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      September 2015

      

      “Sienna, I can’t believe you went behind my back and chose that red dress after all,” Joel told her in a disgusted voice as he got ready. Tonight was the big reveal of her new fashion line promoting the expansion of her vision, accessories. Not only was she going to be directly selling to stores, she was branching out into shoes and large bauble jewelry- all at fairly lower prices- in order to gain more attention to the brand. It was great to sell purses and wallets in her line at $220 each, but if she could break-out and become better known, then she could sell even more simply by being affordable. Nothing in her new line was over seventy dollars, and that had really made her manager/boyfriend, Joel Fischers, really upset.

      “I told you that red makes you look sallow and honestly the flounces around the hips make your butt look much bigger than it is. I never thought you’d actually accentuate that part of your body,” he muttered under his breath as he tied his tie in the mirror. Sienna bit her lip and looked away. She loved the wine color of the dress and thought that the ruddy color had enough blue tones in it to complement her skin perfectly. “I look awful now because the tie and cummerbund I was planning on wearing don’t match and I will have to wear something completely different in order to complement that red nightmare.”

      “I’m sorry, Joel. I just really liked the color,” she began and got silent immediately when he whirled around angrily to stare at her.

      “You don’t even listen to me anymore, do you? You think that since they are showing your line tonight that you’re the big star of the show, right?”

      “Well no, but I am being featured…”

      “Because I told them to! That’s what I do, I make you look good and get noticed. Every time I give you advice or try to make you a bigger name, you do something headstrong and stupid to undermine me. Why do I even bother?” he snarled, turning away from her to finish tying his tie.

      Sienna stared at him and tried to calm herself down. She would not fight with him tonight and she wouldn’t let him goad her into it. He could be so good sometimes, but others it was like a nightmare. The underhanded comments and snide remarks were normally forgotten after a few touching gestures but this time the pain wasn’t fading. She was angry and sick of it all.

      “The dress was supposed to be green, a bright palm green, in order to match the new high heels and tropical earrings we are promoting; or don’t you remember? It’s your career and your wallet on the line by looking like trash, not mine.”

      “I don’t look like trash tonight.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said that I don’t look like trash – I never have.”

      “You do right now and you look like you’ve got an attitude to boot. I suggest you think carefully on your next words because we not only work together, we live together. What you say will be continued long into the night, so perhaps it should be “I’m sorry Joel. You were right and I was wrong.”

      “I think I will go by myself tonight so I don’t embarrass you,” she said flatly and grabbed her phone to call the limo around. She was better than this and deserved more. She barely recognized the smiling man who’d enchanted her a little over two years ago. He’d swooped in and introduced her to several giants in the industry, rubbing elbows and coaching her on what to do or say. She’d been an apt student and had become a titan herself in no time flat with a successful launch of her own fashion line aptly named, Sienna. Never in her life had she ever imagined that she would be a successful billionaire in the fashion industry.

      It had been a mix between chic-boho-meets-earthy-elegance. She wanted simple, delicate, flowing lines with creative tasteful colors. The industry had been ripe for the change- instead of leather skirts, taut business wear and stiletto heels, she’d drawn inspiration from the Greek dresses of ancient Rome. Sienna had mixed it with seductive fabrics that begged to be touched, creating a stunning sensation that had everyone talking. This year’s line had been drawn straight from the wilds of Brazil. Deep greens, bright yellows and crisp orange hues that reminded her of the jungle vegetation. Her wine dress had been a tribute to that and she thought she looked amazing.

      “You will not go alone,” he said calmly. “You’ll go with me or you won’t go at all.”

      “Of course, I will go, don’t be silly. This is my season debut.”

      “This will be your finale too if you don’t shut up.”

      “Is that a threat?” she gaped in shock, staring at him and the coldness in his eyes. Gone was the man she’d once admired and in his place was a dangerous stranger. Things had been rocky between them for a while, but now she realized that it wasn’t just her that had changed. He’d changed and she didn’t care for it at all.

      “It’s a promise. You don’t listen -ever. Your fashion sense is awful and even a blind squirrel will find a nut if it searches long enough. Your fashion line success was sheer luck. It takes skill to keep it going and I’m wondering if you have it in you or not. By the choices you’ve made and your actions, I’m going to say ‘not’. You are a failure with an incredibly wide lucky streak,” he gave a derisive snort that irked her horribly, making her temper rise. “Honestly, the size matches your butt in that gown.”

      “Get out,” Sienna bit out, feeling her face flush in embarrassment and horror at the personal jab. He knew she was sensitive about her hips and bottom. Sienna was slim everywhere but her backside.

      “I don’t think so,” he said looming over her. “This needs to be said because you are getting too big for your britches in more ways than one. It’s not just the flounces on that dress, you are gaining weight and frankly for someone in fashion – it looks terrible. Why do I even bother with you?”

      “You shouldn’t then.”

      “No, I shouldn’t, but I care about you.”

      “If you did, you wouldn’t insult me.”

      “I am telling you the truth because I care.”

      “That’s really messed up.”

      “No, that’s you refusing to listen to me again. What’s it going to take to get you to pay attention to me?” he said angrily, putting his hands on her upper arms. She felt the pinch of his fingers digging in and realized for the first time that she was done. Done with him, done with his managing her business. Done, done, done.

      “You’re fired. Get out of my house,” Sienna whispered firmly, staring at him boldly while clutching her phone. Her heart thumped wildly as she tried to keep the fear from her eyes. She wondered idly if he would hurt her and saw the fury in his gaze. “My car is here and I am going alone tonight. You can remove your things while I am gone and I suggest you do so, or when I return, the police will be with me.”

      “You can’t threaten me.”

      “In your words: it’s not a threat. Get out of my house by the time I get home.”

      “I will destroy you.”

      “I’m sure you will try because you are angry right now.”

      “You are making a huge mistake.”

      “I might be,” she admitted softly. “I might be making the biggest mistake of my career but it’s also the first step to getting my freedom from you. I think I will be much happier with my own decisions rather than living with yours. Goodnight Joel – and goodbye.”

      “I will never leave you alone. If you need space, fine. You’ll never get rid of me, ever. I will have everything from you. Your heart, your money, your clothing line – everything! There will never be anyone else for you, nor anything. You hear me? You are mine. MINE!” Sienna stood there staring at him feeling almost a sense of dislocation from the scene, as if she was watching from a distance. His chest was rising and falling with each word ground out at her. He was angry and she was numb or in shock.

      “Goodbye,” she repeated and stepped back from him, shrugging off his hands. She didn’t even look down to see if he’d left bruises like last time. He would never, ever, grab her or shake her again. Never tell her that she was stupid, dumb or overweight. She felt like freedom was within her grasp as she put her hand on the doorknob to leave her home. She would never be told what to do again or insulted.

      No one would.
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      September 2017

      

      “Let’s go. We’ve got just under ten minutes until we are on stage. Wrap it up and let’s line up!” Sienna called out. This was to be another amazing show and she’d learned so much over the last few years on her own. Each time, each project, had been a true education and she realized now just how much control Joel had taken over her life. She was blossoming now that he was out of the picture. Where she’d done well before, thinking she was a titan in the industry – she was now learning exactly what that status brought to her. Proverbial doors were opening everywhere for her and the red carpet was being rolled out. She was recognized, fawned over and adored as she stepped in stores or shops.

      Jewelry stores called her, clamoring for her to wear their newest pieces in public or in photo shoots. Shoe designers wanted to work with her. Makeup and fragrance companies wanted her own line, her name attached to their brand. Sienna Angelica was a name, a brand, a logo…a true titan.

      “Ms. Angelica, these were sent backstage for you. Would you like them in your room?” her assistant asked, holding a massive bouquet of classic white roses. White was stunning but cold, informal and matched everything. It was sweet and touching – almost polite. Most of the time she was given a bouquet of red roses to walk out with and not a large vase full. Perhaps they did things different this year for a reason?

      “Let’s put them in my room. Part of my walk will be to display the beaded sari shawl that goes with my outfit and I can’t hold it out to be shown if my hands are full. Thank you, Melinda. You’re a doll and I appreciate your help so much with this show.”

      Sienna slid a sly look over towards the young brunette who’d been a lifesaver the past few weeks setting up. She had been present every year, at every show. She’d first noticed her when they both insisted that they were planning on using the illuminated catwalk instead of spotlights. The young woman had excellent taste and they got along famously.

      “What do you think about coming to work with me full time? Not just to set up? I could use someone that thinks like me, and we work well together.”

      “I’d be honored,” Melinda admitted, looking stunned and taken aback at the offer.

      “Think about it and let’s meet for lunch tomorrow to talk more about the details. Are you busy?”

      “Not anymore!”

      “Fantastic. How do I look? Do I need more blush?”

      “No, I don’t believe so. You’ve got an elegant, classic look to your face and pardon the expression – but if you wore more makeup, you’d look gaudy.”

      “And that is what I like about you. You are honest and candid without being insulting. Trust me, there is a difference.”

      “I don’t mean to be rude or insulting,” she stammered looking alarmed.

      “No, I know. I don’t think you have a mean bone in your body and you’re always looking out for me. Thank you again, my friend,” Sienna said, hugging the young woman. They were about the same age, yet Melinda had such an innocence to her where Sienna felt almost frozen on the inside. Wary.

      Sienna felt like she was protecting herself from the outside world and wearing a mask when entering it. Her clothing line, her very serenity was a sham. Joel still haunted her and was toying with her from the peripheral edges of her existence. He’d been skulking around for the last few months, becoming more and more persistent. It began back in May when he’d mailed her evidence that he’d bought stock in her company. He said he was coming for her and he’d meant it. She’d began aggressively pursuing the market, ensuring that she remained the majority stockholder. She didn’t want to be a figure head. It was her company, her life, her very freedom to make decisions that he was threatening again.

      Lining up, Sienna heard the music begin and felt herself smile inwardly knowing that the next twenty minutes would be a televised blur. The models had done the walk repeatedly during practice and everything was running like clockwork. Model one began her walk down the runway, as her next change of clothing was awaiting her arrival back behind stage with a bevy of attendants to get her prepared for her next outing. Organized poetic chaos.

      As the third model of twelve women prepared to walk down the runway, Sienna heard a horrified outcry from nearby. It was a sound a designer never, ever wanted to hear: the sound of alarm with no time to repair. Looking over, she felt her mouth drop open as the gray fitted evening gown was held up revealing the damage. The fabric had been punctured several times by a sharp object and a dizzying array of sequins and beads scattered to the floor.

      “Get a broom and get those up now before someone falls. Move!” Sienna barked out, moving into action. “Don’t just stand there staring at it. Grab another gown and replace it, get the almond colored gown and hurry. It will match the black accessories and not stand out. Put it down and leave it for me to look at later.” She couldn’t focus on that right now. The destruction of her work was already done, it was time to focus on what she could handle: her own walk and thank you to the crowd.

      As the model walked back, she saw her glance of surprise at the change of plans and quickly changed. Things flew back into routine as the show continued. When the music changed and the final model made their walk, it was Sienna’s turn.

      Stepping forward into the blinding light, she smiled widely and stepped forward on sheer faith. She couldn’t see the catwalk just yet until the bright lights were out of her face. As she continued forward, she saw the faces of applauding fans and was surrounded quickly by the other models as she took her bow. Graceful, thankful and encouraged by the response, she waved eagerly and shook several hands near the catwalk until she saw Joel in the front row watching her. She nearly stumbled until she saw his knowing smile. He knew he’d thrown her off kilter and it made her angry.

      This was deliberate and felt like borderline harassment as she saw Joel get to his feet to applaud her. At least his action brought others to their feet as well. He was helping as much as he was hindering, just like before. He was controlling their reaction, working the crowd and getting what he wanted from her. He knew she hated to linger on the catwalk, feeling like the center of attention, and the longer everyone applauded, the longer she felt obliged to be there.  What was he doing here anyways?

      Waving one more time and bowing deeply, Sienna turned to walk backstage once more. She wanted to get as far away from Joel as possible. He wasn’t healthy for her and she realized that now. The thought of him creeping back into her life put her on edge.

      When he’d moved out, she’d immediately changed the locks on her house and got an alarm system. There was something that had struck her as odd about him now that she looked back in retrospect. They’d been opposites in more ways than she realized. He’d created havoc in her world where she needed a place to retreat.

      Her little house overlooked a small cliff facing Long Island Sound. She’d paid dearly for the property, treasuring its location and privacy. It was a small cottage with a white picket fence, something out of a magazine practically. Large evergreen trees had been planted outside of her fencing in order to give a bit more solitude, but nothing blocked her view. The ocean gave her a sense of peace like no other, calming and inspiring. She spent many hours in an Adirondack chair facing the ocean simply thinking, holding her sketch pads and dreaming before the bevy of work began bringing her imaginings to life.

      In fact, Sienna wanted to do just that: retreat and hide away. She was tired and not ready for the onslaught to her mind that came with mentally battling Joel brought. As she stepped backstage of the show, she smiled and congratulated everyone, thanking them for a job well done. Grabbing the gray dress without a word, she headed back to her room and was quickly followed by Melinda.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Not really, but nothing a goodnight’s sleep won’t fix, eh?”

      “You are worried,” she said bluntly, causing Sienna to smile wanly at the candidness of the woman. That’s why she wanted her to work for her. Sienna could trust in Melinda’s honestly.

      “You are sooooo hired, you know that? Lunch tomorrow will be to celebrate, not discuss the job.”

      “We’ll discuss the job and what caused that,” Melinda said bluntly, pointing at the gray dress in Sienna’s hands. “That looks like scissors or something else pointy.”

      “I know it does. Do we have cameras backstage?”

      “Yes, I’ll pull the footage and see if I can find something for you.”

      “If you do, call the police. I will press charges for this – but keep it between us.”

      “Of course. Can I get you some water or anything?”

      “No, I’m going to ring for my car to be brought around so I can head home. What is your cell number?” Sienna quickly dialed it and hung up with a tired smile. “Now, tomorrow let me know where you’d like to go for lunch. Let’s go somewhere quirky and quiet so I can hide from the crowds for a bit.”

      “Sunglasses and a big hat?”

      “That just makes the tabloid media think that I’m hungover after the show.”

      “Are you a drinker?” Melinda asked in surprise.

      “No, but they don’t ever say anything good like ‘Oh, she attends church every Sunday like clockwork,’ now do they?”

      “You have a point.” Hearing a knock at the door, Melinda nodded. “I will see you tomorrow then and I’ll call with directions.”

      “Sounds good, and Melinda?”

      “Yes?”

      “I value my privacy and my business greatly. I hope you can understand that so if you find anything on that video playback, text me a snippet of it. I will not have a saboteur working for me.”

      “Yes boss,” Melinda said with a smile. “See you tomorrow.”

      Opening the door, the brunette walked out and in strode Joel like he owned the room. Immediately Sienna felt almost stifled, like his presence alone was sucking the life from her. He was taking the joy from her, from her moment, dampening it and ruining her evening.

      “What do you want Joel?”

      “Wow, that is some hello from a friend that is here to say that he misses you.”

      “Hello. Now, what do you want?”

      “I miss us, Sienna. Did you like my flowers?”

      “Those were from you?”

      “Yes, I told them to do away with the red roses you usually carry and that to put white roses in your room instead. I like the purity of the flower much better and it suits you.”

      “You told them to…” Sienna’s voice trailed off in disbelief. He’d reappeared and was already exerting himself into her life after thirty minutes. Unbelievable! “Did you have anything to do with what happened?”

      “What did happen?”

      “Just never mind,” Sienna said feeling foolish and surrounded. She didn’t want to talk to him and he was smothering her as he stepped closer.

      “Tell me what’s wrong and I will fix it. You know I’m here for you, for us,” Joel oozed and lay a hand on her shoulder. “I miss us and want things to work out between us. I need you and you need me.”

      “I don’t need you,” she quickly said and shrugged off his hand, watching his features darken perceptibly. “I like being on my own and not worrying about disappointing you.”

      “So, don’t disappoint me,”  he shrugged casually. “It’s that simple.”

      “I’m not going to either because we are finished.”

      “We aren’t finished, we’ll never be finished,” he spat out at her as he got enraged. “Finished, as you say, implies that there is an end to our relationship and there won’t be. I won’t have it. I will have you, your heart, your fashion line and everything. I’m good for you and you darn well know it.”

      “You are horrible for me and this conversation is over.”

      “It’s over when I say it is.”

      “Get out…again. Just go and take your flowers with you,” she snarled, handing him the crystal vase and roses, pushing them forcefully into his arms. “Give them to some poor unsuspecting woman who takes orders – but know this: that woman is not me. Now, I am leaving- alone!”

      Pushing past him, Sienna stormed past Joel and heard his harsh words towards her. It just cemented in her mind that he was no good for her. She was better off alone than with a man that mentally abused her and she realized it now. Joel would never be capable of being in a healthy relationship as he was too controlling, needing to keep everything his way and under his thumb.

      Walking out the door, she heard him continuing to shout obscenities and disparaging remarks about her as she left. Mortified, Sienna found herself very nearly running to get away from him before his words could sneak past the wall of ice wrapped around her heart. It hurt to let someone go over and over again but she would never fall back into his clutches.
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      Joel was wearing thin on her nerves. He was like the ocean pounding against the sand, trying to tear her down mentally. Every time Sienna turned around, he was either there or had left signs he had been there. She had no idea how he knew so much about her schedule and she had done everything she could to make sure they didn’t run in the same circles, yet he was there.

      If she had dry-cleaning to pick up, she would find that garments appeared missing or ruined. It took her some time to put it together that they were the outfits he’d hated until she had an epiphany one day when the owner wouldn’t look her in the eyes. Her gardener had suddenly been deported after being in the States for well over twenty years. She went to her hair dressers and was informed that “she should put the highlights back in her hair so she would be more appealing, say if Joel came back…” that was how she knew for certain it wasn’t coincidence.

      It was all Joel.

      Today was the final straw. Sienna had ordered her groceries online and drove out to the store to pick them up. When she’d returned home, she found that someone had destroyed her immaculate side garden that she loved. Her butterfly bushes, peonies, and hydrangeas had been ravaged. The thick stalks had been either ripped from the ground or trampled horrifically and lay broken in the grass. Her lawn had been dug up in several spots, leaving muddy tracks that went to the front door. A large muddy handprint was smack in the middle of her teal painted wooden front door.

      Horrified, she sat in her car in shock and locked her car doors again for good measure. She didn’t know what to do. Had they gone inside? No, her alarm hadn’t gone off and the company hadn’t called her. Were they waiting for her to get home? Had it been Joel or simply chance? He’d never been so destructive before.

      Unless it was the gray dress from the show? Her conscious nagged at her.

      The video footage of backstage had been missing. There was a four-hour block of recording that was simply gone. Vanished. While she’d been disgusted, part of her knew it would never show who had done the job. Whoever it had been knew the show, knew the routine, and how they operated.

      Putting her car in reverse, Sienna drove to the police station to immediately file a report and file a protective order against Joel. She would not feel threatened by him ever again-and if it wasn’t him? She’d be ready for whoever it was.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dismayed, Sienna sat stunned and in shock. The police said they would send someone out to patrol her area but without any leads there was nothing to go off of. They told her not to touch the yard or front door, and sent someone out to her home, but a call back in to the station revealed that there were no prints whatsoever. The policeman looked at her sympathetically and asked her if she had her conceal carry license.

      “You might have some sort of protection with you if you don’t feel safe.”

      “What are you saying, that I am simply on my own?”

      “No ma’am, but until we have more to go on or a lead – who do we go after?”

      “Joel Fischers.”

      “He did it? You saw him? Has he threatened you?”

      “No,” she said weakly. “Not per se, but I don’t feel safe and he’s very controlling.”

      “You can’t accuse someone of something with nothing to back it up.”

      “I know that, but…”

      “Look, if you don’t feel safe hire yourself a bodyguard or something. Get a gun, take some karate lessons, or have people around you all the time you do trust. It’s simple: don’t make yourself a victim.”

      “That’s it?”

      “For now, yes. If something happens, call me back.”

      “If something happens… like I end up dead or raped?”

      “Again, Miss Angelica, unless you’ve been threatened or we have evidence- our hands are tied. Let me give you someone’s card, he is a retired cop and can help you. He’s a really good guy and…”

      “Fine,” she snapped and snatched the card from his hand. “I will tell your ‘good guy’ that you recommended him over the police actually doing something.”

      “Miss Angelica, it’s not that we don’t want to help you. I genuinely believe something’s happened but we have to have a lead first. It’s like running a fever, a doctor wants to help you but until he runs some tests – you have to be patient until something shows up.”

      Nodding through hot angry tears, she got up and walked out of the station. Getting in her car, she locked the doors and sat there in shock. Part of her wanted to throw the card away and go confront Joel head on, but she knew that would be playing right into his hands. If he wasn’t doing this to her, he’d look at it as a chance to gain control over her yet again. If he was doing this, he would have gotten what he wanted.

      Backing out of the parking lot, she drove around town simply not knowing where to go. She knew she didn’t want to go home alone, nor did she want to stay at a hotel. She could call Melinda, but she would probably tell her to come stay with her. She didn’t want to cross the employee/boss imaginary line with someone she considered a friend. Walking into the sporting goods store, Sienna marched straight back to the gun counter.

      “I need a gun,” she blurted out firmly at a moment the store was incredibly quiet. Her voice carried easily across the room causing several men nearby to look at her inquisitively.

      “What kind?”

      “A big one.”

      “Miss, do you know anything about guns?”

      “No, but I need one.”

      “Are you in trouble? Should I call the police?”

      “No, they are no help and…and… I’m scared,” she whispered softly, looking down at the case confused, and pointed at the biggest gun in the glass case. “I will take that one.”

      “That’s a rifle.”

      “It goes bang-bang, right? Then that gun will do.”

      “Lady, I am going to insist that you shoot before you buy it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that model will knock you flat on your butt and leave a bruise on your shoulder.”

      “May I interrupt?” A blond-haired man said gently from nearby. He seemed to approach her almost as if he knew she was in a fragile state of mind. He moved very slowly towards her, watching. She felt cornered, trapped and ready to lash out.

      “Guns are only protection if you have the correct one, miss. You have a very tiny hand and need a smaller gun than that rifle. It has to fit your hand for you to be able to use it or else you are just endangering yourself and potentially arming whoever you are afraid of. Would you like some help?”

      “Yes,” she breathed gratefully, feeling her eyes well up with unshed tears. She felt angry and embarrassed by not knowing anything about the items in the glass cases. “I need something easy to use and that I will feel safe with.”

      “Then you don’t want that rifle because Jones is right – that gauge will knock you down. You are too delicate to brace yourself against that without a lot of experience or strength. Sam, let us see a Walther PK .380, please?”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Sienna.”

      “Sienna, my name is Harper. It’s very nice to meet you. Now, first rule is to make sure it’s never loaded and pointed at someone unless you mean to shoot it. They are weapons, so keep it away from everyone in case something happens. Okay?” He pulled back the slide with ease and handed it to her. His hand folded over hers, causing a jolt of feeling that instantly made her jumpy.

      “Whoa, relax. I’m trying to help. That’s all.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Look, Miss Sienna. This is my livelihood and I don’t take it lightly. I’ve been around them all my life and I suggest whatever gun you get, you take lessons and spend some time at the range. You have to get past the being scared or someone innocent can get hurt. Got it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Now, curl your hand around the handle again – finger off the trigger. Feel that? It should fit your hand carefully. If it’s too big, it’s dangerous because you could drop it. If it’s too small, you could lose your grip. Think of it like the three bears from the fairy tale, the gun has to be just right for your hand. This looks a little big for you still, don’t you think? Let’s try a Sig Sauer.” The blond stranger pointed in the case again and handed back the gun before putting a smaller one in her hand. She understood what he meant now. This tan gun seemed to fit much better in her palm, giving her a false sense of bravado.

      “Pull the slide back,” he instructed. Sienna did so and pulled the trigger at the same time, hearing the blank click. At his deep frown, she looked away embarrassed. “Now I absolutely insist you learn how to use it. If that had been loaded, it would have ricocheted off the floor or hit someone. If you don’t learn how to use a weapon properly when you own one- then I’ll insist on mace or bear spray instead.”

      “I’m buying the gun,” she insisted firmly and placed it on the black mat atop the counter, feeling even more mortified and resentful of the men around her. The counterperson took the gun and pointed it away from him in an exaggerated move making her feel like she’d done something wrong again.

      “And getting lessons?” the man named Harper prompted softly, his golden eyebrow arching in a silent challenge yet his smile told her he was intrigued by her.

      “From you?” she quipped.

      “From anyone.”

      “Yes, I’ll sign up for lessons. I want the gun and bullets for it too.”

      “How about the gun now and you get bullets later?”

      Nodding, she realized the stranger, Harper, was right. Internally, she was frightened that she’d make a mistake and shoot herself but the idea of being home alone without protection simply didn’t sit well at all either. She was frightened out of her wits and lashing out, feeling almost abandoned right now by the world around her. As she looked around, she saw several worried faces watching her with a knowing look. They probably thought she was a loose cannon too since she barged in demanding a weapon.

      “I will take the mace too,” she muttered begrudgingly.

      “Good idea.”
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      Harper saw the woman enter the department store and understood exactly what a double-take was now. He felt that he very nearly injured his neck the second time he whipped his head around to see the stunning debutante march back to the gun department. She was so far out of his league and out of her element it was mind-blowing. He could practically feel his brain turn to mush and leak out of his ears staring at the woman.

      Four-inch heels made her shapely legs look even longer than they were and he had to fight back the urge to purr, pinching his eyes closed just before he noticed the way her taut skirt stretched across her legs. Her hair was silky brown and hung down her back like a curtain or waterfall. She was beautiful in an elemental way. The woman walked with purpose, practically strode like a man would if he was on a mission to do something. Confident, arrogant, and obviously indulged by someone. He was willing to bet money on first glance that her every whim was catered to, so what was she doing here?

      Listening in, he overheard the demand for the large rifle in the case and stepped in before Jones made the sale. The man got a bonus on commissions and that gun alone was well over two grand in cash. Obviously she had no concept about guns or money, nor cared.

      “…I’m scared,” he heard her say and found himself moving forward away from the new Kimber he’d been admiring to replace his own Bursa. The pin on it was acting up and it kept jamming, something that wasn’t reliable anymore if he needed it. Last thing he wanted was to be caught in the moment with a gun he couldn’t fire. The protective streak in him surged forward, bringing him to interrupt the conversation between Jones and the woman. He was relieved to hear Jones was trying to talk her out of the large rifle.

      As she turned and looked at him, Harper almost swallowed his tongue. Taking a deep breath, he walked towards her slowly. Her eyes were a pale, brilliant green, reminding him of his mother’s ring; peridot, she’d told him the stone was called. In her eyes, he saw that she was fiercely determined to purchase a gun. People that were driven to buy immediately at a store were typically easy to read: everyday shooter, competitive, or possibly sick. This woman didn’t fit any of those categories. Criminals got their guns by any means possible and shopping wasn’t at the top of their list. So, what was her story?

      As he spoke with the beautiful woman, Sienna, he realized she knew nothing – absolutely nothing- about having a weapon. He also learned she was extremely hard-headed and there would be no dissuading her. If she was frightened, part of him wanted to extend his services as a bodyguard; however, in his experience, that could lead to other issues that he would rather not deal with.

      The second he showed Sienna how to curl her hand around the handle of the gun, he felt the instant surge of heat between them at the simple, innocent touch. No, she was out of his league, plus it was a bad idea to mix business and pleasure. Harper kept silent regarding his occupation.

      “And getting lessons?” Harper prompted softly, arching his eyebrow pointedly. He couldn’t help the smile that touched his face. She was a fierce, feisty thing and he could see the saucy temper simmering just below the skin. He was willing to bet that she would be just as determined in anything she did, including relationships.

      “From you?” Sienna quipped. He liked that about her. She was feeling more at ease and getting her bearings in the foreign store, causing the real side of her to show. He was willing to bet that if this pampered little rich woman was shopping on Rodeo Drive, she would command attention from any employee in any shop. Yep, force of nature – and they could be destructive. He’d already had enough destruction and resurrection in his past, no… he would let this fiercely beautiful woman go.

      “From anyone,” Harper responded firmly.

      “Yes, I’ll sign up for lessons. I want the gun and bullets for it too.” He could tell she was just humoring him. She had no intention to sign up for lessons. A foolhardy mistake that could get herself or someone else killed. Beautiful, hardheaded, arrogant and misguided.

      Run far away Harper, run away! He thought and winced. His running days were over, a bullet grazing his lower spine had ended his police career with the NYPD. He’d had to learn to walk again and rehab had been terrible. Now, he focused on his own business: safety…and his mind said that the beautiful Sienna was all wrong for him.

      “How about the gun now and you get bullets later?” he countered forcefully and smiled when she gave in. Thank God, he thought silently. The idea of an accidental shooting tore up his stomach. He suggested mace instead if she really believed she needed protection. The woman only needed to crook her finger and he was positive that her sugar daddy would have bodyguards pouring out of every room to protect her. Maybe this was her asserting her independent streak against her papa? Who knew – certainly not him. No bullets, she’d be safe and would forget about the weapon in no time.

      Standing back, he watched her whip out a black American express and rolled his eyes. Loaded, rich, and probably full of silicone in less than ten years, he smirked and then frowned. It would be a shame because she had such a classical elegant look to her now. He watched her stride out of the building after she’d paid, and out of his life. Regret had never felt this bad and Harper knew he’d made a mistake letting her slip through his fingers.
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      Sienna took her time getting used to her new purchase. She stared at the gun fearfully as she sat in her recliner in her living room, drapes drawn tightly and every light on in her house. She was afraid, exhausted, and barely functional. Afraid of the gun, frightened by Joel and her memory of the kind man at the store. He’d been handsome and she kept remembering his hazel eyes. Blue with flecks of green and brown in them. Stunning.

      She couldn’t sleep at night because she kept hearing noises in her mind and around the house as her cottage settled with the weather or temperature changes. Nightmares woke her from her sleep. She was on edge, always looking over her shoulder, waiting. She kept thinking she had spotted Joel in his car following her one day but then he was gone. Another afternoon, she could have sworn she saw him walk past the deli where she was having lunch with Melinda. Literally, choking on her drink, she began to hack as she gasped in her iced tea at the sight of him.

      Her breaking point was near and Sienna knew it. Everything was bothering her and she felt herself reaching a rolling boil internally knowing that she was about to become irrational. She needed sleep, a chance to relax, and a sense of comfort.

      She needed a bodyguard.

      Taking a sip of her hot tea, she stared ahead thinking, and remembered. Grabbing her purse, she was reminded of the business card the officer had handed her. Shuffling around, she felt herself getting irate because she couldn’t find it. Her purse was a bottomless pit and she did not have the patience for it right now. Aggravated, she dumped it over and shook it forcefully upside down, sending a flurry of debris onto her, the loveseat nearby. Gum, keys, loose change, sticky notes, floss and receipts were crumbled up among several tubes of lipstick. She lived out of her purse and it was nothing to jot an idea down, scribble a few suggestions and throw it inside. Sorting through all the pieces of paper, she came across the business card and sat down hard on the floor near the loveseat.

      
        
        Harper Etan - retired NYPD

        Professional Bodyguard

        Security Specialist

      

      

      

      Surely it wasn’t the same man? Harper from the store with the gorgeous eyes? Picking up her phone from the scattered mess on the couch cushion, she dialed the number and heard his warm, sultry voice answer the phone – and promptly hung up.

      “Chicken,” she whispered aloud. Bock-bock-bock, she thought to herself and jumped when her cell phone rang in her hand. Of course, he called back. “Hello.”

      “Someone just called this phone number- may I help you?”

      “Yes. I, uh, was looking to speak with Harper Etan please.”

      “This is he.”

      “Mr. Etan, I would like to discuss a job opportunity with you, if you’ve got a few moments to talk?”

      “No.”

      “Excuse me?” Sienna blurted out confused. He didn’t ask her name, how much or any questions, just bluntly declined to talk to her. What kind of help was that?

      “I don’t talk to prospective clients over the phone. I need to meet you, see what I am getting into, and we’ll come up with a security detail that works for you. Each need, each client is different so if you are interested- those are my terms.”

      “I’m the one doing the hiring, not you.”

      “Then I wish you the best of luck finding someone. If you want an expert, you’ve got him on the line right now… but if you want someone to take orders from you instead of watching out for you… I’m not your guy. I don’t take orders to make you happy. I will keep you safe because it’s my job. Now, may I help you or not?”

      “Yes,” she said softly, stunned and a bit taken aback by being ordered about.

      “Perfect,” he chuckled warmly. “Now the ball is in your court- I would prefer to meet you in an environment you are comfortable in, so I suggest your home or office. Which would you prefer?”

      “My home,” she said immediately. Office was too open, too impersonal, and there were too many people watching her. She wanted no one to be tipped off that she’d hired a bodyguard. In fact, she was having second thoughts about it. Only the overly-indulged had bodyguards, not some up & coming well-to-do designer. Harper, with the lovely eyes though… she thought dreamily.

      “Can we meet soon?” she blurted out and felt her cheeks heat up with embarrassment.

      “Are you in immediate danger?”

      “No…well, I don’t know.”

      “Okay, this is my cell number you called. Text me your address and hang up. I will come to you and call when I arrive, nothing else. Do not answer the door for anyone if you think you might be in danger. If you hear anything, any noises- call 911 immediately. Don’t hesitate- got it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” Harper abruptly ended the phone call and Sienna texted him her address. She saw the dots indicating he was typing a reply. He texted that he could be at her home in fifteen minutes. Cramming all her junk back into her large purse, she stayed seated where she was on the floor staring at the door.

      She’d been antsy and scared for so long that the thought of having a moment’s respite just drained her physically and emotionally. She let out a shaky sigh and ran her fingers through her light brown hair. Several minutes passed and she heard a car drive up, the gravel drive crunching under the tires. Her heart began to hammer in her chest nervously. Was it Harper?

      Hearing a knock at the front door, she felt herself get light-headed as her pulse kicked into high gear. Harper claimed that he wouldn’t knock, he would call her instead. It wasn’t him! Was it Joel? Sienna dialed 911 on her cell phone and picked up the can of mace off of the coffee table where it sat beside her unloaded gun. Bullets! I am soooo buying bullets in the morning!

      Getting slowly to her feet, she whispered into the cell phone that she was frightened and gave her address. She tiptoed towards the front door and the phone beeped in her ear, indicating a call waiting. Glancing down, she saw Harper was calling her. Confused, she didn’t know what to do.

      “Can you hang on a second?” she blurted out and gaped in terror as her front door opened by itself. Harper confidently stepped inside, taking the phone from her limp hand where it dangled from her hand. He put it up to his head quickly, talking while Sienna just stared at him and slowly crumpled onto the floor to sit down. Her legs gave out from underneath her in overwhelming terror and sudden relief.

      “Hey Monica, its Harper Etan. Yeah, no everything’s okay here. Cancel the dispatch, I’ve got it and if they are on the way, I’ll sign the papers. No, no problem. Yeah, I owe you guys several times over. Okay, yeah. Thanks. Bye.”

      Harper hung up the phone and looked appreciatively at her, kneeling down beside her. “Put your head between your knees before you pass out. Relax. Sienna, right? Miss-pistol-packing-Sienna from the gun store?”

      She did as he told her, simply because she wasn’t sure if she was going to throw up from fear or if she was going to drop over in a dead faint. She’d never been so terrified, not even at a haunted house when she was a teenager and they’d jumped out at her with a fake chainsaw. Seeing her locked front door opened that easily nearly caused her to soil herself. She barely heard him speaking as her ears were ringing fiercely.

      “Miss Sienna, I will take the job for three reasons and we are starting our contract right now. First off, you followed my directions and for us to work together and keep you safe- it will be critical if you are in danger. Secondly, you didn’t shoot me, which means you listened to what I said about the bullets weeks ago – thank you very much for that. Third, the first thing we are going to do is upgrade your security here. It was entirely too easy for me to pick the lock and that keypad on the wall is a joke. I cut the wire from the outside and your security system should have called you long before I ever knocked,” he told her and she slowly raised her head to look at him as her body was coming down from the paranoid rush. She still felt woozy and her hands were trembling something fiercely.

      “I am sorry I scared you, but I am here to help. You’ll be safe Sienna.” Mortified, she felt hot tears fall down her cheeks as she stared up at Harper’s kind face. His sympathetic eyes showed that he understood her jumbled feelings. He didn’t say a word, but reached over and grabbed several Kleenexes, handing them to her as she cried unabashedly there where she sat on her wood floor. After a moment, she felt him pat her on the shoulder.

      “You’ve been strong for a while now and it eats away at you. Finish your tea and I’ve got some things in the car to get us started. I’m going to go ahead and replace the door locks, with your permission, of course. I prefer Schlage and it’s much harder to pick.” Sienna watched as he kindly picked up a throw blanket off of the chair and covered her with it. His understanding eyes watched her knowingly. “I bet you haven’t slept in a while, have you? Why don’t you take a nap and we’ll talk more after the locks are installed? I have fasteners for the windows as well and I’ll show you how they work when you wake up. You’re safe,” he repeated.

      Sienna watched him head out the front door to his car and saw him return with a duffle bag full of things. As he set it down, he removed several lock kits, a Philips-head screwdriver and a small drill. He nodded at her and proceeded to start removing the doorknob/deadbolt combo from her front door. Her eyes drifted shut several times before she felt the blessed darkness overwhelm her as she finally slept soundly for the first time in weeks.
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      Harper instantly recognized the woman the moment he’d opened the front door and flinched painfully. The sheer terror in Sienna’s face would haunt him. He’d thought about her often, that arrogant sexy stride and spark of fire in her that intrigued him. She’d disappeared and he’d prayed for a chance to meet her again, but not like this – never like this.

      This was what he assumed to be an easy job. Some poor woman was frightened and wanted a bodyguard to protect her for a few days until she felt secure again. He’d seen the routine repeatedly. Sometimes it was legitimate, other times they were looking for a bit of eye-candy to dangle upon their arm. He had been scandalized the first time it had happened to him, now he recognized it. Depravity was everywhere it seemed and being police first, bodyguard second had given him some glimpses into the seedier part of life. It was tough and took a person of high morals and high faith to get through it all and know that they were serving a higher purpose in the end.

      Sienna had stared at him horrified and he had plucked the phone out of her loose grip easily to call off the 911 rescue. She was obviously smart and listened to him when he’d given the direction to her. Either that or she was so worn down and broken, that in desperation she’d called. He hated to be the one to drive her to that moment, that feeling. No one should ever be scared to death like this and her ghostly white face under that golden tanned skin made him feel like the biggest heel in the world.

      He had been showing off and he knew it. Whoever had called him lived alone in a quaint cottage overlooking a cliff. Every wall seemed to have a ton of windows, more than what he would have designed for sure. The front door, while beautiful in its teal paint with old world elegance, was a sheer joke. There was no deadbolt. He nearly laughed aloud when he saw the simple, old lock and it took him moments and two picks to open it right up.

      As he entered the room, Harper watched her sink to the floor. He knew that look; she was close to fainting. He told her to hang her head between her knees quickly so the blood could return to her face. Her terrified eyes were not focusing yet and he knew she was traumatized. Please don’t let her suffer, I still hear that gun in my sleep and feel a twinge in my back, he prayed and then amended his thoughts quickly, don’t let me be the cause of her suffering. He wanted to help her, whatever was wrong. He’d take the job and if it turned out to be for nothing, he’d be thankful for the chance to wash the ‘what if’ regrets from his own mind.

      He saw her look up at him with sightless eyes. She was scared senseless, a pang of regret burned in his soul. Her eyes had rings of exhaustion underneath them and he felt his heart clench. Poor, beautiful woman. No one deserved this, no one.

      “I am sorry I scared you, but I am here to help. You’ll be safe Sienna,” he crooned softly and wondered if she even heard him. A few moments later, she began to cry. It wasn’t delicate feminine tears. They were ‘ugly tears’ his mother called them.

      “When your soul hurts, you cry ugly tears to shed the pain, my son,” his mother told him when he’d cried his own tears from his hospital bed. He’d been a grown man yet had cried like a baby in his mother’s arms when he’d believed he’d lost the use of his legs. He’d cried again when he’d found out that it was significant damage but they believed he’d walk again.

      Sienna was crying those soulful tears and he felt overwhelmed with regret and guilt. Would things have been different if he’d reached out to help her weeks ago? Had she been fine until he’d shown off, opening the front door with ease?

      Harper didn’t say a word, but reached over and grabbed several Kleenexes, handing them to her as she cried unabashedly there where she sat on her wood floor. After a moment, he couldn’t stand it any longer. He patted her awkwardly on the shoulder, unsure what to do. Where was her husband or boyfriend? Was she single? Would she try to shoot him if he tried to comfort her?

      He slowly moved forward and picked her up. He expected to feel her fight against him, especially if it had been him that terrorized her. Instead, she didn’t – she accepted his help and moved gracefully to the Loveseat, and he covered her with a crocheted throw blanket nearby that matched several of the cushions. Her house was like her, breathtakingly beautiful in its simplicity. Elegant yet old-fashioned in some ways.

      “I bet you haven’t slept in a while, have you?” Harper acknowledged and saw her eyes finally meet his. He’d hit the nail on the head!  She didn’t say a word but didn’t have to – she was beyond worn out. “Why don’t you take a nap and we’ll talk more after the locks are installed? I have fasteners for the windows as well and I’ll show you how they work when you wake up. You’re safe,” he repeated.

      Her eyes watched him, stared at him, and he had to get out for a moment. He wondered if she blamed him or if she would trust him – either way, he now had a job to do and his path had led him to Sienna again. As he walked to his car, he knew putting himself to work protecting her would soothe him and hopefully her as well. He popped the trunk to grab his duffle bag. He carried an equipment bag everywhere he went. That was the first thing he’d learned, that people had no idea how unsecure their homes truly were. Between videos online, hackers and simply old-fashioned thievery, if the ill-will was there- people broke in and had access to learning more creative ways to do so. His job was to stay one step ahead of them.

      As he set the laden duffle bag down, he slid open the zipper and removed several lock kits, a Philips-head screwdriver and a small drill. He barely glanced at her, cringing as he saw the sheer exhaustion on her face and the flat look she’d given him. He nodded at her and proceeded to start removing the doorknob/deadbolt. Focusing on the deadbolt, he felt his mind racing. Who would be after her? He glanced over and saw she was fast asleep finally.

      Who wouldn’t be after her? He thought candidly to himself. She was beautiful like a Grecian goddess in a painting. She was tanned with dark eyelashes fanning her cheeks and the part that made his stomach flip-flop was the fact that she wore no rings at all, nor was there a sign of a tan line from one. He assumed/hoped/prayed she was single and he wouldn’t have to worry about some angry man banging down the newly secured doors.

      Harper replaced the front deadbolt, installed a series of window clips to prevent the glass pane windows from being slid open or jimmied, and two more deadbolts on the kitchen door. The house was obviously quite old because he’d only seen Dutch doors in movies or in magazines. It was a quaint touch that unfortunately made the rear of the house easily accessible and frankly horrified him when he saw it.

      He’d literally smacked his forehead and rolled his eyes at the small hook & eye that was on the top half of the door and the slide on the bottom half. He was glad she was asleep because the security specialist in him was tempted to screw plates from one door to the other to make it solid – but he didn’t want to make her cry again. Instead, he smiled as he imagined the look on her face when he handed her three sets of keys to her house.

      As he finished up, he saw that it was pitch-black outside and quite late. He’d been working on the locks and windows for several hours now. He wanted to ask questions about who was after her but she was completely out cold and softly snoring on the couch. He didn’t have the heart to wake her.

      Instead, he grabbed another crocheted throw after checking the gun she had lying out on the coffee table. He wanted to verify it was unloaded in case she happened to wake up and was distraught still. Sitting in the recliner, he tucked his pistol in the side holster instead of the back of his waistband and draped the throw across his chest. Closing his eyes, he smiled softly thinking of how the Lord works in mysterious ways and felt blessed to have a chance to help the woman after he’d let her slip through his fingers once.
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      Sienna awoke to sunlight streaming in through a transom window above her front door. That was one thing she loved about her house, all the windows and light it had. She loved her cottage and the view. It refreshed her and relaxed her. Joel had always hated- wait!…

      She sat up abruptly hearing a soft snore nearby. Alarmed, she glanced over to see a large handsome blond man sleeping fully dressed in her recliner.  The pale pink crochet throw blanket over his chest was simply adorable against his skin.

      The previous day’s events came rushing back, along with her temper now that she’d had a good night’s rest. She slowly got to her feet and tiptoed over towards the chair and kicked the footrest down hard, locking it into position and bringing Harper directly into an upright position. He came flying out of the chair, completely out of sorts, and glared down at her, making her grin mischievously.

      “Paybacks and good morning,” she said simply and stepped away to walk off into the galley kitchen. She asked him over her shoulder, “Coffee, Harper?” and left him standing there watching her. She had a crick in her neck, as well as probably looked awful from sleeping on the loveseat. Spotting the bright, brushed metal deadbolts on the Dutch door, she walked back to look at Harper.

      “You were busy last night, weren’t you?”

      “Very. We have a lot to talk about today.”

      “I agree. Thank you for coming out here on such short notice,” she said gratefully and went back to making the coffee, returning moments later with two large cups. “I appreciate it a lot and can’t tell you how badly I needed the sleep.”

      “You don’t have to tell me, I saw it firsthand. I’m sorry I scared you.”

      “You gave me quite a shock, I’ll admit it. Again, thank you for staying though.”

      “It’s my job now,” he shrugged.

      An uncomfortable silence stretched between them. They’d not discussed money nor duties as of yet, but he’d taken on the job already, throwing himself into it by staying with her and replacing all the locks. “Hungry?” she said awkwardly.

      “You don’t have to feed me.”

      “Well I plan on eating something and thought you might like to too,” she said with a heavy sigh. “Look, I would feed anyone that came to my house. My mom always fed people, saying that it makes them happy and amicable. So, I’m asking again- would you like to eat something?”

      “Are you saying I’m not happy or amicable?”

      “I’m saying that you obviously need to eat something. You’re very grumpy in the mornings.”

      “Getting woken up abruptly can do that to a man or employee,” he smarted off.

      “So can getting terrorized in your own home,” Sienna saw he had the good graces to flinch as the jab hit home. “I know you meant well, but I don’t recommend doing that ever again. It was a good thing I didn’t mace you or something worse.”

      They stood there looking at each other, at an impasse. Sienna found herself in a remarkably fresh state of mind and likened it up to getting a decent night’s rest. She felt alive, recharged and apparently attracted to the man standing in front of her.

      Harper Etan was better looking than she’d remembered. He was tall but she hadn’t realized it since she’d worn high heels that day. She had thought they were about the same height, but now saw she came only to his chin. Sandy blond hair only accentuated the shadow of growth on his chin from where he’d not shaved, making his eyes even more appealing. Sienna had a thing for eyes and this man made her stomach clench in ways she’d not felt in a long, long time.

      “Can we start again since I seem to have bungled it twice now?” she heard him ask gently and found herself gazing up at him, star-struck, as she saw he was genuine. That was what she loved about eyes, you could tell a person’s true nature and they revealed so much.

      “I’d like that very much,” she admitted truthfully. “Having you here has already made me feel a bit safer.” Sienna flushed as she saw him smile in response. Ugh, did he have to possess such beautiful eyes? She felt practically vapid or wimpy, like some fainting damsel from a cartoon by just looking at him. Mercy, that was not her style. She ran a corporation and there was no time for foolishness like this in her life again. She’d tried it once and look where it got her! Shaking her head, she looked away from him and cleared her throat.

      “Good, now that we are on the same page- what do you want to know from me? How exactly do you plan to keep me safe?” she asked bluntly, turning away from him. She needed to keep from looking at him, he was simply too handsome for his own good and she didn’t need distractions right now. She needed to focus on growing her new line, coming up with ideas and the gala she was hosting in two months.

      Ignoring the confused look on his face, she again walked away from him into the kitchen. She quickly made up two plates of fresh fruit and toast, returning to the small breakfast nook just off the living room and kitchen.

      Sitting down, she saw his head was bowed momentarily and smiled. Nice… Harper was Christian too. She was a believer but struggled to find time in her schedule to get to services. A long time ago, she vowed to keep her communication up with God – even if she couldn’t do it in a church. God was everywhere and He didn’t insist she be at a specific location at a specific time, or so she assumed. As he looked up at her, she glanced away, fighting the attraction.

      “Prayers are welcomed here, you don’t have to do it silently unless you want to,” she offered and set the plate down.

      “Thank you. Now, tell me why you need a bodyguard.”

      “Of course,” she agreed, picking up her fork. “You cut right to the chase, don’t you? I like that- straight to business.” She took a few bites and realized the food was tasteless as she thought about Joel and how to explain her own hunches about her ex.

      Before she knew it, she was pouring out everything to him. The insults, the control he tried to maintain over her, how she felt like he was stalking her now. She told Harper everything and didn’t realize how much internal strife she had bottled inside of her until he handed her a tissue again like he had last night. Touching her face, she felt her cheeks were wet and felt mortified. She was not a crybaby yet she’d done just that twice in the last twenty-four hours.

      “I feel so stupid crying like this. I’m angry and hate feeling threatened,” she lashed out.

      “Crying is an emotional release when you are overwhelmed. It’s natural.”

      “I feel like he still has control over me then, by making me feel like this.”

      “Exactly, and that is why you’ve hired me. You are taking back control from a monster in sheep’s clothing. It’s a brave thing and not easy sometimes.”

      “I don’t feel brave. I’m feeling pretty wretched right now.” Harper nodded and got up to refill their coffee. He looked right at home in the small kitchen and operated the Keurig with practiced ease. She could very nearly picture him with a tiny cherry apron around his waist and a giggle slipped past her lips. In the very next breath, she wondered what he would look like with only the apron and rubbed her eyes to get the image out of her mind. What was wrong with her?

      “Bravery,” Harper began, handing her the fresh cup of coffee, “Is doing something you know is right but isn’t easy. If you’ve seen him and he is contacting the people you do business with, then yes – he is stalking you. Insulting or degrading you is another way people try to maintain control. It’s a form of abuse.”

      “I know,” she whispered, staring at the steam coming off the top of the dark liquid. She remembered how she had once felt and the strength it had taken to free herself from that private torture.

      “So now, we know his game and how he plays it- it’s time to plan on drawing him out so he makes a mistake that the police can lock him up for. We want the police involved as much as possible. It makes it public and keeps it impersonal. You want to remove emotion from it and consider it all business transactions. If he sees he isn’t bothering you, then it will enrage him. Controlling people can’t stand it when there is failure.”

      “That sounds just like Joel honestly.”

      “If he is that much of a control freak, I would bet that there is either a bug in your house or the fact that he is watching it closely- which means that he knows I’m here and stayed the night. I’ll run a bug detector over the house to be sure, but Joel is probably foaming at the mouth right now,” Harper told her with a grin. “I doubt he’s bugged the house because he won’t have the tech for it, but if he is watching the house- we should give him a show. Shall we work in the yard together cleaning up the mess he’s made? It would look best if you are smiling and showing that you are unphased.”

      “You are going to try to make him think I’ve moved on,” she breathed, feeling warmth flow into her limbs and color her cheeks. “You are going to pretend to be …”

      “We’ll play that I am the new boyfriend. He won’t recognize me and frankly he doesn’t have to see anything else other than us talking in public. It will be safe, I promise. Now, I need more information from you on routes you take to work, places you visit and locations so I can make sure you are safe.”

      Sienna and Harper talked for hours over coffee. It fascinated her to see how his mind worked and what he had planned. The man was uncanny in his accurate description of Joel and what his reaction would be. Joel would be fuming if he thought he’d been replaced. He’d been controlling of everything before and was still trying to wrest control of the majority share of her company. Harper announced that he’d carried a change of clothing with him and toiletries, just in case, but had no intention of leaving her alone. Apparently he thought Joel could be potentially dangerous to her and she was glad to have Harper there.

      Walking into her bedroom, she set the lock on her door to change clothes as Harper waited in the living room. Her room was a lot like the rest of her house, classically cottage, with a wrought iron bed and wicker pieces that made the floral bursts of color stand out. She loved the theme and it seemed to fit her style internally instead of the look she portrayed externally. On the outside, she was a chic business woman that was the epitome of sleek elegance.

      Opening her dresser drawers, she grinned at her true self: a bluejeaned and t-shirt kinda girl. Her jeans were faded and worn, the button-fly Levi’s were perfect on her. She tossed on a t-shirt and pulled a sweatshirt over it since the weather was so cool outside. The idea was to clean up the debris and be seen by Joel – he would disapprove of her outfit immensely since he’d gotten rid of her jeans the moment he’d moved in before.

      There were so many signs that they were wrong together and she’d ignored them. He’d pressured her for so long yet she’d remained true to her faith, insisting that they have separate rooms because she was saving herself for marriage. He’d mocked her and she had taken to praying silently to avoid it. If she’d had any inkling before, she would have never put herself in such a situation. She was lucky she wasn’t attacked by him during her sleep when she was vulnerable.
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        * * *

      

      Harper watched Sienna walk out into the living room where he waited. He was feeling pretty grungy but if he was going to be working in the yard to bait his adversary, then there was no reason to shower just yet. Besides, they still had to talk arrangements. He didn’t feel comfortable leaving her alone for a moment, much less overnight. Joel Fischers sounded like he was a loose cannon waiting to go off. He sure didn’t want to taunt the man and leave Sienna unguarded.

      Seeing her casually dressed in jeans, cemented his opinion that Harper couldn’t leave her alone. Sienna looked so approachable and inviting with a shy smile on her face. The look she gave innocently made him clench his hands into fists to prevent him from walking over there, scooping her into his arms and kissing his new boss. Her jeans were form fitting and while he thought her dress had looked pretty on her, the way she filled out the Levi’s was heady. The button-fly on the front of her pants immediately sparked his imagination and he shut his eyes to count to ten.

      “Ready for the show?” Harper said lightly and grimaced as his voice came out in a squeak. Great, I sound like a boy in puberty, he thought. Clearing his throat, he nodded. “Let’s pretend to be friendly with each other. Let’s exchange jokes so we are talking and laughing. We don’t want it to look fake, it’s got to be real – okay? If you see his car or him, don’t freeze up – Instead I want you to wave at him. Got it?”

      “Wave at Joel?” she parroted in disbelief.

      “Yes. Wave, smile, whatever you have to do to let him know you see him. Then we’ll light the fuse…trust me on this.”

      “I do trust you; you’re here-right?”

      “Right, and I have seen this kind of creep before.”

      “Okay, lead on maestro,” she acknowledged quietly. “This is your show and I’ll be the puppet.” They walked out the front door to her cottage with trash bags in hand to clean up the mess Joel had made of her landscaping. At the last moment as they were walking out the door, she felt Harper take hold of her hand. Glancing at him, he nodded and smiled.

      “Go with it,” he said through his teeth and watched as a type of serene look came over her face. The woman could have been an actress. She smiled up at him and he could have honestly believed it was for him, and him alone. Her pale green eyes sparkled and her smile revealed that she had a little dimple faintly in one of her cheeks, just begging to be kissed. The cool sunshine and breeze off the ocean made him feel like this place was heaven. He understood the appeal of the cottage and it made him frustrated that someone had taken the time to destroy the foliage around the house.

      “He tore up my favorite plants,” Harper heard Sienna say quietly as she pointed and identified each bush. Butterfly bushes brought butterflies to the yard and she loved watching them. The peonies and hydrangeas had been her favorite cuttings; she always kept a vase full in the spring and summer on the tables about the house. They had all been ravaged by someone, presumably Joel Fischers. The thick stalks had been either ripped from the ground or trampled horrifically. Grabbing his trash bag, he knelt down and began picking up the broken stems.

      “If it was springtime we’d work on planting some more for you,” Harper said gently and smiled up at her. “Jokes, remember? You want to look unfazed. Why did the chicken cross the road?” Sienna knelt down and began picking up debris as well, shoving it in the trash bag forcefully.

      “Don’t let him have the pleasure of seeing you upset,” he reminded her. “Knock- knock?”

      “Who’s there?”

      “Etch.”

      “Etch who?” she said, rolling her eyes at him. “This is silly.”

      “Bless you my friend! Get it? Etch who?” he chuckled and heard her giggle too. He watched her out of the corner of his eye and saw her smiling at him. Harper sat back on his knees and put his hands on his thighs. “Now it’s your turn,” he prompted. “See if you can stump me, I’m the knock-knock aficionado.”

      “Knock-knock.”

      “Who’s there?”

      “Tank,” she said firmly and went back to picking up the greenery.

      “Tank who? Oh,” Harper said quickly, his smile fading. He reached out to take her hand in his. It wasn’t an act for Joel’s sake, but for his own. “Sienna, you don’t have to thank me but… knock-knock?”

      “Who’s there?” she smiled shyly at him and looked pointedly at where he held her hand. She wasn’t pulling back but instead, squeezed his hand appreciatively.

      “Cereal.”

      “Cereal who?” she grinned, rolling her eyes at him.

      “Cereal pleasure to have met you,” he admitted and brought her hand up to kiss her knuckles. Just then, before she could say anything he saw her eyes glance over his shoulder and her face paled. They both jumped to their feet at the same time. Sienna’s face had a false, bright, overemphatic smile on it that didn’t reach her eyes. She waved diligently as he’d instructed and Harper put his arm around Sienna’s waist intimately. He smiled down at her stunned facade.

      “Keep waving and smile at me,” he instructed, kissing her cheek. He could smell the faint scent of perfume on her and breathed deeply. Harper heard her soft intake of breath and tires squeal, causing him to glance away from her mystified expression to see if they were in danger. He knew he’d crossed a line and immediately released her.

      “Sorry about that, but I wanted him to believe what he was seeing.”

      “No, I think he understood perfectly.”

      “Sienna, I can finish this up for you,” he offered. When he’d kissed her cheek, her soft skin was cold under his lips and he knew she was chilled. “I would like to get a few things and stay here for a few days to see if he returns.”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary,” she stammered, looking extremely skittish.

      “Then I’ll need to make arrangements for you to stay elsewhere if you want privacy. I don’t think Joel Fischers is going to be a guy to quickly run away. He will try a second, third or fourth to see if I am around. He may try to confront you the moment you are alone.”

      “He lived here once but I am not comfortable with having another man, a stranger, staying with me – even if I’ve hired you.”

      “May I suggest a hotel then?”

      “I’m not leaving my home to stay at a hotel,” she said stubbornly.

      “Then we’ll compromise and I’ll put a lock on your bedroom door so you feel safe from me and I will take the extra room. In fact, I insist.”

      Sienna looked away from him and began waving again. Harper glanced over and stared at the car. BMW series X5, black with tinted windows, he filed away mentally and memorized the license plate number. The man would not go easy. Harper wrapped his arm around Sienna’s waist again; this time she melted against him. He caught his breath at how well their bodies fit against each other. Her hand came to rest directly on his chest and Harper found himself cradling her against him, his hand over hers, like it was meant to be there.

      “Maybe you can stay in the extra room,” she told him quietly. He looked down at her horrified expression and saw her staring at the car driving away. He released her as quickly as he’d held her. It made him feel awful to see the look of repulsion on her face, problem was…he wasn’t sure if that look was for Joel or for himself.
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      Sienna was torn. Harper had taken her with him to his apartment in order for him to get some clothes, weapons and his laptop. She’d been surprised that he had insisted she not be left alone. He looked concerned and frankly, she understood. Seeing Joel twice in one day did more to unnerve her than she realized. It was no longer perhaps a figment of her imagination. She’d waved and he’d made a rude gesture the moment Harper’s arm went around her waist. Confident Harper hadn’t seen it, she’d been completely disgusted at the base gesture he’d flung out the car window towards her.

      Harper had moved in to the spare bedroom and become a perfect gentleman while at her house. He’d put the lock on the inside of her bedroom door without asking, just as he promised he would. The man left her alone most of the time, gathering information or planning different routes for them to take to her office downtown.

      Quirky would not begin to describe Harper in the slightest. He wore so many masks, she wasn’t sure who the true Harper Etan was. One moment he was calm, cool and collected – the next he was blushing like an untried boy. He was a brilliant tactician, explaining one day how he wanted to make sure that if they were being watched that there was no pattern to their movements. She’d changed her routine as well, moving to a new spa for her hair, nails and other personal grooming.

      She thought she’d have an afternoon alone as well, but no. Harper insisted on going, and read a magazine in the waiting area patiently while she got her legs waxed. She wasn’t sure who was more embarrassed: Harper when he realized it or her as she stepped into the salon. His face had turned beet red and he began making choking sounds as she was asked about more delicate, intimate services in front of him.

      “No, just the legs today. Thank you,” she confirmed and ducked her head quickly to get away from where he was staring at her bug-eyed. They’d gone straight from the salon to her office where he’d talked with several employees around her.

      She found herself watching him and daydreaming. What would it be like to have him smile or talk to her like that? He was so casual and so outgoing with the women of her office, she was a little jealous. As she watched him, she saw him tuck a lock of hair behind Melinda’s ear and snapped her pencil she’d been sketching with promptly in two.

      This wasn’t the first time Harper had flirted with other women, not at all… no! The man was a hound dog with hormones and she had judged him all wrong! Sienna had been right to stay to herself and far away from him. Getting herself emotionally involved with an employee, much less one that couldn’t keep from sniffing around the next woman, was a nightmare waiting to happen. Disgusted, she had snapped three more pencils and flung them in the trashcan irately. She sent a terse instant message to Melinda to get more of them with the next office supply order she placed.

      Glancing up through her office glass window, she saw a delivery driver arrive with a plant. As Melinda signed for it, Harper took it from one of the other seamstresses, Sally, and carried it to her office. The frown on his face made her temperature rise. Everyone else gets smiley, flirty, fun Harper – but no, she gets angry, businesslike, aloof version of Mr. Etan, the bodyguard.

      “Run out of girls to sift through out there?” Sienna greeted him bluntly as he stepped into her office and set the planter down. Inside was a vicious looking cactus with long needles. She yanked the card from the holder.

      “I’m not sifting through your staff, Sienna. I am gathering information,” he told her and took a seat opposite of her desk. He looked a bit miffed by her callus description of him. Perhaps it hit too close to home? Opening the card, she caught her breath and glanced at him sharply from where she was standing. He got to his feet and took the card from her, read it and threw it in the trash.

      “I am not a prickly woman, as he says,” Sienna whispered aloud, highly offended, and fanned her face to prevent herself from letting a tear slip past. The card had only two words on it and one was extremely derogatory. He was still calling her names and insulting her.

      “Spin it,” Harper said firmly. “Don’t let him get to you. It’s all about power. Keep the plant and make sure the cactus is seen so Joel knows it didn’t hurt you. He tried and he failed,” he coached and took her hand in his. “Don’t give him the power over you- make him fail over and over again, Sienna.”

      “I know and you are right. Did he have to be so coarse and insulting? He knows just how to get under my skin and I hate that I let him into my life years ago. This is all my fault.”

      “You are still giving him power over you; take it from him again like you did when you told him to move out. You aren’t prickly,” he admonished, causing her to look up at him. His eyes blazed brilliantly against his skin with intensity, making her catch her breath. She’d wondered what it would be like to have him look at her like this and she was getting her prayers answered. This was a different side of Harper and it was devastatingly sexy.

      “Spin it, every single time. You are strong, powerful and don’t need anyone to survive. You can be anything you want and perhaps you should look at things around you differently. You are…” Harper’s voice dropped to an intimate whisper as he stared at her, “…succulent just like the cactus and incredible against anything that comes your way.”

      “Succulent?” Sienna repeated, stunned at the description. The hot look in his eyes was raw, elemental and full of desire. Could it be true or was this another façade he put on for show? There was no one else in her office; however, she could see others glancing towards the glass windows where they could be seen. This had to be for their viewing, not for her…right?

      She saw him nod ever so slightly as his head dipped down towards hers. Was he going to kiss her in front of her staff? Would word make it back to Joel and perhaps he would finally leave her alone? She felt his breath against her as he hovered longingly above her lips, waiting silently for permission it seemed. Her eyes drifted shut as she felt herself melting against him eagerly. She wanted this kiss between them, to feel like she was special…to feel ‘succulent and incredible’ to this man because all she felt right now was vulnerable.

      “Miss Sienna? You have a call on line three. It’s your financial advisor.”

      Harper stepped back quickly as Sienna opened her eyes. The moment was broken, lost, and she felt more fragile than ever. Some cactus, she thought and flinched as she heard Harper clear his throat. He stepped past Sally back into the office area to give her privacy to conduct her business.
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      Things were tense between Sienna and Harper – or at least she felt that way. Every time she turned around, he seemed to be there watching her. His eyes followed her everywhere and he barely said two words since that moment between them in her office a week ago. Succulent, he’d called her. The timbre in his voice had been full of desire, awe, and respect, a heady combination that had her yearning for that kiss between them.

      The kiss that had been interrupted before it ever started.

      Simply thinking of what it would be like to kiss Harper was enough to put her on edge. It was almost worse than the lack of sleep before he’d arrived on the scene. Each evening, before he’d come into her life, she would read a book curled in her recliner but now it seemed to be Harper’s chair. Sienna would stretch out on the loveseat and try to read, but Harper would watch TV and she found herself commenting on the shows only to be returned with silence. ‘Tense’ was an understatement.

      A light flurry of snow had dusted the land around her house, making the view outside of her windows facing the ocean glitter white, gray and blue. She was touched to see him praying one morning early. He was on his knees, hands clasped in front of him and facing the windows. His gun was tucked in the back of his pants like normal and a t-shirt stretched tight across his shoulders. He looked deep in thought, his eyes closed as his lips moved softly in near silent speech.

      “May I join you?” she asked quietly, her voice sounding so loud in the house.

      “I’m finished,” Harper told her bluntly and got up quickly as she had just gotten down on her knees beside him. It was almost like a slap to have him abandon her there quickly like that and she would have none of it. She reached up and grabbed his arm, stopping him. He froze and didn’t move. She didn’t look up from where she was at, instead she kept her head bowed and took a deep breath.

      “I didn’t want to interrupt you and you don’t have to leave. I find that I need to pray for supreme patience right now and you sir- you need to pray for whatever has crawled up your craw making you so hateful towards me the last few days,” Sienna told him flatly, only to hear him begin to chuckle. Her outstretched arm suddenly got much closer as he knelt down beside her, resuming his position in prayer.

      “Maybe a little more time speaking with God wouldn’t hurt me at all,” he told her, his voice full of candid truth. “I don’t hate you and don’t mean to be cruel towards you at all. I’m trying to keep from doing something we both might regret and was praying for His guidance when you walked in.”

      “Then don’t stop praying for answers -and don’t forget your craw in those prayers. Whatever is wrong, don’t take it out on me,” she whispered, clasping her hands together. “I won’t have it and can’t handle it from you, Harper. You are my only ally right now and I need you on my side.”

      “You have me on your side,” she heard him say softly and felt him brush her hair back off her shoulder as she stayed their frozen on her knees beside him, treasuring the gentle touch and picturing him pretending to care for her. She could take hateful words and scathing remarks from anyone and while she might get upset, angry or even hurt – it was nothing compared to the raw pain of rejection she felt deep inside from Harper. She thought they had grown amicable or had crossed a line between them, only to have it washed away and disappear completely. Her eyes shot open as she felt Harper kiss her cheek softly. She felt his lips touch her cheekbone only the briefest of moments before he backed away, looking almost concerned.

      “I am your ally and will be on your side whenever you need me,” he told her, his expression genuine. “I think we need to keep some space between us and keep it professional, which is why we are going shooting this morning. I want you to be able to defend yourself from whatever monsters are bother you, including me.”

      “You aren’t a…” she began and he immediately cut her off.

      “Sienna, I have skeletons in my closet just like any other person. We’ll leave in an hour once I finish praying for my craw, as you put it so delicately, and you regain your patience,” Harper told her, making her smile.
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        * * *

      

      They rode silently towards the gun range. Sienna was very leery and skeptical about going back there. She’d been underwhelmed by the building as it seemed almost geared towards hunting or fishing rather than simply selling guns. It exuded testosterone and she had stuck out like a sore thumb before in her dress and Jimmy Choo’s. This time she knew what to expect, or at least thought so.

      Carrying her plastic case, they walked inside and Harper practically took over. It was a complete role reversal from when they’d gone to her office. She’d been in charge there and directing him; this time he was in his element. He snatched up a pair of overhead ear protection, some eye protection, two paper targets and two boxes of bullets. He quickly paid, making Sienna’s jaw drop in surprise. She had fully expected to pay for the range time, just like she had cut his check each week from her personal account.

      “I’m shooting too,” he said as if that explained anything at all.

      “I get the next trip, okay?”

      “No problem.”

      Sienna listened aptly as he went over the rules of the range. No stepping out of the dedicated lane at any time with a loaded weapon. All weapons stayed on the counter, pointing away from you. In case of misfire, you stepped back and flagged down an attendant. Her mind was whirling with instructions and she felt a bit taken aback but it was all for their safety.

      “Once inside, it will be really loud. Don’t take off your ear protection, just yell at me like you wanted to this morning and I will hear you,” he told her with a knowing smile and winked at her. She donned the protective gear and nodded, following him through several doors into the range.

      Sure enough, several loud booms happened almost rapid-fire making her jump nervously. He turned his head and she saw his smile under the yellow protective glasses he wore and orange earplugs.

      “Big caliber gun!” he yelled in understanding. “Yours won’t do that.” They continued over to two empty lanes side by side as he pointed at the table. He quickly hung her paper target and sent it down the lane about ten feet. Sienna put her case down and watched him as he explained how to load the cartridge through the muffled earmuffs. He handed it to her and curled her finger away from the trigger with a knowing look that made her grin in embarrassment, remembering how she’d pulled the trigger at the glass case in front of him.

      “The gun is loaded, so keep that off the trigger until you are ready to fire,” he yelled. “Now, I want you to pay attention to what I am doing.” He stood firmly behind her, arms wrapped around, and carefully placed his hands on of top of hers. “Hold it like this so you are steady and keep your hand away from the slide so you don’t get cut. Line your eyes down the sights and when you are ready, squeeze the trigger.” Sienna kept jumping at hearing the booms go off around her from other people shooting in their own lanes. Her heart was thumping nervously and she wondered if she’d made a terrible mistake.

      “Don’t be scared Cactus, I’ve got you!” he told her over the noise. Sienna stared down the sights, unsure of what she was doing, and simply squeezed the trigger. The gun popped loudly, causing her wrist to fly upwards, but she held tight of the gun and laughed. She did it! Sienna set the gun down and immediately stared at the paper target only to see the tiny hole on the far bottom right of the paper.

      “Good job! Now, let’s keep at it.”

      Harper showed her how to line her sights up and to brace herself for the recoil. She knew now what they meant before when they talked about the rifle knocking her down. Her little gun was powerful enough.

      Nodding, Harper pointed at himself and the empty lane next to her, indicating he was going to go practice as well. Sienna lined up her sights and fired a few more times until the gun came apart in her hands. The slide popped backwards of its own accord and she immediately set it down. Glancing over at Harper, she stared fascinated as he held his own gun up, muscles flexing, and barely moved an inch from the recoil. She jumped at the boom his gun made. Several more bursts volleyed forth and she looked all the way down the lane at the paper target only to see it decimated at the very center. Harper was a crack-shot and she expected nothing less.

      “My gun’s broken!” she hollered when he finally looked over. He walked over to her lane and stopped in his tracks. His head thrown back, his hand rested on his stomach and it was a full-on belly-busting laughter that rolled over him. He was utterly gorgeous when he was amused or happy, causing a wave of desire to course through her in reaction.

      “It’s not broken- it’s time to reload. Let me show you how.”

      They spent about an hour at the range and Sienna flew through two boxes of bullets, firing rapidly and simply happy to have hit the target at all. As they left the range, she easily locked her arm around his and felt Harper tense up momentarily. He didn’t push her away and she was glad of it.

      “Let’s grab lunch while we are out,” she suggested, feeling her stomach growl painfully and heard his echo hers, making them both laugh. She liked this easy side of him and found herself growing more and more attracted to Harper the more time she spent with him. She liked that he treated her like a normal person, not the billionaire fashion tycoon that she had become. He drove to a small diner not far from there. Sienna got out of the car and looked at him skeptically.

      “What?” he taunted her. “Too normal for a rich girl?”

      “It’s not that, is it clean? It looks like a dive,” she quipped, her eyebrow raising in distaste. It honestly looked like it had been there for fifty years or more and probably as long since it had been painted or pressure washed. There was a haze of soot along the top of the chimney that made her cringe and wonder if it was a firetrap.

      “This place makes the best burgers and shakes, I promise.”

      “Okay, but you are paying the doctors bill if we get food poisoning.”

      “Fine. We won’t, but if that makes you feel better…?” he said expectantly, holding open the door. As she walked in the dim building she heard his name exclaimed from the kitchen. A large man came flying out and enveloped Harper in a massive bear hug, taking him off of the ground.

      “Uncle Mikey, this is Sienna – Sienna, my uncle owns this diner. It’s been in the family for generations,” Harper introduced her, smiling broadly, and she wanted to kick him in the shin for letting her go on and on about the building. He’d known and hadn’t said a word.

      “Mikey?” she said amicably, extending her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Nope! We are huggers in the Etan family,” he said boisterously and clamped his arms around hers, picking her up bodily in her own bear hug that very nearly matched the one Harper had received. He swung her around enunciating his own introduction.

      It’s! Nice! To! Meet! You! Too! Sienna!

      Her brain was rattling and she felt a bit short of breath when he finally set her down. Harper quickly steadied her and took her arm, walking her back to a booth. Flopping down, she had a laminated menu placed in front of her and looked at Harper, who was watching her carefully, judging her.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You think I’m too stuck up for a burger joint?”

      “I didn’t say that,” he said calmly, “but they don’t serve tofu or sushi here.”

      “I like burgers.”

      “You don’t have to prove it to me,” Harper goaded softly. “Eat whatever you want. I bet there’s a nice side salad on here somewhere.” His uncle returned and leaned heavily on Harper’s shoulder giving him the latest family gossip as she poured over the menu. She’d show him.

      “Mikey, what’s your favorite burger?” she quickly asked, smiling at him. “It all looks delicious and I can’t decide, but I am definitely getting the onion rings. Oh- and a big Coke.”

      “Ahhh a woman after my own heart,” Mikey teased, putting his own hands over his chest as he looked knowingly at Harper, who mimicked him quickly. Sienna burst out laughing at the picture the two made looking completely innocent mocking her. “One large patty-melt with grilled onions and extra cheese, it is.”

      “Make that two, Uncle Mike.” Harper grinned as the menus were whisked away. Sienna found herself completely and fully captivated by the relaxed atmosphere of the diner. Harper seemed to be at home as well, smiling and chatting up a storm. He told her about when he was a boy, he used to visit his cousin’s house on the weekends and was within walking distance of the diner.

      They used to sneak in the back-kitchen door and pull the lever on the ice-cream machine into large foam cups to make their own root beer floats. She could practically picture him as a kid doing that and wondered when that boyish charm had disappeared. He’d grown tough obviously over time bringing him to do security.

      “What made you retire from the police department,” she asked softly and saw his smile fade. “I’m sorry, if it’s too much you don’t have to tell me. I just thought I’d ask since we were talking.”

      “No, it’s fine. You told me about Joel and your horrors, the least I could do would be to share my own, right?”

      “Harper,” she started and rested her hand on his across the table. “You told me to spin it and not let Joel have power over me. That was really good advice you gave me, so perhaps you can share with me and I could…”

      “Spin it?” he jeered. “I can walk and I found God. That’s my happy ending.” Sienna held his hand tightly for several moments, just sitting there in silence as she saw the conflict in his eyes. Finally, he sighed heavily and lay his hand over hers, capturing it between his two hands as a safety line.

      “I had been called in to a drug bust and we rushed the building. I had been running after my partner who was chasing a man from the room when I was shot from behind. We thought we’d cleared the room and we were wrong,” he said disgustedly, clenching her hand in his as if the memories were more than he could bear.

      “My partner died on the scene and I very nearly did. I will never forget the look of sympathy on my mother’s face when they told me that I might walk again after months of therapy. The nerve damage was there but it wasn’t enough to stop me, it was only enough to halt my career in its tracks. So, at the tender age of twenty-seven, I was forcibly retired and thankful to have full use of my legs again months later. My brothers at the station refer me sometimes when it’s appropriate. Sienna - don’t look at me like that,” he said harshly, whispering as his uncle approached. Their eyes were locked in a silent battle and his uncle must have realized it because he simply set the plastic baskets laden with food down in front of them and walked away.

      “Don’t pity me- anything but that,” Harper whispered forcefully, his eyes yearning for acceptance or understanding. “My life is different but I wouldn’t change it. I’ve grown so much in so many ways, but for the better.”

      “It’s not pity – it’s respect, you dolt,” Sienna snapped quietly and tried to pull her hand back from his but he wouldn’t let go yet. “Not many men could be as incredible as you seem to be. Your path was a horrific one but it made you the man you are today. I’m glad it brought you to God, made you strong mentally and eventually delivered you to my door,” she finished, staring at him. She saw him nod tightly and look away as he composed himself. Emotional trauma was hard to talk about and she knew, as she turned his words from tragedy to destiny, from horror to hope.

      “Lord, thank you for this wonderful day with people who care. Thank you for this meal and showing Harper the path to You,” she prayed over their meal since he still held her hand and cleared her throat arrogantly, smiling at him across from her at the booth. “Now, put your money where your mouth is, Hero, and let’s eat while it’s hot,” she challenged, pulling her hand free as he released his grip.
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        * * *

      

      Sienna groaned painfully and slid a sideways glance at Harper in the car. Sure enough, he was smiling as he drove back to her house. He knew she was miserable from eating the huge burger and pile of onion rings.

      “Mercy, I think I may need to unbutton my jeans. Burgers are not as graceful as sushi and slightly more filling,” she teased simply to hear him chuckle at her statement. As they pulled into the driveway, Harper froze and stopped the car.

      There were tire tracks in the driveway and footprints in the snow leading up to her front door and around the cottage. It was obvious, large prints and several clumps of snow looked to have been kicked aside. He pulled the Audi to a stop and removed his gun from the center console where he’d hidden it. He looked at her and winked.

      “This is what I do, Cactus,” he said softly. “I want you to stay here, doors locked and car running…and don’t shoot me with your gun. You’re armed, you are safe and you’ll be fine. Alright?”

      Sienna nodded emphatically and realized he’d called her by a nickname, Cactus. She almost smiled seconds before she realized he was getting out of the car. Staring at Harper, she watched as he turned off the headlights, slipped out of the car and softly tapped on the glass to indicate she should lock the car. He walked slowly away from the car and with each step, her heart hammered louder and louder in her body.

      For a moment she thought about getting her own gun so she felt safe, but then Harper’s words burned in her mind. She would curl up and simply die if she injured Harper, especially knowing what he’d been through and what a wondrous soul he was.

      She saw a figure walking back to the car and immediately knew it was Harper. The way he moved, held himself, made her body tense with joy at his return. He walked over to the driver side of the car and she quickly unlocked it, letting him in. He didn’t say a word, only pulled his car forward beside hers.

      “Get your keys out please and if you see something, don’t stop until you are dead-bolted inside, okay? Once you are inside, if I am not with you- call the police.”

      “Was there someone here?”

      “Yes, and I think they are gone but I’m not sure. I won’t take a chance with your safety.”

      “Well, it’s the same for me too.”

      “I do this for a living, remember? You hired me?”

      “I know, but it’s different now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I like you,” she said lamely and saw him roll his eyes.

      “I like you too,” he said flatly with a sad smile. “Let’s go.”
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      “What do you think about coming with me to church tomorrow morning, Cactus?” Harper said out of the blue while they sat watching television together at her house. The last few days had been quiet since they’d seen tracks at her house. Harper would carefully walk the house first thing in the morning and last thing at night to observe for any tracks, markings, or  disturbed areas before they retired to their own rooms. He’d started calling her ‘Cactus’ as a pet name and while it was cute, it was super irritating as well.

      “Stop calling me that,” Sienna bit out grouchily. “I missed the question because you were talking.” She waited patiently for the host to repeat himself as she waved Harper off – and laughed suddenly. It was like they were some old couple cooped up in her house. “You know, we are acting like a bunch of fogeys sitting here on a Saturday night watching Jeopardy together. Why don’t we do something and get out?”

      “Because we are laying low and I’m getting paid to keep you safe?” he retorted as he smothered a telling grin. She was in her pajamas, a robe and had a blanket thrown over her modestly as she lay sprawled out on the divan. Harper was in a t-shirt, sweatpants and slipper socks on his feet. Neither one was overtly sexy in their garb, nor were they acting like two people attracted to each other – or well Sienna hoped it wasn’t one sided.

      “Then why leave and go to church? That just exposes me.”

      “Well, I thought we could draw Joel out safely by getting you out in public.”

      “So, keep me safe and let’s go somewhere,” she repeated. “We can go to church, but let’s do something else after that. We could do something exciting and very public.”

      “Like what?”

      “Well, what if we saw the Knicks play at Madison Square Garden? Do you like basketball? I can get us courtside tickets, if you’d like?”

      “No, thank you,” he said quickly and she saw a flush rise in his cheeks as he looked away. Surely he didn’t think she would expect him to pay, right? This could be her treat to him -and to herself. She enjoyed the game and tried to treat herself at least once a season.

      “I’d like to go and it’s my treat,” Sienna said softly, watching Harper’s proud, stoic expression. She’d guessed right, it was the extravagant cost. “I love courtside tickets and haven’t been this season yet. Would you come with me?”

      “It’s not necessary.”

      “No, but I’d like it – tell you what? If you drive, buy dinner and put up with me screaming my head off…we’ll call it even, okay?”

      “Big fan of the Knicks?”

      “Very much so when the game is live,” she admitted with a grin. “It’s not the same watching it on television.”

      “Fine,” Harper said grudgingly. “If you can get tickets this late in the season, I’ll drive and treat for dinner – but I insist on church in the morning. We need to be seen and hiding here isn’t going to draw Joel out, as much as I like arguing with you over Jeopardy.”

      “I like it too,” she said with a wink and grabbed her cell phone, dialing. “Two tickets coming right up.”

      “We’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Sienna grinned as her phone rang just as they pulled into the parking lot of the old cathedral the next morning. Harper’s family had been attending Holy Spirit for some time now and she would be meeting his mother this morning. Answering her cell number, she arranged for the tickets to be at the will-call window as Harper parked his car.

      “Got them!” she crowed happily. “Floor tickets just behind the team!”

      “You’re kidding?” he gaped in surprise. “You seriously got them?”

      “You betcha. Do you have a jersey or T-shirt to wear?”

      “No. I mean, I have a Knicks baseball cap and that’s it.”

      “We’ll fix that this afternoon.”

      “Do you wear a jersey?”

      “Sure do!” She admired his deep chuckle at her enthusiasm. There was nothing more fun or exciting than being there for the game. You could hear the players, feel the tension and fireworks – it was invigorating.

      “C’mon Cactus,” he said quickly as the deep bells chimed slowly outside of the car announcing that service was going to be starting. “My mother is waiting at the door.”

      Sienna’s heart flipped over in her chest at the idea of meeting his mother until she saw the casual look on Harper’s face. She was just another person, another client to him. It was hard to remember that when she looked into his eyes and felt like there was something growing between them. It was these honest moments that she needed to bring her back to reality. She wasn’t arranging tickets for friends to share, or between two people growing close… it would be a night out between a woman and her hired bodyguard.

      Perhaps it was best that they attend church together first. Sienna could certainly use a bit of peace in her soul and perhaps it would heal the wound she felt deep down inside at realizing that there was nothing between them. She felt torn and confused, adrift and lost.

      She’d fought against Joel pushing and taking control of her for so long, yet she’d accepted it from Harper. Joel had smothered and trampled on her spirit, yet Sienna felt a longing for the sense of peace that came with being in Harper’s presence. She felt protected, watched, and supported – he encouraged and taught her to be more than just who she was. He taught her to shoot, was showing Sienna a different outlook and she felt hope in knowing that he would help her to grow as a person – even if she’d hired him and there was nothing between them.

      Even inside of the church, as she took her seat beside Harper – she felt his presence and resisted reaching out and lacing her fingers with his. His mother, Alice, was a feminine version of him- warm, caring and instantly putting Sienna at ease. Perhaps comforting people was something genetic in his family, she thought idly as she watched Harper bow his head silently out of the corner of her eye.

      A soft, sexy curl began to turn up the corner of his lips and had her fascinated. She noticed that Harper had taken a moment to look at her as well and had noticed her watching him. Sienna instantly clenched her eyes closed and bowed her head, repeating the Lord’s Prayer. Instead of holding his hand like she wanted, she laced her own fingers in prayer and tried wholeheartedly to keep Harper out of her thoughts as she prayed for guidance.

      As the church let out, Sienna found herself trying to avoid reaching out to anyone. Part of her shied away from when Harper tried to put his hand at the small of her back as they exited the building down the large concrete steps. She wanted to savor the small touch, wishing it was possibly more but deep down inside her mind told her not to expect anything of it. He was being polite and she was wanting something that simply wasn’t there.
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        * * *

      

      “So, do you want to tell me what’s wrong?” Harper said quietly in the silence of his car, his hands clenched on the steering wheel as they drove down the highway gliding effortlessly between the cars in order to get downtown before nightfall. Sienna had wanted to arrive early enough to do a bit of window shopping looking for inspiration.

      Looking over at Harper, Sienna swallowed hard the attraction that instantly flared inside of her. He looked decadent in the dark denim jeans and the bright orange t-shirt with purple markings. The casual, sporty appearance suited him and complimented his tanned skin in a way she hadn’t dreamed. Glancing down, she hoped she looked okay in the long sleeve purple turtleneck and the orange jersey. She liked the jersey because the length covered her rear that fit snugly in her jeans. She even had on purple suede high heels that matched and made her legs look longer, detracting from her hips. She’d never been so self-conscious before but having Joel point it out all the time did a number on her psyche.

      “It’s nothing. I hope you enjoy our seats.”

      “I’m still in shock that you were able to get them so easily. You must have some high up connections out there,” he said appreciatively.

      “I know a few people around town,” she said vaguely, trying to avoid talking about money. The tickets had been outrageous at the last minute to be honest. She’d paid almost double their value in order to get them but didn’t care. For one night, she could almost pretend what it might be like to date Harper if things were different.

      The more she learned about him, the more they talked or hung out together – the more she found herself attracted to him. It wasn’t just about the stunning features of his face or his beautiful eyes that took her breath away…it was his soul, his persona, that made her crave more. The way he would smile encouragingly or chuckle when she did something stupid. He never made her feel less of a person but lifted her up and let Sienna be herself. When he was talking with her office staff, she found herself wishing he would lean over her desk and talk to her. There was something about Harper Etan that made her crave his attention.

      “Sienna,” he began and hesitated, “I think your idea of going to the game was a good one. It will be nice to be out of the house and with the game televised-it’s sure to make local papers or the news that you are there.”

      “No problem.”

      “What I’m trying to say is that I thought it was brilliant and I wanted to thank you for treating me to this,” he told her softly. “I hope that you enjoy the game and that I don’t ruin it for you.”

      “What? Why would you ruin it?”

      “Well, you know games can be quite rowdy and I can be kinda loud,” he said sheepishly. “Plus, dinner is on me and you deserve something nice, you know?”

      “Well not too nice,” she stammered, nervously, glancing around as the car pulled into a parking garage. “I’m in a basketball jersey and not dressed for anything fancy.”

      “I thought we could go to an old favorite of mine before I quit the force. A lot of the guys get wings or pizza there.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “You deserve better.”

      “I deserve a fun night out and wings sounds perfect.”

      “It’s close by the shops and a small walk to the game.”

      “Even better.”

      Things seemed to be a bit easier between them and not as strained. She felt like a normal person, not some persona she portrayed at events or at the office. There she was Sienna the billionaire fashion mogul, but here in this quiet tiny shop having hot wings and a beer with a man she admired…she felt like herself, someone she’d not known for a long time. Sienna felt comfortable in her skin, easy in her surroundings and most of all – she felt like she belonged because Harper made her feel that way.

      He was smiling, chatting and telling corny jokes as they ate. After dinner, he held out his arm and they walked together down the streets, pausing at stores to look at the windows, or occasionally darting inside so Sienna could take a look at a display. He didn’t seem to mind, rather she got the impression that he was enjoying being there with her. That idea made her feel strangely warm inside, thinking that perhaps there might be something there after all growing between them.

      As they arrived at the ‘Will Call’ window, Sienna flashed her driver’s license in order to get the tickets. They were escorted down to the court by ushers and taken down to their seats. Harper flagged down a vendor and bought two beers, handing one to Sienna.

      “Here’s to enjoying ourselves tonight.”

      “And to a good game,” she chimed in quickly before gently tapping their plastic solo cups together and smiling at him. Sienna felt herself blush as she felt Harper’s eyes on her and glanced at him only to see him look away. She didn’t have long to wonder about what he thought or how she felt as the excitement of the arena started to build. Players jogged out onto the floor and practiced throwing around the basketballs.

      Cheerleaders were jumping and dancing around not far from them, causing Sienna to glance at Harper. She expected to see him watching the girls, but instead Sienna caught him watching her. Before she could say anything, fireworks exploded from the rafters causing large booms as the music cued up loudly in the speakers.

      Sienna began to clap and dance for a moment before remembering she wasn’t alone. She saw Harper was also clapping in rhythm with the loud music and getting to his feet. Grinning, she jumped up and relaxed as his easy smile matched hers with a silent nod of understanding. The mood was infectious and it made you want to move or get to your feet.

      Seeing the game with Harper was better than she’d ever expected or realized. They were both hollering at the court and fell into an easy camaraderie when it came to the calls by the referee. When their team got a three-point shot, Harper would turn to her and high five quickly before watching the game again. It was so much fun and had Sienna grinning like a loon most of the night.

      “Knock, knock,” Harper leaned down and hollered over the din of the crowd.

      “Who’s there?” she asked, taking a sip of her beer.

      “Kiss.”

      “Kiss who?” Sienna said breathlessly, knowing that he would never hear her over their loud surroundings. As if he knew, Harper leaned down towards her and softly kissed her lips. It was the briefest, most tender, innocent kiss she’d ever had that spoke so many volumes. Her heart jumped into her throat as she knew now that he was interested in her. Any questions, any doubts were gone – melted away like snow under the summer sun. He’d initiated it and he had kissed her of his own will, not because Joel might see them.
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      Sienna savored the slow change between herself and Harper since that kiss at the basketball game. For a moment, she doubted the sincerity as she saw their faces plastered all over the news channels and kiss-cam replayed on ESPN – but Harper had kissed her again when they got to the car at the parking garage with no cameras around. The touch of his firm, warm lips had made her heart pitter nervously, as the catch of his breath just seconds before they touched, made her knees weak. His beautiful eyes would take on this intensity just moments before he would duck his head towards her and she could read the intent in his gaze. The look of conflicted torture would roll into a molten desire and then helplessness – a heady combination to her. It was like he’d been fighting with his internal demons, struggling not to cross the line, and couldn’t help it any longer.

      Neither wanted to address the fact that they were employer/employee. They didn’t discuss it at all, instead focusing on the fact that there was a relationship in its budding infancy. He was completely polite and professional but would occasionally slip. For instance, Sienna was making their coffee one morning and he surprised her with a rose. As she turned to tell him good morning, it resulted in him pulling her into his arms and kissing her there in the kitchen – making it a great morning in her eyes!

      Another time, he’d been washing the dishes while she was listening to the news and heard him humming. Sienna tiptoed in the kitchen and wrapped her arms around his stomach, laid her face against his shoulder blades, and simply hugged him – enjoying having him there with her. He’d stopped and she heard him whisper her name in a reverent tone that made her toes curl with happiness. As she’d released him from the impromptu embrace, he’d turned and cupped her face tenderly- kissing her once again.

      Today would be a hectic day and one she’d been looking forward to: tonight was the charity gala she’d arranged to raise money for a cause near to her heart. She’d had Harper fitted for a tuxedo as her gown had been adjusted. She would be spending a good portion of the morning at the salon in order to be ready for the paparazzi that was sure to be there. This gala had grown by leaps and bounds over the last three years.

      She was also certain that Joel would make an appearance there and Harper confirmed as much. It was too good of an event for him to miss. Joel was certain to be there and they would be ready for him. She wanted to look her very best, be confident and secure in herself and know that Harper would protect her from anything.

      Sitting there in large rollers under the hood of the hair dryer, she glanced over her magazine to see Harper reading as well. He happened to glance up and smiled at her before going back to his reading. That simple, sweet smile made her feel incredible – like she could do anything.

      “Haley?” Sienna called out suddenly. “I don’t want to redo my hair, but I do want to do something fun, bold and spicy.” The young lady with the platinum blonde hair tinged pink at the ends, grinned broadly at Sienna- reminding her of the Cheshire cat.

      “How do you feel about a brilliant ruby color to match your dress?”

      “For my hair?”

      “It will be awesome!”

      Sienna walked out of the salon about an hour later with perfectly coiffed hair that was securely wrapped in a satin handkerchief to protect it from any mist, drizzle or snow before the event. Her dress tonight was a fitted gown from the shoulders to her mid-thigh that flared outwards in ruby colored ruffles with a pearly satin chiffon underskirt. It glittered with beads and sequins that made Sienna shimmer as she walked. Harper’s tie and cummerbund were a glorious evergreen color that made his eyes glow brilliantly.

      Melinda was finishing up the final touches on the slew of tables that surrounded the stage. Sienna’s dressing room was behind the curtains, and her dress on the hanger waiting as she observed the set up for tonight. Tonight’s theme was a winter wonderland. Icy, shimmering, tinsel silver snowflakes were hanging from the ceiling, catching the lighting just right. The tables were covered with white linens and silver liners. The centerpieces were blue, silver and white ornaments among boughs of evergreen that had been flocked artificially. Everything was elegant and majestic. Sienna walked over to Harper as he looked around the room with a trained eye.

      “How does it look?”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Then why do you look so worried?”

      “Because crowds make me nervous.”

      “I have absolute faith in you.”

      “I know,” he admitted tenderly. “I don’t want to let you down or anything ever happen to you.”

      “It won’t...but I do need to get ready.”

      “You aren’t wearing that?” he teased softly, pointing at her sweat pants and button up smock she’d worn to the salon. It was an atrocious get up but one easily designed to be removed without messing up her hair or stockings underneath.

      “No silly, but I do need help with the zipper…Melinda?” she said turning only to feel Harper take her hand.

      “I may have a hard time preventing myself from kissing you, but I don’t think I’m comfortable with anyone else seeing that beautiful creamy skin of yours. I can zip you up without losing control.”

      Sienna nearly swallowed her tongue at the thought of Harper zipping up her dress but she could see the desire in his eyes as well. “That might not be a good idea.”

      “It will be fine. I promise.”

      Nodding, she walked back to the dressing room and shut the door behind her. Harper stood silently outside of the room, waiting patiently. Sienna’s pulse fluttered at the thought of him touching her with something as simple as the small zipper on the back of her dress. She disrobed carefully and hurried into the heavy beaded gown. Pulling it upwards and holding it in place, she zipped the back as much as possible. Walking in her stockinged feet, she padded over to the door and pulled the handle slightly causing the lock to pop. “Harper?”

      “I’ve got you, Cactus,” he said tenderly, opening the door the merest crack and carefully pulling the zipper upwards. “There.”

      Stepping forward, she tugged at the bodice for a moment and turned to look at him. “How do I look?” He grinned and pointed at her head, making Sienna roll her eyes as she remembered her hair was wrapped in the handkerchief. Looking in the mirror, she saw her makeup was untouched and removed the pins holding the gauzy material in place. As it fell away, Sienna marveled at her hairdresser’s work. Haley had clamped in a ruby red hair extension into her hair, creating a brilliant red stripe of hair that she then twisted to form a large flower with it, pinning it in place. Her hair had been sculpted into a glorious waterfall of curls looking like artwork.

      “Now how do I look?”

      “Breathtaking.”

      “Truly? I look okay?”

      “Cactus, you look decadent and I think red is my favorite color on you,” he breathed softly, gently touching her cheek as if he couldn’t believe his eyes.

      “My butt doesn’t look too big?”

      “Oh, sweet mercy,” he groaned and shut his eyes, swallowing hard. “Don’t make me think about your succulent bottom, Cactus. I’m having a tough enough time keeping my hands to myself. You look absolutely beautiful tonight.”

      Sienna couldn’t help the squeal of happiness that erupted from her as she threw her arms around his neck happily. “Thank you, Harper! You say such sweet things to me.” She heard him laugh deep in his throat as he hugged her carefully.

      “I’m really glad you think so.”

      “I do. That was just what I needed to hear,” she admitted, leaning back and looking at him. “Thank you for being you,” she whispered, stepping on her tiptoes and kissing him gently as to not muss her lipstick.

      “Knock, knock.” Harper asked softly, taking a step towards where Sienna stood.

      “Who’s there?”

      “De Niro.”

      “De Niro who?”

      “De Niro I am to you, the more impressed I am by how beautiful you are inside and out.”  Harper cupped her neck and softly ran his thumb across her jawline. Sienna fanned herself as her eyes began to water at the tender moment.

      “Miss Angelica? Everyone is starting to arrive and you are needed at the receiving line.” Melinda interrupted softly, looking sheepishly at the couple. “I am so sorry to interrupt.”

      “It’s okay. We’re on our way.”

      Sienna released Harper and tugged at the bodice of her dress again, causing his eyes to dart immediately to the area before he looked away. She found herself smiling happily as they left the dressing room and headed to the entryway. Sienna took her place and she ushered Harper next to her. He glanced at her in surprise.

      “I’ll stand behind you,” he protested. “All bodyguards stand behind and watch.”

      “I think we both know you are more than that,” she argued, pulling him forward and smiling widely as the first person entered the ballroom. “Good evening James and Katherine. Thank you so much for coming…”

      Sienna began smoothly greeting everyone and introducing them down the line, including Harper. As the evening wore on, she became more comfortable with introducing Harper as her personal, dear friend and he seemed to be more receptive of it. Calling him a boyfriend sounded so odd because he was far from a boy – Harper was all man to her.

      Once the stream of people had slowed down, Sienna linked her arm in his and they made their way around the room making small talk with the other guests yet again. She felt so confident and secure having Harper there, being able to touch his hand or his arm. Soft music played in the background as the caterers entered the room with wheeled carts containing covered dishes. Hearing a chime, Sienna nodded to Harper and took the stage.

      “If everyone will have a seat, please – we’ll begin serving dinner as our guests take the stage,” she announced, watching from the side as Harper sat down at the front table reserved for her and her guest. Several people took turns speaking about the charity that they were supporting today. Emotional abuse was the subject this year and for the first time, Sienna felt strong enough to discuss her own experience with it. She’d been an advocate for the charity gala for years, a silent supporter, but this year she felt compelled to share. As the stage cleared, Sienna stepped forward and cleared her throat at the microphone.

      “As you know, I have always enjoyed hosting these galas and they have come to mean so much to me, but this one has a special place in my heart. You see, I myself was dealing with emotional abuse several years ago from someone who I thought would support me and help me along the way. What I found was that he was breaking me down, destroying me and my confidence in order to be able to control me. It took hitting a low, a rock bottom, to realize that I loved me…for me.” Sienna took a deep, shaky breath and looked out among the crowded tables in the room.

      “I didn’t need him anymore and it was both terrifying and liberating. It took years to learn that I’d been damaged by him – as well as time to become ready to open myself up again. What I have discovered is that if a person cares for you, they lift you up and support you- not belittle you. You should feel confident, knowing they have your back – not worried they will stab you in the back. Tenderness and feelings for someone should bring joy, making you feel like you could take on the world – not despair or hopelessness.”

      Sienna met Harper’s eyes and then glanced up and saw Joel watching her. She would not give him power over her ever again! Without blinking an eye, she locked her gaze on Harper’s tender one and continued on.

      “Thankfully I have someone like that in my life now that has taught me what strength, freedom and caring for the right person could do for you. That when you are emotionally abused, you cannot let them have power over you. They will do everything in their might to grind you back down, so they can control you – but you have to be stronger than that. You have to ‘spin’ it. You have to find the silver lining, the positive in your life and grow from there.” Sienna smiled tenderly at Harper who was gazing up at her with a proud look plastered across his face.

      “I have learned so much from an incredible, wonderful, positive influence in my life that I hope and pray that people who are suffering, find their own light, their own strength, and gain their confidence back to know when caring for someone is right…and when it’s wrong.”

      “Harper, thank you so much for being there for me,” Sienna said boldly, blowing him a kiss as a round of applause surged in the room. Harper got to his feet and walked over towards the stage steps where she descended, shakily. He took her hand and leaned in to whisper in her ear, “You were already strong, my little cactus.”

      “You gave me the courage to know that I could be,” she admitted, and turned her cheek upward as he kissed it. Harper than leaned down, kissing her hand in front of everyone, causing another uproar of applause until Sienna finally took her seat and the next speaker took the stage. Harper removed the lid to her dish for her and she saw his hand shook, but less so than what her hand seemed to be shaking. She was trembling something fierce! She hated speaking engagements in front of so many people but tonight seemed to be drawn from her very core, it needed to be said – she just wondered how Harper would receive it…and how Joel would.
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      Sienna had thought Joel would confront her after her speech at the gala but he’d disappeared from the crowd when she’d looked back to the table he’d been seated at. She felt both relief and trepidation knowing he was gone. They both knew her words of mental abuse had been directed at him, the hateful, controlling things he’d done over the years she’d dated him- and how she’d freed herself from it. Looking back now, not only did she have a target on her back but she’d painted one boldly on Harper’s as well.

      “I’m sorry,” she’d told him during the car ride home and he had shaken his head, surprising her. He claimed it was the perfect bait to draw out Joel from the shadows and push him into doing something stupid, something the police could catch him on. Sienna hadn’t thought about that; she’d been inspired to pour out her heart and soul- surely Harper realized that?

      Lost in thought, Sienna looked up from her computer monitor in her office to see Harper sitting comfortably on the couch in the waiting area near the entrance. He glanced up from the magazine in his hands and gave a small wave as he caught her staring at him. He was always there, watching out for her or noticing her. Sienna smiled back and went back to her excel spreadsheets on the blinding computer screen.

      Sometime later, as Sienna finished up with her tasks, she stood up to stretch her legs and shoulders. She saw the floral delivery man walk into the offices and her heart nearly stopped as a sense of de-ja-vu hit her. It was like watching the cactus being delivered to her once again. She glanced at Harper’s face and saw he remembered it too – as well as their missed kiss. Sienna felt her face flush in memory and at the intimate smile he gave her knowingly. There was something about Harper’s expression that fell and had her walking forward towards the glass door of her office just as the delivery man put the plant down on a desk nearby.

      Maisie, one of her long-time seamstresses and designers, pulled the card from the tissue wrapped plant and let out a cry of dismay moments before she tore the card into tiny shreds of paper. Sienna thought this was odd and out of character for the quiet, sedate, young woman.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, I’m sorry Sienna,” Maisie told her in a rushed voice and threw the plant away in her garbage can. “Boyfriend problems.” Her guilty eyes met Sienna’s and it triggered something in Sienna.

      “You shouldn’t throw away a perfectly good plant; any one of us can care for it if you don’t want it,” Sienna said politely, reaching to pick up the plant out of the plastic can. Glancing down, she saw that the plant wasn’t flowers or ivy- it was a Venus flytrap. She did a double-take at the sight of the open pink and green ‘mouths’ at the tip of the stems.

      “What an odd gift,” Sienna murmured and looked at Maisie again. Their eyes locked as the woman’s face began to crumble in front of Sienna and she started crying and babbling nervously. Harper was already by her side, his voice firmly instructing Sienna not to touch anything.

      “Sienna, please – don’t fire me. I was only doing what he said so he’d leave me alone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The grey dress at the show. He told me to tear it up and he’d go away – but he didn’t.”

      “The grey- wait- you destroyed it?” Sienna gaped in shock as she remembered the scattering of beads all over backstage at the fashion show. The massive tears in the fabric had been made with the same shears that had once designed it. “Why? I don’t understand.”

      “Who made you tear it up? What was his name?” Harper asked Maisie, his voice soft yet firm-as if he already knew the answer himself but was waiting to hear it aloud. Sienna glanced between the two of them in shock as she realized who the man was: Joel. Maisie shook her head furiously, tears running down her face.

      “I can’t tell you!”

      “You can tell the police,” Harper retorted.

      “No, he’ll hurt me and…and,” Maisie stammered and then suddenly grew silent. “I didn’t do anything and can’t tell you anything,” she announced, throwing back her shoulders and wiping the tears from her face. “I’m sorry. The plant is a sick joke between friends.”

      “Maisie, please,” Sienna said, feeling sick as she knew in her heart that the only chance she had of accusing Joel of sabotage was slipping through her very fingers. “You have to tell the police what you were told to do.”

      “I wasn’t told anything,” Maisie repeated sadly, looking down, away from Sienna’s heartbroken pleas.

      “Then you are fired,” Sienna said softly with finality. “You’ve admitted to destroying property of Sienna, Inc. and I can’t have a saboteur working for me. Please leave before I call the police. Rebecca, box up her things and meet her downstairs. I can’t look at her -at this- knowing her betrayal.”

      “You can’t let her go,” Harper whispered softly. “She might be the only lead to Joel.”

      “I can’t have her here either. If she won’t admit it was Joel- then we have nothing to go on other than my own accusations, which don’t hold up. I’ve tried that route before,” she reminded him silently. “Right now, I feel like I need a moment alone.”

      “Of course.”

      Sienna walked back in her office but instead of taking a seat at her desk, she walked just out of view over to her large window that extended floor to ceiling. She looked over the city for several minutes feeling absolutely overwhelmed. If life was a chess game, Joel had just taken her bishop and dealt a blow to the company. Maisie was one of her better seamstresses and had been with her for the last three years. She shut her eyes, clasped her hands and began to pray for Maisie’s safety and her own sanity in this crazy mess she was existing in the middle of. Hot tears ran down her face as she let out a ragged breath of despair and frustration.

      She wanted to feel normal and be free of having to watch over her back every time she turned around. She jumped, startled, as warm, strong arms surrounded her midsection, pulling her into a hug against Harper, as he cradled her silently. Somehow he always seemed to know and be there to support her when she needed it.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Sienna seemed to feel extremely brittle and fragile. She hated having to fire someone, knowing that their life would change permanently from here on out. Maisie would have to find another job and to keep her staff happy, she paid them quite well because she believed you got what you paid for. Well, Sienna got betrayed and felt like her own world was turned upside down. If someone could get to Maisie – what about the rest of her team? Where did their loyalties lie?

      If it was Joel – was he such a smooth talker that he could manipulate anyone? This made her feel slightly better knowing that she wasn’t alone in falling for his lines. Sienna had felt so stupid and vain falling for his quick smile before realizing it was only skin deep. Joel had some serious control issues that didn’t work well for her.

      Was she making the same mistakes with Harper?

      That doubt kept echoing in the back of her mind, rolling around like a grain of sand in an oyster- only it wasn’t creating a pearl. It was creating a wall between them. She was pushing him away and he was trying to get closer to her. He seemed to always be supportive of her, silently there if she needed him. Even now, she was sitting on the divan and he was cradling her against his chest as they watched tv together. Something so simple, so normal, was designed to make her feel she wasn’t alone.

      Lost in her thoughts, Sienna ignored the voice on the television as they watched Jeopardy together. Every once in a while, she would hear Harper’s voice rumble under her cheek as he answered the questions on the screen. This felt so right, so wonderful, just being there in his arms – how could it be wrong?

      Out of nowhere, Sienna felt Harper tense up underneath her just seconds before he deftly climbed off the divan and padded silently across the room, pulling his gun. Sienna felt herself freeze at seeing him in action and hearing a noise from the back of the house. Harper’s head whipped towards the sound as he pointed at Sienna, giving her a signal to stay put. She nodded obediently at the intense look on his face.

      Harper methodically jerked his T-shirt off over his head and wrapped it around his gun. It would help act as a silencer if he had to shoot it or muffle a blow if he had to hit someone with it. He was an incredible man and her heart leapt at the sight of his bare chest. Ragged scars marked his lower abdomen where the bullet had exited his body, but it was nothing like the reconstruction that had occurred on his lower back. Just above his waistline were several crisscrossed scars that signaled the turning point of his life.

      Not only was Harper smart, but he’d lived through tragedy that could have ruined a person. He could have turned to alcohol, drugs or anything else to get through the loss of his legs until he’d regained them through physical therapy…but no. Harper had drawn from an inner strength and turned to God when he needed someone to rely on. How could she not admire that in a man who was so beautiful on the inside and outside, despite the scars his body held?

      Any doubts Sienna had in her mind came into sharp focus as she watched Harper glide silently across the living room towards the back of the small house where the bedrooms were at. He was doing it again- putting himself forward to protect her, but this wasn’t as his boss. She could see the angry, possessive look on his expression – someone had threatened his woman.

      She heard the noises indicating someone was in the house and it was nearly drowned out by the hammering of her heartbeat. Sienna slowly reached for her cell phone on the end table and dialed 911 silently. “Be careful,” she breathed silently knowing that he couldn’t hear her as he stepped down the dim hallway just out of sight. Sienna couldn’t help the scream that erupted from her as she heard a scuffle coming from her bedroom and the sound of breaking glass. Staring horrified, she saw the figure of a man stand up and lean against the frame of her doorway.

      “Harper?”

      “No,” she heard Joel’s voice slither in the space between them as he stepped into the lamplight. She saw he was bleeding from the nose and his lip as it snarled upwards in a sick mockery of a smile at her. “I told you once before that you’d be mine and I meant it. Some bodyguard…he went down with one hard hit to the head. Wimp,” he said scathingly.

      “The police are on the way,” Sienna said slowly, backing away as he started to step towards her where she sat on the divan. He stopped and shook his head admonishingly. “You never learn, do you? I told you that you look fat in jeans and you should wear trousers that fit your form. How do you expect to hold a career in fashion if you can’t accentuate the positive things about your body?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my body,” she argued, glancing behind him for any sign of Harper. “Where is he?”

      “I told you, he dropped like a ton of bricks. He is out cold on the floor.”

      “What did you hit him with?”

      “That awful Majolica ceramic lamp you insisted on keeping. Frankly, I’m glad I broke it so maybe I can put something I like there instead when I move back in.”

      “You’ll never live here again!”

      “I will and this time there will be no holding back with you either!” he said, grabbing her by the upper arm and pulling her off the divan where she’d been sitting. She wanted to run but her knocking knees kept her from even standing up. “You shacked up with your pansy of a boyfriend and let him have what you wouldn’t give me? No Sienna, there will be no more ‘I want to save myself for marriage’ fodder from you anymore. You and I will be the couple we have always been destined to be.”

      “No!” she barked, feeling her arm jerk painfully as he twisted it in order to shove her towards the back bedroom that Harper had been occupying. As she pushed and struggled against Joel, Sienna darted into her bedroom and slammed the door against Joel’s hand, making him free her arm. She threw the deadbolt in place and thanked God that Harper had installed it for her protection and privacy…ironically it wasn’t from him. She heard Joel screaming and banging on the bedroom door in anger. The old wooden frame was certain to give way if the police didn’t arrive soon. Seeing Harper on the floor, Sienna knelt down.

      “Sweetheart, you have to wake up,” she crooned, rocking back and forth as she cradled his head in her lap. She saw a trail of blood coming from his nose and one from his ear as she began to cry in earnest. “Harper, please. Wake up for me. You’ve got to be okay, sweetheart.”

      Harper gave a slight groan and tensed momentarily as if he was expecting another blow to his head. Sienna saw his eyes flutter in the darkness and let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you, God!” she exclaimed.

      “Knock, knock,” Harper said hoarsely, wincing as he smiled at her.

      “Who’s there?”

      “Joel’s about to get his face beat in for scaring my girl.”

      “That’s not how the joke goes,” she chided, sniffling and smiling. “But I am okay with you kicking the tar out of him for hitting you. The police should be here soon and I am hoping that door holds up until then.”

      “Yeah, who knew the knock-knock would be to my head-head.” he joked and winced again. “I might need to get that looked at. That clay lamp was awfully heavy.”

      “Majolica.”

      “Heavy and hard,” Harper repeated and sat up. “Took me getting knocked senseless to have you call me sweetheart, huh? Maybe I should open the door and hand Joel another lamp?”

      “It slipped,” she said softly, trying to ignore the rampant beating on the wood door.

      “You can slip and call me sweetheart whenever you want, Cactus,” he said tenderly, brushing a tear off her face. The beating on the door suddenly stopped, alarming them both as they looked at each other. “But I need you to do me a favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “Don’t shoot me, okay?” he said halfheartedly, pushing his large gun in her hand. “It’s loaded and I want you safe while I go beat the tar out of Joel. If he does something dirty and I go down, I don’t want you left without protection. I don’t know what is taking the cops so long – but I am going to stop that man before he runs.”

      “Don’t go!” she whispered vehemently, grabbing his hand.

      “Just make sure that the man entering the doorway next is Joel before you pull the trigger, okay? You don’t want to shoot anyone else. Do you understand me? Only fire if you are in danger, Sienna.”

      “I understand but please don’t leave me,” she said desperately, feeling that overwhelming terror enter her body that Harper’s presence had dissipated over the last few weeks. If he left, she would be alone again to face her nightmarish past.

      “I will never, ever leave you, Cactus. Now, lock the door behind me.”
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      Sienna watched the door close behind Harper as the house grew eerily silent. Trembling, she sat down on the far side of her bedroom in the darkness. She lay the gun he’d given her onto the wooden floor nearby within reach, crossing her arms over her legs in an effort to keep calm and still. She could hear footsteps softly moving in the house and wondered if it was Joel or Harper. There was glass on the floor of her bedroom not far from where she sat since that was where Joel had come in the house. The sound of the glass breaking had to have been what alerted Harper that something was wrong. She was so thankful that he’d heard it and moved so quickly or they could have been caught unawares.

      “Siiiiennnnnaaaa,” she heard whispered outside of her bedroom window and knew that Joel was toying with her. “Are you still hiding in there?” Sienna heard Joel and knew he’d circled around the house intending to reach her once again. The man would never leave her alone.

      Just as she was getting ready to crawl over her bed to unlock the door for Harper, she heard a loud “Oomph!” before hearing the slap of flesh hitting flesh repeatedly. She saw the reflection of blue lights against the wall and got to her feet, leaving the gun on the floor. Last thing she wanted was to be shot by accident. Looking out of the broken bedroom window, she saw Harper was sitting atop of Joel with his hands in the air, surrounded by police with guns drawn.

      Joel was screaming obscenities about Sienna on the ground, calling her all sorts of names before accusing Harper of attacking him. Harper didn’t help the situation either; hearing Joel’s words only incensed the man as he dove at him again. Horrified, she saw Harper’s muscles flexing as he hit the man lying prone on the ground.

      “You will never touch Sienna again, you hear me Monster?” Harper screamed, enraged. “You won’t touch her! You won’t talk to her or even gasp the same air that my beautiful girl breathes. Do you hear me?” Harper said senselessly and she knew Joel had found a way to get through Harper’s cool exterior. “You’ll never, ever, bother Sienna again!”

      “Harper?” Sienna called out of the broken window, trying to get through to him.

      “Cactus, wait inside while the police come keep you safe. Joel’s not going anywhere.”

      “Sir, you are going to have to get off of the man and let us bring you both in.”

      “Kaminsky, it’s me. You know I didn’t attack this guy,” Harper said forcefully, making Joel grin through his bloodied teeth.

      “Yes, he did Kaminsky,” Joel said snidely. “It was unprovoked.”

      “Unprovoked, my left foot!”

      “Completely unprovoked,” Joel repeated and slid a look at Sienna staring at the scene unfolding in front of her. “Sienna likes it rough between us and she asked me to…” Harper let out an ungodly roar as he began pummeling Joel again.

      “Harper! HARPER!” she screamed, terrified that the police would have to use brute force to get him to stop beating Joel. Whatever Joel had said to Harper had him completely senseless and no one was able to reach him. Sienna threw open the deadbolt on her bedroom door and shoved past several officers, finally running outside barefoot in the snow only dressed in her jeans and a T-shirt. She didn’t feel the cold or any fear, she only had to get to Harper and stop him before he killed Joel.

      “He’s not worth it!” Sienna screamed at Harper, seeing him draw back a fist to hit the bloodied man again. “Harper! Please, sweetheart,” she begged, dropping into the snow on her knees. “I need you.”

      “Cactus, are you hurt?” Harper asked, swaying as he stood up and walked over to her. His chest was bare in the cold air from where he’d removed his shirt earlier to silence his gun if needed. An ambulance pulled into the yard nearby and in a daze, she watched as they began to move Joel into the cab for medical help and handcuffed Harper as he stepped towards her.

      “Please officer,” Sienna begged, seeing the man who’d once given her Harper’s business card when she’d gone to the station before for help. She ran to him, desperate to intervene. “Please listen to me, do you remember me? I said that I was in trouble and you gave me Harper Etan’s business card? I see that you recognize me. Harper wasn’t the instigator tonight. Joel broke into my house, attacked Harper and then assaulted me.”

      “I remember you and that is the guy?” he said pointing at Joel on the stretcher.

      “Yes! Please, I’ll give a statement. Whatever you need, I will give it to you just…” Sienna broke down crying where she sat in the snow. Her legs were cramping fiercely and everything just felt so helpless, so wrong. Strong warm arms reached for her, lifting her off of the ground and she began to struggle blindly thinking it was the officer.

      “Sweet Cactus, it’s me- relax,” Harper’s voice poured over her, washing away the despair and fright she felt.

      “Harper! Oh, my goodness,” she gasped, throwing her arms around him and kissing him repeatedly, all over on his beloved face. “Oh, thank God you are alright. How is your head? Oh, and your hands? Let me get you an icepack for your knuckles,” she exclaimed, focusing on Harper’s bleeding fingers. “Officers, please come in and let me make some coffee for everyone,” she offered distractedly over her shoulder.

      “You’ll both need to come in to the station and give a statement- but we aren’t completely heartless,” Kaminsky teased them as he stood nearby. “You two lovebirds can ride together in the back of my car. We’ll just pretend I’m your chauffeur for a quick spin around the block.”

      Sienna looked away from Harper, blushing furiously. It was embarrassing to be called out by the officer in such a friendly way. If he could see her feelings, she was certain it was written all over her face. She wondered what Harper thought of it and felt like it was putting them both in an awkward position- her for feeling like she did…and him, for having her feelings announced when she was certain they weren’t ‘there’ yet as any sort of couple. Sure, he’d been sweet and tender with her- but what if that was just his way with the ladies?

      Nodding, both complacently got into the squad car- neither saying a word.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          14

        

      

    

    
      Harper was stunned with the intense surge of feelings he’d just experienced. He’d never felt such blind rage towards a human being as he did towards Sienna’s old boyfriend, Joel. When the man began calling her derogatory names, impugning her honor, character and morals, his mind flashed with scenes of how virtuous she was. The mornings that they said their prayers together in the early hours, enjoying the solitude and sunlight streaming through the garden windows. The tender, sweet way Sienna blushed when he kissed her – or the naïve way she thought her gun was broken at the range when it simply needed to be reloaded. He’d been flattered that she’d gotten jealous he spoke with other women in the office and it was that much more special to him that he’d garnered her undivided attention.

      Sienna Angelica was a good person at heart. It went against everything in him to hear how foul Joel thought of her. When he’d heard Sienna calling his name and Joel started mouthing again, this time becoming disgusting and vulgar- implying that he’d had his way with her, Harper had been uncontrollable. He cared for Sienna and the thought of something so disgusting as what Joel said made him feel unnaturally possessive of her. He knew in that moment that he wanted Sienna for himself.

      Harper wanted to love her, smile with her, pray with her and laugh with her – the thought of it being soured, besmirched or ruined between them made him see red. He’d never lost such control in his life and was mortified by his reaction. How could he ever expect Sienna to care for someone like him when Harper was the monster he’d described Joel as. Good men didn’t fight or lose control. Sienna needed someone who would care for her, love her, and the thought of it being anyone else but him was nauseating. He didn’t deserve her.

      Please God, forgive me for my sins – losing control like that. I just know that such a beautiful soul had been so close to being tainted that I was angry, enraged. Don’t let me scare off the girl I’ve just only realized that I love beyond everything, he prayed silently as he stared out of the window of the police car as they drove through town. He wondered if she was afraid of him now, especially since she was trapped in the back of the car with him.

      Pulling into the station, they were led into the crowd and Harper saw Sienna start before letting out a gasp. Looking over, he saw Maisie from the office sitting at a desk. She was talking with an officer, holding an icepack to her face, and was barely recognizable. Sienna darted forward and wrapped her arms around the woman that had betrayed her, her voice full of tears.

      “Maisie, what happened to you, sweetie?”

      “I was beat to a pulp by my ex-boyfriend for threatening to come here,” Maisie whimpered and let out a soft moan as her jaw moved. She could see the large bruise underneath the icepack and knew it had to be painful.

      “I’m glad you are here- are you pressing charges?”

      “Looks like I won’t have to,” Maisie let out a snort and then gasped in pain before continuing. “Someone beat the snot out of him already. They already picked him up for something else and he’ll be doing time for a while now.”

      “Joel?” Sienna asked, her beautiful expressive face stunned as she looked at Harper. Maisie let out a disgusted sigh.

      “I knew he’d helped you in your career during the early years and I want to be like you, have my own business and make my way. When he asked me out, I was so very flattered. I couldn’t help it- and when he asked for help tearing up one of the dresses, he promised that we would be engaged and set up our own boutique. Sienna I am so sorry.”

      “I am too,” Sienna concurred. “I understand why, but I still can’t have you work for me- but that doesn’t me I am uncaring or cruel. I had to learn to stand on my own and I want you to know that you can too. The gala we sponsor is always looking for people to aide with their charity events. I’d be happy to make a few calls so you could land on your feet elsewhere.”

      Harper was floored by the generosity Sienna showed the woman. He listened as Sienna went on to say that everyone had a moment’s weakness or stumbled, but that didn’t mean that they were bad people. There was a catch in her voice that made him look up, meeting her eyes and tender smile.

      “Thank you Harper for protecting me tonight,” she said softly, stepping away from the desk as they were led into one of the enclosed offices. Several camera flashes were going off in the distance and Harper knew that they were there to get the scoop on Sienna in the police station. Word spread fast in the city. Harper pointed to one of the open offices just on the far side of the rows of desks.

      “Can we make this a bit more private? The media is going to have a field day with Miss Angelica’s photo all over the front page,” he said firmly, refusing to take a seat in the chair they’d brought him to. Harper took Sienna’s elbow automatically and followed the officer so they could have a moment’s privacy to give their statements.

      “Would you like some water or coffee before we begin?” the officer asked, as they took their seats at the table inside the empty room.

      “Please,” Sienna said softly, wringing her hands together down in her lap anxiously. It was mere seconds before she spoke, breaking the silence. “Thank you.”

      “Of course, that is what you pay me for.”

      “I’m sorry about Joel hurting you or what the officer said…” she began quietly, staring at her hands in her lap.

      “Was it true?”

      “What?”

      “Do you care for me?” Her beautiful eyes looked at him. Harper could see the fear and hope shimmering in them as she looked at him silently. She was so beautiful, inside and out, that it made his heart feel like it wanted to burst in emotion. “Sienna?”

      “Harper…” she whispered, her voice thick, but the promise in her eyes told him what he needed to know. She did care for him and was unsure about making the first steps. His sweet, confident, prickly woman was complete mush around him -and it made him feel like he could take on the world for her.

      “Knock, knock,” he murmured softly, brushing a lock of hair off her forehead. He saw her soft smile and her momentary confused glance.

      “Who’s there?”

      Harper leaned towards her, kissing the tip of her nose and her cheek- just before leaning towards her ear. “Olive” he breathed silently, smelling her sweet perfume that she dabbed along the graceful curve of her neck. The scent of gardenias would forever make him think of her and her smile.

      “Olive who?” she questioned almost soundlessly, as he lifted up and looked into her eyes. In that moment, he knew that everything was going to be okay and there was no place he’d rather be than beside this woman that had touched his heart. He saw the open surge of love in her gaze as her words suddenly clicked in her mind.

      “Olive you, Cactus,” he breathed, kissing her softly, every bit of feeling in those simple words. The taste of her lips and sweet look in her eyes before her lashes drifted shut would forever be emblazoned in his heart and soul. This was his woman and he’d been waiting for a perfect love like this since the moment he was created. There would never be another perfect soul for him, like Sienna’s. “Olive you very much and I was thinking that perhaps it’s time for a promotion,” he teased, gently nipping at her lip and hearing her deep, throaty laugher as her neck arched towards him. “I was thinking instead of ‘bodyguard extraordinaire’…the title of ‘significant other’ sounds so right-what do you think?”

      “It sounds perfect.”
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      Sienna smiled softly as she looked in the full-length mirror behind stage reminiscing and thinking back over the last year. Harper’s self-titled promotion had been short lived…moving from ‘significant other’ to ‘fiancée’ and then to ‘husband’ in less than a month. They were crazy about each other now that they’d opened up and shared their feelings. It was as if a dam had burst forth or the floodgates had opened. He told her he loved her all the time and she was always finding an excuse to reach out and hold his hand, simply to be near him. He’d changed jobs, claiming that he could never take on another bodyguard position and feel right about it. It wasn’t just the fact that they’d fallen in love, but he’d been severely upset with himself after Joel’s beating.

      Harper had all charges dismissed that Joel had pressed once the judge heard the case. He didn’t condone mental or physical abuse at all but nearly congratulated Harper for doing society a favor. Harper didn’t feel that way and he still felt like he needed to give back to the community. He wanted to earn God’s forgiveness and giving was the only way he knew how. Harper had started his own school of self-defense for women and even had a counselor on site in case it was needed. Being able to help, teach and provide a chance to prevent someone else from being hurt had been all the boost he’d needed to begin the long path of salvation within his mind.

      For Sienna, she looked at it all as a new beginning…several new beginnings, she thought rubbing her slightly swollen stomach. She’d been able to hide the pregnancy from Harper so far, by sleeping in his large t-shirts. He’d made a comment about how marriage agreed with him and he was going to have to let out a notch on his belt if she kept feeding him so well…Sienna almost told him then- but that is when the inspiration hit her: she would use this chance to debut a maternity line of clothing.

      Tonight, she would be walking the catwalk with the models, revealing her shape in the form fitting dress that was designed to stretch as her body grew over the next nine months. One thing she’d noticed was that most maternity clothing was loose and baggy, almost sexless in appearance – but Sienna knew she wanted to revel in the changes that were coming and prayed that other women did too or else her line could be a massive failure. She’d designed garments that she wanted to wear as her body changed. Pleated lines that had panels that stretched, darts in the right places to accentuate the softer curves…even a line of lingerie that could look enticing, as well as functional. Sienna wanted women to look like the fertile creatures they were and celebrate the gift of life.

      “Sienna, are you almost ready to go on? They are cueing up the lights and music,” Melinda said with a warm, knowing smile. “This is going to be freaking fantastic and will rock this season.”

      “I hope so,” Sienna said, encouraged.

      “I know so. You look gorgeous.”

      “Thank you- I feel it,” Sienna admitted and grinned as the music got louder and louder. “Let’s get this started!” she called out, gesturing everyone to line up. “Let’s go! Let’s go! Let’s go!”

      Sienna took her place at the end of the line and watched happily as they took their turns out on the runway. Each time the curtain parted, she hoped she’d see a glimpse of Harper and knew deep in her heart he was out there. He’d texted and said he was stuck in traffic but would be there for the show if he had to run across half of town, abandoning his car. She’d laughed because she knew deep down inside he’d have done it.

      It was now her turn.

      Taking a deep breath, Sienna didn’t have to fake a smile on her face before stepping out into the blinding lights – her face felt split in half by the proud, satisfied grin plastered across it. She was going to be the mother of Harper’s child and couldn’t wait to see his reaction. Stepping forward, she knew she was strutting down the catwalk, swinging her hips. As the lights followed her, she felt a bit of relief as the direction of the lamps moved from her face to other spots of the runway as the other women who’d walked lined up behind her. Sienna got to the end of the ramp and saw Harper in the crowd holding roses, his face smiling widely.

      Sienna couldn’t help the small laugh escape her as she turned to the side and posed, putting her hand on her stomach. She saw Harper’s smile falter before he spiked the flowers and ran towards the stage…to her. He catapulted up on the stage and pulled her into his arms, kissing her in front of everyone.

      “Cactus, is this what I think it is?” he asked excitedly, dropping to his knees and kissing her teeny baby bump in front of everyone. The camera flashes were going wild and Sienna knew deep down inside that this publicity would be tremendous for the line- and for them. She’d cut the article out and put it in the baby book she’d ordered on Amazon this morning to memorialize this…as if she’d ever forget it!

      The sheer look of pride and love on Harper’s face would stay with her forever. Sienna couldn’t speak, she could only nod in agreement as she felt tears erupt uncontrollably in happiness and joy as Harper’s arms wound their way around her waist again, pulling her into another hug there on the catwalk. “Olive you, Cactus,” he whispered passionately, kissing her-the promise of a shared lifetime of love together …now as a family.
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Indulged. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders. Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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      Winning the Billionaire

      God, Country and his Mama…

      

      Rachel Thorpe had just moved into Eureka, Texas a few months ago to further her interior design career only to find that it wasn’t the bustling city she’d pictured in her mind. Her first client happened to look like the town’s biggest redneck with the largest pocketbook she’d ever seen. The arrogant man swaggered into her plush office in dusty Wranglers and a T-shirt, looking like he owned the place. Designing a house was normally a breeze but fending off her client’s advances would turn out to be a lot more difficult than she’d ever realized.

      

      Tyler Howe had struggled all his life, working two jobs and trying to provide for his mother. Just when he didn’t think he had any farther to fall, fate would intervene when he bought a lottery ticket. He discovered that money wasn’t the key to everything, it just brought about different problems. Learning several hard lessons, he began to realize who his friends truly were and who he could depend on in this world. Taking one look at the woman he’d hired, Tyler was hooked like a fish on a line, just waiting to be reeled in.

      

      Could it be that his luck had finally turned around, winning the jackpot – more than once!
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      Married at the brink of the Civil War, young Ava Buchannan dutifully bids farewell to her new husband as any proper southern woman would. The problem is she never dreamed that it would be the last time she ever saw him. In her heart, she knew she should wait for his return, yet her mind told her differently. In the seven years that have passed since her marriage, she’s seen other women move forward with their lives. Yet she is trapped maintaining the family business of undertaker for the town of Maypearl, Texas. Seeing so much death, having no prospects of happiness, and a squeamish constitution were all taking their toll on her… until hope arrived in the form of a letter.

      

      Desperate for a fresh start after the war, Jeremiah Ellington responded to an ad in the paper for a job. His home had been razed, his family gone, and he had only the items on his back to begin his life again. When he received a response to the ad for an assistant to the town’s undertaker, it seemed to be a perfect solution for a former surgeon in the army. One look at the lovely undertaker and his dead heart came alive. Jeremiah would do anything to have Ava in his life, including making her forget her long lost husband.

      

      Can Ava let down her guard enough to begin to enjoy the life around her? Can Jeremiah find a way to break through the shell that is protecting her heart as they are suddenly hopefully matched together.

      

      Get your copy of Hopefully Matched today!
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      Melissa Miller is tired of being alone. Angry, bitter and jaded, she is fully aware that her marriage prospects are horribly slim after the war. With the threat of outlaws raiding towns nearby, her very safety, as well as her mother’s, is at risk. She cannot afford to have her chance at happiness whisked away. But just when she thought she couldn’t take much more and had lost her faith, he walked into her world. Gideon is full of laughter, an inner light and a buoyant personality that she craves… but he is harboring a secret.

      

      Gideon Ashton waltzed into the small north Texas town on a wing and a prayer. A request for help to protect the citizens had been passed to him and it felt like divine guidance when he met Melissa. He happened upon the lonely young woman one afternoon, causing a flutter in his stomach and a rush of feelings that had been locked away. She’s everything that he felt was missing in his life and more, causing a fierce yearning for a future he’d never considered before.

      

      Melissa had clutched at the bitterness, solitude and anger inside of her for so long. Hope, love and the possibility of living happily ever after one day is suddenly squashed when she realizes that Gideon’s past and the dangers of life in the saddle could take him from her at any moment. Can they find love, a renewed faith, and acceptance in each other when the need arises?

      

      Lawfully Admired was selected at #42 out of the Top 50 Indie Books released in 2018 - Click Here to get your copy today!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Also by Ginny Sterling

        

      

    

    
      Lawfully Yours
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      Emily and Elias Jessup left their home in southern Texas, tired of living a life of poverty. They soon find out that life is no better alone on their own. With not a penny to their name and no job prospects, the siblings turn to stealing from the rich to survive. Constantly on the run from the law, the two know their days are numbered before the law catches up to them.

      

      Cade Singleton heard stories of the Jessup siblings preying on the rich. When the bounty is increased high enough to entice him into pursuing them, he wants nothing better than to make them see justice.

      

      When he finally catches up to them in a rural area just south of Dallas, Cade captures Emily and decides to use her for bait to apprehend her brother. Can this bounty hunter find it in his heart to see past Emily's lawless ways and be able to see the kind-hearted woman that lies beneath? Can Emily start over and be freed from her past through loving Cade? And will the Jessup siblings finally find redemption?

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Lawfully Mine

      

      Emily and Elias Jessup left their home in southern Texas, tired of living a life of poverty. They soon find out that life is no better alone on their own. With not a penny to their name and no job prospects, the siblings turn to stealing from the rich to survive. Constantly on the run from the law, the two know that their days are numbered before the law catches up to them.

      

      Ellen Holladay comes across a handsome 'farmer' in desperate search of his sister who has been kidnapped. But can a handsome face and winning smile hide the fact that he is obviously lying to her? When his sister, Emily, is found in the arms of bounty hunter, Cade Singleton - Eli's true identity is revealed.

      

      Elias willingly turns himself in to Holladay, in an effort to make peace with the woman that has captured his heart. In a strange twist, he suddenly married to her and sworn in as a bounty hunter himself. Can his new wife see past his previous sins, giving him the chance to start again? Can she accept her new husband and the dangers that being a Lawkeeper can bring? Is falling in love worth the risk … and the greatest reward?
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      Lawfully Gifted

      Dear John…

      

      For teacher Lily Hogan, those words would come to mean so much. She knew that giving back to the community brought joy into people’s lives. When her fourth-grade class writes letters to the military overseas in Afghanistan, she takes up her own pen and leads her students by example – writing a letter to an unknown soldier.

      

      CPO John Griffin and his K-9 dog, Radar, have been through so much together over the last several years. Sniffing out bombs, searching the hills and mentoring his team, he feels so alone and unsure of his future- until a letter reminds him that there’s more to life in this world he’s protecting. Simple words, a kind gesture and feeling that he isn’t forgotten out there in the desert, compels him to write back. Before long, he finds himself looking forward to the care packages and letters from his pen-pal halfway across the world.

      

      With every letter and every word, they begin to develop a friendship and wonder what the other person is truly like? Major life changes are scary enough as it is - but is it possible to fall in love with someone before you’ve even laid eyes upon them? Can the magic of the season bring the sweetest gift of all?

      

      Billionaire Romance books by Ginny Sterling

      Winning the Billionaire
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      Spying on the Billionaire
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      Wanted: Hired Gun - part of the Silverpines Romance Series
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      Match Made in Heaven Series:

      Perfectly Matched

      Hopefully Matched
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      Trusting him with her life is easy. Trusting him with her heart is not.

      Trenton Prescott is the bodyguard tasked with protecting billionaire Alexander Whitaker’s middle daughter after his youngest is kidnapped. Unlike Trent’s usual jobs,  this wealthy socialite wants no part of her protection detail, and she’s determined to fight him at every turn.

      Delaney Whitaker doesn’t mind sharing a house with the eye candy assigned as her bodyguard, but she has no intention of letting him control her. 

      When the kidnappers finally call, they demand Delaney deliver the ransom. Against Trent’s advice, she agrees. With life and death on the line, Delaney puts her safety in Trent’s capable hands. If only she could trust him with her heart as easily as she trusts him with her life, things might not be so complicated.

      Preorder your copy today!

      A glimpse of Lawfully Guarded….

      

      When Alexander Whitaker’s office door opened, Trenton Prescott turned his back on the spectacular view of the Pacific Ocean. The woman before him had long brown hair spilling down her back and skimming her waistline. The picture he’d been sent of his charge didn’t do her justice. Interest sparked in her dark eyes as she looked him up and down. The mini dress she wore showed off too much leg requiring him to fight off the urge to stare.

      Delaney sat in the chair beside him facing her father’s desk. “What was it you wanted, Daddy?” 

      “I’d like you to meet Trenton Prescott of Garrison Security.”

      She turned and appraised him once more before offering her hand, which he shook. “Charmed, I’m sure.”

      Mr. Whitaker laughed. “Trent will be your bodyguard until such time when Courtney is safely returned home and I determine that the danger is past.”

      Trent stood. “If we’re about done here, sir. I’d like to get going.”

      “I think we’ve covered everything,” Mr. Whitaker said.

      Delaney slammed her fist on the mahogany desk. “I will not be followed around like a child with a nanny.”

      “You, my dear, will do exactly what you’re told if you’d like to stay in my good graces.” Mr. Whitaker stood and shook hands with Trent. “Thank you for getting here so quickly. I appreciate everything Grayson is doing to help, and sending you so promptly is more than I could’ve asked.”

      “No problem, sir.” The older man kissed the top of his daughters head, saluted Trent, and left him to face his surly charge.

      “Well, come on then.” Delaney held the conference room door open. “I’ll get the staff to ready a room for you.”

      “We won’t be staying here.”

      “I’m not leaving.”

      “You don’t have a say, precious. Your father and I worked out the details.” He grinned. “We’ll be staying in Seattle. It’s too dangerous in LA.”

      “What’s so dangerous about Los Angeles?”

      “Your sister was kidnapped here.”

      “My sister is a nitwit.”

      “Even so. You’re coming with me.”
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          About the Author

        

      

    

    
      Ginny Sterling is an avid romance writer. She lives to tell sweet, inspirational, tender tales that tug at the heart-strings. She enjoys reading and creating stories that leave the reader smiling, laughing or crying. She favors writing western or contemporary books - several of which are included in The Lawkeepers Series. Ginny is a co-creator of A Match Made in Heaven Romance Series with Jenna Brandt and Marie Higgins. She is also proud to announce that she will be participating in the Silver Pines Series in 2019. 

      

      Growing up, Ginny traveled extensively visiting family, seeing the sights, and learning that everything in life worth having revolves around love, faith and home. Having lived in several different parts of the United States, she and her family have settled in Kentucky. When not at work, she spends all of her free time writing, quilting, or shopping for coffee mugs to add to her collection.

      

      Writing under an alternate pen name, Gina Cole- She dabbles in a fantasy world that whisks you away from the daily doldrums of reality with steamy contemporary and time travel romances. Her Bride series throws fate to the wind, bringing together two hearts...whereas her Timeless Brides series is more like a crash course in life, somewhere in the past, with a Hunka-hunka burning love.

      

      Each book written is sure to be an adventure designed to bring laughter and love to your heart!

      

      www.ginnysterling.com
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