 
 
    While pumping two fingers deep inside her, he sucked on her hard pearl. She issued a choked cry and rocked against his hand. Passion flooded him. A lot of protectiveness took up a lot of space inside him for this woman. 
 
    He intended to tell her that these past few days with her had been some of the best of his life and he didn’t want them to end. Then he’d seen who joined them in the bar and the need to get her out of there ended all thought of having that discussion. 
 
    He pumped his fingers inside her juicy walls, curling his fingers up to rub over the spot that made her writhe. 
 
    “Judd!” she keened before she shook apart for him. 
 
    His cock throbbed to be inside her, to feel the tight squeeze of her orgasm. He dragged his fingers out and sucked her clit softly, drawing out her release until her hips collapsed to the mattress. 
 
    Her bright eyes met his. His heart turned over. 
 
    “I want you,” she rasped. 
 
    “Don’t need to ask twice.” He shot off the bed and wrapped his cock in a condom in a blink. As he lowered his body between her splayed thighs, she yanked him close. 
 
    Angling her hips, she pressed her pussy to his cock. Their gazes caught and in one solid glide, he filled her. 
 
    Sensation drove him, and it was more than the pleasure. He couldn’t get enough of the way she made him feel so alive, so whole. 
 
    So himself. 
 
    He jerked his hips back, dragging his cock through her pussy. Her cry cut off when he slammed in again. Their bodies slapped, and pretty soon he added his moans to hers. 
 
    The bright sun of his release hovered close to his vision. As stars blasted through his mind, he burrowed deep in her body and let go. 
 
    She followed on a whispery cry. Her fingers dug into his spine and she rode him through her own release. 
 
    He came back to reality lying on his side with Ari pasted against his body. Her lips roamed over his neck and chest, sending small aftershocks through him. 
 
    Gathering her hair in his fist, he tugged lightly on the strands. 
 
    She raised her head and met his stare. “We have to figure out how to keep seeing each other,” she purred. 
 
    He searched her beautiful eyes and nodded. “We will.” His voice came out gruff on the promise…because now he could admit he didn’t need to have all the answers to everything. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ari tucked her legs underneath her, getting more comfy to watch the show of masculine beauty of the man in front of her. 
 
    Judd ordered cheeseburgers and fries to the room for both of them. They hadn’t only sent up burgers with all the fixings as she expected—they sent boxes that contained thick half-pound grilled burgers, a variety of cheeses, lettuce, tomato, pickles and more to DIY the burgers. 
 
    Using his fingers, he picked up a crispy slice of bacon and laid it on top of his burger. Then he added tomato and lettuce. 
 
    He glanced up at her mid-move. “Aren’t you eating?” 
 
    “I’m working up an appetite watching you.” 
 
    His lips quirked. “So I’m the male revue.” 
 
    “Oh yeahhh.” She gave him an appraising once-over, cutting her gaze across the hard planes of his bare chest. 
 
    With a grin, he picked up the mini container of ketchup, flipped it in the air and caught it. 
 
    “Show-off.” She couldn’t help but smile at his antics. She liked him this way—relaxed. 
 
    And she liked that she helped put him at ease. 
 
    With a shake of his fist, he squirted ketchup on top of his creation, then topped it with a toasted bun. 
 
    He picked up the thick sandwich and brought it to his lips. Looking at her over the rounded bun, he held her eyes as he bit into it. 
 
    A shiver raced through her. God, the man was even sexy eating a big, messy burger. 
 
    He groaned as he chewed. 
 
    “That good?” she asked. 
 
    “Best in Boston, they claimed,” he said around a mouthful. 
 
    “I’d better try one then.” She noticed him watching her prepare her own burger to her liking, skipping the bacon but adding extra tomato and avocado to the top. And she squirted ketchup on the paper plate to dip the burger in. 
 
    He stopped eating. “Why do you do that?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Eat your ketchup on the side.” 
 
    “So the bun doesn’t soak it all up.” 
 
    “I see your point. Maybe I’ll give it a try.” He squirted some on the side and dunked his burger into it. 
 
    They both took bites. The delicious flavors hit her tongue and she moaned. “This is almost better than the sex.” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “Then I must not be doing my job.” 
 
    Tossing her head, she laughed. “You’re doing very, very well, Judd.” 
 
    He snorted, as if she’d thrown down a challenge he couldn’t walk away from. 
 
    They ate in companionable silence, munching on fries and dunking their burgers in ketchup. 
 
    “It’s so weird being in my room when there’s an important conference going on downstairs,” she said. 
 
    He gave her a direct look. “Do you miss it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve been to many things like this. They’re only good if you get to participate.” 
 
    “And your father doesn’t want you to.” 
 
    She shook her head. Suddenly, her appetite fled and she set aside the remnants of her burger. 
 
    Judd dropped the final bite to his paper plate and pushed it aside. He leaned back in his seat and eyed her. “Talk to me, Ari. Tell me what’s on your mind.” 
 
    She toyed with a fry for a moment before she dropped it. “I’ve always known he’s like this. I mean, I knew he doesn’t want me involved. I guess it’s what drove me to start my own company and show him that he’s not the only Bloomberg with a head for business.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “It’s always bothered me, being treated like a silly young kid when I’m a grown woman with a brain.” 
 
    He nodded for her to continue. 
 
    “And it pisses me off that he only cares about what’s going on when it comes to him.” She braced both feet on the floor and folded her arms. 
 
    “You have a right to feel that way, considering what’s going on.” 
 
    “Right! And the deal with the mafia? Ughhh.” Exasperated, she shook her head. “Since that whole thing where you dragged him in here to confess about his dealings with the mafia, do you know he hasn’t even attempted to contact me? Not a single call or text. Hell, I don’t even warrant a company email!” 
 
    Judd’s stare never left her face. It comforted her…and maybe even gave her the power to speak freely for the first time in her life. Even if her father wasn’t present to hear her tirade, it felt good to unload it. 
 
    “When the conference is over and we all go home, he’s still going to owe them money. And they still want him to avoid signing that contract. I’m worried, Judd.” 
 
    “The FBI’s already been contacted about the mafia. They can offer protection.” 
 
    She nodded. “But who’s to say he won’t make the same mistake again, getting in over his head with money and owing somebody else? I’m more than a little disgusted with how he’s running the family business.” 
 
    “That’s his ship to sink or sail, Ari. You have your own company to worry about.” 
 
    “Yes, and I don’t want my name sullied if he drives BloomWorks into the ground.” She dragged in a deep breath. “You know, I think the worst part of growing up with a father so deep in business and a mother who only cares for appearances and her charities is feeling so…so…” She flicked her eyes to Judd’s. “Alone.” 
 
    His expression softened in that tenderness she’d seen a few times before. She didn’t totally understand the meaning behind it or what he was feeling, and asking went against the way she was raised—her family didn’t discuss emotions or have heart-to-hearts. 
 
    If someone wanted to show they appreciated a family member, they gave them an expensive piece of jewelry or keys to a new car. 
 
    “Your turn, Judd. Tell me what’s on your mind.” 
 
    His throat worked in a swallow. He raised a hand in that endearing way of tugging on a hat brim he wasn’t wearing. 
 
    “I think you’re amazing, Ari. Smart—no, brilliant—and not only when it comes to business. You know people. You understand them.” His tone grew rough. “You understand me.” 
 
    Emotion welled inside her. There was no holding back at this point. It was time for her to sink or sail, like he said. She was already on this boat and headed into deep water with Judd. 
 
    “I’m falling for you,” she said thickly. 
 
    His eyelids swept closed, and he pushed air through his nose. When he opened his eyes again, the depths were bright. “I’ve already fallen, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Oh, Judd.” She leaped off the chair and into his open arms. He closed them around her, hugging her tight. Their lips met in a soft, seeking kiss filled with knowing and all the promise in the world. 
 
    When they broke apart, he cupped her nape and drew her head onto his shoulder. “We’ll get through this mess. Then we’ll figure out our next step.” 
 
    She nodded against his hard shoulder. “Together.” 
 
    Encircled in Judd’s arms, she felt safe and secure. When he released her, she still felt his protection like a warm blanket. 
 
    But leaning away, she once again saw that cut on his face. It was small, inconsequential. Though it meant so much more. It represented all the danger he would face when they weren’t together. 
 
    He brushed a kiss across her brow. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She touched his cheek, just below the small injury. “Now I know how you feel about getting me to safety. Because I feel the same way about you.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Judd kept pace beside Boone, navigating the maze of passages inside the conference center. 
 
    “What’s our business again?” he asked Boone. He received a text with a meeting place but nothing more. 
 
    “Too much to explain. You’ll see.” 
 
    Judd eyed his teammate. His expression was masked, his jaw firm. 
 
    Another two steps and Boone came to an abrupt stop. He opened the door to his left. As soon as it swung open, Judd spotted who was inside. 
 
    He stepped in and closed the door behind them. Panning over the faces of the two Russians they’d held, he locked eyes with the one who’d given him the most trouble—and the cut under his eye too. 
 
    Judd’s lips twisted. “How nice to see you again.” 
 
    The man looked a little worse than Judd, sporting a shiner and ragged top lip where Judd had smashed it against his teeth. 
 
    Then Judd swung his stare to the man hunched over a conference table, head bent. 
 
    Ari’s father. 
 
    He looked disheveled, with his shirt collar half up and half down and his usual suit jacket missing from his attire. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he demanded. 
 
    Boone cleared his throat. “We’re here to make some decisions. Have a seat.” 
 
    Judd dragged out a chair and dropped to it, folding his arms. “Bloomberg, what happened?” 
 
    The man’s eyes burned with anger. His face was mottled red over his tropical tan. “These men came into my room and dragged me here.” 
 
    Judd hummed low in his chest. He didn’t like the idea of the mafia manhandling Ari’s father, even if he’d brought this on himself. 
 
    “Talk,” he ordered the men. 
 
    “Our boss would like an answer. He’s tired of waiting.” 
 
    Bloomberg whipped his head toward the man. “I told you he’ll get his money! I’m in the middle of a conference. I can’t just drop everything and wire the money to him.” 
 
    The Russian spread his huge hand on the tabletop. “What’s stopping you? It takes minutes of your time.” 
 
    “Minutes I don’t have. I’m expected in a workshop right now. They’re waiting on me. If you don’t let me go—” 
 
    Judd cut him off. “Let’s find a solution everyone is happy with.” 
 
    Boone threw him a questioning look. He probably wanted to know why Judd was stepping between these men and Ari’s father, who Judd had more than enough reason to throw to the wolves. But for some reason, he felt like he should serve as a buffer between them. Help negotiate. 
 
    “You promised to get our boss his money by the end of the month. That was two weeks ago.” 
 
    “I know. But your boss deals with business like this every day. So he knows that things move slowly at times. Other things take precedence.” 
 
    Judd sliced a hand through the air to stop Bloomberg’s words. He was digging himself a deeper hole; didn’t he see that? 
 
    No, he didn’t. The man really was stupid if he believed he could owe men like these and think he still had control. 
 
    “Can an extension be made for Bloomberg?” Judd asked. 
 
    The other man cocked a brow. “What do you think? Men like our boss do not wait. Ever,” he growled. 
 
    “You’re going to have to cough up the money—with interest—by tomorrow.” 
 
    “Interest? I’m already paying him interest,” Bloomberg argued. 
 
    “More interest.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” he sputtered. “A deal’s a deal. We shook on it.” 
 
    Shaved Head leaned across the table, centering a dark glare on Bloomberg. “And you’re late. You broke the deal. Now there’s a new deal on the table.” 
 
    “Why did he send you two to handle his business?” 
 
    “Because you’re a pile of shit who doesn’t deserve his time.” The man Judd had a bigger beef with examined his fingernails as if checking to see if he’d scuffed them while roughing up Ari’s father. 
 
    “I have a few choice words to say about the pair of you. Barging into a man’s room and scaring me half to death. You wouldn’t even let me put on my jacket or tie before dragging me down here.” 
 
    “The only reason you’re here is because of them.” Shaved Head tipped his jaw toward Boone and Judd. 
 
    Boone must have known what was going down and arranged for this meeting to take place on neutral territory so the WEST team could be involved. 
 
    Her father started spouting more injustices. He reached toward his pocket, pulled out a bottle of pills and took one. Judd had seen him do this before, but coupled with his red face, it was actually concerning. 
 
    “Bloomberg,” Judd cut him off again. 
 
    He looked at Judd, and in that moment he realized how broken he was over this sour deal. If the man wasn’t so uncaring about his own family’s safety, Judd would feel sorry for him. 
 
    “I’m sure you guys have a good reputation with your boss,” Judd said. 
 
    The men stared at him. 
 
    “Talk to him for us. Ask him to extend the original deal until the conference is over. Bloomberg will honor his word.” 
 
    Boone shifted in his seat. Judd felt the tension rolling off his friend. He could almost hear the question throbbing in his ears, unspoken. What if Bloomberg couldn’t deliver the millions he owed? 
 
    If he couldn’t, god help them all. 
 
    Shaved Head focused on Bloomberg. “Do you agree to this?” 
 
    “I can get the money. Give me a day.” 
 
    Judd shoved to his feet. Boone followed him out the door, leaving Bloomberg on his own. 
 
    As they reached the end of the corridor and turned the corner, Boone said in a low voice, “Do you think that was a good idea?” 
 
    He stepped into a restroom. It appeared empty, but he checked for feet under the stalls before turning to Boone. “I don’t fucking know anymore. But I couldn’t just let them take Ari’s father. I don’t think his health’s great. He might not even survive it.” 
 
    Boone fixed him in his stare. “The conference ends soon. What happens when it does?” 
 
    Judd raised his hand to his hat brim, realized for the hundredth time it wasn’t on his head and rubbed his brow instead. “Ross and the others in charge will figure out the next move with The Broker. If Ari still needs protection, I’m sure a contract will be written up then.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean and you know it.” 
 
    So he finally had to face the matter of Ari. He’d been thinking about how he’d defend himself, but now that the moment was here, he had no words, only the strong conviction in his heart. 
 
    “I don’t regret getting involved with her,” he said gruffly. 
 
    Boone eyed him. “I get it. We can’t choose who we care about. But do you think you can make it work after this ends and she’s safe?” 
 
    He pressed his lips into a line. “I don’t know anything. Only that she feels the same way. We haven’t known each other long enough to make any commitments, but walking away isn’t an option.” 
 
    His phone vibrated with an incoming text. He glanced at the screen. Ari’s message had his muscles locked and loaded for battle. 
 
    “What is it?” Boone asked. 
 
    “Ari’s father just invited her to cocktail hour tonight. What do you wanna bet he’s planning on using her to worm money from his colleagues? Fuck!” 
 
    “You’d better get upstairs and talk to her. She deserves to know what she’s walking into.” 
 
    He wagged his head. “How do I do that, Boone? How do I tell her that her father is using her—again?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ari had conducted a lot of Zoom meetings from various hotel rooms across the world, but talking to the group of people who ran her own business was a special pleasure. 
 
    “I’ve sent you the updated marketing graphics, Ari,” said her art director. “They’re in your cloud. I’ll just need you to sign off on the ones you prefer and I’ll get started on the next steps immediately.” 
 
    She nodded and smiled. “Thank you, Renee. I’ll have a look as soon as we end this call. Now, Darren…” 
 
    This was the stuff she lived for. Making the best decisions for her company would always be her priority. 
 
    If her father passed anything on to her, it was his strong practices in business. However, look at him now. Was he making the best moves? 
 
    As she listened to Darren’s recap of his end of the work, part of her mind stayed on her father. Maybe he only saw the future of BloomWorks, the expansion and what they could build the company to be. 
 
    And he’d been right. Except the way he went about it, borrowing from the mafia, was all wrong. 
 
    “Okay, this all sounds like you’re on track, guys. I appreciate all your hard work on launching this app. I’ll be introducing our baby to the world tomorrow.” 
 
    Darren did a fist pump and Renee, a little seat dance. Their antics and enthusiasm had Ari laughing. She signed off the video conference and sank back in her seat at the table. 
 
    The smile faded from her face quickly as she faced another part of her world. 
 
    Right before jumping on the call, her father texted asking her to join him for cocktail hour. 
 
    The first she’d heard from him in days, and it was a favor he wanted. Why now? What made him want her by his side? It wasn’t that he missed her, she was sure of it. So what important businessman did he want her to meet now? 
 
    It was difficult not to feel suspicious after all that happened. She’d seen through his act for a while now, but after this conference, her eyes were wide open, her delusions were gone, and there wasn’t an excuse left that could convince her that he wasn’t using her. 
 
    The knowledge left her feeling horrible and useless. She’d probably require therapy just to work through it all and somehow hold on to a relationship with him. 
 
    But in the end, she decided she’d attend the cocktail hour because there would be important people there who could help her grow hAPPenstance. 
 
    At least Tanya and her crew would have something to finally do. She’d been living in a bathrobe—after amazing sex with Judd—and throwing together her own outfits for lounging. 
 
    Even for the Zoom call, she’d only thrown on a simple cashmere sweater and still wore her striped pajama pants. 
 
    She checked the time in the bottom corner of her screen. If she wanted enough time for her team to work their magic, she better give Tanya a heads-up she’d be needing her. 
 
    She shot her a text and received a bunch of heart emojis in response. Tanya’s excitement made her laugh and feel a little bad at the same time. Looking one’s best was the thing Tanya lived for. To her, Celia and Mario, wardrobe, hair and makeup weren’t things to scoff at. They were just as important to them as her app company was to her. 
 
    There were no little people in the world. She appreciated her business group as much as she did her stylists. 
 
    She checked her messages for any response from Judd. It was odd, her sending word that she was invited to go down to the cocktail party and his lack of response. He’d read the message but never replied. 
 
    Their communication would need some work if they were going to continue on this path toward…well, whatever it was they were working for. “Relationship” seemed like a strong word after only a few days in each other’s company. And though they both agreed something more was brewing between them, and neither wanted it to end, they weren’t making commitments just yet. 
 
    For several minutes she sat there trying to picture what life with a bodyguard would be like. She lived in Connecticut and regularly traveled to New York City. He was a Montana transplant who hopped around for his job. Could they even make such an arrangement work? Would they ever be in the same state at the same time? 
 
    There was plenty of time to figure it all out though, right? She didn’t have to jump into anything with Judd. 
 
    But if this turned out to be only a fleeting affair…it would gut her. 
 
    She’d grown so much just by knowing the man. His display of strength had urged her to find her own, to fight for what she wanted and stick up for what she believed in. 
 
    She’d even made the first move with him, something she would never have done a few weeks ago. 
 
    For the first time in her life, she was starting to see her true self. She was strong and capable, despite what her father made her believe over the years. 
 
    Didn’t that mean she could have her cake and eat it too? Women ran businesses and even countries and still managed to have personal lives and keep the people they loved close. Many had families. 
 
    When the knock sounded at the door, her heart leaped. Maybe Judd had come to her after all. 
 
    But when she peeked out, she only saw her crew standing there with huge smiles on their faces. She opened the door and spotted Landon fading into the shadows at the end of the hall. 
 
    Of course the WEST team wouldn’t leave her unprotected. They were keeping watch over her at all times, and she was grateful for them. 
 
    She only wished she’d seen Judd’s handsome face, as a reassurance that she hadn’t imagined all those sweet words they’d exchanged the night before and he really did hold a spot for her in his heart. 
 
    Stepping back, she allowed her team to crowd into the room. They surrounded her, their happiness at being together and doing what they loved too infectious to ignore. 
 
    “I’ve got a cocktail party tonight. Walk me through it.” 
 
    Tanya grabbed her hand and rushed into her bedroom to study the rack of clothes, shoes and accessories. 
 
    “I think you definitely need the red.” 
 
    “No, the black,” Mario said. “I’ve got such a good makeup strategy with a smokey eye and nude lip.” 
 
    The next few minutes were a whirlwind of garments being held up in front of her and everyone nodding or shaking their heads, usually simultaneously as they disagreed. 
 
    Tanya had her zipped into a short black dress in no time and stood back as the other two pampered her. While Celia touched up her French-tipped nails and Mario applied blush to the apples of her cheeks, Ari zoned out, lost in thoughts about Judd. 
 
    “So what’s going on with that hot bodyguard of yours?” Mario asked. 
 
    “Mario! You never ask a girl about her secrets!” Tanya hissed. 
 
    On and on they went until Ari held up a hand. “I’ll tell you if you stop for a minute and give me a chance.” 
 
    They moved in, faces expectant. 
 
    “I had a moment where I sort of…confessed…that I have feelings for him.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Celia crowed. 
 
    They shushed her. 
 
    “And did he say the same? Tell me that gorgeous man told you that he is here to sweep you off your feet and show you how a woman should really be treated!” Tanya was just as eager to say. 
 
    Ari nodded and a cheer went up. 
 
    “He cares about me. And guys, he’s different from anybody I’ve been with before.” 
 
    “We know,” they all said in unison. 
 
    She blinked at them. “You know?” 
 
    “Honey, don’t take this wrong, but you’ve always needed a man with rough hands and a big d—” 
 
    “Mario!” Tanya and Celia yelled to stop him from continuing that thought. 
 
    Ari couldn’t stop giggling as they finished working on her. When they declared she was ready, she stood in front of the mirror. Gazing at her reflection, she wasn’t thinking about what anybody in the corporate world would think of her. 
 
    She only thought about the look on Judd’s face when she walked into the room. 
 
    But when she left her suite, it was Landon who rode down with her. After she entered the room where the cocktail party was in full swing, she searched every corner for her gorgeous bodyguard. 
 
    He wasn’t there. 
 
    She got a drink and carried it around with her, chatting with people she was forced to talk to but really wanting one man. 
 
    An hour into the party, she slipped over to stand beside Landon at the bar. “So where is he?” she asked him in a low voice. 
 
    He didn’t glance her way as he responded, “Detained.” 
 
    “Detained. What does that mean?” 
 
    Landon cast her a side-eye. “The boss man found out about you two. Judd’s been on a call with him for an hour.” 
 
    Her heart heaved, hard. “Oh god…” 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    She hadn’t given Judd’s position enough thought. She’d been selfish and now she’d probably ruined everything for him. If he was fired because of her, she couldn’t live with herself. 
 
    “What can I do?” she whispered to Landon. 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s wait and see now.” He looked over her shoulder. “Your father’s coming this way.” 
 
    He moved away from her, and she turned, ready to find out the reason her father asked her to this party. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Judd paced the room he’d only spent a few sleeping hours in since his arrival at the conference center. The phone rang only once before Ross picked up. 
 
    Judd’s throat dried out. “You asked me to call.” 
 
    “I did. It seems like you’ve got a lot happening in Boston, Abel.” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “You read the contract. You know as well as anybody that policy is that you can’t get involved with a ward.” 
 
    He stopped pacing and stared at the wall, not seeing anything but his own mistakes written there. 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “And still you got involved with Miss Bloomberg.” 
 
    “I won’t deny it.” He firmed his jaw. 
 
    Ross grunted. “I knew you’d admit to it.” He fell silent a moment. 
 
    Judd’s mind went fifteen different directions as he tried to guess the outcome of this call. 
 
    “You can let me go right after this job, but I won’t leave in the middle of it, Ross.” 
 
    “I’m not letting you go, Judd. I’m not happy this happened, but you’re not the first person from the team to fall for one of his wards.” 
 
    Judd was aware of that as well, but he wasn’t family or one of the Wyntons’ close friends like the rest of the guys. He was just some wild card Ross took a chance on, and look at how Judd repaid him. 
 
    Ross continued, “Of all the guys, I never suspected you’d slip up and fall for a ward.” 
 
    “I guess you’re getting a little used to it by now.” 
 
    “Guess I am.” 
 
    “I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not.” 
 
    Ross outright laughed. “Figured as much. We never are in these circumstances. But I don’t need to tell you that this complicates the case.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “This job was supposed to be simple security for a bunch of people in suits and you’ve found a death threat and the Russian mafia. How the hell did that happen?” 
 
    “Trouble seems to follow me,” Judd said. 
 
    “Miss Bloomberg won’t leave the conference?” 
 
    Now that he was slightly off the hook with his boss and keeping his job for the time being, Judd’s vision shifted back into place. He focused on the small room and his meager bag on the floor next to the bed. 
 
    “She’ll go if we make the call, but she would prefer to stay for a speaking engagement.” 
 
    “When does that happen?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “I’ll leave the call up to you and the other guys. Tell me about the father and the mafia.” 
 
    Judd filled him in, leaving out nothing. Relief that his position was solid for the moment mingled with worry over Ari being downstairs without him. Though he’d put his own mother in Landon and Boone’s hands, he needed to watch over Ari. 
 
    The topic switched to Bryan White and Jace’s findings on the man. 
 
    “Tell me again about White’s ties to the congressman’s daughter.” Ross’s query took up even more time. While Judd couldn’t deny his boss’s request, he was antsy to get downstairs. 
 
    After another fifteen minutes hashing through all the details of a past Judd didn’t want to revisit, he was ready for a vacation. An open road, his bike…and Ari’s arms wrapped around him. 
 
    That daydream faded away, to be replaced with a fantasy of driving her up into the Montana mountains for a week in the wilderness with no horrible fathers, threatening notes or mafia. No interruptions, just the chirping of birds and the song of the mountain wind blowing through the pines. 
 
    God, he really had become a Montana mountain man, complete with the truck and hat, in a short time. Ari was right. He needed to embrace the changes in his life—in himself. 
 
    At last satisfied with the information Judd provided, Ross let out a sigh. “You really do have a lot of shit going on, but we’re going to get to the bottom of it all and keep the Bloomberg family safe.” 
 
    “That’s a relief to hear. Solomon Bloomberg is an idiot for getting into bed with the mafia, but people make mistakes and he deserves a second chance. Only problem now is how he’s getting that hundred million to pay them back. I think I know how he might go about it, though.” His jaw tensed at the thought of Ari’s father using her to suck money out of his business colleagues, but he knew that was his plan. 
 
    And Judd was stuck up here on this phone call rather than helping her. 
 
    She was strong, tough. She could handle herself. But would she stick up for herself against her father? 
 
    After the last exchange with Bloomberg, Judd believed Ari would set those boundaries if needed. 
 
    “What do you think Bloomberg’s up to?” Ross asked. 
 
    “I think he’s going to have Ari try to sweet-talk loans from his colleagues.” 
 
    “Think they’ll lend it?” 
 
    “If it means shares in BloomWorks, who wouldn’t?” 
 
    “You’re right. They’d be idiots not to invest. But why use the daughter to beg? Why not just ask them himself?” 
 
    Judd walked between the door and the bed, itching to end this call and get back to Ari. “I have no idea why Bloomberg thinks he has to use his daughter’s beauty and charm to swindle money out of those people. He must be stuck in the Dark Ages. We don’t use women that way anymore.” 
 
    “Miss Bloomberg must be pretty damn special to break down your walls, Abel.” 
 
    He ducked his head. “She is. Look, I’ll make this all up to you, Ross. You gave me a chance, even knowing what happened with the congressman’s daughter.” 
 
    “I knew you weren’t to blame for all that, Judd. We know there’s more to that story. We’ll get to the bottom of it, and until then, I’ve got your back.” 
 
    His throat clogged. “Appreciate it,” he grated out. 
 
    “I may have need of you on the ranch very soon too.” 
 
    “I know horsepower, Ross—not horses.” 
 
    He chuckled. “We’ll see. Now hang in there. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “Thanks. And Ross? Which one told you about Ari—Landon or Boone?” 
 
    “Neither. Lauralee has the cameras in the conference center tapped and I saw you with her.” 
 
    He racked his brain for moments where he’d slipped up in full view of the cameras. The only time he could think of was when she went outside for some air and he kissed her. 
 
    “I should have known they wouldn’t bring it up to you,” Judd said. 
 
    “We’re loyal to our brothers on the team. That includes you, Jace and Jaren. And Julius and Jennings too, if they’ll agree to join us. But that’s another conversation. I’ve gotta run.” 
 
    “Talk soon.” Judd headed for the door, prepared to rush down to that cocktail party. 
 
    As he strode to the elevator, he replayed the entire conversation with his boss. Receiving lenience for his behavior with Ari was more than he could ever ask for. Not only had Ross Wynton given him a second chance, but a third too. And he was willing to do anything to pay him back, even if it meant donning bib overalls and shoveling horse manure on the ranch. 
 
    When he entered the room where the cocktail party was taking place, he saw Boone positioned by the door. His chest swelled with a feeling of camaraderie unlike any he’d felt since the early days when he and his brothers ran their own company. 
 
    Ross’s words hit again. “We’re loyal to our brothers on the team.” 
 
    Boone spotted him and they traded a chin lift in greeting. Judd reached up to activate his comms device even as he scoured the sea of people for Ari. 
 
    “She’s near the back,” came Landon’s voice in his ear. 
 
    Judd began weaving through the crowd, burning to lay eyes on her. 
 
    “Don’t worry—she’s holding her own with her old man and his buddies.” 
 
    He issued a low laugh. “I have no doubt of that, man. No doubt at all.” 
 
    When he picked Ari out of the crowd, his chest burned with a mixture of relief that she was all right…and worry for what was to come. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Checking the mic was still in place, Ari breathed out slowly. She was decked out in a designer suit with her hair in a perfect business-like twist on the back of her head. She wore tiny gold studs in her earlobes and a stack of five gold rings on her finger. 
 
    She was powdered and spritzed with her favorite scent—light and not overwhelming. Her team had come and gone with love and pep talks, both of which she needed to get through the next few hours. 
 
    She sucked in a deep, fortifying breath. 
 
    She was armed on the outside, but on the inside? Her stomach was a mess of jitters. 
 
    Sure, she’d given plenty of speeches in her lifetime, but she was about to reveal her baby—her brainchild—to the corporate world. 
 
    And to her father. 
 
    She was prepared for anything. At least she hoped she was. 
 
    After biting down on her lower lip, she realized she’d probably messed up her lipstick and hurried to the mirror to check. Just as she leaned in to examine her reflection, her phone buzzed with a text message. 
 
    Oh, where had she put her phone? She patted her pants pockets, unable to locate it. She moved to the pockets of her jacket and felt the familiar weight in one. 
 
    When she pulled it out and saw the message from Judd, her heart gave a small leap. 
 
      
 
    I’m ready to escort you downstairs. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t seen him in hours. Part of her understood he had security duties to tend to and she tried to convince herself he wasn’t staying away from her because Ross called him out on being with her. 
 
    Judd explained everything, saying Ross wasn’t angry with him and he still had a position on the WEST team. That didn’t stop her from worrying about the ramifications in store after this was all over. 
 
    And as silly as it might have sounded a week ago, she was worried about how they’d continue seeing each other. When they’d see each other. 
 
    He’d come to her in the night and wrapped her in his arms, kissing her long and deep before making love to her. Every moment they shared was a precious one she stored in her memory to experience again when he wasn’t with her. 
 
    She only hoped she would experience many more nights like it and wouldn’t need to rely on her memories alone. 
 
    Stroking her finger across her bottom lip to even the lipstick, she looked at her reflection and nodded. “I’m ready,” she reaffirmed. 
 
    Hurrying to the door, she stowed her phone in her pocket again. When she opened the door, she came face-to-chest with her gorgeous lover and bodyguard. 
 
    Before she could blink, Judd clasped her by the arms and bore her back inside the room, kicking the door shut behind them. He whirled her to face the wall and planted his mouth over the pulse point on her throat while his hands roamed from her hips to her breasts. 
 
    She moaned as he cupped them, and again when he swished his thumbs over the peaked crests. 
 
    “Judd! I have to…” She cut off at the feel of his mouth moving over her throat, applying the perfect pressure. 
 
    He dragged his lips across her nape to the other side. She tilted her head, mouth open on a silent O of pleasure. 
 
    “How do you…take me from zero to…eighty in…seconds?” she rasped. 
 
    “Because I know your body. How it responds to me.” To prove his point, he moved in, crushing his bulging erection against her ass. 
 
    “Oh my god! I can’t have sex. I have to talk to a group of people in half an hour.” 
 
    Wrapping his arms around her middle, he nuzzled her ear. “You’re going to be amazing. I just wanted to give you a little encouragement of my own.” 
 
    She twisted in his arms, palms flattened on the wall behind her for support. Just looking at the man made her knees weak and her pulse pound. “Encouragement!” 
 
    His crooked grin lit his eyes—and her whole world. “You’re the smartest person I know. Well, you rival my brother, Jace. But you’re also talented…sexy.” He skimmed a finger between her breasts, making her gasp again. 
 
    “And I didn’t even smudge your lipstick.” 
 
    “Because you sucked on my neck!” 
 
    His grin widened. “You liked it.” 
 
    Her stomach dipped. “I did. It’s your turn next, though. I plan on driving you completely…totally…” she cupped his bulge, “crazy.” 
 
    His eyelids fell to half mast, but he gently clasped her hand and removed it from his cock. “Tell me what happened last night. Did your father get the hundred million out of his colleagues?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Only one put up ten million, and I think that’s only after Dad promised our home in the islands for his personal use for a full year. Something about a mistress.” 
 
    Judd cocked a brow. 
 
    “Anyway, I couldn’t have done much good even if I’d put in the effort to help. His colleagues weren’t going to help supply their competition with capital when the money can do more good for themselves.” 
 
    “So you didn’t pour on the charm the way your father hoped?” Judd eyed her. 
 
    “Nope. I felt bad about it for a little while, then I realized if he didn’t have to fight for that money, he was just going to make the same mistake again.” 
 
    “You mean he’d take money from the mafia next time he’s in a pinch.” 
 
    She nodded. “Exactly. It scares me to think about what he could do to me and my mother if he doesn’t sever this connection. But I wasn’t going to let him off the hook so easily.” She was still pissed with how careless her father had been when he made that deal, and now she was in the line of fire…even if she had found Judd in the process. 
 
    He stroked his hands down her arms to grasp her hands. “Do you think you did the right thing?” 
 
    She gaped at him. “Don’t you?” 
 
    He gave a hard nod. “I do. I just wanted to hear your thoughts.” He leaned in to brush his lips between her eyes in the softest caress imaginable. “We’d better get downstairs.” 
 
    In the elevator all the way to the ground floor, Judd eyed her like she was a piece of prime rib and he was starving. She battled to keep from dropping her panties and thrusting her backside toward him. 
 
    But as soon as the elevator came to a halt and the doors opened, she slid her corporate mask back in place and walked out as if she wasn’t just thinking about Judd’s thick cock in her pussy a moment before. 
 
    The auditorium was jam-packed with people. And no wonder. This workshop promised think tank sessions and breakout groups to discuss the latest in tech as well as business. 
 
    Her heart gave a stutter when she saw her father seated in the front row. When she turned her head, looking for Judd’s reassuring presence, he was right there, leaning against the wall at the back, watching her. 
 
    He gave her a slight nod. Drawing on his strength, she squared her shoulders and breezed up the main aisle, right onto the stage. 
 
    When she looked down at her father, his eyes were wide, his mouth open. 
 
    “Welcome, and thank you all for coming,” announced the chairman of the conference. “I’d like to introduce to you today’s surprise speaker, Ari Bloomberg, of one of the biggest companies to hit this year, hAPPenstance.” 
 
    Surveying the audience, she picked out Judd once again. 
 
    His encouraging smile was everything. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Judd’s nerves were strained to the breaking point. He sidestepped yet another suit, lost Ari in the crowd and let out a growl. 
 
    “I can’t keep eyes on her. These people are crowding too close around her.” One of his hands rode along his hip, prepared to reach for his weapon and shoot into the air to clear the crowd,  even though the more logical part of his brain told him she wasn’t in any danger. 
 
    “No surprise after that talk she gave. Everyone wants a piece of her,” Landon remarked into the comms device. 
 
    “Excuse me!” shouted a loud, demanding voice. “Let me through to see my daughter!” 
 
    Judd rounded to see Solomon Bloomberg pushing his way through the mob. For a moment, Judd considered breaking up the group to allow him to pass, but stood his ground. 
 
    After Bloomberg’s attempt to use Ari to milk his colleagues for the money he owed the mafia, Judd was finished helping the guy. Even though Bloomberg’s plan hadn’t worked, he still deserved the hot seat a little while longer. 
 
    When a man stepped in front of him, cutting off his view of Ari once more, he dodged to the right. 
 
    His chest was far too damn tight. Last time he let a woman out of his sight, she slipped out on her own and was never seen alive again. 
 
    That wouldn’t happen this time. 
 
    He was taller than most men and able to scan the sea of people. Pinning his stare to Ari’s glossy hair in that sexy twist on the back of her head, he shouldered closer to her. The conversations around him were filled with excitement. Her talk had raised so much interest that nobody could stop talking about her app and the company no one knew she spearheaded. 
 
    Her father reached her side and began answering questions overtop of her. Judd inched nearer, needing to hear what was being said. He tried to judge Ari’s feelings about her father jumping in, but her face was calm. At one point, she turned to her father with a wide smile. 
 
    He slipped an arm around her shoulders and gave her a hug. Several people had their phones out to snap photos of the father-daughter powerhouse. 
 
    When Judd got close enough, he made out Bloomberg’s voice. “I’m so proud of Ari. She built this company all on her own. But I’d like to think she inherited a bit of her business sense from me.” 
 
    People laughed. Ari’s attention was turned, and she pivoted to another person. Judd sidestepped a guy to see who she was speaking to. When he spotted the man, he let out a low groan. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Boone asked into the comms. 
 
    “White’s here—and talking to Ari.” 
 
    “Can you hear what’s being said?” 
 
    “Too loud. I can push my way to her, but I don’t want to draw unwanted attention.” 
 
    “What’s her body language like?” Boone’s question had him staring harder at Ari. 
 
    She was focused on what White was saying and gave no outward appearance of distress. She wasn’t fidgeting, and her pose was relaxed. 
 
    “She’s all right,” Judd said after studying her. He looked at White’s face and found him smiling. 
 
    He grunted. Of course the guy was happy with Ari’s success—he was trying to latch on to her. 
 
    “Should we get her out of here? What’s your call, Judd?” Landon asked. 
 
    “Not yet. She needs her moment in the spotlight. White’s moving away now. She’s talking to some other people.” Ari reached into her pocket and handed a woman her business card. 
 
    After half an hour, much of the crowd dispersed and headed to the luncheon. A few stragglers still approached Ari to talk to her about her app and how it might benefit them, but nothing like the initial surge. 
 
    Judd was able to relax a bit, the wall at his back as he watched her in action. Damn, he was proud of her. The way she commanded a room and gained all the respect she deserved was hot as hell. 
 
    She looked up and saw him watching her. He sent her a “wait until I get you alone” look that put pink roses in her cheeks. 
 
    She shook a few more hands, accepted more accolades…then finally walked over to Judd. 
 
    He pulled away from the wall to meet her. “You were amazing,” he said before she could speak. 
 
    Her soft smile was just for him. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I know you need to eat, but I’d prefer if you skipped the luncheon and the crowd.” 
 
    She arched a brow. “Room service?” 
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking.” He held out a hand for her to go ahead of him. As soon as they exited the room, Boone’s voice filled his ear. 
 
    “Take her back to her suite. I don’t like the way the mafia’s looking at her father right now.” 
 
    “Shit,” Judd blurted. 
 
    Ari swung toward him, confusion on her face. 
 
    He pressed his fingertips into her back. “The guys will handle it. Let’s get upstairs.” 
 
    Without question, she headed for the elevator with all the coolness he’d expect from her. But as soon as the door closed, she shoved a hand into his chest and pushed him against the wall. Her lips crushed his with the need of a woman in charge. 
 
    She shimmied, rubbing her breasts against his chest. Then she rocked her hips into his, raising a growl to his lips. 
 
    He reached up and muted his comms for a minute. “Damn, woman. What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    She flicked at his shirt button and slipped a finger into the opening, brushing a hot stroke over his skin. Her eyes blazed. “I think it’s the high of that workshop. I want you.” 
 
    Before he could react, she kissed him again, tongue washing over his in a deep pass that had him shaking with the need to stop this elevator and claim her right here and now. 
 
    He skimmed a hand from her waist up her side. She let out a raspy moan that increased the throb in his cock. 
 
    Cupping her face, he kissed her back with all the desire burning inside him. He stretched his fingers into her hair, tightening his grip on her until she broke from the kiss, gasping. 
 
    They stared into each other’s eyes. Questions about a future with her struck him like bombs, but this wasn’t the time or place to address them. 
 
    The elevator stopped, and she walked off without a backward glance. But he noted the seductive sway of her hips all the way to her suite. 
 
    Inside, she attacked him again. In seconds she had his shirt hanging open and her hands roaming over his chest and abs, down to his fly. She reached for his belt, but he whipped her to face the door and picked up where he started earlier. 
 
    Sucking on her throat, he pulled little moans from her as he stripped her. 
 
    She reached back to grip his hip. “Take me, Judd.” 
 
    “Oh I intend to, sweetheart. Take off those pants and drop your panties.” 
 
    In seconds, they pooled at her feet. She kicked them off and thrust her ass back just as he rolled a condom on. 
 
    “Spread your legs wider,” he commanded softly into her ear. 
 
    She let out a whimper and widened her stance. Palms braced to the door, she waited. 
 
    He clamped his teeth on her tender earlobe and glided into her pussy from behind in one slow shove. 
 
    She cried out, and he groaned. Digging his fingers into her hips, he pulled out and slammed home again. And again. She rocked with him and swayed away. His body took over, all his focus on pleasuring Ari and racing to a screaming, aching end. 
 
    His balls clenched tight to his body. Her pussy hugged his cock. Burying his face against her throat, he sucked in deep breaths of her light perfume and gave himself up to the sensation of having her like this. 
 
    But for how long? 
 
    He shoved the thought away and slammed his cock into her pussy again. Tunneling the head deep on every pass until she started to shake and the rhythm grew jerky. He churned his hips and let out a gasp. 
 
    “Come with me. Oh gawwwwd.” 
 
    She contracted around him, constricting him, milking him…and she came. 
 
    He followed with a stifled roar. His temples throbbed. Jets of cum burst out of him for dizzying moments. 
 
    “Oh my god.” Her heated whisper brought him to his senses. 
 
    He caressed her body and pressed gentle kisses up and down her neck. 
 
    “I don’t want this to end, Judd.” She held his head against her. 
 
    His heart lurched. He wanted to say they’d figure it out. But they’d be apart—a lot. How long before she forgot about him? How long before someone much more worthy than him came along and stole her heart? 
 
    “Let’s not make any promises we can’t keep right now.” 
 
    She twisted to face him, eyes wide with incredulity. “But you said—” 
 
    “I know what I said,” he said quietly. “I just don’t want to lock you into something that won’t work long term. We need to get through the conference. My team’s still working on finding The Broker.” 
 
    “And my father still owes the mafia.” She rubbed her hand through her hair. “You’re right. I lost my head for a minute.” 
 
    He didn’t want her walking away on this note. Leaning in, he kissed her. Their lips lingered for long seconds before they broke apart. 
 
    “You get cleaned up. I’ll order food,” she said. 
 
    He nodded and pulled his jeans over his hips in order to walk to the bathroom. When he came out, she’d dressed in comfy clothes. Her suit was draped over a chair in the bedroom. 
 
    They faced each other. Suddenly, he felt the weight of everything that needed to be said and that neither of them knew how to approach. 
 
    “You did amazing today, Ari. Really. I was damn proud of you.” 
 
    She smiled. “It felt great to finally be seen.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “And my father finally realized I’m more than polite manners and a face for his business.” 
 
    He came to sit beside her on the bed. “I heard him talking you up.” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s weird, but…it finally felt genuine. Is that crazy?” 
 
    “Not at all. It sounded genuine to me.” 
 
    “But there’s still the issue of him needing to find ninety million dollars.” She held his hand in both of hers and traced the lifeline on his upturned palm with one fingertip. 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    She sighed and started to speak, but his phone buzzed, cutting her off. He got to his feet and hurried to answer it. 
 
    Ross and Jace were on the line. Judd looked to Ari and pointed at the phone. She nodded and he walked into the bathroom and closed the door to hear what they had to say, never giving it a thought that he was letting Ari out of his sight. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ari sat on the edge of the bed listening to Judd’s muffled voice behind the closed door. 
 
    Being with him so intimately was a lot to take in. She understood what he said about getting through the conference before they discussed the possibility of a relationship, but her heart told her the time was now. 
 
    Right this minute, if Judd asked her to run off to Vegas and get married in a chapel, she wasn’t so sure she’d turn him down. Her heart felt like his slave. 
 
    Which was ridiculous. Wasn’t it? 
 
    They hadn’t known each other very long. She was finally finding the strength to stand up to her father and go public with her role in hAPPenstance in a way she never saw coming. All thanks to Judd, if she were honest. 
 
    He was the first person to ever see her worth as a person. 
 
    It would break her to walk away from all the feelings he raised inside her now. 
 
    The knock on the door jarred her from her thoughts. She tossed a glance at the closed bathroom door. He was busy, and she knew the food she’d ordered was probably here. Either that or one of the WEST team needed to see her or Judd. 
 
    Judd didn’t come out. Should she bother him? 
 
    Another knock sounded, so she rushed to answer it. 
 
    When she peered through the peephole, she saw a man with the room service cart. She quickly opened the door before he knocked again. The minute she cracked it open, the door flew in at her. 
 
    She stumbled back. Two arms locked around her chest and hauled her toward the opening. She kicked and twisted in her attacker’s hold, knocking them both to the floor. Ari screamed her lungs out. 
 
    A fist loomed in front of her face, and she didn’t have time to dodge before knuckles slammed into her mouth. Her lips split against her teeth and pain slashed through her, but she kicked and punched at anything within reach. 
 
    She hit something hard. She heard a grunt but her satisfaction was short-lived when a boot connected with her stomach, her ribs. 
 
    She shrieked again as two men grabbed her by the legs and dragged her across the floor to the exit. 
 
    A roar shook the suite, and her scattered mind latched on to the sound of her bodyguard, her lover, going ballistic. 
 
    Something slammed into one of the men holding her, and she crumpled to the floor. Her head hit a hard object. Stars blasted across her vision and a sickening pain hit. 
 
    Judd was fighting her attackers. Was he winning? 
 
    She cracked open an eye to see but the light in the room and coming from a fixture in the hallway made her squeeze it shut again. Pain and nausea throbbed in her skull. Throwing her arms over her head, she rolled a few feet until her body came up against the wall. 
 
    More men entered the room, their voices too loud. 
 
    “Oh fuck. Ari, are you all right?” Judd’s low, urgent tone tried to drag her to the surface of the cyclone of pain she felt. 
 
    His familiar scent flooded her nose as his strong arms encircled her. 
 
    “Fuck, get her outta here! We’ll deal with these bastards,” someone grated out. 
 
    Judd’s voice rumbled under her ear. “I’ve got you, sweetheart. You’re safe. You’re going to be okay. God, let her be okay.” 
 
    Ari’s mind drifted in a fog of pain that left her stomach twisting. After what felt like an hour later, she realized what happened—she was attacked. 
 
    And Judd had stopped it. 
 
    “You saved me,” she whimpered. Her eyes slammed shut again and when she woke, she was in an unfamiliar bed. 
 
    “Shhh. Don’t try to talk, sweetheart. I’m here. You’re in the hospital, and you’re safe. I swear I won’t leave your side.” Callused fingers brushed the hair off her forehead. “Just rest, Ari. I’m here.” 
 
    She relaxed at his words even as her brain tried to connect the threads of what happened to her. 
 
    Then it hit: The Broker. He’d gotten to her. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Judd replayed the doctor’s report in his head. Concussion. Not mild, yet not serious. 
 
    It could have been so much worse. He’d still feel better if the doctor hadn’t kicked him out of her room. 
 
    He scrubbed his hands over his face and leaned back in the hospital waiting room chair, gaze fixed on the ceiling. 
 
    Fuck, he could have lost her. He still couldn’t draw a full breath. 
 
    Even though he’d lost a client and his business, it didn’t compare to what he’d be feeling if he lost Ari. 
 
    This was why he wasn’t supposed to get close. 
 
    But it was Ari—how could he not? 
 
    She was the perfect woman for him. After only hours in her company, he knew his life was forever changed. From what she’d told him, she knew it too. 
 
    Unable to sit still any longer, Judd pushed to his feet and paced across the small waiting room. Because of privacy laws, he wasn’t allowed in to see Ari. Hell, the only reason he knew her condition was because Jace hacked the hospital system and told him. 
 
    He wasn’t next of kin and had no connection to Ari. He didn’t have the right to know her condition, and so far, her father hadn’t shown his face at the hospital. 
 
    “Wearing a hole in the carpet isn’t going to help you feel better,” Boone remarked from the doorway. 
 
    Judd stopped in his tracks. Meeting Boone’s gaze, he let him see the anguish in his soul. 
 
    “I almost got her killed. Or kidnapped.” 
 
    “You didn’t. You got to her in time.” Boone stepped into the space. In the upper corner of the room, the TV was playing a sitcom. He stepped up to it and switched it off, leaving precious silence Judd didn’t realize he needed so much until now. 
 
    “I was on a call with Ross and Jace,” he told Boone. 
 
    “They filled me in. No one blames you, man.” Boone’s gaze was direct. 
 
    Judd closed his eyes. “I blame myself. She shouldn’t have opened that door.” 
 
    “But she’s safe.” 
 
    “She’s concussed!” His voice cracked. 
 
    Boone walked up to him and gripped him by the shoulder. “I know you care about Ari, but I think your reaction’s coming from another place.” 
 
    All the air went out of him. He backed up to a chair and sank into it. “As soon as she’s out of the ER and in a room, I’m not leaving her side. I’ll protect her with my life.” 
 
    Boone took the chair across from him. “I know, man. We’ll back you up in this. No one will make you leave Ari.” 
 
    A nurse entered the waiting room and glanced between him and Boone. “Miss Bloomberg is asking for someone named Judd.” 
 
    He shot to his feet before she completed the sentence. He was already halfway to the door before he remembered Boone. He swung back. 
 
    Boone waved him on. “You know how to reach me.” 
 
    Giving a single nod, Judd followed the nurse out of the room and down a hallway. 
 
    The pretty young nurse offered him a comforting smile. “They’re moving her to a room right now. She got a little nervous that you didn’t know where she would be.” 
 
    “I’m her bodyguard.” His tone was gruff. 
 
    “Oh,” she said with a note of surprise. 
 
    She took a left and they came to a set of elevators. “By the time we get to her room, she should be settled.” 
 
    Hospital noises made him edgy. The beeping equipment, the alarms. The whispers. Even the soft squeak of rubber-soled shoes on tile floors made his skin crawl. Thinking of Ari hooked up to IVs—or worse—left his chest tight. 
 
    They rode up the elevator a few floors. It was impossible not to compare his last elevator ride with Ari to this one. 
 
    She’d been sexy as hell, coming on strong. He loved how bold she was with him. 
 
    She’s okay. She’ll be back to herself soon. 
 
    The thump of his boots seemed too loud in the hallway. He followed the nurse to an open door. As soon as he saw Ari’s pale face silhouetted against the stark white bedding, his heart lurched. 
 
    He rushed to her bedside and stared down at her, emotion welling in his chest. His brother Jaren had suffered two concussions playing football in their youth. All he could recall of his brother’s injury was how bossy he became, demanding everyone bring him food and drinks. 
 
    Ari would never do that. 
 
    Her eyes were closed, her lashes dark. The bruises she bore both turned his stomach and made him want to clamp his hands around her attacker’s neck and squeeze until he stopped moving. The urge to harm, maim, kill were hot fireballs in his gut. 
 
    His gaze traveled over the hospital gown she wore to her hand lying on the white sheet. He wanted to feel her skin against his own, but he was hesitant to touch her. 
 
    He glanced up at the nurse who’d brought him here. She gave another of her comforting smiles and left them alone. 
 
    Judd looked around for a chair. One sat in the corner, and instead of dragging it up to Ari’s bedside and run the risk of disturbing her, he picked it up and quietly set it next to her. Then he sat down and covered her still hand with his. 
 
    Her eyes popped open as soon as he touched her. 
 
    “Judd…” Her voice was thin and a wisp of its usual strength, but colored with relief. 
 
    He squeezed her fingers, choking up. “I’m here. You don’t have to talk. Just rest, sweetheart.” 
 
    Her eyelids seemed too heavy to keep open. Finally, she stopped trying and let them slip shut. “Love…you.” 
 
    His breath stuck in his lungs, and his heart stuttered. She’s concussed. Her mind’s scrambled. She doesn’t know what she’s saying. 
 
    But those two little words lifted his heart on a wave of happiness. Bowing his head, he let them wash through him. 
 
    A rapping noise made him jerk upright. He expected to see another nurse or maybe even Boone standing in the doorway, but it was a man holding a jumbo vase of white flowers. 
 
    “A delivery for Miss Ari Bloomberg. Is this her room?” he asked. 
 
    Judd nodded. 
 
    He came forward and set the vase on the rolling table off to the side of the bed. 
 
    Judd stood and fished out a few bills to tip him. The delivery person held up his hand. “Don’t worry—it’s already taken care of.” 
 
    “Oh. All right.” Judd waited until he left before he circled the bed to read the small card tucked into the extravagant blooms. Lilies—he knew because they grew in his momma’s garden back in Georgia. 
 
    As quietly as possible, he extracted the card from the envelope and read it. 
 
    A cuss hit his lips, but he managed not to growl it. 
 
    Motherfucking Bryan White. 
 
      
 
    Sorry things didn’t work out. Best wishes for a speedy recovery. 
 
      
 
    He took out his phone and snapped a photo of it. Then he sent it to the entire WEST team with a message that they needed to dig deeper into this guy. It seemed mighty odd to Judd that White would be so quick to order get-well flowers when Ari hadn’t been in the hospital very long. 
 
    Until he found out who attacked Ari, everyone was in Judd’s line of fire. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Calla lilies,” Ari said as soon as she opened her eyes and spotted the big vase sitting on the table. 
 
    Her befuddled mind flailed around for answers to where she was and what happened to her. 
 
    Nothing made much sense to why she’d be lying in a bed or who brought her favorite flowers. She definitely wasn’t in the suite back at the conference center. 
 
    It all returned in a rush of memory—the workshop, a very heated elevator ride back to her room, Judd taking her against the wall… 
 
    And the room service. 
 
    “What happened?” she whispered. 
 
    A hand squeezed hers. Turning her head hurt, but her gaze landed on Judd sitting next to her. 
 
    “Someone attacked you.” 
 
    She stared at his rugged features. How long had he been here with her? He looked as though he hadn’t slept in days. Small lines surrounded each dark eye and one pinched his brow. 
 
    “You have a concussion, Ari. How are you feeling? Should I call the doctor?” 
 
    She remembered it all now—in vivid detail. The door bursting in at her and someone jumping on top of her. 
 
    “You put up a hell of a fight, sweetheart.” Judd caressed the back of her hand and then sandwiched it between both of his warm, rough palms. 
 
    “I don’t need the doctor right now. My head hurts and my vision’s a little blurry. How long have I been here?” 
 
    “Only a few hours so far. I brought you to the ER and they put you in a room.” 
 
    “I see,” she said, but she really didn’t. How could she make sense of what happened? “Was it The Broker? Or the mafia?” 
 
    “We’re still investigating. The team’s working on the video footage and they’ve questioned the kitchen staff to see who took that room service cart. The two men who attacked you don’t work at the conference center.” 
 
    “You don’t know who they are?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head, his expression grave. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Damn. I don’t remember much about it all. I remember fighting them and hitting my head. After that…nothing…” She lifted her stare to Judd’s. “Except you yelling.” 
 
    He nodded. Eyes darkening, he drew her fingers to his lips and brushed a kiss across them. His bristly beard tickled and under other circumstances would send that heat to her core. 
 
    She squeezed his hand. “Thank you for the flowers.” 
 
    He straightened. “The flowers are from White.” 
 
    Blinking hurt, so she held her eyes wide. “Bryan?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why would he send me flowers?” 
 
    “The card says he wishes you a speedy recovery.” 
 
    “You read the card?” 
 
    Judd lowered her hand to the bed and fisted his on his splayed knees. “It’s part of my job, Ari. I can only protect you if I know everything that’s going on.” 
 
    “I’m not accusing you of anything, Judd. It was just a question. Do you suspect Bryan was behind the attack?” 
 
    He huffed out a breath through his nostrils. “My guys hauled him in and…let’s just say they questioned him extensively. If we thought he was behind it, he wouldn’t be free right now.” 
 
    She started to nod, but a wave of dizziness took over and she rested her head on the pillow and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Ari. Damn, I didn’t mean to make you feel worse.” Judd’s warm breath washed over her temple, and his lips caressed her skin. “Rest, sweetheart.” 
 
    She lay there for a moment until the worst of the dizziness passed. Then she looked at Judd. Concern lit his eyes, and so did another emotion. 
 
    Did she dare to hope he harbored feelings for her that came close to the level hers were sitting at? She reached out and pressed a hand to his chest. 
 
    He curled forward and held her gently as if she’d shatter. 
 
    “You scared the hell out of me, Ari,” he grated in a whisper. 
 
    “I know I shouldn’t have answered the door without you checking first, but you were on a call and I didn’t want to disturb you.” 
 
    His chest rumbled under her hand. “You’re never an interruption to me. You’re my job. I should have done it better.” 
 
    A lump bobbed into her throat. “Only a job?” 
 
    He leaned back to stare down into her eyes. “I told you I have feelings for you. That hasn’t changed. Won’t change.” 
 
    “Why do I hear a ‘but’ in your voice?” 
 
    He brushed his lips over her brow so softly it was like the wings of a hummingbird. “We don’t need to figure anything out right now. You just focus on getting well, and I promise I won’t leave your side.” 
 
    “There’s a lot we need to discuss.” 
 
    “Later, Ari.” 
 
    She withdrew from his hold and stared up at him. “I’m not as accustomed to danger as you are. But I know that it’s been days and we’re not any closer to finding out who sent me that threat. We can’t find The Broker. My father won’t sign the contract and he owes the mafia. How am I supposed to live my life this way?” 
 
    “We’re missing something. A loose thread, a lost puzzle piece. But we always find it in the end, Ari.” 
 
    “You sound so convinced.” 
 
    “And you’re not.” 
 
    “No. How do I go on working and living with this black cloud hanging over me?” 
 
    “Easy. I’ll be your bodyguard.” 
 
    She arched a brow. “I don’t want another employee. I want you for all the other reasons, Judd.” 
 
    He stroked his knuckles gently across her jaw, avoiding her bruises. “I’m here for that too, sweetheart.” 
 
    She was getting tired from the talk and trying to figure everything out. Her eyes drooped. 
 
    Judd drew the blankets higher on her chest. “You should rest.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help the WEST team, even if it’s not on this case.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What if I said I developed an app that could be useful in your line of work?” 
 
    He stopped. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “I call it SeeQ. It’s a small device, better than a tile or tag because it’s so small. I originally created it because some jewelry got stolen at the airport and my stylist was so frantic that I felt awful.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “It’s tiny and looks like a sequin.” 
 
    His brows drew downward in the center. 
 
    “You know, a shiny thing on women’s clothes. It’s a sequin tag—get it? SeeQ?” 
 
    “It’s brilliant marketing.” 
 
    “Anyway, I haven’t launched the tech yet. It’s still in its testing stage, but I have one on everything I own.” 
 
    “Are you trying to sell me on convincing my boss to buy into your company?” 
 
    She breathed a soft laugh, too drained for more. “Maybe it’s a way we can continue working together.” 
 
    He leaned in slowly, knuckles under her chin. He lifted her mouth to his and pressed the most gentle kiss to them. “I like your thinking. It could be just the answer you and I are looking for.” 
 
    She scuffed her thumb over his bristled jaw. “And you’re going to find the answers to the rest of my problems with The—” She cut off, her mind snagging the solution out of thin air. 
 
    “Ari? You all right? Maybe I should call the nurse.” 
 
    She grabbed his arm. “No! I have it. We’ll make The Broker think I’m somewhere else. Using the SeeQ.” 
 
    He eyed her. “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “We send my luggage somewhere—to Switzerland maybe. My father’s got a house we use for skiing. Anyway, you can get your team on making it look as if I was discharged from the hospital. Is that possible?” 
 
    “My brother can make anything happen.” 
 
    “Then we let it slip in public that you’ve moved me to Switzerland.” 
 
    His gaze fixed on hers. “And The Broker tries to follow and we nab him.” 
 
    She almost forgot that she wasn’t feeling a hundred percent in all her excitement of possibly finding a way to end this case. 
 
    “Get your brother on it, Judd. Make it look like I left. Then call Tanya and tell her to take all my luggage to the airport and put it on the next plane to Switzerland. She’ll know where to send it.” 
 
    “This is brilliant. Maybe you’re in the wrong line of work, Ari.” 
 
    She gave him a smile. “I think I’ve finally found my true calling, Judd. I’ve been hanging all my hopes on that business app I just presented to the workshop. And to think I only thought the SeeQ would come in handy for tracking lost or stolen belongings. Who knew it might help solve cases?” 
 
    “I have absolute faith in your visions and business sense.” 
 
    She squeezed his fingers tight. “We make a good team, Judd.” 
 
    He pressed his lips over hers, leaving her wanting more. “The best.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    According to the hospital records, Ari was released the day before. But Judd would really be taking her away today and hiding her somewhere safe while they enacted their plan. 
 
    Everything was set in motion. Her luggage was en route, her stylist team had flown back to their own homes. Hospital security was increased with enough guards that even the president’s movements couldn’t be missed if he were within the walls. 
 
    Judd had placed more phone calls and sent more texts to his team in the past two days than he ever had on any other case, including the one that shut down Abel Security. 
 
    That case kept surfacing in his mind, making him question if he’d done enough to protect Melanie Morris. 
 
    Each time he thought about it, he could think of nothing new that would have helped keep Melanie alive. Not even new technology such as Ari’s SeeQ would have saved her. And the more he thought about it, the more he was convinced how many dark secrets were at play, things he and his brothers suspected but had yet to uncover. 
 
    He paced outside her room, waiting for the doctor to examine her one more time before she was discharged. Two nurses watched him with wary expressions. His pacing made them nervous. 
 
    He stopped and checked his phone to distract himself just as it buzzed in his hand. 
 
    Bringing the device to his ear, he said, “Abel.” 
 
    “It’s Jace. The car you ordered just got dropped off outside the hospital. Parking lot B.” 
 
    “Thanks. I think I’ll go down and check it now. Make sure nothing’s been tampered with and there aren’t any trackers.” 
 
    “I was going to suggest the same. Be safe, brother.” 
 
    “Will do. Thanks.” He ended the call, and pocketed his phone. With one more glance at the closed door of Ari’s room, he spotted Landon just stepping off the elevator. He gestured for him to come closer. 
 
    Once his teammate reached Judd, he leaned in to speak quietly. “Keep watch on the door. The doctor’s in with her now, and a nurse too. I’m headed to the parking lot to check out the vehicle.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” 
 
    As Judd strode down the hall and past the two nurses, they were suddenly busy on their computers and not watching him. Outside, he went on high alert, checking the entrance, parking lot and even the shrubbery for danger. 
 
    Earlier when Jace booked the car for Judd and Ari, he’d sent him a photo of the vehicle. He didn’t have to look far. 
 
    Sure enough, the door lock had a numeric pad. He entered the code Jace gave him and began searching the vehicle. He looked under all the seats and flipped the rugs. After checking all the compartments, he didn’t find any tracking devices. Of course, if it was Ari’s SeeQ, his chance of finding a tracker would be slim. 
 
    Next, he circled the vehicle and crouched to look under it just in case someone tampered with the parts or planted something under the body. 
 
    He ran a hand under the frame and exhaust pipe. He was just straightening to check the sides and front, when his phone buzzed. 
 
    Glancing around himself, he answered. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Get your ass back up to the room. There’s trouble.” 
 
    He took off running for the entrance before Landon completed the sentence. “What’s wrong? Is she okay?” 
 
    “White is here. Says he came to see for himself that Ari’s okay.” 
 
    Judd faltered and lost speed. “White? How did he find out where she’s still in the country?” 
 
    “Seems like he has contacts we don’t know about. Her father doesn’t even know she’s still here.” 
 
    “How did he get into her room?” 
 
    “Maybe he bribed hospital security. It all smells off to me.” 
 
    Judd took off across the parking lot. Out of nowhere, two cars screeched up from either side, blocking him from reaching the entrance. 
 
    “Fuck, I got trouble here!” He shoved his phone deep in his pocket but didn’t end the call so Landon could still hear what was going on. 
 
    He jerked his head right and left. Both drivers’ doors opened and two men stepped out. They definitely weren’t here to bring their sick grandmas to the hospital. 
 
    Judd whipped out his sidearm and trained it on one as the other closed in with his own weapon in hand. With no way out, Judd aimed and fired at the man in his sights. He dived behind the car. A shot blasted past Judd’s ear. 
 
    No. They weren’t taking him down. Nobody was getting to Ari, goddammit. 
 
    He ducked and spun. Pulling the trigger was a reaction, and his bullet hit true. The man flew backward, knocked off his feet. He hit the pavement. Judd whirled just as another bullet arrowed toward him. He rolled and came up on one knee, firing in the same slick move. 
 
    The second man fell, but Judd wasn’t waiting around to check if they were dead. He had to reach Ari. 
 
    As he booked it through the front doors to the elevator, he thought twice and sprinted for the stairs. In a dead run, he yanked out his phone and barked orders at Landon. 
 
    “Two guys shot at me,” he panted. 
 
    “I heard the shots on the line. What the fuck, man?” 
 
    “Is she safe? Tell me she’s safe.” 
 
    “She’s safe. Get here. I’m calling for police backup.” 
 
    “Someone doesn’t want me to reach Ari’s room. Someone—” He stopped, face going numb as he realized who didn’t want him in Ari’s room—because another man was already “visiting.” 
 
    “White is The Broker!” he burst out and amped up his speed, taking the stairs three at a time all the way to Ari’s floor. 
 
    He had to reach her. Now. He couldn’t lose her. Oh god, only Landon stood in White’s way. What if he’d brought more armed men with him into the hospital to take Ari? Landon was a damn good fighter, but nobody could remain standing when outnumbered with all the odds against him. 
 
    Judd rounded the corner, sliding on the floor the custodial staff just mopped. He skidded into a wet floor sign and it crashed into the wall. He never slowed. 
 
    Heart pounding harder with each thud of his boot on the floor, he flew past the nurses’ station. His mind blanked as he reached Ari’s door. It was shut, but he burst in, weapon raised, prepared for anything. 
 
    He didn’t see Ari and realized Landon was positioned in front of her, guarding her from White and her father who’d come with him.  
 
    Retaining a grip on his weapon, Judd lowered it only slightly. 
 
    “Well, that’s some kind of entrance,” Bryan White said with an amused lilt in his tone. 
 
    Judd looked between her father and White. Then he barreled forward, cocked his fist and slammed his knuckles into White’s nose. 
 
    A howl of pain burst from the man. He doubled over, both hands cupped around his ruined nose. Ari screamed and jumped out from behind Landon, but Landon moved with her, sweeping out an arm to keep her from moving an inch. 
 
    Judd rolled his shoulders. “Get up and talk to me, you fucking little weasel.” 
 
    White staggered and slowly straightened, one hand still cupped over his nose and blood dripping from between his fingers. 
 
    Judd met Landon’s stare. Unspoken words passed between them and Landon stepped to the side, phone in hand. 
 
    When Judd saw Ari standing there with her eyes wide and her jaw open, fury hit him as hard as the punch of relief that she was untouched. 
 
    Judd turned to White. “What do you really want with Bloomberg? I know you’ve got a motive, White.” 
 
    Despite the fact that Judd had just broken his nose, White gave him a disdainful once-over. “It’s a business matter you wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “What business?” Ari’s demand drew everyone’s attention. Her face was red with anger. 
 
    Solomon Bloomberg had put as much distance between himself and Judd and eyed him with worry. “Bryan has agreed to invest in BloomWorks.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. When she snapped it shut, she said, “Don’t tell me. He invested ninety million dollars.” 
 
    “That’s right. It helps your father out and my parents were more than happy to lend me the money for the investment.” 
 
    “So you finally sank your hooks into somebody,” Judd grated out. 
 
    White turned to him and dropped his hand to reveal his crooked and swollen nose. “What are you referring to?” 
 
    “Melanie Morris.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “That was a tragic end for a beautiful woman. I feel deeply sorry every time I think of her. But after the congressman’s assistant received that note threatening Melanie, I don’t think many of us who knew the situation were surprised.” 
 
    Judd went dead still. Behind him, he felt the air stir as Landon stiffened too. 
 
    He took a step toward White. Then another. 
 
    “Judd?” Ari’s voice wasn’t going to distract him from his course. 
 
    White backed up a step, then two. Judd shoved him in the chest, herding him up against the wall where he and Landon hemmed him in with their bodies. 
 
    “We spoke with the congressman’s assistant. He swears that he told no one about that note. So how is it that you know?” 
 
    Ari let out a gasp and Bloomberg muttered something about them leaving his business partner alone, but Judd didn’t hear any of it. 
 
    He glared down at White. “You sent that note to the assistant. You sent that note to Ari. You sent those men after me in the parking lot to keep me from getting to Ari. You’re The Broker.” 
 
    She let out a sharp cry. 
 
    White laughed in a snide tone. “Oh yes. I just go around threatening people; killing them too.” 
 
    Judd got closer to his face. “Who writes the notes for you? Who planted it in Ari’s room?” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You and your security company were such a joke that you let a woman die—” Blood poured faster down his face, probably from the spike in his blood pressure. 
 
    “You convinced her to slip outside alone that night, didn’t you? You were with her.” 
 
    Everything clicked into place in Judd’s mind. 
 
    Landon had his phone out, his thumbs flying over the screen. 
 
    “Admit it! You’re The Broker. You threatened Ari. You killed Melanie.” 
 
    When he didn’t respond, Judd aimed a punch at his gut, causing him to double forward, wheezing. 
 
    Two more men appeared in the doorway, their size cutting off the light from the hallway. The Russian accent broke through the fog of fury in Judd’s mind. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    Landon had notified the Russians where to find the man they were looking for. 
 
    Judd stepped away from White. “Right here.” 
 
    The Russian moved in on White. “You’re The Broker.” 
 
    “No! I don’t know what you’re talking about. I—” 
 
    Each Russian grabbed him by an arm and hauled him to the door. “Our boss wants to meet you. You’re coming with us.” 
 
    Silence fell over the rest of them as Bryan disappeared down the hall between the two mafia men. 
 
    “Oh dear god,” Bloomberg said in a weak voice. 
 
    Ari turned to her father. “Are you all right, Dad? Your heart?” 
 
    “I’m okay. I think.” He looked pale and sounded weak, but who wouldn’t after that shock? 
 
    Judd’s fists were balled at his sides, and anger raced through him like an electrical current. He needed his brothers on the line. He had to tell them that Bryan White had something to do with the congressman’s daughter…and the loss of Abel Security. 
 
    “Holy shit. What kind of idiot slips up like that?” Landon scoffed. 
 
    “A dumb one.” Ari circled the hospital bed and positioned herself in front of Judd. When he didn’t move to hold her or comfort her, she moved first. 
 
    She grabbed his face in her hands and stared into his eyes. “Are you okay? Come back to me. I see your anger taking over.” 
 
    “I want to kill him for what he’s done!” The words came out as a hot oath. 
 
    She smoothed her fingers over his beard. “Judd, look at me. The mafia will take care of him. He’s got all the justice coming to him now.” 
 
    “He threatened you. He had you attacked!” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him. “I’m safe. You saved me again, don’t you see?” 
 
    His eyes cleared as they settled on hers. She came into focus and the red anger filming his vision receded. 
 
    “No one else would have caught his lie, Judd. But you did. You knew what he was and you stopped him!” 
 
    Landon moved to peer out the window. “You might want to see this, man.” 
 
    Judd strode over to watch the smaller man being dragged across the hospital lot between the two Russians. They stuffed him into the back seat of an SUV and drove away. 
 
    “Let’s hope that’s the end of him,” Ari said from his side. 
 
    He slid an arm around her and tucked her close against him. “We’re not taking the damn flowers, Ari. I don’t care how much you like them.” 
 
    With a small laugh, she turned into his arms and tipped her lips up to his. “I promised I’d do what you said.” 
 
    He cocked a brow. “When? I remember you arguing that you wanted to stay for the workshop.” 
 
    She leaned in until their lips were a breath apart. “I didn’t say when I’d listen, only that I would.” 
 
    Unable to help himself, he chuckled. “I have a thing for strong women.” 
 
    “All strong women?” 
 
    He hauled her against him. “You.” 
 
    He kissed her with all the love filling him. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ari took a seat at the spacious desk in the light and airy office and looked at her face in the corner of the screen. 
 
    Judd poked his head through the door. The action gave her flashbacks to when he would peek in on her in her suite back at the conference center. But that felt like ages ago rather than a few weeks. 
 
    Corrine Wynton offered them the use of her luxury cabin, and Ari and Judd had gotten to know each other pretty darn well, if Ari was any judge. 
 
    “You got everything you need for your meeting?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yup. Everyone is going to believe I’m actually in Switzerland too. Just look at this backdrop. All the logs might as well be a Swiss chalet.” She’d let her team at hAPPenstance believe she was spending time overseas just so she could take a short break from work. 
 
    She hadn’t taken a vacation in so long…and getting to know the man she’d fallen in love with was the only thing she wanted after the ordeal she had. 
 
    He broke into a smile and walked into the room. Even though she asked him to stay out of the office and not distract her, suddenly she craved a distraction by her lover. 
 
    She dropped her stare to his hard lips. He kept his beard trimmed and that meant it was still rough enough to leave nice little tingling spots on her skin whenever he came close. She bore more than one pink mark on her breasts, belly and on her inner thighs from the delicious scrape of his facial hair. 
 
    A little shiver coursed through her. 
 
    He leaned on the desk beside her. “Are you feeling all right? Any headaches today?” 
 
    Always concerned about her health even though she’d been improving by the day after her concussion. 
 
    “I’m fine.” She fought to keep the breathlessness of desire out of her voice. She was supposed to start the video meeting with her team in less than two minutes. She didn’t have time to play out the fantasies revolving through her head, even if they involved delicious nibbles and bites and screaming orgasms delivered by her gorgeous bodyguard-boyfriend-lover. 
 
    He cocked his head, looking at her as if he didn’t buy her claim. “If your head hurts, I’ll go grab you some pain pills. Just say the word, Ari.” 
 
    “My head’s fine. It’s just… Can you take off that cowboy hat for a few minutes? I’m getting—” 
 
    He looked at her closer. 
 
    She waved a hand in front of her face to cool down. 
 
    “Hot and bothered?” His grin stretched over his rugged features. 
 
    “A little, yes. I don’t know why seeing you in the hat all the time isn’t getting any easier on me. I thought having sex with a cowboy a few times would get it out of my system. Hasn’t happened yet.” 
 
    He reached up and touched the brim of the white Stetson, drawing it lower over his burning eyes. “It’s the magic of the hat.” 
 
    Her core clenched with need. “And this beautiful cabin. That hot tub’s been responsible for more than one steamy moment with you.” 
 
    “I need to find a good way to thank Corrine and Modeen for lending it to us until we figure things out.” 
 
    “Our love nest.” 
 
    His eyelids dipped as he scraped his gaze over her very, very slowly. 
 
    She tore her gaze away from her hot man and glanced at her screen. “Oh! I only have a few seconds before the meeting starts.” 
 
    He doffed his hat, flipped it and settled it back on his head as he headed for the door. 
 
    Ari’s insides jittered as she started the meeting, but after only a few minutes in, she fell right back into her role as the CEO of her company. 
 
    She might be hiding out from the world…but she liked it. The nightmare with The Broker was over and the past few weeks spent in this cabin with Judd were the best of her life. 
 
    She spent several minutes discussing the influx of businesses who were now buying into her app’s features—and they were all upgrading as well. 
 
    “This is all great news. I’m so happy with how well-received the app is. Now…let’s talk about the SeeQ.” 
 
    She threw herself into the discussion, hashing out hopes and plans for expanding. She gathered information from her team on various factories who were bidding on putting the SeeQ into production. By the time she wrapped up, another full hour had passed. 
 
    She ended the call with warm wishes to all and then sat back in the desk chair, a satisfied smirk on her face. 
 
    Her phone buzzed with a text, and she glanced at the device beside her on the beautiful rustic pine desk. 
 
    Her heart jumped when she saw who the message was from. Her father. 
 
    She hadn’t heard from him since the day she left Boston and told him that not only was she safe but she would like to help him out with the money he owed his debtor—Bryan White’s family. 
 
    When she informed Judd of her decision to help her father, his lips had firmed into a line, but he agreed family helped family and promised he’d help out in any way he could. 
 
    In that moment, she fell even deeper in love with Judd. That he understood the importance of family to her, even to a father who’d been cold to her for a lot of years, meant so much to Ari. 
 
    She read the text from her dad. Just checking that you’re well and recovering. 
 
    She smiled and shot off a message in return. I’m doing fine. Thanks for checking on me. Give my love to Mom. 
 
    He sent her a few emojis that made her laugh. The teddy bear and heart roused a lot of memories of her father’s business trips and how it was his habit to bring her a new teddy bear from the places he visited. How eager she was to forget when he grew colder and more involved in his work, but now she felt the love he’d once showered her with. 
 
    Judd appeared in the doorway. 
 
    When she looked up and saw his face, the smile fell from her own. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He compressed his lips. “We need to talk.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Judd loved walking into any room in the cabin and finding Ari there. Seeing her in action on her video meeting just now shouldn’t be such a turn-on, but damn, her mind was sexy. 
 
    Having total access to a woman was new to him since he’d never stayed more than a night with one. When he made the suggestion that she come back to Montana with him, he was shocked when she agreed. Just when he was starting to panic about taking her to the place he shared with his two brothers, Corrine came through and offered the cabin. 
 
    He didn’t like owing anyone, but the cabin was worth any shitty jobs she’d make him do in the barn. It beat fighting his brothers for the hot water and he had a gorgeous woman to come home to every day. 
 
    Home. Up until now he hadn’t felt like Stone Pass was his home. He’d felt like a tree planted in a desert, with no ability to sink roots into the hard ground. Now he saw he was the problem. His beliefs had been the hard ground and wouldn’t allow himself to even think about putting down roots here. 
 
    Going to Boston had changed all that, and it wasn’t only because he’d found Ari or learned more about the incident with the congressman’s daughter. His eyes were open about the entire WEST team. 
 
    He didn’t only have Jace and Jaren on his six—the Wyntons, Traces and Shanies who made up WEST Protection had opened their arms to them. They inducted the Abels into a brotherhood. 
 
    Ari pivoted in the ergonomic desk chair to face him. She was wearing a sweater and pajama bottoms and still managed to look like she just walked off a runway. She pulled her thick hair off her face and into one of those twists that made his balls throb, ready to yank out the pins just to feel the silky strands fall into his hands. 
 
    Concern lit her eyes, making the golden-brown depths even more gold and the green specks greener. 
 
    She bit down on her plump bottom lip. “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    He dragged a low stool over and planted it on the floor and then sat. Best to just say it plain. 
 
    “I’m being sent to San Francisco.” 
 
    She sucked in a breath. Crossing her pajama’d legs with as much glamor and dignity as if she were wearing a designer suit, she nodded. “Ross is sending you on a job.” 
 
    “Yeah. With Jace.” 
 
    “When do you leave?” 
 
    “First thing in the morning.” 
 
    She was trying to pretend that she wasn’t affected by the news but he could see the battle on her face. 
 
    “I know this raises a lot of questions about us,” he said. 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    He couldn’t just sit there watching her worry like that. The protector in him took over for the part of him that was still finding his footing in a relationship. 
 
    He slid off the stool and hit his knees in front of her. Ari’s eyes widened and she uncrossed her legs to lean forward. 
 
    “Judd, what are you doing?” 
 
    He captured her hands. “I’m throwing myself at your feet, Ari. I’ve never felt this way about a woman before and I don’t want to mess it up.” 
 
    “And you’re afraid that will happen if you go to San Francisco?” 
 
    “It sounds silly when you say it like that. But yeah. We won’t be together. You’ll probably feel the need to go back to Connecticut too.” 
 
    She gripped his hands. “Do I have to leave the cabin? I can pay Corrine and Michael for its use while you’re gone—” 
 
    He shook his head. “They’ll never accept payment. I tried. And no, you don’t have to leave, Ari. I don’t want you to leave,” he finished in a soft voice. 
 
    Relief flooded her eyes and they sparkled with happiness again. “You can stay here. The guys will check on you every day, but you’re safe.” 
 
    “You really don’t mind me sticking around waiting for you?” 
 
    His heart squeezed. “I want you to. But I don’t want to take you away from your life. Don’t feel obligated to drop important things in your life for me.” 
 
    She tossed a look at the laptop she’d been working at all afternoon. “I have everything I need here. Sure, I miss my cottage in Connecticut, but the sound of that mountain stream makes it feel like home.” She looked past him to the huge windows overlooking trees, mountains and sky. 
 
    “When I get back, I want to start looking for a place of my own. Our own.” His voice rasped on the words. 
 
    “Oh, Judd…” She slipped off the chair to kneel in front of him. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. The soft crush of her lips beneath his had him fighting to retain control and not take her right there on the hardwood floor. 
 
    The kiss deepened. Their tongues tangled in slow strokes that heated by the second. 
 
    Breaking the kiss, he smoothed his hands down her spine and stared into her eyes. “I want to spend all night making you scream my name, but there’s something else.” 
 
    She held his gaze, waiting. 
 
    “There’s a Wynton family thing and we’re invited.” 
 
    “A party?” 
 
    “And bonfire.” 
 
    She groaned. “What do I wear to a party and bonfire?” She scrambled off her knees and strode to the bedroom. 
 
    He followed and found her standing at the closet where she hung the few garments she brought with her. Seeing her distress, he slipped his arms around her from behind and tucked her head under his chin. 
 
    “You don’t need to worry about your appearance so much here.” 
 
    “But I’m terrible at clothes and hair and makeup. I’m terrible at being a girl!” 
 
    “You’re far from terrible, sweetheart.” He moved to plant a kiss on the side of her neck. A shiver ran through her. “If you’re so worried, call your team and invite them over while I’m gone. Have them bring you a mountain wardrobe.” 
 
    “And what do I do about tonight?” 
 
    “Throw on my flannel shirt and nothing else.” 
 
    She twisted in his arms and hooked hers around his neck, fingers toying with the longer hair on his nape that she could touch without disturbing his hat. “If I wear your shirt, it sounds like we’re not leaving the cabin.” 
 
    He rumbled and cupped her round ass, hauling her against his erection. “I’ve seen you in designer suits and gowns and decked out in diamonds. But I find you most stunning in a bathrobe. Or striped pajama pants.” 
 
    She grinned. “It’s weird for me, letting go of an image I’ve been trying to uphold since my parents sent me to that ritzy prep school with mean rich girls.” 
 
    “Be yourself, Ari. If you want to wear a gown to the bonfire, you’ll be the best-dressed woman there.” 
 
    She giggled and then withdrew from his arms. She reached for his flannel shirt hanging next to her clothes and pulled it off the hanger. “I think you’re on to something, Judd.” 
 
    Half an hour later they climbed out of Judd’s pickup in front of the Wynton Ranch house. Music and happy voices floated on the mountain air. Judd took Ari’s hand and led her around to the deck out back where the party was in full swing. 
 
    The WEST team was large and expanding. Since Judd and his brothers joined up, Landon had brought Ells into the fray. Only a few guys were missing, out on assignment, but their wives were still here to join in the fun. 
 
    Landon practically leaped on Judd when he spotted him. He was gripping a bottle of champagne around the neck and his grin was enormous. “Dude, you missed our announcement.” 
 
    Judd laughed. “What announcement?” 
 
    Landon looked around. “Ells! Where are you? Oh, here she is.” 
 
    The striking blonde in jeans and a quilted jacket a size too big for her bounced over to his side. Landon slid an arm around her, anchoring her against his side. 
 
    Judd looked between them. “There’s good news, I see.” 
 
    “Yes! We’re bumping the wedding up. It’s going to be at the end of the month now.” Landon curved his hand around Ells’s middle. “We’re going to have a baby.” 
 
    His announcement brought a grin to Ells’s face. Ari swooped in to hug her and Judd held out a hand to Landon. He gripped it hard, and Judd pulled him in to thump him on the back. 
 
    “Happy for you, man. You’re going to make the best parents.” 
 
    “Man, I hope so. At the moment, we’re both struggling to take care of the puppy.” 
 
    Judd chuckled. “You’ll figure it out.” 
 
    Landon nodded toward Ari, who was animatedly talking to Ells about morning sickness. “You look happy too.” 
 
    “We have some news of our own. While I’m in San Francisco, Ari’s going to stay in the cabin. But as soon as I get back, we’re going to start looking for a place of our own to settle down in. Maybe an old house. With a stream nearby.” 
 
    “Bro, that’s the best news.” Landon squeezed his shoulder before turning to scoop Ari up in a big hug. 
 
    She issued a shocked laugh and Ells giggled at her man’s happy antics. 
 
    Ross and Boone joined them with their wives. Ari met the ladies before and had no problem fitting in as the guys grabbed beers and settled in around the bonfire. Judd had to admit, she looked damn hot wearing his shirt. 
 
    Judd brought his beer to his lips. It sure beat the sweet tea in Boston. He’d brought the sweetest thing home with him. 
 
    Jace pulled up a lawn chair next to Judd. “You ready to take on California, bro?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Jace eyed him. “Gonna be like old times, you and me on an op.” 
 
    That was the good part of the assignment. Even so, he didn’t want to leave Ari for very long. Hopefully, they wrapped up fast in San Francisco. 
 
    Jace cocked his head. “You look different. I can’t pick it out. Oh…you’re smiling!” 
 
    Judd waved his bottle at him. “Shut up.” 
 
    “No, seriously. I haven’t seen a real smile on Judd Abel in months.” 
 
    A look passed between them. They both knew the reason for that, but since White was hauled off by the mafia, all the Abels could breathe a little easier. There were still questions, such as who’d actually handwritten the death threat Ari received, but Judd planned to uncover every last answer in the months to come. 
 
    He caught a few words of Ross and Boone’s conversation and turned his head to listen for a minute. 
 
    Something about the ranch and that incident that brought Trooper Lexis in. 
 
    Ross noticed Judd listening in and brought him into the talk. “You missed out on some action right here on the ranch.” 
 
    “Hope it wasn’t trouble.” 
 
    “You know our friend Clay Lexis?” 
 
    Judd nodded. 
 
    “Then you know he recently became Justice of the Peace.” 
 
    “I guess I did hear that, but I don’t know enough about Lexis for it to stick in my mind.” 
 
    Ross sipped his beer. “You’re going to get to know him now. He’s working for WEST. Off the books.” 
 
    Judd cocked a brow, surprised that WEST would do anything that wasn’t totally on the up and up. 
 
    “The reason is that he’s helping a contact of ours in the FBI. Thatcher’s his name. A week ago he brought a guy to us and asked us to give him employment on the ranch.” His gaze held Judd’s. “Through WITSEC.” 
 
    Judd blew out a breath. “Damn. You agreed to take him on.” 
 
    Ross nodded. “Had no choice. My conscience wouldn’t allow me to do otherwise. But he didn’t fit in immediately with the bunkhouse crew and a fight broke out with August.” 
 
    “Heard that part from Jace.” 
 
    “Yeah, he held down the fort for us while we got it all worked out. You Abel boys are an asset to the team.” 
 
    Satisfaction swelled in Judd. To his surprise, working for a company that wasn’t his own still managed to instill pride in him. 
 
    “Well, if you need any help from me with the new ranch hand, let me know,” Judd told him. 
 
    “Appreciate it. It will take a while for him to earn everyone’s trust, but everything’s settled for now. In fact, they’re all joining us for the bonfire in a little bit.” Ross held out his bottle, and Judd clinked his against it. They both sipped.  
 
    Just then a soft hand rested on Judd’s shoulder. He glanced around to see Ari standing there. He stood to give her his seat and pulled up a log for himself. 
 
    “You know everyone, right?” he asked her just in case he’d missed an introduction or two. 
 
    Smiling, she nodded. 
 
    “Hey! Here comes Jaren.” Jace’s statement had both brothers shifting to their feet to greet Jaren, who was just returning from Vegas. 
 
    Judd hooked him in for a bro-hug and Jace knocked off Jaren’s hat. 
 
    He laughed and bent to pluck it off the ground. “Dickhead.” 
 
    “How was the fight? Wait, don’t answer that yet. I want you to meet someone.” Judd led the way to the bonfire where Ari was still sitting, deep in conversation with Ross’s wife Pippa. 
 
    Judd didn’t know why he felt so nervous about Jaren meeting Ari. Maybe since he and Jace were his only family here in Montana, it felt like introducing her to his pops. 
 
    She looked up, spotted him standing with his two brothers, and excused herself to Pippa. Then she came toward them. 
 
    Judd held out an arm to reel her against his side. 
 
    “Holy shit, man. Jace told me you were busy in Boston, but I didn’t quite believe him.” Jaren shook his head. 
 
    Ari extended a hand. “I’m Ari.” 
 
    He didn’t accept her handshake and instead grabbed Ari in a big hug. “Welcome to the family. I can’t believe our big brother snagged a good one!” 
 
    When Jaren set her on her feet, she was laughing and Judd was too. Their eyes met. That soft stutter of his heart told him just how right it was to have Ari by his side and for them all to be here with the WEST team on the Wynton Ranch. 
 
    His heart couldn’t be fuller. 
 
    Ari tipped her face up to stare into his eyes, and Judd couldn’t resist leaning in to brush his lips across hers. The tremor he felt in her body where it pressed up against his made promises of the night to come when they were alone in the cabin. 
 
    He’d always come back to her, no matter where they set down their roots. But looking around him at his brothers by blood and the ones he claimed as brothers on the WEST team, he knew he was right where he belonged. 
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