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 Chapter One 
 
    Delia 
 
    Delia Morgan sat and stared out of her window at the Los Angeles skyline in the late evening light. The sun was setting in brilliant oranges and purples just beyond the skyscrapers. Unfortunately, she had a face that almost anyone would have recognized out on the street below. It was usually the one thing that stopped her from just hopping on an elevator and heading down to the street to get lost in the sea of humanity in any city she was in. It didn’t help that she could see a billboard that held her face along with the rest of her body sprawled out across a piano and decked in nothing but a fur coat and a string of pearls.  
 
    It was a perfume ad—one she wasn’t sure why she’d signed up for as a matter of fact— but it was far from the only thing that people would know her from. Even the chance of being spotted on the street had only been a slight hinderance until the past few weeks. Usually, she would have thrown on a hoodie and a pair of sunglasses before walking out onto the sidewalk to keep anyone but the most vigilant people watchers from recognizing her. Or she would have called for a driver to take her out to one of the thousands of clubs that were in this part of town. Instead, she was stuck in the penthouse apartment that she rented and took up residence in for the short amount of time she actually spent in Los Angeles, even though that was supposed to be her home base.  
 
    In reality, she spent more time on the road than anywhere else. It was a lifestyle that Delia had gotten used to ever since she landed a television job when she was twelve years old. After the show she’d been famous for ended, she wound up on the road with a tour after her first album was released. Acting in a teen hit might have been her big break, but singing and songwriting had always been her passion, and by now, she was far more well known for that than for anything else she had ever done.  Delia still acted in a movie or did a cameo in a tv show, once in awhile, but most of the time, she was either on tour or in the studio working on her next song. Occasionally, she did a modeling job, photo shoot, ad campaign, or commercial, but for the most part, she breathed, ate, slept and drank the music industry.  
 
    It had also made for a childhood that most people would have considered strange at a minimum. She’d left school in the seventh grade, instead being tutored on the set of her show in between scenes. Half the time, she was working on algebra problems while someone was dealing with the long, dark brown waves of hair that cascaded down her back or fixing her makeup that was starting to smudge from her day’s work.  She was known to be very hands-on when it came to making sure things were right on the sound stage. She hadn’t been to a prom or a homecoming dance; none of the normal rights of passage that came along with being a high school student. She hadn’t had a graduation ceremony or a first day of college. She’d missed moving into a dorm room to share a tiny space with a roommate for four years. Most women her age were just graduating and being released into the world to really live on their own for the first time in their lives.  
 
    At twenty-two, she’d already been on her own for six and a half years. Her dad and mom had basically let her go at age sixteen. That was the year that she’d finished all her studies and earned a high school diploma that had been mailed to her with all of the pomp and circumstance of a tax return.  It had just been a formality anyway since her life was going to be exactly the same with or without that simple piece of paper.  
 
    In all honesty, Delia didn’t know exactly what had even happened to that certificate in the intervening years. It certainly hadn’t gotten packed up in the boxes of things that were split between her mom and dad in the divorce or the ones that had come with Delia when she’d had herself emancipated. She’d moved out on her own rather than choose between living with whichever one of them decided they wanted to mooch off of her earnings that year. She still got the odd call from her father from time to time, though she could never pinpoint where it would come from next—Canada one week and Bangladesh the next. Daniel Morgan was trying to find himself by getting lost, and Delia couldn’t empathize in the slightest. She’d spent so much of her life traveling the world that one place began to blend into the next. They were all just the next performance, a set list to remember, a meet and greet filled with unfamiliar faces and none of it seemed like anything that was going to make her feel closer to God or more in tune with herself. Mostly it was just a series of concert venues and parking lots that were wherever her tour bus wound up crashing for the night.  
 
    Rather than running away from the world like Daniel, Cassandra Morgan, her mother, decided that she was going to throw herself into it full steam ahead, becoming a fixture at nearly every party that was thrown in the greater Los Angeles area. Delia was certain her name got thrown around at those more often than confetti on New Year’s Eve. There was always one more designer that Cassandra had to have a dress from, one more purse to buy or one more plastic surgery she just had to have. Delia had more than a few calls from her mother’s cell phone number that ended in her calling her accountant to send Cassandra whatever money she needed for her latest procedure.  
 
    It made Delia feel a little cynical to think about it all, but being back in Los Angeles always put her in this frame of mind. There was a reason she spent so much of her life on tour. Most artists took a few months or even a couple of years off here and there, but Delia was almost always traveling or recording. She refused to give herself enough downtime to think about everything or really anything most of the time, and being stuck in this apartment made it all come flooding back a little too readily.   
 
    Delia was itching for some kind of distraction, but there was a police officer stationed on the other side of her front door that wasn’t going to let that happen. It was frustrating, but her manager had insisted that the local police keep someone there until he could find a more permanent solution. In fact, that solution was due to arrive first thing in the morning, along with a whole new set of chains that were going to keep her just as trapped even though he insisted they were supposed to give her the freedom to wander around the city without worry.  
 
    Delia had been in this business a long time, and she’d had more than her fair share of bodyguards for one event or another, but they were always temporary employees. These people wandered in and out of her life as needed to cover her on movie sets and meet and greets. Mostly, they were just security hired by whatever venue she was working in for the night. They would do their job and get lost, leaving her to do whatever she wanted. Now, she was going to be stuck with someone twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. It was beyond frustrating, and it was unfortunately very necessary.  
 
    Her eye caught the barely folded paper sitting on top of the desk in one corner of her bedroom. That was usually where her assistant Emma was perched with a laptop and a cell phone making sure that the day to day business of Delia’s life was taken care of without Delia having to think about it. It made her life that much easier, and it made distracting herself from the real world a full-time pursuit, whether that was through music or alcohol or whatever party she’d managed to find for herself.  
 
    Tonight, no one else was in the room. Delia had kicked them all out a couple of hours ago and ordered a pizza that was due to arrive at any moment, though the cop on the other side of the door was going to have to be the one who intercepted it since no one was getting through that door other than the short list of authorized personnel that did not include a pizza delivery man.  
 
    That damned letter… It had ruined everything. One tiny piece of paper, typed up on some ancient typewriter had been enough to turn her entire world on end and make her a prisoner in her own life once more. It was even worse now than it had been when she was a teenager and had to do everything her parents told her to do because she’d had a taste of freedom. She was twenty-two years old, stuck up in her room like she was grounded or on house arrest, and she hadn’t even done anything to earn this particular punishment except be herself.  
 
    She hadn’t really known what it was when she stumbled across it. It was in her dressing room at the last venue she’d played in. This one happened to be in downtown LA, a fitting place to end the international leg of her tour. She intended to take some time off, though it would only have been a few days before she started the next part that would have her traipsing across the midwest into the rest of the country. Now she had the time off, but it was going to be spent on lockdown.  
 
    Delia didn’t have the heart to go pick up the paper and read it again. She’d thought it was nothing but a letter from a fan, maybe one of the daughters of the concert hall’s staff. People left little things in her dressing room from time to time, and it wasn’t any sort of shock to find a letter. She’d made the mistake of reading it before she walked out on stage though, and it meant she’d needed to put on a brave face while she played to a packed house for the rest of the night, trying to pretend like her entire world hadn’t been turned upside down by a simple slip of paper.  
 
    Delia had every word of it memorized. It was now at the police office, filed away and locked in a safe for evidence’s sake, though her assistant had asked the local investigators for a copy. Delia wasn’t sure what Emma was thinking. She’d spent the entire day today going through the rest of Delia’s mail with a fine tooth comb, and she held each one gingerly as if it was going to jump out and bite her if she wasn’t careful.  
 
    Delia just let Em get on with it. She didn’t have it in her to go through any of the mail, and she didn’t want to read whatever this person had to say again. Once had been more than enough to burn it into her brain indelibly. It had definitely been more than enough to send Emma running for a phone. The first call she’d made had been to Delia’s manager, Harold, but the second one had been to the LAPD at Harold’s insistence. The concert had gone on as scheduled, but all of the plans for afterward had been called off. The normal after party was canceled. The meet and greet where she usually signed t-shirts, copies of her last album, posters, or whatever someone put down in front of her ended before it ever began. Her life turned into a series of questions, and interviews, with Delia closed in the four walls of her bedroom for the last twenty hours without a chance of escape.  
 
    As much as she longed for freedom, Delia knew what potential harm lay in her sneaking out of this place. Honestly, the cop on the other side of the door was meant to keep the rest of the world out, not Delia locked inside. The letter’s contents were enough to do that without any help from someone on the other side.  
 
    She’d been in the spotlight long enough that this definitely wasn’t the first creepy letter she had received. Eleven years was too long to have paparazzi taking your photo and fans screaming when you walk into a room to not have someone say something out of line in a letter. She’d gotten more than her fair share of weird letters, weird photos, and weird gifts. They came in the mail and usually got screened out by her assistant. This one was left personally for her, which was a switch from the usual, and it was by far the weirdest thing she’d ever read.  
 
    Most of it was a blur. The general gist of the entire thing was that whoever this person was thought they were connected to Delia in some sort of spiritual way.  
 
    It’s like we’re practically the same person. 
 
    That line was one of the least creepy ones.  She’d heard that in a friendly way from fans plenty of times.  
 
    Your music is like someone put my thoughts on paper. 
 
    Another line that she’d heard from a lot of people in the past.  
 
    I think we’re meant to be one. 
 
    That was where it really started to feel creepy, but it was the ending along with the tiny piece of metal taped to the letter just below the last line that had sent her into a full on panic attack.  
 
    You’ll never know where I got this, but there are plenty more copies where this one came from. Don’t bother changing the locks because I’ll just be able to get another one. 
 
    There was a key there, taped to the letter with an arrow drawn from the last sentence to the key. It was innocuous enough on its own. It could have come from anywhere. The key was just a key, the kind that you could get made at any local hardware store or even one of the machines that popped up in malls and department stores. It was silver with no distinguishing features, but when she peeled the tape off the paper and fished her own keys out of the purse sitting on the dressing table her heart skipped a beat.  
 
    Every single line of this key matched the one on her own keyring that belonged to the front door of her apartment to a tee.  Someone who sent her this creepy letter also had a key to her front door.  
 
    Delia had always had this invisible faith in locks and keys, this belief that they could hold the bad parts of the world at bay, but it had suddenly become very clear that the lock on her front door wasn’t holding anything bad at bay now. Usually, she would have let a creepy letter slide, but this one wasn’t like the rest. That key had set it apart immediately. It was the one thing that had led her into all of this and what was going to make her a prisoner of a bodyguard she didn’t really want. The irony was that she wasn’t going to be able to survive without him until all of this was figured out.  
 
    The manager of her building had already been up to change the locks, assuring her that no one was going to have a copy of this key but Delia. He had even made a big show of opening the package in front of her and passing over both copies of the key that had been included with the new lock to her. It made her feel a little better, but that didn’t mean she was safe. Someone had managed to get a copy of her key before, and she had no idea who it was or how she was supposed to stop it from happening again.  
 
    All Delia knew was that she had never felt so much like a caged animal in all her life, though she knew the cage was supposed to be for her own protection. She could only feel that it was holding her exactly where whoever this monster was wanted her to be. She didn’t know what any kind of bodyguard Harold came up with on such short notice was supposed to do against any of this.   
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    Cole 
 
    Cole Hayes looked in the full-length mirror that hung on the back of his bathroom door. He gave himself a quick once over before he headed out of the house in the suburbs of Los Angeles that he’d grown up in. It had only made sense for him to move back in here after being medically retired from the Navy. No one had moved into it since his parents died a couple of years back. Technically, it belonged to him and his brother Will, but Will had long since relocated to Denver. He didn’t care if his younger brother took up residence in the empty house, now that he needed a place to crash and recuperate from everything he’d been through in the last twelve years.   
 
    He was dressed in a suit, though he had a duffel bag of more casual clothes waiting on the bed in the next room to sling over his shoulder before he left the house. It was his first day on the job, and he had no idea what to expect. There was just no way he was going to show up in jeans and a t-shirt and not make a good impression on his new employer, even though he had no idea who that was. All he had was an address and instructions on where to report once he got there.  
 
    The call had come in out of the blue last night from an old buddy who knew Cole was looking for work. He’d been out of the Navy for six months, all the time trying to figure out something he could do with the set of skills he’d learned as a Navy SEAL. It wasn’t like they were always looking for someone who could break a guy in half with their bare hands to sell insurance or anything. He had to spend some time resting, making sure all the body parts he’d screwed up in the military weren’t too broken to function normally before he decided what was coming up next for him. He just knew he wasn’t going to be able to spend the rest of his life sitting behind a desk doing paperwork after the way the first twelve years of his career had gone.  
 
    Most of the guys he knew went into law enforcement or security. He’d reached out to a few of them, and it looked like no one was hiring at the moment, though every one of them told him they would keep him on their lists. That’s why it wasn’t any kind of a surprise when one of his old friends called him with an offer for a job in private security, even though he told him he couldn’t give him any details over the phone except for the pay they were offering. It was enough to make Cole accept the job on the spot without asking any more questions, though he had to admit he was pretty damned curious about what was going to happen once he got to his destination for the morning.  
 
    Cole checked his close-cropped hair one more time, his green eyes dancing down the rest of himself to make sure everything was in line. He pocketed his keys and grabbed his duffel bag to head out to the SUV parked in the driveway. He’d tried driving a car a few times, but after the Hummers he’d gotten used to working in, sitting that close to the road felt like he might as well be skating to get himself wherever he was going. This was a compromise. No one was going to let him drive a tank down the freeway, though it would have made the traffic a whole hell of a lot easier to deal with. This time of day, it was going to be bumper to bumper, and he was having to leave two hours before he was due to be at his destination just to make sure he was going to make it on time. Living so close to this many people was more than he was ready for most days, though he made up for it by staying home and only leaving the house when he had to. If he was going to be working in the city then this was just something he was going to have to adjust to, he guessed.  
 
    The drive gave him a chance to get his thoughts together before whatever was about to happen. He didn’t know if he had the job or if this was an interview. He didn’t know who he was going to be working for. All he had was an address and an apartment number to head up to. It was easy enough to find. The GPS lead him to a huge high-rise apartment building in the middle of downtown Los Angeles. Finding someplace to park was an entirely different matter. By the time he had that figured out, he only had fifteen minutes to get up to the top floor of the apartment building. Once there, he was greeted by a police officer that was clearly on duty by the entrance to the apartment he was supposed to be heading into.  
 
    Cole narrowed his eyes and nodded a greeting to the man standing on duty near the front door.  
 
    “Listen, I’m hoping I’ve got the right place, but I’m supposed to be reporting here for a job.”  
 
    The officer narrowed his eyes in response, glancing down at the clipboard he had held at one side. He ran his finger down the list, glanced up at Cole and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Name?” That was it. No greetings. No other questions. Just a single word.  
 
    “Cole Hayes. I’m here about some private security job.” He guessed he was in the right place if whatever was on the other side of that door needed a policeman on this side of it and a name check before he was allowed to cross through the threshold. He just knew that a cop doing a half-hearted job of protecting something like this guy was, was almost as bad as having someone completely untrained with a baseball bat guarding a bank vault. Cole fought the urge to shake his head as the officer turned and knocked on the door, telling the voice that answered on the other side.  
 
    “Security guy is here.” He turned to face Cole, putting his attention back on the piece of paper that was clipped to the board for a moment before glancing up at Cole. “I sure as hell hope this means I can get back to my actual job instead of guarding Pop Star Barbie in there. I’ve got a whole lot of better shit to do, and I’m not sure who I pissed off to get this assignment.”  
 
    Cole narrowed his eyes, opening his mouth to say something to the guy when he was interrupted by the door opening to reveal a middle-aged balding man on the other side.  
 
    “Come on in, Mr. Hayes. We’ve been expecting you.”  
 
    Cole walked past the police officer on duty without another word, though there was a lot he wanted to say to him. It frustrated him to no end to watch someone half-ass a job like that. He wasn’t into doing anything unless he put everything he had into it, and to watch someone just going through the motions like that always irritated him. But, there was more to it than that.  
 
    He’d said something about Pop Star Barbie, and that had gotten Cole started thinking. He didn’t know who he was here to meet or what this job was supposed to be, but ending up working for someone famous wasn’t out of the question in this part of town. It was populated with actors, singers, and various other people with more money than talent. You had to have some kind of major source of money to afford the rent on a place like this, the penthouse apartment in one of the newest buildings in the trendiest part of town.  
 
    However, when he followed the heavy-set balding man into the next room he froze in his tracks when he saw who was draped across the couch staring out the window. Delia Morgan wasn’t exactly his favorite artist, but she was the kind of woman who half the guys on his team would have posters of on their walls. She’d been one of those goody-two-shoes teen stars until the minute she turned eighteen. Then she’d gone wild, maybe in some kind of an attempt to shake off the reputation her childhood had earned her, but it had resulted in dozens of posters, photo shoots, and paparazzi photos of her in every stage of undress you could imagine. Cole had already seen more of her than he’d seen of most of the women he’d dated in the last five years, and here she was, in living color, on a couch in the middle of an apartment where he’d been called for a job interview.  
 
    The older man turned and pulled a chair closer to the coffee table in the center of the room, gesturing for Cole to have a seat.  
 
    “Come sit down. We’ve got a few things to discuss before anything is final, and I’m sure you’ve got a few questions of your own.”  
 
    Cole took the offered seat, pulling his suit jacket down as he settled in to make himself a little more comfortable and glancing between the other two people in the room.  
 
    “I guess you could say that. I didn’t get a lot of details from John when he called to offer me the job. He just said that you were looking for someone with my particular skill set for a private security job.”  
 
    Delia didn’t speak, though she did sit up and glance at Cole. He could tell from the look on her face that she wasn’t at all thrilled about whatever was going on.  
 
    “I think maybe I’d better introduce myself before we begin all of this. I’m Harold Williams, and I’m Miss Morgan’s manager.” He gestured towards the young woman who just nodded and continued looking as if she’d rather be anywhere else in the world. “I called your friend John Russell to see if he would be available to work private security for Miss Morgan, and he said he was unavailable, though he’s worked a few events for us before. You came highly recommended, and we trust Mr. Russell, so we’ve extended that to you. Miss Morgan has some… well, peculiar circumstances at the moment that require her to have someone with her twenty-four hours a day for the time being. I’m well aware that’s not going to be the job for everyone, but I was assured that it wouldn’t be an issue for you.”  
 
    Cole wrinkled his brow, glancing back and forth between them. He had no idea what could have happened that would mean Delia Morgan was going to need a babysitter night and day, but John was right when he told Harold that it wouldn’t be an issue for Cole. He had no life at home to speak of. There wasn’t anyone who was going to miss him if he basically moved in with a pop star for any amount of time, not even a goldfish that was going to need feeding while he was away. He didn’t have any kind of ties that were going to stop him from taking a job that meant he was essentially moving out of his home, even if it was temporary, and it explained why the pay was so good. Now, he just needed to know what he was walking into.  
 
    “That’s not a problem. I don’t have anything stopping me from taking any kind of job, and I’m guessing you’re looking for a former military guy since I was in the Navy SEAL’s with John. That just leaves me one question. What in the hell is going on that makes you need a soldier to guard a musician?” That last sentence might be enough to not get him the job, but if that was going to turn them off then he wouldn’t last long in this job anyway. May as well get that hurdle out of the way to begin with.  
 
    Harold glanced nervously over at Delia who just let out a huff and stood up off the couch to stalk into the next room. She returned a moment later with a piece of paper in hand that she basically threw down into Cole’s lap. 
 
    “There, that ought to explain everything. That stupid letter has me on house arrest, and since it came attached to a copy of the key to the front door of my apartment, Harold here thinks I need a babysitter.”  
 
    Cole picked up the letter, reading over it quickly as he noted the menacing tone in all of it, though there were parts that could have been considered innocent enough as a fan letter. However, knowing it came with a copy of her door key was enough to make all of this more than a little unnerving. Harold cleared his throat before Cole finished reading the letter.  
 
    “We’re not asking you to investigate anything. The LAPD is on top of that, but they could only promise us an officer at the door for twenty-four hours, and those twenty-four hours are up at six this evening. I’m not going to leave her alone after that’s over, no matter what she thinks.”  
 
    Delia let out a huff and plopped back down on the couch like a spoiled teenage girl, rolling her eyes. It was clear she didn’t think she needed a bodyguard, but from what Cole had seen of all of this, she was obviously wrong. He didn’t know how easy it was going to be to live with someone who didn’t want him there, but he knew that he had the ability to keep her safe better than the cops or anyone else around here for that matter.  
 
    “And where am I supposed to sleep?” He glanced around the apartment, noting the kitchen and dining room off to one side of the living area and a balcony that was clearly shared with a bedroom next door. There were other doors, though he wasn’t sure where any of them led to. He would do a sweep of the entire penthouse before he really and truly got started  
 
    “There’s a guest bedroom just over there.” Harold gestured towards a door that led off the left side of the living room. “It’s got its own bathroom and a pretty good view of the city. Delia’s room is over there, and her writing studio is next to it. I’ll show you around the apartment when we’re done here.”  
 
    Cole nodded and bit down on the inside of his lip for a moment before the next thing that came out of his mouth. 
 
    “She going to be this annoying the entire time I’m here?” He knew he was rude. He was blunt. It was just a part of what and who Cole was. There was no way he was going to be able to tame it down if he was stuck here twenty-four hours a day with Delia Morgan, no matter how famous she might be.  
 
    She snorted, sitting up from where she had slouched back into the couch.  
 
    “At least he’s funny, Harold.” She stood up and walked over to him offering her hand extended for a handshake. “I tell you what, Sailor, you stay out of my face, and I’ll try to be a little more hospitable. It’s bad enough that I’m stuck in this apartment because of this. I’m supposed to go back on tour in five days, and I’m not looking forward to dragging a bodyguard along with me everywhere that I go. At least you’re pretty. If I’m going to have to look at you all this time, I’d rather you be easy on the eyes.”  
 
    Cole reached out to shake her hand.  
 
    “Alright, Princess. You’re not too shabby yourself, though I gotta admit, you’re wearing a hell of a lot more clothes right now than most of the posters I’ve seen up in the boys’ rooms out on assignment.” He grinned evilly at her, knowing damned well that he was pushing buttons that he might not want to be pushing, but not caring. She could fire him. It would be well worth it.  
 
    He turned to Harold with a nod.  
 
    “It’s a deal. Let me head back to my place and pack a few bags, and I’m all yours.”  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    Delia 
 
    Delia was far from thrilled about having someone in her space. She’d given Emma the day off while she dealt with police and this new bodyguard. Emma was a mousy kind of girl, who was shy and didn’t deal with stress like this well, although she was the best assistant that Delia had ever had. She didn’t want to stress Emma out any more than she had to, and there was going to be plenty of time for her to get used to having Cole around.  
 
    It was obvious from the first moment that Cole walked in the door that he was perfect for the job. He exuded this aura that just made him seem dangerous, like a caged tiger or a trained snake. He could kill you if he wanted to. Honestly, he could have snapped Delia in half. He was enormous, tall and built like a brick wall. If there was ever a human embodiment of a superhero, this was it. She didn’t doubt for a second that he was the right guy for the job.  
 
    However, she did resent the fact that she needed anyone for the job at all. She was still seething about that letter, hoping it was some kind of joke that Alex, her make up artist, had played on her. She’d even hoped that some radio station or paparazzi was going to pop up and take credit for it so she could end this whole show here and now before her tour started. There was no way she wanted to drag around all this extra baggage while she traveled across the country.  
 
    Being on tour was one of the few chances she ever really got to be free. She could be on stage for a few hours and then get lost in whatever city she found herself in, get into some kind of trouble, drink too much and know Emma would get her home safe. Delia put a lot of trust into Emma, and she earned every bit of it. Having an assistant like that meant she could have as much fun as she wanted without having to worry about the consequences of any of it. Now, there were consequences for being famous and plenty of them, and Delia hated every moment of it.  
 
    Cole was here now, out in the living room while Delia sulked around her bedroom. She couldn’t see him, but she could feel his presence in the penthouse. Usually, this time of night there was no one else here. Delia herself wasn’t even usually here. This was the kind of night she’d find herself dancing until she couldn’t feel her feet in some club or another. Sometimes she’d wind up passing out in the arms of some actor or rock star only to sneak out at three am and grab a taxi home to catch some sleep before doing it all over again.  
 
    Instead, she was here, picking at a cold piece of pizza and staring out the window at the rest of the city going on with their lives without her. It made her feel like a pouty, petulant kid who wasn’t getting her way. What she ought to do instead is go out there and have a good time with her bodyguard even though she resented the fact that they were stuck together. They were going to have to spend a lot of time together for however long all of this lasted. The least she could do was make sure it was a good time.  
 
    Delia grabbed the plate of food that was resting on the edge of her bed and walked into the next room, forgetting that she was wearing nothing more than an oversized t-shirt. She didn’t really care anyway, but the look on the sailor’s face was definitely amusing when it registered. It was nice to know she could at least be a little bit of a distraction to the guy, even if he seemed like he was all about business. At least he wasn’t dressed in that damned suit he’d showed up in anymore. He might only be seven years older than she was, but that suit made him look like he was someone’s dad. It was weird to feel like she wanted to bang someone’s dad.  
 
    Now he was sitting on the couch with his own plate on the coffee table while he stabbed at whatever he had ordered with a fork. Most of the time if there was someone in this apartment beside herself, it was one of Delia’s friends, not a complete stranger. Something told her this guy was going to be far from a complete stranger by the time everything was said and done.  
 
    She plopped down on the couch facing him, tucking her legs up under her body as she mirrored the position of his plate on the opposite side of the table. It took a moment for his gaze to leave her legs and trail up her body to her face, and she was sitting there with a crooked grin painted across her cheeks by the time their eyes met.  
 
    “Hi.” One simple word was all she got out, but it was enough to at least make him crack a little. The corners of his mouth turned up at a minimum. She would take it for now. He was so damned serious.  
 
    “Hi.” His own reply was a little more dubious like Cole wasn’t sure what Delia was going to come up with or why she’d decided to come out of her room to join him out here. 
 
    “So, I’m guessing you don’t do this much.” She raised an eyebrow leaning in to grab a slice of pizza and bring it up to her mouth.  
 
    “Do what much?” Delia loved the confused expression on his face. It made everything that much funnier if she could mess with him a little.  
 
    “This whole bodyguard thing.” She shrugged, trying to look nonchalant and keep him from being suspicious, though she wasn’t sure that Cole was ever going to be not suspicious about someone.  
 
    “Nah, it’s my first time.” Short, sweet, to the point. All of his replies were the bare minimum amount of words it was going to take to get the message across. He’d been like that in the interview too. Most of the guys she spent any kind of time around never shut up, especially if you gave them a chance to talk about themselves. This was different enough to throw her off her game a little. By now Delia would have been flirting with any guy she wasn’t related to, but she couldn’t get a read on Cole enough to be able to even know how to start.  
 
    “I figured. You’re about as stiff as a fence post. Are you like that all the time or do you let that nonexistent hair down from time to time?” Delia couldn’t imagine what Cole would look like if he actually let loose and had a good time. The world might come to an end if he didn’t look like he was at attention twenty-four hours a day. Did he sleep? Did he shower? Did he do anything that was less than becoming? Was he going to look like an action figure if she ever got him out of those clothes? She had so many questions that she wasn’t sure she was ever going to get answers for.  
 
    “I don’t have enough hair to let down.” He glanced back down at his plate, then around the room when there was a noise out in the hall. It only took a few seconds for him to be up and stalking towards the door.  
 
    Cole moved so fast that Delia didn’t think she’d even seen him get up. Just the sudden change in position was enough to have her heart in her throat, and Delia shifted to the end of the couch farthest from the door. She kept her eyes trained on his back as he moved away. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Delia pulled her knees up to her chin, hugging her legs against her chest as she pulled as far away from the door as she possibly could.  
 
    “Shh!” He hissed at her as he gestured to her to keep quiet, though he didn’t turn around so she could read his expression. Instead, he started moving towards the door so quietly she couldn’t hear his steps on the hardwood floor even though he was clearly the largest man she’d ever met in person.  
 
    Cole paused to peek through the peephole on the door, clearly not seeing whatever he was looking for since he jerked open the door onto the corridor beyond. Because Delia had the penthouse, there were no other apartments on the top floor so no one should have been out there. However, there was a single, thin man dressed in a pair of coveralls with a bag of tools on the floor beside him. Delia could see all of it exposed as the door slid slowly open, and then the rest of the actions seemed to happen in slow motion.  
 
    She couldn’t make out the noise that came out of Cole’s throat, though it sounded more like a roar than any words that he might be trying to form. He nearly leaped through the doorway, grabbing the stranger by the arm and twisting it around behind his back in one smooth motion. Before Delia even realized what was going on he had the stranger on the floor and pinned to the ground as he started barking out questions. It was only then that she noticed the fact that he had a gun strapped to his waist at the small of his back since the motion had jerked his t-shirt clear off his jeans far enough to expose the metal.  
 
    Delia had no idea what was going on, everything just sort of happened in a blur. She jumped up out of her place on the couch and scrambled backward until her back was pressed against the glass. She tried to make out what was going on in the hallway beyond the open door, though it was all out of her line of vision by now.  
 
    “Who the hell are you? And what are you doing here?” His voice was so rough she barely recognized it, and those were probably more words than she’d heard come out of his mouth all at once.  
 
    The guy on the floor was stammering and sputtering as he tried to come up with a reply, though it was obvious he hadn’t been expecting an answer at the door like that. She could hear the sounds of scuffling, then Cole slammed the door wide open again to expose the entire picture of what was happening out in the hall to her.  
 
    It didn’t look anything like a fair fight. Cole was easily twice the size of the guy in the hall. Delia really didn’t care about the size difference right now, since that seemed to clearly be in her favor. She could feel every single heartbeat against her chest as she took a few trepidatious steps closer to the scene unfolding out there.  
 
    Several long moments passed before the stranger could get out his reply.  
 
    “I… I’m with the building management. The super sent me up here to make sure everything was cleared out here before Miss Morgan settled in for the night. He was worried about her.” Delia immediately felt a little bad about having someone pinned to the floor that was supposed to be checking on her, but they really should have called to tell her to expect someone since they knew what was going on. Never mind the fact that she wasn’t entirely sure she believed the story he was trying to feed Cole.  
 
    “You better have some kind of identification.” Apparently, Cole hadn’t entirely bought it hook line and sinker himself. He nodded without saying anything as he was trying to confirm what business this strange man had up on a floor where Delia was the only resident. Cole was good at his job, and he was proving it more and more with each passing second.  
 
    “In my back pocket. My wallet. And my ID card is pinned on the front of my coveralls.” The guy on the floor let out a short breath, moving as if he was trying to free his hand to fish a wallet out of the back pocket of the clothes he was wearing.  
 
    “Freeze. Don’t fucking move. I’ll check your ID myself. Delia!” He called out sharply and turned to face her nearly standing in the doorway by now. “Damn… I didn’t expect you to be standing right there. Listen, it’s just you and me up here, and normally I wouldn’t ask you to do any of this, but I don’t have any free hands for this.  I’m going to keep this joker pinned to the floor, and you’re going to fish his wallet out of his back pocket and get the ID off his coveralls. You got me?”  
 
    Delia wasn’t used to being told what to do. She was generally the one bossing everyone else around, and she had been since she was only twelve years old. There was something sexy about Cole being the one taking charge of the situation. It made her want to do whatever he asked her to do, and she meant whatever. For now, she would settle on fishing the wallet out of this guy’s back pocket and unclipping the tiny white laminated rectangle from his front when Cole pulled his torso up off the carpet in the hallway outside the elevator. She searched in the small folded leather wallet for his driver’s license and compared it to the building ID. Both of them bore the name Simeon Ortega along with a pair of pictures that matched the owner that was now breathing in deep lungfuls of the carpeted floor while Cole looked like he was attempting to tie the other man into a pretzel.  
 
    “Well, the IDs match each other, and I know the maintenance guys in this building have ID cards like this one. That’s all I’m going to be able to figure out here.” She shrugged and glanced at the pair of them, catching Cole’s eyes.  
 
    “Drop them on the floor, and get your ass back in the apartment.” She nodded but didn’t get a chance to answer before he continued. “And don’t forget to close the door and lock it. Watch through the peephole and when I get this idiot back on the elevator, then and only then can you open the door and let me back in. Clear?” 
 
    “Crystal.” Delia dropped the wallet and ID onto the floor, backed into the penthouse apartment, closing and locking both the door handle and the deadbolt before she pressed her eye to the peephole socket again. By the time she got all of that done, Cole had Simeon up off the floor. He still had his arms pinned to his back and was leading him into the now open doors of the elevator. Cole even paused to push the button for the ground floor before releasing him and backing off the elevator slowly without taking his eyes off the guy.  
 
    Delia couldn’t make out what he was saying through the thick door, but she could tell he was talking to the guy as the door closed. She waited another moment until the numbers that indicated what floor the elevator was on started to get lower and then opened the door to let Cole back inside. He slid in, adjusting his shirt before he shut and locked the door behind himself.  
 
    Delia simply stood there, back pressed to the wall next to the door and eyes wide as she watched him.  
 
    “What did you say to him?”  
 
    “I told him his boss better think twice before sending someone up here unannounced from now on.” She nodded, just now realizing that she’d been wearing nothing but a t-shirt throughout all of that encounter. It shouldn’t have mattered. Most of the world had seen her dressed in a lot less than that, but suddenly it seemed to be really important to her that Cole had seen her like that.  
 
    “Thanks.” One simple word was all she could manage to get out now that she could feel her cheeks heating up.  
 
    “For?” Cole raised an eyebrow, studying her as she thanked him like she was speaking some kind of foreign language. Even Delia couldn’t exactly explain the change that had come over her now that everything was over. She could still feel her heart thundering in her chest since she hadn’t yet come down off the adrenaline rush of the situation. 
 
    “Protecting me like that.” Her voice was soft, but she pushed off the wall and walked over to him.  
 
    “It’s my job.” He was matter-of-fact like this was something he did every day. It was as if he’d just bagged her groceries or delivered her a pizza.  
 
    “You didn’t have to… I mean…” She groaned, frustrated at how hard it was for her to say what she was thinking.  
 
    Delia wasn’t even a hundred percent sure what she was thinking. She certainly wasn’t in her right mind when she reached up, grabbing a handful of Cole’s shirt and pulling the mountain of muscle that made up his torso down to crash her lips against his in a kiss that came out of nowhere. She was pretty sure he was going to pull away, say something snarky or tell her off for crossing a line, until his arm wrapped around her body and crushed her into him, nearly lifting her off her feet in the process. Tonight was turning out to be a hell of a lot more eventful than Delia had ever anticipated.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    Cole 
 
    Cole had no idea what came over him when Delia grabbed him and pulled him down into a kiss. He could have resisted. She was half his size, and all he would have had to do was steady himself. There was no way she was ever going to be able to trip him up or even get him off balance even a little bit. However, there was some part of him that didn’t want to resist.  
 
    He’d most certainly noticed when she walked into the living room in nothing but a t-shirt. Delia was gorgeous. She was known all over the world for how beautiful she was, but there was something else about her just dressed down, comfortable and at home that gave her an entirely different look. When she was on a screen or up on a billboard she seemed almost superhuman, something more than he was and on a level he was never going to be able to get to, but when she was curled up on a couch across from him eating pizza, she was a real person, a real flesh and blood woman who was well within his reach. He watched her, though he kept his hands to himself. He wasn’t blind, but he was determined to be a gentleman or at least to keep things professional between them.  
 
    No way was he going to screw up a job this cushy just because he got carried away with himself on the first night alone with someone who was supposed to be his client. At least that was what he was telling himself until she grabbed him and planted a kiss on his lips that rivaled anything he’d ever experienced. Cole was strong, but not strong enough to resist the urge to wrap his arms around her waist and pull her into him. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to pin her up against the wall behind her and have his way with her right here and now. That’s what every cell in his body was screaming for.  
 
    He wanted her. She wanted him. It was almost too easy to just give into what was going on and let himself get carried away with all of it. No sane man would have blamed him for that in the slightest. However, there was still that small voice in the back of his thoughts that was trying to scream and remind him that this was his job, and he was about to royally screw it up.  
 
    Cole broke away, breath coming in a deep gasp as he pulled away from Delia and left her there. She started to pull him back in, but he put a hand between their bodies widening the space that was there. Part of him was already regretting it. He could feel the cool air-conditioned air rush between them, replacing the warmth where her body had just been pressed against his with a disappointing emptiness. It was enough to help him get a grasp on himself once again as he backed away from her.  
 
    “Delia… I don’t know what the hell we’re doing here, but something tells me that making out with your boss on the first night on the job is probably a really bad fucking idea.” He ran a hand across the back of his neck, watching her expression change from one of confusion to one of anger.  
 
    “Wow, really? I kissed you, and you’re telling me it’s a bad idea?” She rested her hands on her hips, though she didn’t make another attempt to come closer to him. He didn’t think he was going to be able to tear himself away if she did.  
 
    “Yeah. I mean… We just had a moment there in the hall. Everyone’s nerves are on edge. People do stupid shit when they get an adrenaline rush. I’m not gonna wind up fired tomorrow because the two of us can’t be reasonable adults and figure out how to get through an awkward moment like that.” He was serious, though he could tell he’d really pissed her off with that last comment.  
 
    “Reasonable adults? Well, no one’s ever accused me of being reasonable, much less an adult.” There was an edge to her tone that was tinged with bitterness like Cole had hit a nerve he hadn’t been aware of when he spoke to Delia. He was already scrambling to figure out what to say next without losing his job. This was a way more precarious situation than he’d ever found himself in outside of the Navy. He was going to have to choose his words very carefully.  
 
    “Listen, you’re an adult, Delia… Miss Morgan. Hell, I don’t know what I’m supposed to call you here. Shit. Most of the time I’d gladly welcome a gorgeous woman kissing me and anything else she wanted to do with me. I don’t have a problem with any of that. What I have a problem with is you being my boss and the fact that I’ve got to be on point to make sure nothing happens to you. It seems like someone is really out to get you for some reason. I can’t afford to be distracted by this or anything else. So you’re just going to have to excuse me for telling you that was a bad idea because it was really a fucking bad idea.” He’d started trying to be reasonable, but Cole could feel his voice rising in tenor as he continued with what he was trying to say. He could feel himself getting more and more frustrated with the fact that she didn’t seem to have any kind of concern that he was supposed to be there to make sure someone didn’t kidnap her in the middle of the night and wear her for a skin suit.  
 
    Delia threw up her hands when he called her Miss Morgan, turning her back on him. It just drove Cole further into the mindset that Delia really didn’t give a damn about what was happening here.  
 
    “Oh god, you’re going to be one of those guys. Let me guess. I’m going to have to check in with you and let you follow me everywhere no matter what, like you’re my dad and not my employee. This tour is going to be a whole hell of a lot of fun. I’m already grounded in my apartment while I’m here in LA. I can’t wait to be grounded to my tour bus while I get shuffled from city to city.  I already got emancipated from my parents once.”  
 
    Delia was halfway to her bedroom before Cole made a move to stop her. He wasn’t about to grab her, not after what had just gone down out there in the hallway, but he did put his hand on her shoulder. She wheeled around to face him with fire in her eyes.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Go ahead and fucking fire me if you want to. I don’t give a damn. I’ll just go out and find another job, but if you think for a single minute I’m not taking this seriously or not going to do everything I can to keep you safe, then you’re dead wrong, Delia. You might not think this is a big deal, but it’s a big deal. You can grow up a little bit and decide you want to play along or tell me to get lost. It’s no skin off my teeth either way, but there’s gonna be a lot of skin off your ass if this goes badly for you.” 
 
    Delia had this look on her face he couldn’t make out. Either she wanted to kiss him again or she was about to punch him right in the jaw. He wasn’t sure how he was going to react to either one because every bit of fortitude he had was going into keeping up this argument right now, and he wasn’t going to have the strength left in him to persuade her to stop again.  
 
    Instead, she turned and tugged down the bottom of the t-shirt she was wearing, leaving her back to him as she jerked open her bedroom door. 
 
    “I’m going to bed. We can argue more in the morning if you don’t decide to quit in the middle of the night. Either way, I’ll understand. Good night.”  
 
    That last sentence was punctuated with the slam of her bedroom door, leaving Cole standing alone on the other side. He shook his head, scrubbing a hand across the short cropped hair at the base of his skull and grumbling as he turned back to the food that was waiting for him on the coffee table. He scooped it up, tossing it into the trashcan before he went to his own room slamming the door so hard it echoed around the penthouse apartment. As large as it was, there was no way Delia was going to be able to miss the sound of it.  
 
    Cole didn’t want her to. Maybe she needed to know the whole world didn’t revolve around her no matter how much the people around her might make her feel like it did. He decided to think about what needed to be done instead of sitting here seething about the fight they just had. If he still had a job, he had a big day tomorrow. He was going to have to figure out Delia’s daily routine and determine the best way to guard her wherever she went. He would need to meet the people who came and went on a daily basis around here so he could exclude them from some of the protocols that were going to have to be put into place. He would also need to get a copy of her upcoming tour schedule along with floor plans for as many of the venues as he possibly could then make security plans for those locations as well. It was more than he really wanted to think about, and thinking about overlooking even a small part of it was more than enough to make his head spin.  
 
    He grabbed a small pocket-sized notebook and a pen from the bag he’d brought with him before crashing on the bed with a loud sigh. Cole managed to make a few notes before he felt sleep beginning to overtake him, though he wasn’t going to be able to sleep before he walked back into the living room to check the front door and make sure it was locked and bolted as securely as possible.  
 
    This time, Cole opened the door as stealthily as possible, not wanting to let Delia know he was out of his room or disturb her if he could avoid it. The last thing he wanted to do tonight was to start their argument back up. Luckily, he managed to head out, double check the locks and tiptoe back into his room, closing the door with only the tiniest click as the mechanism engaged in the lock. He flopped onto the bed, turning off the bedside lamp, though the room was still bathed in the glow of the lights from the city beyond.  
 
    Cole had never been in the city this time of night. He usually tried to avoid it like the plague, though the glow from the lights was always on the horizon when he was at home. He just hadn’t realized how bright it was until he actually found himself laying here in the dark chasing sleep with that glow on the other side of his closed eyelids. Tonight was going to be a long night.  
 
    ❖ 
 
    The next morning came faster than Cole had been prepared for. The morning light flooded through the floor to ceiling windows of his room as soon as the sun made it high enough to find a path around the sky-high buildings that surrounded him. Cole made a mental note to figure out how the blinds in this room worked without having to ask Delia. Maybe her personal assistant would be less of a pain in the ass to deal with.  
 
    Harold had given him a quick list of all the people he could think of who came and went on the regular around here. All of them were due to come in at some point or another in the morning from the aforementioned personal assistant to the housekeeper and Delia’s usual hair and makeup guy. Since he’d actually wound up pinning the maintenance guy to the floor out in the hallway last night, he figured making himself acquainted with the people around here was probably a better idea than getting to know them the same way he’d gotten to know Simeon last night, even if he was damned certain that he had made an impression the other guy wasn’t soon going to forget.  
 
    Cole groaned before crawling out of bed, knowing he was just going to have to deal with the lack of sleep he’d gotten last night if he was going to do his job for the rest of the day. As of right now, he needed a shower and a cup of coffee if he was going to be anything like functional. At least he knew how to make the first of that half happen since there was an en suite bathroom he’d been given access to. He was just going to have to figure out the rest of this as he went along.  
 
    After his shower, Cole grabbed a pair of jeans and a clean t-shirt, different than the one he’d had on the night before only by the logo on the back and made his way out into the kitchen to see if he could find the coffee pot or any other means of getting caffeine into his system since he was technically a guest around here.  
 
    A first glance around the kitchen didn’t give him much hope. He hadn’t paid too much attention to what was going on when he’d been given a tour of the place after his interview by Harold, and Delia hadn’t done anything other than eat a few sices of pizza last night. It certainly didn’t seem like she did much cooking around here. The place was pristine, and he’d have been surprised if anything other than the fridge had actually been in operation since she’d moved in. He definitely didn’t see a coffee pot on the counter.  
 
    Poking around in the cupboards didn’t offer any hope either. There were plates, cups, silverware and a random smattering of snack foods, but definitely not a coffee pot or even instant coffee. There was nothing that he was going to be able to make work, not even one of those fancy cold pre-made coffee drinks in the fridge. Cole gave up with a deep sigh before wandering back into the living room, not sure if he hoped that Delia was awake or not, though he got the impression she wasn’t the type of person to crawl out of bed before noon if she didn’t have to.  
 
    Cole settled onto one of the couches overlooking the room and debated grabbing the remote to turn on the television and try to find something to watch. He wasn’t sure it was worth the possibility of waking Delia up and having her grump around the rest of the day. After a moment of debate, his decision was made for him when he heard the sound of a key in the lock of the front door.  
 
    His heart jumped into his chest, and he moved towards the door, acutely aware of the fact that whoever had sent Delia that threatening letter had a copy of the key to her front door. The locks might have been changed, but there was no guarantee that they hadn’t gotten another copy, no matter what the apartment manager promised all of them the day before. He heard the metalworking in the locking mechanism for a moment, though the handle never turned and the door never opened.  
 
    Instead, whoever it was gave up after a moment of trying, resorting to a timid knock on the white wooden surface that stood between them. Cole moved one hand to rest on the butt of the gun at the back of his jeans and went to the door placing the other one on the door handle.  
 
    “Who’s there?” 
 
    He pressed his eye to the peephole on the door to see a short girl who looked to be about Delia’s age, though she definitely lacked the confidence of the pop star he assumed was sleeping in the next room. She was far more mousey, even her hair was a light mouse brown and her eyes were timid as she opened her mouth to reply.  
 
    “Hi, umm sorry. It’s Emma, Emma Carter. I’m Miss Morgan’s assistant. I’m guessing you’re the new bodyguard. Mr. Williams said you’d have my name, but he didn’t tell me they’d changed the locks.” She glanced down at what must have been the key in her hand, and Cole pulled back to check the notepad he’d shoved in his back pocket to run through the list of names of who to expect today. The top name on the list was Emma Carter, Delia’s assistant. He wasn’t just going to let her in the door without checking her ID, though. 
 
    “Hey, just do me a favor and hold your driver’s license up where I can see it in the peephole, and if it all checks out, I’ll be happy to let you in.  
 
    Cole watched as she nodded quietly, fishing her ID out of her back pocket and holding it up for him to see. The peephole lens distorted his vision, and Cole had to squint to make out the words printed on it, though after a moment’s examination it was obvious this was really Emma Carter, and he definitely had that name on his list. He paused, opening up the door as she scrambled to step back and make room for him to come out in the hall.  
 
    Her jaw dropped and her ID fell down onto the carpet as she looked up and took in the whole length of him. Emma was barely five feet tall, and Cole was every inch of six foot five. She was probably around a hundred pounds soaking wet, and he was well over two hundred, though all of it was muscle. Her shock was evident, and Cole tried to stifle a laugh as he ushered her into the room, checking the corners of the foyer before he closed the door and locked it behind them.  
 
    “Sorry, the building manager changed the locks yesterday, and I guess no one got you a copy of the key. I don’t know if Delia’s going to or not, but she’s got both of the keys to the front door. I’m Cole Hayes, the new bodyguard so I guess we’re going to be working together.” He held out his hand for her much smaller one offering a handshake.  
 
    She reached out taking his hand timidly and letting him control the whole shake as she struggled to compose herself.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure we’re going to spend a lot of time together. I’m here from eight am to six pm every day, though I was out yesterday for a doctor’s appointment. I guess I missed all of the excitement. She sighed, glancing around the apartment. I don’t even know what’s up with all of this. I just know she’s not going to take to having a babysitter very well.” Emma gestured with her thumb over one shoulder towards Delia’s bedroom door.  
 
    “I guess we’re all in for a little adjustment here.” Cole let go of her hand and shrugged, going back to his place on the couch. “I feel like I’m going to spend a hell of a lot of time just sitting around waiting for her to get out of bed.” He shrugged and picked up the remote, dropping it on the couch next to him. “Is she going to wake up if I decide to watch a little TV?”  
 
    Emma shook her head, sitting opposite him on the other couch and fishing a laptop out of the bag she’d been carrying with her. “Nah. She sleeps with earbuds in. Nothing shy of an earthquake is going to wake her up this time of morning. We’ll probably see her sometime around noon.”  
 
    Emma set to work on the laptop, fingers dancing across the keys in a rhythmic pattern that eased Cole’s nerves a little as he started turning on the television and searching through the channels for anything to keep him entertained. He settled on one of the morning talk shows since they were the only thing he was seeming to find on other than infomercials. At least it would be some kind of noise to keep him from going out of his mind with the silence since it didn’t seem like Emma was going to be too much of a talker once she got started on her work for the day. This whole job was going to take a lot of adjustment. 
 
   


  
 



 Chapter Five 
 
    Delia 
 
    It had been three days — three days of absolute hell. At least that’s what Delia had been telling herself about everything that had been going on since Cole had walked into her life. She was never quite sure whether she wanted to kiss him or punch him, and she was pretty sure he was enjoying every moment of it. He always had a grin on his face when he told her there was something else she wasn’t going to be able to do without him tagging along. She hadn’t felt this much like a petulant teenager in the last seven years. Even her assistant, Emma, was in on the whole plan, making sure that she didn’t sneak out without Cole knowing. She was of half a mind to fire them all, but she knew she was going to be up a creek without a paddle without any one of them. 
 
    The only person who seemed to have her back was Alex, her hair and makeup guy. He’d shown up at twelve-thirty on Cole’s first day to help her get ready for the radio interview she had that afternoon. Usually, she would have just shown up however she wanted, but this was one of those stations that filmed all of their shows to upload to their webpage later, so she needed to at least look presentable enough to be streamed across a tiny box on a computer screen. Besides, she knew the paparazzi were going to be itching to catch a photo of her since she hadn’t actually left her apartment in the last three days.  
 
    Delia was starting to get cabin fever, but the last thing she’d wanted to do was go clubbing with this huge hunk of man meat attached to her at the hip. Other people had bodyguards. She’d been around plenty of them from time to time, and they were nothing except a party foul. Nothing good ever happened when someone showed up with security in tow, and all of the guys at the club steered clear to avoid having their spleen relocated to where their kidneys were supposed to be. Delia had decided she would rather just stay home instead of going through that, though she had to admit she’d love to see what Cole would look like if he ever just let go and had a good time instead of always looking like he was about to rip someone’s arm off and beat them with it, even if the thought of that was kind of hot.  
 
    Alex seemed to agree since he’d nearly walked into the tower of a man on his way into the penthouse on the day they’d met and whistled.  
 
    “Well, well, well… What have we here?” He rested one hand on his hip dropping the bag of makeup brushes he was hauling in through the front door to the floor as he let his gaze drift up the full length of Cole Hayes who, for some unknown reason, had decided to put on a t-shirt that outlined every inch of muscle he owned to a tee. 
 
    “My name is Cole. I’m Delia’s new security guard, at least until all of this stalker thing blows over.”  
 
    “Stalker thing?” Alex raised an eyebrow and marched directly over to where Delia was waiting. “Girl, what the hell is going on? And do we get to keep him?” He shook his head in Cole’s direction, and Delia hadn’t been able to stifle a laugh.  
 
    “I’ll explain everything while I get ready for this show, and yeah, we get to keep him until I get tired of him and fire him or until he gets enough of us and quits, whichever comes first.” She grabbed his hand, dragging Alex off to the bedroom to leave Cole behind in the living room with only Emma to keep him company while she tapped away at her laptop.  
 
    Delia was already a little aggravated with Emma. She’d somehow figured out that Cole needed coffee to be functional every morning and decided to add a coffee maker to the kitchen when he’d insisted that he didn’t need her to stop at the coffee shop down the street and bring him up whatever he wanted every morning. He could take care of himself — blah, blah blah…  
 
    Delia had never been much of a coffee person. She certainly didn’t want or need a coffee maker in her kitchen, but there was a shiny new one of those that made coffee from the little plastic pods that she knew were going to ruin the environment. It made her entire apartment smell like coffee every morning when he got up at some ungodly hour instead of after the sun was halfway in the sky like a normal human being. He also went to sleep before two in the morning, and she really hoped he was going to get over all of that once the group got on the road.  
 
    She was taking Alex and Emma with her this time, though she usually did. They were going to get their own bus, but Cole had been insistent that he was going to stay on Delia’s bus, even more so when he found out it was a two bedroom bus she usually shared with Emma. Delia couldn’t even stop herself from groaning out loud when Emma freely offered her room up to Cole to keep her safe. She kept on insisting that sharing with Alex wasn’t going to be a hardship at all, and saying all the wrong things.  
 
    “Thanks a lot, Em. I’m going to remember that.” Delia’s voice was sarcastic as she groaned and walked off into her closet to try to pick out something to wear to the radio show this afternoon. She was due there in two hours and knowing how LA traffic could be this time of day, they were going to have to leave in about an hour to make sure they got there on time. Since the show was live, being late wasn’t going to be an option, and Cole was already on the phone to the station manager asking how many entrances and exits there were to the recording studio and what the best options for securing the premises were going to be once they got there.  
 
    Delia decided she’d been wrong about Cole. This was even worse than traveling with her dad. At least he had let her do almost anything she wanted as long as Delia funded her parents’ lifestyle. Cole, on the other hand, was going to micromanage every second of her life until she absolutely lost her mind.  
 
    Once she was alone in the closet, Delia had a chance to think about the other reason she was reluctant to spend the rest of her tour on a bus alone with Cole. When it was just she and Emma on the bus, she could walk around dressed however she wanted and not worry about sharing a bathroom with another woman. With Cole on the bus, she was going to have to be self-conscious about the fact that she wanted to climb him like a damned tree every minute of every day. She certainly didn’t trust herself not to actually do it the first time she got more than a drop of alcohol in her system. And she knew that he was going to background check everyone who came within five inches of her. Partying with fans or hanging out with the other bands who were playing the same venues she was, was going to be almost out of the question. This was working up to be the most boring tour that she had ever planned, and it was all thanks to whoever was sending her those stupid letters.  
 
    Maybe she should be scared, but Delia couldn’t help but be angrier than anything else. Her mom had always told her that anger was going to come back to bite her in the ass one day, and maybe today was the day. But she couldn’t help being pissed off that whoever this was, they were messing up all of her plans for the next god only knew how many weeks until this was all over.  
 
    Normally, she would have at least had the freedom of being on tour to look forward to, but now even that was tainted with the presence of Cole in every waking moment of her life. She was sick and tired of keeping herself locked in her bedroom, and he’d only been here a few days. How was she going to feel after weeks of this?  
 
    ❖ 
 
    Delia’s driver dropped everyone off at the parking lot where they were meeting the tour bus. There was no way they could get that huge thing anywhere near the apartment building and actually find parking, so it made sense to head out towards the outskirts of town with Emma, Alex, and Cole in tow. She was used to boarding this bus with someone else, just not Cole.  
 
    Of course, he was the first one out of the car, and the first one on the bus as he did a sweep of the entire thing before he even let anyone start putting Delia’s luggage on board. Delia herself wasn’t even supposed to get out of the car before he gave her the thumbs up, though she didn’t let that stop her for a single moment, rolling her eyes and waiting only until Cole couldn’t see her anymore to climb out of the limo and into the empty parking lot. Emma was off right behind her, trying to protest in her own sheepish way while Delia, as usual, broke all the rules.  
 
    “Miss Morgan…”  
 
    Delia wheeled around on her, raising an eyebrow and resting her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Are you really sure you want to Miss Morgan me right now, Em? We’ve been over this about a million times. Call me Delia, and don’t worry about Cole. He’s not my boss. I’m his, and I’m going to do whatever it is I want to do no matter what that professional worrywart has to say about it, ok?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Delia groaned at the epithet, but she knew it was second nature to Emma, and she felt bad about giving Em a hard time about it. The poor girl had grown up in the middle of nowhere in Illinois on a farm surrounded by more corn than people, and now here she was thrust into the middle of pop star life with Delia. It was an entirely different world, and Emma was good at what she did. She kept every facet of Delia’s life in order so that Delia could focus on her career rather than worry about the day to day stuff that most people spent so much time on.  
 
    “Hey, Em. Just punch me if I get too snippy. I’m being a bitch because the superhero in there is keeping me from having any kind of fun, and I really shouldn’t be taking that out on you.” 
 
    She watched Emma’s face brighten up and immediately knew she’d been too tough on her assistant ever since all of this had started. She walked over and threw an arm around the smaller girl, walking with her over to the open doors of the tour bus to call inside after Cole. 
 
    “Everything safe in there, Sailor, or am I going to get kidnapped by random bus gremlins?”  
 
    She could hear him cursing and a sudden bang as he hit his head on something inside. Delia couldn’t stifle the giggle that escaped her when she saw him emerge from the onboard bathroom rubbing his head.  
 
    “Oh no, looks like you lost a fight with a bus.” She grinned and stepped on board as he glared at her. 
 
    “I thought I told you to stay in the car until you got the all clear.” Delia couldn’t help snorting out loud at what he told her. The two of them had been over this about a dozen times.  
 
    “I thought I told you I don’t have to listen to everything you say.” She raised an eyebrow, daring him to challenge her. They’d had more than a few fights about him not being in charge of her no matter what was going on around them.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. We’re going to have a lot of fun fighting for the rest of this tour. Don’t think I’m going to let it drop. You’re in even more danger out on the road even if you don’t want to take it or me seriously. I’m paid to keep you safe, and I’m going to do it.”  
 
    She had to admire his determination. He was good at what he did, even if she was resistant, and he was good to look at while he did it. She could have done worse with a security guard. Maybe it was the possibility of going on tour and spending the next few weeks doing what she loved doing that had put her in a better mood, but she was more inclined to give him his way than she might have normally been since she was in a good mood.  
 
    Delia walked into the bus, moving around Cole in the tight space. She waited until she was behind him to take a playful swing at his ass, grinning in satisfaction at the sound that it made when her hand made contact with his jeans and echoed around the small space of the bus. His groan made it even more satisfying and she couldn’t help laughing again as she walked towards her bedroom at the very back of the bus.  
 
    Her room was the very last one, and you had to make your way through everything else, including the bathroom, to even get to her bedroom door. Cole’s room was at the opposite end of the bus, immediately behind the driver and just off the living area. It meant that he was the closest to the door, just the way he liked it. Overall it was a good situation for both of them. They were as far apart as they could physically be in such a tight space, and he could be between her and anyone who tried to get on the bus for the rest of the trip.  
 
    Cole was already making plans for the first venue. She’d seen him with a printout of the floor plans making notes and red marks all over the paper, even though that show was four days away. It gave them time to get settled on the bus and make a leisurely trip without having to worry about taxing the drivers too much. They could all stop the caravan of RVs and trucks carrying her equipment and rest each night before moving on the next day to continue driving. She was used to the pattern of it by this point in her life. It was something she’d been doing since she was a teenager, so carrying on with it felt more natural than being at home in her apartment. This was the situation where she really felt like she was living her life.  
 
    Delia dropped the bags she had been carrying on the bed in her room, peeking out of the door as the rest of them were brought on board by roadies. She was going to be in this bus long enough that she would actually unpack and put things in the cupboards and closets that surrounded the bed down here. It was kind of surprising how much storage they fit into such a tight space, and she was going to be able to find somewhere to put everything, except the guitar that she carried with her wherever she went. When she got back from all of this, she was going to start recording her next album. She needed to work on writing songs for it while she was out on the road.  
 
    In truth, she hadn’t really even started on it. Inspiration had been hard to come by when you were worried about some creeper and trying to find a place to be yourself when you had a practical stranger following your every move just to make sure you were safe. Maybe the tour bus was going to be the key to getting her back into the swing of things.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Cole 
 
    Cole wasn’t sure how he felt about being cramped up on a tour bus with Delia for the next few weeks after the last four days of seemingly nothing but driving. They’d had various locations to park the buses in, so he wasn’t sure why she had insisted on driving with the buses and equipment when the four of them could have just flown out to the first location and met them there. It certainly would have been easier on him to keep her secure on a flight than out in the middle of nowhere each night when they parked.  
 
    Most days, the scenery out of the window consisted of nothing but corn fields and wheat fields and then cotton fields as they made their way into the south. He’d been all over the country as part of his training with the Navy so the fact that most of the middle of the country was covered in farmland didn’t come as any sort of surprise to him. It definitely made for a  boring ride when the only things he had to keep him company were a television and a girl who clearly didn’t want him there.  
 
    In fact, he’d been living with someone who didn’t want him around for the better part of the last two weeks. The only times he wasn’t sure she absolutely hated him were the ones where she was hitting on him. It was like going from night to day with this one. One moment, she was giving him a hard time about cramping her entire life. The next she was telling him he was lucky he looked good in a pair of jeans because that was the only thing keeping her from punching him right in the jaw. He wasn’t sure what to make of any of it. Add into that the fact that she was due to have her first concert tonight, and she was the person here who listened to him the least.  
 
    Luckily, Alex and Emma were cooperative enough. They seemed to really and honestly care about Delia and want her safe. They would let him do his job, even when she wouldn’t. They just couldn’t stand up to her. The only person who did was Harold Williams, her manager, and he was nowhere to be found on this little tour. It looked like it was just going to be the two of them fighting out their on going power struggle at least for the time being.  
 
    At the moment, they were a few miles away from their final destination for this leg of the journey. Her first night performing would be in Atlanta, Georgia at one of the largest venues in the city. It was going to be his trial by fire. There was a security team in place for the concert. He’d come to learn that was standard practice for every concert with a big name at these venues. Even the smaller venues hired local security guys to make sure the fans didn’t get too rowdy or do something stupid like rush the stage. He could work with all of that. It gave him one less thing to worry about.  
 
    That left him concerned with how to get Delia in and out of the venues safely. He’d studied all the floor plans, where the entrances were and how to best get her in. He also knew the best ways to keep everyone else out. That was what he was going to have to fight Delia on. She was already insistent that she was going to have a meet and greet after the show, but she’d also been invited out for drinks with the opening act to kick off their first night of the tour. That was the thing he didn’t know about. He couldn’t protect her in some bar he’d never been to, and she was already mad at him for saying no.  
 
    Right now, he was just trying to figure out how to do his best to keep her safe and balance that with keeping everyone around him happy. It was a balancing act he wasn’t used to being able to keep up. Hell, he wasn’t even used to living with someone else. He’d shared plenty of living spaces in the military, but those were with guys doing the same thing he was doing. Not with a woman who was hell-bent on doing her own thing no matter what was best for her.  
 
    Cole was lost in thought when he felt the bus pull to a stop, the air brakes letting out a puff of air and the entire bus settling into its parking space. The driver took it out of gear and lowered the air suspension to make it easier for everyone on board to reach the ground outside. Cole was learning to recognize the bus’s movements for what they were after a few days. 
 
    “Delia!” He knew she was locked in her room, strumming away on her guitar writing whatever song she was working on right now. She’d spent most of the trip shut away back there, and to be honest, he was starting to miss her. However, he knew better than to go back into her room. That was her sacred space. Cole had learned that the hard way on their second day in the bus when he went in after her and she’d screamed at him to get out chasing him out by throwing pillows until he was passed both sets of doors that led between her room and the living space.  
 
    Delia emerged with her guitar still slung over one shoulder and a notepad in one hand. Her expression was a little grumpy, though he knew she wanted to know the moment that they’d arrived at the venue so she could get inside and start warming up. She had hair and makeup, wardrobe, a meet and greet, and a sound check to get through before they were going to be ready for tonight’s show, on top of the fact that Cole was going to have to go in and check out the place before any of the rest of them went in there. She had at least given him permission to do that, even if it had been begrudgingly.  
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “We’re here.” He could see Delia sigh and roll her eyes as he stated the obvious. 
 
    “Well, I figured that much.”  
 
    “I’m going to head in and meet with the head of security for the venue while your guys start setting up the equipment for the concert. Will you do me a favor and stay on the bus this time?” Cole was already up on his feet and ready to head into the huge building they were parked just outside of. He’d already peeked out of the window at the massive structure of concrete and glass, looking around for the entrances he knew were there. He’d also left the driver with explicit instructions on how to lock down the bus until he got back. Now, he just had to make sure that Delia was going to cooperate so he could do the rest of his job.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m kind of in the middle of a song here, so I’ll go back to doing that unless you think my guitar strap is going to strangle me while you’re in the building.” She gestured back to the room behind her like she was going to do nothing more than just stay in her room like she was supposed to until he got back. He was surprised she was doing this without too much of a fight, just her standard smart assed commentary that he was growing used to. 
 
    “Funny. I’m not paid to protect you from choking on one of those jokes.” Cole was learning to take her in stride. At least Delia was as good at taking a joke as she was at dealing one out. This one got a soft laugh out of her before she turned her back on him heading into her room, though she called over her shoulder before slamming the door behind her. 
 
    “Go make sure the big bad wolf isn’t hiding under my bed in there, and I promise to stay put, Sailor.”  
 
      
 
    ❖ 
 
    The meetings with the building security had gone pretty much as smoothly as possible. Cole had been surprised to find a former Navy guy in charge of building security here as well, and the two of them had seen eye to eye in all the preparations Cole had made. He’d already done a sweep of the arena and had men on every entrance and exit to the building whether they were being used by concert goers, staff, or no one at all, just to make sure that nothing got into or out of the building that wasn’t supposed to.  
 
    Everyone who came in the building went through a metal detector. Every bag was going through an x-ray machine, and each employee had been searched prior to being allowed to begin their shift here in the arena for the day. He’d also done the job of running everyone through a background check, even the part-time and temporary help that had been hired just for tonight’s event. In fact, he’d done so much of Cole’s job for him, that Cole was finally able to let his guard down for a moment and just look around the massive space that was supposed to be filled to the brim for tonight’s concert.  
 
    The tickets had long ago sold out. In fact, they were gone a few hours after the sales had opened online. He’d looked around and found out that scalpers were selling front row tickets for as much as five thousand dollars a seat this week, and the prices were only rising as the time for the concert grew closer.  It was kind of dizzying to stand here on the stage and look out at the expanse of empty space that was going to be filled with screaming fans before the night was over. Suddenly he had no idea how Delia dealt with that every night she performed. He couldn’t wrap his head around it, and he was a thirty-year-old man. She’d been doing this since before she was old enough to drive without even breaking a sweat. Hell, she even seemed to enjoy it. Cole shook his head as he walked off the stage and into the backstage area where roadies were rushing around setting up speakers and equipment like a well-oiled machine since they only had a few hours to get this place one hundred percent transformed for tonight’s show.  
 
    Cole was saving Delia’s dressing room for last since it was the place she was going to as soon as she entered the building. He wanted to make sure no one else was going to be in that space and that it had everything she’d requested in place before she ever set foot off the bus. He made a beeline for that room now since he knew Delia was going to need to start getting ready before too much more time had passed if she was going to get on the stage on time. The last thing he needed was to get in the way of her putting on a show tonight. She was just starting to agree to work with him after the last week and a half together. Anything that set that back was just going to cause them more problems in the future. For now, he was going to avoid anything that made her any more pissed off than he had to.  
 
    The dressing room was clear enough, and the things she usually asked for were in place — a mini fridge stocked with her favorite soda and a bowl of green candies in place. She’d told him to check for those specifically, though when he rolled his eyes about her being a spoiled star she was quick to tell him there was a reason behind the madness. Every artist had their own weirdly specific request written into the riders on their contract to make sure that the venues were actually reading what they requested. It didn’t matter so much that there was a bowl of green candies on her dressing table. What really mattered was that they read the requirements for her sound system and safety. The green candies were just a way to double check that they’d paid attention to the details.  
 
    He nodded and sighed as he closed the door behind him, pausing on his way out to tell Emma and Alex to head inside and get everything ready for Delia’s entrance as he did a final check on the security on this side of the venue. He quickly instructed the guards at this entrance to let no one in or out without hearing from him about it first before he walked over to the bus he’d left Delia in and knocked on the door. 
 
    “Hey, Princess? Your throne room checks out. You can come and get ready now.”  
 
    He heard footsteps inside and the turning of the locking mechanism that kept her securely inside before she emerged onto the pavement with her guitar slung across her back this time. It was just an acoustic one, the one she used when no one else was around. There were plenty more inside she would be playing during the concert, but this one was the one she seemed to take everywhere she went.  
 
    “Alright, Sailor. Let’s get this show on the road.” Delia nodded to Cole and let him usher her in through the doors.  
 
    Cole had plotted out the shortest path between the entrance and her dressing room that also allowed her to check up on the progress being made on the stage. She’d been insistent that she needed to see how things were going before she started getting dressed, and she hadn’t been kidding. It took her twenty minutes to make sure it was set up to her directions and that the stage manager knew about a few last minute changes to the set list along with the order she was going to need her guitars brought out. She wanted to make sure they were set up and ready to go at the right time. He nodded, taking a few notes before Delia returned to Cole. 
 
    “Alright, Big Boy. Where is my dressing room?” She walked over and thumped him in the center of the chest, shouldering her acoustic guitar as she let him lead her to the room she was supposed to get ready in. 
 
    Cole could hear Emma and Alex chatting on the other side of the door. Then he noticed something that hadn’t been there before when he’d checked the room out half an hour ago. A piece of paper taped to the door with her name on the front folded in thirds. Someone who wasn’t paying attention would have thought it was just a nameplate to help her find the dressing room, but Cole gave it another look. There was writing on the other side of the paper that had him snatching it off the door and looking the hall up and down before he opened the dressing room door and bellowed inside of it to its two occupants.  
 
    “Was this paper on the door before you got here? Did either one of you leave this?” They glanced back and forth between Cole and the paper then at each other before simply shaking their heads. They were confused, and he was on edge. A quick flip had him reading the words that he’d least wanted to see.  
 
    Welcome to Atlanta, Delia. It’s always a pleasure to see you in concert. Hope you see me tonight, too. Shame about you changing those locks and hiring your new security guard, but he looks like he’d be a lot of fun to break. Speaking of which, break a leg tonight.  
 
    There was no signature on the letter, nothing to indicate who had written it, and it was typed just like the last one. It looked like the same font an old typewriter would use, though it could have easily been done on a computer. The generic font made the whole thing completely unidentifiable, and Cole’s head was racing about how someone could have gotten in here to leave this letter.  
 
    Delia was just standing there in front of him looking confused until she saw him reading the letter and nearly collapsed back against the wall. 
 
    “Oh my god, it’s another one of those damned letters, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Just get in the dressing room. I’m not taking my eyes off you for the rest of the night.” Cole signaled over to the building’s head of security as he ushered Delia into the dressing room. As soon as the other man approached, he slammed the letter into his chest.  
 
    “I thought you told me you had this place on lockdown and that everyone had been searched.” Cole’s voice was harsh and accusatory. He’d been wrong to let his guard down, no matter who had been keeping up the other end of the bargain here.  
 
    When his partner looked over the letter and went wide-eyed he nodded and said, “Yeah, looks like someone got through, so why don’t you do me a favor and call the Atlanta PD and make sure they’ve got some officers on standby tonight. I’m going to stick with her like glue for the night, and you need to step up your game.”  
 
    “Sorry, Mr. Hayes.” The answer was mumbled and apologetic. 
 
    “Don’t sorry me, just go make it right, and tell all of your guys to be on alert. I want someone outside of this door for the rest of the night. Whoever the fuck wrote this is in the damn building and so is she. If anything goes wrong, I’m blaming you.” Cole was fuming and didn’t give the other man a chance to answer as he slammed the door behind him.  
 
      
 
    ❖ 
 
    It had been a long night since Cole had found the letter, and he’d kept his promise not to let Delia out of his site for the rest of the night. He’d followed her every inch of the way, only letting her have her privacy for a couple of bathroom breaks and costume changes, though she didn’t seem to care if he saw her through those. She’d been through enough life on stage that a quick change in front of someone was absolutely nothing to her.  
 
    Cole only turned his back once he made sure that no one was within any kind of reasonable distance to Delia for the half minute it took her to change clothes before she ran back out on stage for the next set of songs.  
 
    He’d never been to one of her concerts, though he’d certainly heard Delia’s music on the radio. Cole hadn’t been prepared for how much energy she put into all of it. It was actually spectacular, even if her music wasn’t exactly what he was into. She was clearly good at what she did. It made him respect her a little more instead of just thinking of her as the spoiled brat that was resisting his attempts to protect her at every turn. She even went along with all of his suggestions to keep her safe tonight without any of her usual sarcastic quips.  
 
    Apparently, the letter on her door had shaken her up enough to realize that maybe he was right and she was in some kind of danger out here. Cole kept his eyes on the crowd and the people nearest the stage, though he wasn’t sure what he was looking for. No one did anything really out of line, though there was a lot of screaming and crying as she performed, and Cole was pretty sure he was losing some of his hearing by the time it was all said and done.  
 
    Delia did her last number and then her encore before heading off stage covered in sweat and clearly exhausted.  
 
    “Come on, Princess. Let’s get you back to the bus so you can grab a shower and crash for the night. You look worn out.”  
 
    Delia couldn’t even answer. Instead, she just nodded and let him slip an arm around her to help her back to the bus. At least the security guys out back had done their job and kept everyone away from it for the night. There were barricades all around it that were starting to crowd with people that were screaming the moment she came out the back doors. He could still hear it as he guided her into the bus and locked the doors behind them. The driver was still taking a break, and they were going to pull out around three in the morning after the roadies got the stage equipment broken down and reloaded — long after both of them were likely to be asleep.  
 
    He wasn’t even sure that she was going to make it much longer than an hour before she crashed after everything she’d been through tonight. The first thing Delia did was head into the bathroom, waving him off and turn on the shower, slamming the door closed behind her. He made sure all the doors were locked, texting the head of security to make sure that no one disturbed either of them for the rest of the night until the bus was ready to head out and went to his room to lie down on his bed.  
 
      
 
    ❖ 
 
    Cole wasn’t even sure what time he’d fallen asleep, though he was certain it had happened before Delia’s shower turned off. For a moment, he wasn’t sure what had woken him either until he realized it was the side door of the bus opening and closing. One quick glance at his phone told him it was midnight, long after Delia should have been asleep.  
 
    He jumped out of bed, opening his bedroom door and looking around the empty living area before making a beeline for Delia’s room. Hearing nothing behind the door, he slammed it open without knocking only to find a completely empty room. His heart leaped up into his throat as he went to the door and jumped out into the parking lot beyond, pulling his gun and scanning the now nearly empty area.  
 
    Cole hadn’t been sure what to expect when he jumped out there. Maybe some big bad guy hauling Delia off into the dark night or a car speeding away from the scene. What he hadn’t been expecting was Delia standing out there with a silver foiled purse and a pair of knee high boots on glaring at him like he’d kicked her puppy when he exploded out of the bus.  
 
    “What in the actual fuck is going on?” Cole yelled at her across the parking lot. 
 
    “Nothing. I was going out for drinks with the opening act.” She stopped, placing her hands on her hips and staring at him as he holstered the gun and started closing the space between them with a few huge strides.  
 
    “You were what?” He stopped yelling once he got close enough to her for the two of them to have an actual conversation, but he was still dealing with the adrenaline rush that had left him coming out of the door like a hurricane. 
 
    “Going out…”  
 
    “Without telling me… Without me… When you know that whoever is leaving you those damned letters is in this fucking city? Was in this fucking building as a matter of fact, and knows exactly where you are? Do you have some kind of death wish I need to know about?” Cole knew his eyes were blazing and he was towering over Delia as he demanded an explanation for what the hell she thought she was doing going out alone. 
 
    “No, I’m going out and having a good time without my damn ball and chain of a security guard. You were asleep. I wasn’t going to wake you…” She pressed a finger in his chest, poking with every breath that she took.  
 
    “Well, you fucking woke me. Now get your ass back in this bus so I can keep you from getting yourself killed.”  
 
    “I’m not going to do anything. I told the guys from the opening act I’d meet them there in half an hour.”  
 
    Cole couldn’t process the rage that rolled through him when she defied him again after everything they’d gone through tonight. He’d figured she was sleeping. Instead, she was sneaking out without him. She was clearly trying to get herself killed or kidnapped or worse, and he wasn’t having it.  
 
    Instead of giving her a chance to tell him what she was going to do, Cole took the opportunity to lift Delia up off the ground and throw her over his shoulder, bundling her off to carry her back on the bus like a sack of potatoes. He didn’t give a damn what kind of protests were coming out of the small woman draped across his back, and he wasn’t going to give her a chance to argue with him out here in the open where they were vulnerable and he wasn’t going to be able to watch his back. Instead, he was going to get her inside where he could talk some sense into her.  
 
    She was still yelling at him when he got her into the living area and dropped her unceremoniously onto the couch before he locked the doors behind them. When Cole turned around to finish this argument, he hadn’t been prepared for what came next.  
 
    Delia had kissed him once before, but he’d been able to talk her out of it then. This time was completely different. There was something in it he couldn’t put his finger on, but it broke every ounce of restraint that he had left. Instead of prying her off him like he should have done, Cole wrapped his arms around her crushing Delia’s body against his to lift her off the floor of the bus once again. This time he was carrying her straight back to her room at the back of the bus, and there was nothing that could have stopped him.  
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Delia 
 
    Delia had just wanted to spend the night having a good time. She hadn’t been prepared for what kind of good time she was going to have though. What she’d had in mind had been a few drinks and laughs with the other musicians around. What she’d gotten had been Cole slamming her down onto the bed in her room and peeling off every last stitch of clothes she’d been wearing.  
 
    She had no idea why him being the forceful alpha male hell-bent on protecting her from herself turned her on so much, but he was so damned good at it. She had to admit that every time he did that, she had to fight off the urge to kiss him again. Tonight, after all the energy from the concert and the adrenaline rush from the fight they were having, she’d been a goner. It was more than she could resist, and pulling him in for a kiss was an instinct at that point — one she wasn’t going to be able to avoid once he put her down on the floor back in the tour bus.  
 
    No one had ever done anything like that to Delia before. Most of the people she spent any amount of time around fawned over her and gave her her way without much of a fight. Cole, on the other hand, was the most stubborn man she’d ever met. It was simultaneously the most frustrating and sexiest thing she’d ever experienced in her entire life. It didn’t help that he was the strongest and most in shape guy she’d ever run across either. She was constantly around guys who worked out religiously, dieted, and worried more about their appearance than any woman she’d ever met. Cole was something else. He was in good shape and strong, but it was clear that he’d earned every bit of that muscle the hard way instead of working with a trainer and a plastic surgeon to get the perfect body. He was the most real man she’d ever had any kind of experience with her entire life.  
 
    Now, she was getting a better view of his body than she had ever managed to in the days and nights they’d spent together. Even the day she’d met him and pulled him in for another kiss, he’d fought off whatever urges he might have had towards her. Right now, Cole didn’t appear to be fighting off anything of what was happening between them.  
 
    When Delia’s fingers knotted into his shirt and she tugged him down to press her lips to his in that fevered kiss, she’d half expected him to push her away, to put some kind of space between them, but he’d done the exact opposite. His arms had wrapped around her body and crushed her to his chest until her feet left the floor and he was supporting her entire body weight. At that point, it was all completely out of her control. Delia wouldn’t have been able to think straight if she’d wanted to, and she was honestly glad of it. She was good at overthinking things, and Cole was good at ruining a fun moment. If the two of them weren’t thinking, then maybe this was going to be exactly the thing that they both needed.  
 
    Delia moved to wrap her legs around Cole’s waist and draw her body as close to his as she could while he carried her into the bedroom at the back of the bus. Her legs might have been employed with keeping her in place, but she was already frustrated at the layers of clothing that existed between them. Her fingers moved to fight with the t-shirt he was wearing, attempting to tug it up over his head, though it was firmly held in place by her thighs pressed tightly around his waist.  
 
    Judging from what he was wearing, he’d been settled in for the night, and he must have expected her to be settled in as well, even if she knew better. Delia honestly wasn’t sure what she was thinking,  but she was ready to be off house arrest. Then, this… Well, if this was what house arrest was going to be like, then maybe she could find a way to enjoy the confinement.  
 
    It seemed as if it took an eternity to get them both back to the bed, though once they arrived there, Delia felt herself thrown quite unexpectedly back onto the mattress. Cole must have known she was frustrated by struggling with his shirt because he pulled it up over his head in one smooth motion in that way that guys just seem to be able to do without even trying. Now was his chance to end things. The cool night air that rushed between them was just the thing that might bring both of them back to their senses, though it was the exact opposite of what Delia wanted out of all of this.  
 
    Instead, Cole let out a hungry noise that sounded almost like a growl before he moved over her, hands moving across the curve of her body. Every place those fingers came in contact with Delia’s skin left a trail that felt almost as if someone had dragged a match across her skin, and she wanted more of it. Now that his shirt was off, she could focus on the sleep pants he’d been wearing, and just pray that he took the hint and did the same thing to her clothes.  
 
    It turned out he was damned good at taking a hint, and Cole made quick work of the scraps of fabric that were covering her body until both of them were left in nothing but their underwear and tangled in a knot on the king sized bed that she spent every night of her tour in. Delia would have been lying if she’d said that he’d been the only guy she had ever had back in her bedroom on the bus, but she was damned certain that he was the hottest and the only one she could ever remember wanting this bad. Sometimes when she was bored, sex just got to be a thing to do to pass the time, something to kill the monotony of being on the road night after night. But tonight was nothing like anything she’d ever experienced before. There was something just so natural about all of this that it made her forget everything else that was going on, and for the first time in maybe ever, she could just exist and enjoy herself in the moment.  
 
    She scraped her nails lightly across the lines of his back and shoulders, dragging a low groan from the huge hunk of a man that had her pinned to the bed with his hips even though there were a few millimeters of fabric that separated them. Delia wanted that gone more than anything. In fact, she wanted nothing at all between them, and if the growing bulge in the boxer briefs that clung to his frame was any indication, he wanted the same thing.  
 
    Delia let her fingers move to tug down the elastic at his waist until she couldn’t reach any lower and snagged it with her feet, dragging it to the floor to be discarded and forgotten with the rest of their clothes. She wanted him, every inch of him, and she needed him to want that just as much as she did.  Mostly she was just waiting on him to see what his next move was going to be, even though she knew exactly what she wanted it to be.   
 
    Cole paused for a moment, hovering over her as he rested his weight on his elbows in the bed and breaking the kiss between them for a moment. Delia could feel her heart sink into her stomach as she waited for the other shoe to drop and for Cole to tell her that all of this was a bad idea. She was half tempted to tell him to shut his mouth before he ever opened it, but she was going to give him his chance to get out of this if that was what he wanted. What came out of his mouth was the last thing she expected to hear.  
 
    “Tell me this is a bad idea because right now, I can only think about ripping those panties off and spending the rest of the night inside you.”  
 
    Delia could only grin in response to that. She could tell from the sound of his voice that he wanted this just as much as she did. Maybe more, and she hadn’t been imagining the fact that he wanted her.  
 
    “This is a bad fucking idea, but you sure as hell better take them off now before I do it my fucking self and jump you again, Cole.” She didn’t wait for him to respond before she reached up, wrapped her fingers around the back of his neck and tugged him back down again.  
 
    If he’d wanted to fight against her, he could have easily done so. Instead, all he did was let her pull him in. Then he claimed her lips with his as his fingers twisted in the tiny scrap of elastic that held the barely-there lace panties she’d been wearing in place at her hips. She could hear the fabric ripping in two places as he twisted and pulled, though she could barely tell he was exerting any effort as it fell away from her body, leaving her exposed completely.  
 
    Now, there was nothing between Cole and Delia but the little bit of air that existed in that space for the brief moment before he lined his hips up with hers and slowly slid himself inside her core. She sighed like the cat that ate the canary as she felt her body stretch and mold around his length. It was just what she’d wanted and more perfect than she’d imagined. He was big. It made sense judging from his size, and it became immediately apparent that he knew what he was doing.  
 
    Delia couldn’t stop the cries that escaped her throat as her head fell back on the mattress, exposing her neck to his mouth as he trailed a line of kisses along the curve of it towards her collarbone while his hips set up a steady hard pace that shook her hair out of  the pins she’d used to try to fasten it into place when she’d tried to sneak out earlier. None of that mattered now. All that did matter was this man who was making her feel the most intense pleasure she’d ever had in her life, and before she’d even realized what was hitting her, Delia found herself grasping handfuls of the sheets on her bed and screaming out his name into the close space of the tour bus bedroom.  
 
    He let her come down from that before he started moving again, this time more hungrily as he held her hips down to the bed and claimed her over and over with every deep thrust that left her shaking and moaning mindlessly into the dark space. Delia felt herself falling apart again, her whole body spasming as another wave of climax hit her, though this time she was dragging her nails along his spine as she held onto Cole as if he was the only thing keeping her from drowning.  
 
    Delia fell back onto the bed, gasping for air as this one subsided and Cole let his hands run up along the sides of her body, stopping to tease his thumbs over her nipples. His hips stilled, though he stayed inside her, and Delia shot a look up at him, raising an eyebrow in an unspoken question.  
 
    “Oh, I’m not done with you, Princess. Not even close. We’re just getting started. I told you I was going to stay inside you for the rest of the night, and I fucking meant every word of it.”  
 
    Cole ended his sentence with a forward thrust that had Delia rolling her eyes back in her head and moaning out loud again. She’d learned one thing about Cole, he was always good for his word, and if he said he wasn’t done with her yet, then she knew for sure it was going to be a long night. She also knew for sure that she was going to enjoy every minute of it.  
 
      
 
    ❖ 
 
    Delia had lost all track of time, but the bus was on the road and moving when she finally woke up. She blushed a little wondering if the driver had actually cranked up and took off while she and Cole were locked in her room and if he’d even noticed. She’d had the room as soundproofed as possible for the bus because she liked her quiet, but she knew that it was entirely impossible to disguise every noise that came out of here, especially the kinds that were as loud as the ones she was making last night.  
 
    She’d lost count of how many times she’d screamed out his name, but it had been a lot. Cole had earned every single one of them too. She stretched, groaning as she realized her body was sore from using muscles she hadn’t even known she’d had. She was alone, and she felt her heart sink, though as she pulled herself up to sit in bed and brush the stray hair out of her face she heard the sound of the shower running in the next room.  
 
    There was only one other person who would have been using that bathroom, and from the look of the bedsheets next to her, Cole had been in this bed with her until quite recently. In fact, his side of the bed was still warm, so he hadn’t climbed out of it the moment she’d fallen asleep. Instead, he’d spent the entire night with her, and she imagined she’d spent much of it in his arms.  
 
    For some reason, that made her feel warm inside, though her immediate response to realizing how she felt was to kick herself out of it. There was no way she should be feeling this way about the guy in the next room. She was his boss, technically, so that was one strike against both of them, but there was way more to it than that. Delia appreciated being independent. She enjoyed the freedom of being able to take off and go on the road whenever she wanted to without worrying about who she’d left behind. She didn’t even have a family to hold her down to any one spot, and she wasn’t used to having this kind of a feeling about anyone.  
 
    There had been guys she liked, but never someone she thought she might really be falling for. It was more than a little scary, and Delia swallowed hard. She had no idea of how Cole would respond to this, or how he was going to act if she went and admitted out loud that maybe, just maybe, she was falling in love with him.  
 
    That was it — love. Delia was falling in love with Cole, and that was the scariest idea she’d ever run across in her life. She took a deep breath, dropping her head in her hands until she heard the door between her bathroom and the bedroom open and her face jerked up to see Cole. He was dripping wet, water running down the lines of his chest, and there was nothing covering him up but the white towel draped loosely across his hips.  
 
    “Everything okay there, Princess?” He had another towel in his hand, running it over the short cropped hair at the back of his head. At least Cole was smiling. Delia wasn’t sure she was going to be able to handle it if he looked concerned. She could pretend this was all a fun time the two of them had together and nothing more.  
 
    Delia couldn’t avoid-returning the smile he gave her, not bothering to tug the sheets up over her since he’d seen everything she had to offer the night before. Instead, she laughed, shoving the feelings she’d had back down into the recesses of her mind so she could act like it was just another nothing that she dealt with on a daily basis.  
 
    “Yeah, Sailor. I’m good. I just woke up and half forgot where I was.” She was making an excuse, and Delia hoped that Cole bought it without another question. 
 
    “I mean… We’ve only been on the bus a few days, so I guess you’ve got to get used to being here again.” He stepped more fully into the room, sitting on the edge of the bed and looked over at her expectantly.  
 
    “Yeah.” Delia knew she was going to have to say something about last night, or that was going to be hanging there between them for the rest of the trip. The last thing she wanted was for this to be awkward between them. It turns out Cole was going to beat her to the punch.  
 
    “So, last night…” He raised an eyebrow, acting like it was just some kind of everyday type of conversation and not the huge elephant in the room. 
 
    “Yeah, It was fun. A lot of fun, actually.” Delia shot him a smile, hoping to pass over the fact that she didn’t regret anything that happened last night.  
 
    “I should apologize, though. I mean I crossed a line.” Cole’s brows knit together, and Delia could see the wrinkles in his forehead as he started overthinking everything that had happened.  
 
    “And what line did you cross? Because I remember being the one who kissed you and the one who told you you needed to “take my panties off or else” if I remember correctly. Now stop apologizing for something we both enjoyed before I have to tell you that I liked it and not so secretly hope it happens again.” She was in a huff, folding her arms over her chest before she flopped back down on the bed.  
 
    Delia had no idea why Cole made her feel like a sassy teenager, but he was so good at it. It was starting to be disconcerting.  
 
    “Well, excuse me, Princess. I…” Cole stopped in mid-sentence when he finally realized what she’d said. “You hope it happens again?” 
 
    “Hell yes.” That was all she was going to say about it, because she knew he could get under her skin better than anyone, and it would be just enough to get her talking about how she thought she was falling for him. That was the last thing she could imagine wanting to say right now.  
 
    “Oh, well then.” He blinked a little, looking awkward for the first time since the two of them met. It was an interesting change. Cole always looked like he had it all together, and watching him squirm was more entertaining than she had imagined.  
 
    “Well, indeed. Now, get your ass back in this bed. We have some time before we get where we’re headed tonight, and I’m going to need some more protecting from myself like last night.”  
 
    Cole laughed, dropping the towel on the floor beside the bed as he moved under the sheets next to her. 
 
    “Alright, Princess, since you asked so nicely.” Delia could let Cole distract her for the next couple of hours until they got to their next stop. Then she could focus on the show followed by spending another night in his arms. In fact, she was planning to spend every night for the rest of the tour in his arms. It was the one place she could keep herself out of trouble, and it was slowly becoming the one place she really wanted to be.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Cole 
 
    The past two weeks had seen Delia headlining in seven different cities, meaning they were either on the road or in a venue every single night, but every night ended the same way — with him in Delia’s bed at the back of the bus. If the drivers noticed, they didn’t say anything, and no one else was saying anything, even though neither of them was even really trying to hide what was going on between them. 
 
    The only problem was that Cole wasn’t even sure what was going on. They hadn’t called it anything. They’d just wound up hooking up one night after a fight he’d thought was going to end with him losing his job. Instead, she’d kissed him and changed everything between them for better or for worse.  
 
    If someone had asked Cole what he was doing, he wouldn’t have been able to answer them, because frankly, he had no idea what was going on. He was sleeping with his boss, and that was probably the dumbest thing he could possibly do. He’d always known that was a bad idea, and every cell in his brain had been screaming that he needed to stop when Delia kissed him that night. But every cell in his body was roaring for what he really wanted. There was no way he was going to be able to fight it, so he didn’t even try, and when he’d given Delia an out, she’d just doubled down. There was no way he was going to be able to resist any of that.  
 
    Some part of him had thought it was just going to be a one-night thing, something the two of them got out of their system to ease the tension. He’d gotten out of bed as soon as he’d woken up the next morning figuring that Delia wasn’t going to want to deal with the awkward morning after bullshit, but then there she was asking him to get his ass back in her bed as soon as he climbed out of the shower. Then, she’d asked him to join her again that night and the night after. By the third night, he’d quit waiting for her to ask and just met her in the bedroom every single night since then.  
 
    They had spent a total of fourteen nights together, and Cole was no closer to figuring out what this was or how long it was going to last than he had been on the first night they’d spent together. Sometimes it was just as wild and out of control as that night had been, usually on nights that Delia had been on stage. There was something about that energy that took hold of her out there that didn’t let her go until she worked it entirely out of her system. Something told him that a lot of her nights spent partying until the sun came up had been a symptom of that. Maybe it was part of the reason she’d gotten a reputation as something of a wild child when in reality, she was just someone who had an emptiness deep inside that they were trying to fill.  
 
    While they were together, it appeared that Cole was that something, or at least a something that she could use to work out whatever she was going through after a night in front of a crowd. Those nights made him feel like this was just a temporary bandage for her until she was free to go out and resume her drinking and dancing until dawn. Once all of this was over, he was going away, and she was going to go back to the life she had before him. There was a certainty to that scenario that gave him confidence about what they were doing. He could always keep it casual. Cole had done that plenty of times before now.  
 
    The nights when they were on the road were an entirely different story. Their days were spent around the tour bus together. Delia would cook something simple, if they didn’t stop for take-out somewhere on the road, or make a pot of tea while they watched a movie on the big screen television in the living area. She curled into his side, tucking herself into a ball under his arm while they watched whatever she’d picked out for the evening. It was comfortable and quiet, almost like a relationship. Those were the times he felt like he was honestly falling head over heels for a girl who was from an entirely different world than he was, and he was scared that that simple fact meant the entire thing between them was doomed. Still, Cole couldn’t stop himself from getting a little more invested every time she fell asleep in his arms or every time he woke up to find her tangled around him, still snoring softly while her dark hair was splayed out across the pillow beneath her.  
 
    During the days when she was working, Cole distracted himself with the job he’d been paid to do. It was easier than to forget that they were probably headed straight into a crash collision between their feelings and reality. He could pretend he was nothing more than her bodyguard and busy himself with checking out each new dressing room and stage area. Sometimes he just focused on standing silently right behind her shoulder while she signed autographs and took selfies with person after person at one of the myriads of meet and greet parties she had. Being vigilant was a welcome distraction, and he noticed he was throwing himself into his work with even more fervor than before.  
 
    Tonight, Delia was working in Louisville, Kentucky, a city that Cole had to admit he’d never had occasion to set foot in during all of his military career. It didn’t really matter, though. Every city was starting to blend together. Every venue was similar. They all had similar layouts for the most part, though each of them had their own peculiarities. Every one of them was reduced to more or less a parking lot, a dressing room, a stage, and a set of doors that took he and Delia from the bus to wherever they were supposed to be for the day.  
 
    Emma did a good job of making sure that Delia was where she was supposed to be on time, doing exactly what she was contracted to do at each location. Sometimes there was an event before the show. Others included a meeting with a select group of people after the show. She was always brighter and better before the show than after. The performance took a lot out of her, and she would crash and sleep for a couple of hours once all was said and done. Then she was awake and bright-eyed, jumping in his lap for whatever the events of the evening were going to be, and Emma had no clue. Or if she did, she did a good job of hiding whatever she knew.  
 
    So did Alex, the hair and makeup guy, those were the only two friends Delia had out on the road at the moment and the only two people she might have confided something in. If they knew, they gave nothing away, which made Cole figure that Delia wanted whatever this was to stay a secret, and he was more than willing to let her keep that secret for as long as she wanted.  
 
    Right now, she was tucked away in her room working on a new song on the guitar she kept stowed in there. She kept telling him that she had an album she was due to record as soon as this tour was over. She also claimed that she had no start on it, but from what he heard through the cracked door, she had more than a fair start. He found himself pausing the video that was on the TV to listen while she warbled her way through the tune. It wasn’t anything like what she usually recorded. It was softer and much more soulful than the usual pop fare she played on any given night, but maybe that was because she was playing on an acoustic guitar.  
 
    Cole had to admit he had no way of knowing what it was going to sound like once they got through with it at the studio. He was entirely ignorant of the process, so he didn’t bother with putting his two cents worth in, but he secretly hoped that whatever they did, she didn’t let them ruin it because he was already finding himself falling in love with this music. She stopped singing, though the notes from the guitar kept filling the empty space in the room, and Cole continued listening until his reverie was interrupted by an unexpected noise from the next room.  
 
    “Cole?” She was calling his name, though he had no idea why. He just wasn’t going to let her know that he’d stopped everything he was doing to listen to her. 
 
    “Yeah?” He stood up, walking towards the door and paused in the open space to glance over at her. She smiled at him, and he stopped to take a breath before he could register what she was saying.  
 
    “… ask the driver how much longer before we get to the arena?” He had no idea what she’d been saying before that, but he’d heard enough to be able to figure out the gist of it all.  
 
    Cole paused and nodded, reluctantly walking up to the space where the driver was located. It was just beyond the area where he was supposed to be sleeping even though he hadn’t actually slept there since their first night on the bus. All of his stuff was still stowed up here, though, and he often used the space to change clothes. Just beyond the bed was a small door that led up to the driver’s seat. He cracked the door open, hoping he didn’t surprise the guy more than he needed to, though it was clear that he’d been expecting him before he ever got there.  
 
    The older man stopped and smiled over at Cole with a nod, and before Cole ever got a chance to ask what he’d been sent to do the driver answered his unasked question.  
 
    “You can tell Miss Morgan that we’ll be there in about half an hour depending on the traffic.”  
 
    Cole shook his head and laughed softly.  
 
    “Thank you, Al. Remind me that you’re psychic next time so I’m not surprised ok?” The older man laughed back in return, though he kept his eyes on the road.  
 
    “Not psychic, son. I just pay attention, and that girl has asked if we’re there yet every single day since we got on this bus.” Cole nodded and wondered how much more the older man noticed that he never said out loud. “Now go on back there and take care of our girl until we get there. She needs you.”  
 
    Judging from the rest of his reply, Al noticed a whole hell of a lot more than he let on. Cole just wondered if anyone else noticed, because he knew one thing for certain, he was falling for Delia — hook, line, and sinker. Now he just had to figure out how to get out of all of this with his heart and his job in one piece.  
 
    ❖ 
 
    Six hours later, Cole was rushing Delia out of the door of the biggest arena she’d played so far with crowds of screaming girls crowding the back door. Somehow, they’d breached the security that had been set up around the area and crammed themselves between the exit and the bus in a way that made Cole think he wasn’t going to be able to get her out of here in one piece.  
 
    He wrapped himself around her almost entirely as he powered his way through the group of people and made a beeline for the bus. This was one of those situations where Cole was grateful for his size. It meant that he could part the crowd more effectively than the rest of the group. He knew Alex and Emma were behind them, though he wasn’t as worried about them getting to their bus. It was going to be Delia’s bus that was rushed once he got her there. With any luck, they would be forgotten and able to make their own way to the other bus without much fanfare. It was Delia that he was being paid to make sure got out of here in one piece.  
 
    As soon as he got her into the bus, he slammed and locked the door behind them, turning to find her standing there, just staring at an envelope taped in the middle of the television that took up most of the space on the wall opposite the door. It had her name written across the front of it, and he watched her reach out with a shaky hand to try to pull it down. Cole’s first instinct was to grab her, pinning Delia’s arms to her sides to keep her from touching the paper. 
 
    “Do you know where that came from?” He wasn’t letting her go. Cole had recognized the font on the front of the envelope. It was the same one that had been used in the last letter she’d received. He wasn’t ever going to forget that font as long as he was alive. There was no way Delia was touching that paper if he had anything to do with it.  
 
    She just shook her head, taking a shaky breath before letting it out in a sigh. Cole moved to grab the first aid kit from under the sink, pulling on the plastic gloves that were waiting inside in case of emergency. This was as close to an emergency as the two of them had gotten during their entire time together, so it seemed fitting.  
 
    “Don’t touch anything until I figure out who this is from. I don’t want you getting some kind of poison on anthrax or fuck knows what on your skin. You have no idea where this has been. Plus there might be fingerprints on the paper the cops can lift.” He moved to the table that could fold down into a couch where they watched television every night. They’d left the table up from lunch earlier in the day, and it came in handy right now while Cole tried to figure out what was in this envelope.  
 
    Immediately, there was a letter visible, though once he started to slide it out of the envelope, it became clear that wasn’t the only thing inside. Whatever else was there was folded up in the paper. It appeared to be a series of photographs. When he glanced at them, he recognized the subject. It was himself and Delia inside of the bus, in the bedroom as a matter of fact. There were stills of them in every situation from just sitting on the bed talking or sleeping to the two of them wrapped around each other entirely.  
 
    The rage that bubbled up in his chest was something he wasn’t entirely used to. He hadn’t been that angry in a long time, but someone had been spying on them in what was supposed to be their most private moments. He might not know what they were doing, but that was between  them, not whoever this interloper might be. He knew that if he ever got his hands on whoever this was, he was going to have a hard time not throttling them on the spot. He tried to hide them from Delia, but she was at his side before he could move them off the table. 
 
    Cole could see the recognition in her eyes at what was going on. Someone had been on the tour bus. Someone had not only been on it but taken pictures of them while they were together. Cole knew that there had to be a hidden camera somewhere in the bedroom. There might be more than one here on the bus. He was going to have to do a sweep of the area as soon as he could and take all of them out, but for now, he had to calm her down and figure out what was in the letter.  
 
    “What in the actual fuck?” She grabbed the pictures before he could stop her, flipping through them with a loud scream of frustration as she threw them back down on the table. “I am personally going to kill whoever this is. What does the letter say?”  
 
    Cole hadn’t even bothered to glance at the paper once the photos had gotten his attention. It had fallen to the table top, forgotten until that moment. He unfolded it and there was only one line there. Cole read it three times before he found the courage to read it out loud to Delia, and the sound of it being said out loud was enough to drop an air of silence across the entire bus. 
 
    He’s not going to stop me. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine 
 
    Delia 
 
    The next day, Delia was due to perform at a state fair out in the middle of nowhere in Illinois. This was where her assistant Emma was from. She was born and raised here, though her parents had died a couple of years ago. She’d even told Delia about the farm her family owned where she’d grown up. It seemed like an idyllic enough childhood, and Delia found herself longing for something like that in her own life. All she’d ever known was being famous, being an actress, being a singer and a model — a life in the spotlight where she wasn’t really free to be herself without everyone watching.  
 
    And now, it was as if everyone were watching even when she was supposed to be alone. The letters were one thing, and it was easy to ignore that they’d been delivered to a place where she spent some of her time. On the dressing room door wasn’t such a big deal. In her living room back at the apartment had been a little more disconcerting since that was a place she spent some time, but here on the tour bus, it was an altogether different proposition. No one was ever on the bus that she didn’t let on it, and as of this trip, the only person she had allowed to share that space with her had been Cole. Anyone else being there felt like a violation. 
 
    Then there were the pictures. The letters were a little less of a tangible reminder that she was being watched than the pictures. They were solid proof that someone had been keeping an eye on her even in her most private moments. The thing that was going on between her and Cole had been a huge secret. She was certain that no one knew about it besides the two of them. Delia could have blabbed it to Alex or Emma, though she was keeping tight-lipped, and Cole swore he hadn’t said anything to anyone. She trusted him for that. It wasn’t as if he had a ton of friends or really even anyone besides Delia to confide in on the road like this. It was just them.  
 
    Cole had done a sweep of the RV after the pictures showed up taped to the television, and he’d found two hidden cameras. One was mounted just inside the window frame of the rounded window in her bedroom, and another just above the television nestled in some wires in the living space. That meant someone had not only been in here to plant the letter and the pictures, they’d also been in here to hide the cameras. It would have taken some time to figure that out, to get the placements just right and hide them so that no one would notice them. They’d clearly been there since the first night as some of those pictures were of them loading bags on the bus. Someone had known she would use the bus, someone had known where to put them, and someone had been following along their path and watching their every move.  
 
    At least that’s what Cole and the police seemed to think. He was outside dealing with them now. They’d told her that the camera was one that sent the pictures it contained over a Bluetooth connection — a connection that required the owner to be within at least fifty feet of the device to be able to access the pictures. That meant whoever it was had been following her on tour, or had at least followed her to one or more of her destinations in order to get the photos and then leave them for her to find. It was all too much for her to even want to think about. 
 
    Delia had locked herself inside with no one but Emma to keep her company. They needed to go over some changes to her itinerary. Tonight’s concert had been canceled, and it threw a few other things off as well, though the fair officials had been kind enough to allow her to postpone the concert to the second night. It just meant that she was likely going to have double the crowd on the second night.  A rowdy group of people who were upset about a canceled show wasn’t her idea of a good time. She was going to have her hands full getting it all back on track after this, but there was no damned way she was going to be able to handle dealing with the police, those pictures, and Cole and not go insane trying to juggle all of it at once.  
 
    Right now, she was trying to figure out how to say all of this to Emma, because there was no way she was going to be able to hide it from her assistant now that things were out to the police. There were pictures. Things were going to come up, and Emma was going to have to know. Delia knew she was going to be lucky if those photos didn’t end up splashed across the front of some tabloid newspaper by the time this was all said and done. Whoever was taking them was free to spread them all across the world. Now that they were in the hands of the police, she had to trust that some officer or random secretary in the department wasn’t going to look at this as the opportunity to make a quick dollar. Either way, Delia needed Emma to know before anything went public, just so she could be ready to run interference if nothing else. 
 
    Delia took a deep breath, glancing up at the young woman sitting across the table from her in the tour bus. She was trying to figure out what to say while Emma tapped away at the keys in front of her, crunching some numbers for the rescheduled night and the new meet and greet that would be happening tomorrow evening instead. Maybe there was no delicate way to put this. It wasn’t the kind of thing you just said in passing like ‘Oh, by the way, I’m sleeping with my bodyguard,’ and then just start talking about the weather. Emma had been her closest companion for the last two years, but it was still an uncomfortable discussion to have.  
 
    “Emma?” The young woman didn’t even look up from the screen in front of her. She simply kept tapping at the keys, clearly working on some kind of email or press release or something.  
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “So, that letter that I got yesterday? There was a little more to it than just a letter.”  
 
    That stopped Emma in her tracks. The tapping of her fingers against the keyboard came to an abrupt halt and she glanced upwards at Delia without lifting her head entirely. It gave her a bit of a skeptical look, though Delia could see that she was only curious about what she was going to say next. 
 
    “Yeah?” There wasn’t going to be any turning back now. Delia was just going to have to spit it out. 
 
    “There was a letter. It was short, but there were pictures in there too. Pictures of the inside of the tour bus and of me inside the tour bus. Well, not just me… Me and Cole…” She could feel her face heating up. Why was it so hard to tell someone what was going on with her? Emma had known about a lot of hookups she’d had. It had been Emma’s job to help her avoid the paparazzi and tabloids with most of them. Now, she was struggling to get out the fact that she and Cole had become a thing, even though she wasn’t sure how to describe just what kind of thing they were. 
 
    “You and Cole? What…” She watched as Emma’s expression changed from one of confusion to one of dawning realization as the full meaning of what Delia had been trying to say washed over her. “Oh my god… You mean the two of you? And someone has photos? Oh my god. I…”  
 
    “Yeah, someone has photos.” Delia wanted to melt into the floor of the tour bus. If she could have disappeared and never come out of whatever hole she found to hide in, she would have done so.  
 
    “God, Delia, why didn’t you tell me?” Her voice raised to an almost yell in her excitement, but Delia’s remained quiet and just loud enough for her PA to hear. 
 
    “I didn’t tell anyone, Em.”  
 
    “But, I mean, I would have helped you — I don’t know— figure out what the two of you are doing?” She sounded confused as if she didn’t know what was going on between them, and that made sense because Delia didn’t exactly either. She knew she had feelings, but she didn’t know anything about things on Cole’s end of the bargain. 
 
    “I don’t know what we’re doing. I don’t think he does either. This is just a thing, and maybe it ends when we get off the road. Maybe he’s just doing this to keep me from running off and sneaking out. He’s a pretty damned good distraction, at least.” That much was obviously true. He made her forget that she was cooped up in this tiny space whenever she wasn’t out there on stage. 
 
    “Look at you. You actually have feelings this time. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this.”  
 
    “So, it’s that obvious?” She wondered how many other people knew by now and why it wasn’t all over the gossip sites.  
 
    “I mean, if you hadn’t told me what was going on, I would have just assumed you two finally made friends and decided to cooperate with each other. So no, not really, but now that you’re sitting here talking about him, it’s all starting to fall into place. Most of the time, you would tell me that it’s just a fling or it’s not a big deal. This time, you just don’t know what’s going on. That means you have feelings, but you don’t know if he does. So you must be afraid to go there.”  
 
    And once again, Emma hit the nail right on the head. It was a relief that even those close to her hadn’t put their finger on what was going on, but it was frustrating that Emma knew her well enough to say exactly how she was feeling. Even Delia hadn’t been able to put that into words. Hell, she hadn’t even been able to put that into music. She was really focused yet stuck working on her new album. All she’d managed to write was some sappy love song that no one was going to care about hearing, and once all of this fell flat on her face, she was going to have one hell of a breakup song.  
 
    All Delia could do in reply was groan and fall face first into the couch cushion at her side. This was all getting to be too much, and she was starting to wish she’d never agreed to any of it, though she wasn’t sure how she could have gotten out of having a bodyguard with her on this trip. Why did it have to be Cole? Why did it have to be someone she wound up having feelings for? And why did it wind up being someone who she was too scared to ask to give a damn about her in return? 
 
    She lay there, face down in the fabric, cursing her luck while she listened to Emma get up from her seat and walk around to slide in beside her. Em ran a hand along her back, smoothing her hair and trying to comfort her.  
 
    “It’s going to be okay, Delia. He’s going to protect you, and he’s going to tell you he loves you, too. He’s a good guy. I don’t think he’s just playing with you, ok?”  
 
    Delia couldn’t see Em’s face, but she heard that familiar tone of voice. Em was such a mom friend. She was always trying to take care of other people, and here she was getting paid to basically make sure that Delia didn’t even have to work hard to live her life. It was probably the perfect job for her, even if Delia was a friend. She just hoped that Em was right about all of this because she wasn’t sure how she was going to deal with it if it turned out Cole just thought they were having a good time.  
 
    Delia groaned again, turning her head a little so the next thing she said wasn’t entirely muffled.  
 
    “I really hope you’re right because I feel like a middle school girl doing something stupid with my feelings for the first time in my life.  I’m just too damned proud to go and confront him about how he feels. So don’t even suggest it. I’ve spent my entire adult life trying not to get overly attached to anyone, and I certainly don’t know how to start now.”  
 
    Emma just listened and let her go on. “Besides, the added stress of having a stalker, and the pressures of this tour are making me unsure of how to handle my feelings about anything!”  
 
    Delia grabbed a pillow and pulled it over her head, wishing she could bury herself entirely in the couch and not come out until it was time to go back on stage. That was the one place where she actually felt like she knew what she was doing, and now she wasn’t even going to have that distraction until tomorrow night. It was going to be a long twenty-four hours now that all of this was out in the open.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    Cole 
 
    Cole had been with the police on and off for the last however many hours. He’d lost count long ago. First, it had been the Kentucky State Police, and now it was the Illinois State Police. Tonight’s event had been canceled to give them enough time to get more manpower out to the state fair. Cole had insisted, even if Delia hadn’t wanted to. Fortunately, she hadn’t even tried to put up a fight.  
 
    He’d watched the color drain out of her face when she saw the photos of them. Cole had no idea of who had the photos or how far they’d gotten. For now, he knew that only the police and whoever had put the cameras there had the pictures, but he didn’t know if they’d been spread to anyone else. Delia’s manager was already on standby in case anything showed up in the media. There was a team of public relations people already trying to figure that out. It just meant that now, everyone knew what was going on between them.  
 
    There was no way of knowing how Delia felt about it unless he actually manned up and asked her, but she was going through a lot right now. He didn’t want to put on the added pressure of talking about whatever it was that was happening with them. Besides, he was afraid of what the answer was going to be if he pushed the issue right now. She was scared and feeling cornered. It wasn’t the time or place to ask her to make any kind of decision. Instead, he was just going to sit on what he was feeling until all of this was over. 
 
    In the meantime, Cole busied himself with making sure that things were in order for the meet and greet she refused to reschedule tonight and for tomorrow’s concert. He could at least have the police that had already planned to be in place tonight around for the meet and greet. Then tomorrow, they would have the time to get everyone in place for the next stage of all of this. Meet and greets were usually pretty safe. There was a bunch of one-on-one stuff, and he could keep his eyes on one person at a time a whole hell of a lot better than a screaming crowd of people six feet from the stage with nothing but a traffic barrier keeping them away from Delia.  
 
    Those were the nights that he was always on full alert. Cole stood in the wings, just behind the edge of the curtain with his eyes on the crowd, scanning for someone, anyone that looked like they might do something stupid like writing a threatening letter to Delia. But he hadn’t been ready for it to be someone who had access to almost every part of her life. That had gotten him to thinking.  
 
    There were only a handful of people who had access to Delia every day. Only a few of them who might have had access to her tour bus at some point. He had a short running list in his head that included the drivers, the road crew, her assistant, her hair and makeup guy, and a handful of other people who might have had the opportunity to get on that bus. He’d already called the garage where the thing was stored and gotten the names of the mechanics who worked on it and anyone who had access to the garage where it was kept. He also knew the name of every driver who had worked for her in the last two years.  
 
    Cole knew he had no way to tell how long those cameras had been in place. Maybe they’d been there long before he’d ever stepped into her life, and he was kicking himself for not stopping to check for them on their first trip in the bus. He’d been too worried about finding a person or an explosive to even think about hidden cameras. That hadn’t been his thing. He was always more worried about physical safety than being recorded. Those were the intelligence guys’ jobs. Now, he was covering all of that. He was checking buses and dressing rooms and everything else he could think of to look for recording devices — microphones, cameras, cell phones that didn’t belong there. The crew was having to hand over all of their devices for the police to go over and see if they’d been connected to the cameras at any point, though that was likely going to take the better part of today and tomorrow to get checked out. 
 
    The biggest problem with all of this was that the bus was essentially a mobile crime scene. It was parked in a different location almost every night. Tonight was actually going to be the first time in over two weeks that they’d been stationary for more than the few hours it took to set up, hold, and tear down a concert. It made everything that much harder to track.  
 
    In reality, someone could have gotten access to the bus while it was parked and waiting for everyone to load. They could be following them every few stops and just checking into the camera. It could happen. It could be a complete stranger. Maybe he was barking up the wrong tree, but it was worth a shot. It was definitely the best path he had to go on right now. All he had left to do was to borrow a laptop from Emma and get started doing a little research.  
 
    She was sitting on the bus she shared with Alex working on one of her laptops, but he knew for a fact she had a spare. It was always with her just in case something happened to the one she was working on or if Delia needed a computer— and she’d already told Cole if he needed one to just ask. He just didn’t want her to know why he might need it. 
 
    He knocked on the door and waited for the faint sound of her telling him to come in before opening the door. It was unlocked, and he made a mental note to tell everyone to lock all the trailer doors for the rest of the trip. He didn’t need another camera incident happening while they were on the road.  
 
    “Hey, Em…” She looked up from her work, lifting her glasses to sit on the top of her head when she noticed it was Cole walking in the room. 
 
    “Hi, Cole. Is there something I can do for you?” One eyebrow raised, but the amused expression on her face told him that she knew a lot more about this whole situation than she was letting on. Maybe Delia had told her everything. He just wasn’t sure he wanted to find out right now.  
 
    “So, I was wondering if I could borrow that spare laptop you keep around. I need to get in contact with some of my old work buddies, see if they can help me with a favor, and I’m going to have to look up their contact info and do a little typing. I’ll get it back to you as soon as I can.” She laughed and stood up, fishing around in the compartment over her head for the shiny piece of metal that he’d seen her load onto the bus.  
 
    “Listen, no one ever borrows it unless its Delia. She usually has her own, but sometimes she forgets. I just keep this one around as a backup in case something happens to the rest. You keep it for as long as you need, and if I have to get it back I know where to find you. The password is ‘Morgan’ so it shouldn’t be that hard for you to get into.” She smiled and passed the rectangle over to him.  
 
    Cole reached out and tucked it under his arm with a nod.  
 
    “Thanks, a lot. I have no idea what I’m doing with one of these things half the time, but I swear I can operate a sniper drone with one arm tied behind my back.” He watched Emma’s eyes go wide as he tried to make a joke. Sometimes, Cole forgot that not everyone had the same life experiences that he had.  
 
    “Yeah, you were in the army right?” Usually, he would have groaned if someone accused him of being in the army. The two branches of the military had something of a friendly rivalry about that, but he knew that Emma wasn’t exactly the kind of person who was going to have a lot of experience on that front. He could correct her without being too harsh about it.  
 
    “Navy, actually. Navy SEALS, as a matter of fact. I was there for 12 years, but I kind of got forced into a medical retirement a few months ago. This has been the first civilian job I’ve had.” Her eyes went a little wider when he said twelve years, but she softened up as he admitted that it was his first civilian job. Cole had enlisted in the military as soon as he’d gotten out of high school. That had been his life until he hurt his knee so bad that the surgeons didn’t think they were ever going to be able to repair it. 
 
    “Well, you’re doing a great job. You’re probably the most thorough bodyguard that she’s ever had. Don’t blame yourself for all of this going on. It would have been so much worse without you here, and I know she’s enjoying having you around, too.”  
 
    Cole nodded, not sure if she was feeling sorry for him or trying to send him a message. All of this was a little much to process at the moment, and he had a lot on his plate. She’d clearly been talking to Delia. The two of them had locked themselves in Delia’s bus earlier today while he’d been dealing with the police. It was the only way he’d felt safe leaving her alone for an extended period of time, but now he was starting to regret it.  
 
    “Yeah, well…” He sighed, uncertain of how to answer her. He didn’t feel like he had done anything like a great job. “If I was doing my job, none of this would be an issue.” Cole’s focus was on his hands. He didn’t have it in him to look Emma in the eye while he was admitting to his faults as a bodyguard.  
 
    Part of him was always going to blame himself that all of this was still going on. Cole had thought once he was on the job, that no one was going to get close enough to Delia to stalk her, much less leave these letters, and now, the letters had evolved into photos, intimate ones that included him. He’d let himself get distracted by Delia, and now that he’d realized he had feelings for her, it was all the more important to him to keep her safe. It had turned into a lot more than just a job. Things were personal now — maybe more personal than they ever should have been.  
 
    Cole hadn’t even realized he was waiting on Emma to respond until she reached out, placing a hand on his and interrupting his focus on his own fingertips and reflection of how useless he’d become since all of this began by sliding her fingers into his field of vision. He hadn’t been expecting her to reach out and touch him, and it was almost enough of a surprise to have him jumping to attention. Every nerve in his body was on edge after finding that letter in Delia’s bus, but it wasn’t going to help him out to pounce on Delia’s assistant when she wasn’t trying to do anything besides comfort him.  
 
    Emma drew her hand away a little, but hesitated and patted him on the forearm as she leaned in closer. Her reply was soft and clearly meant to be something confidential between them even though there was no one else on this particular bus. He hadn’t swept this one for bugs yet, so he figured her whispering was probably for the best. It would have been almost impossible for any recording device to pick up whatever she was about to say.  
 
    “Listen, Cole. Delia told me a lot, and I know from watching that you’re kicking yourself about all of this. But I think you need someone to remind you of a few things. Firstly, Delia is a big girl. She makes her own decisions, and she has to live with the consequences of those decisions. However, I know she doesn’t regret any of the decisions she’s made regarding you.”  
 
    Cole nodded, unsure of how much to say, though it was becoming obvious that Emma knew what was going on between them by now, even if she hadn’t known it before this morning. It made sense. Delia would need someone to run interference if the photos showed up in the media, and Emma was going to be her first line of defense.  
 
    “Secondly, she would be in a much worse state if you weren’t here. You’re doing your job. You’ve kept whoever this is from having direct contact with her. They’re clearly escalating, and who knows how bad it would be by now if she was alone instead of with you twenty-four-seven?”  
 
    He had to admit that Emma had a point. The stalker had needed to resort to a remote camera to get what they were looking for, and something told him that the pictures would have been taken in a lot more personal manner if she hadn’t been in his company for most of every night.  
 
    “And finally, I don’t have any ideas about who this might be, but I’m keeping my eyes peeled. I just think it’s someone who’s a lot closer to her than any of us realize. You know? I mean, they’ve been to at least two of her venues that were six states apart, never mind that they were in California at the same time all of us were. So whoever they are, they either have a hell of a lot of free time to follow a tour bus all around the country or they have some kind of official reason to be here.” Emma patted his shoulder for a moment before he stood up, nodding towards the computer in his hand as he turned for the door.  
 
    “Thanks, Em; like for everything. I think you might have hit the nail on the head there. If I figure anything out, I’ll make sure to update you on it. Maybe you’ll have some more insights if I can get a little more evidence?” He raised an eyebrow, backing towards the door as she laughed.  
 
    “Yeah, whatever you need. We’ve got to keep our girl safe, right?”  
 
    Cole nodded and chuckled to himself.  
 
    “Yeah, we do. Now, let me go get back to work and see if I can figure any of this out. Thanks, again.”  
 
    Cole turned, heading out of the bus and making a beeline for Delia’s bus parked less than twenty feet away. They were here for the night, so he had some time to start his research, and he knew exactly where he was starting. There was a list of names of the staff who were on tour with them, and something told him that maybe it was time each and every one of them was subjected to a background check.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Delia 
 
    Delia glanced at the seat next to her where Cole was typing away at a laptop she recognized as Emma’s spare computer while things were getting squared away for tonight’s meet and greet. This was the one thing she’d been adamant that they weren’t going to cancel. The tickets for the show were free. Seats were handed out on a first come, first serve basis the night of the show until the forum was full. She could cancel on something like that and reschedule without feeling like an ass since no one was going to be out any money and everyone who missed the show would at least get a chance to have a bit of fun at the fair for the night instead.  
 
    However, the meet and greet before the show was something else entirely. Each of these people had booked a hundred dollar ticket over two months ago to get a chance to meet her and get a couple of photos and an autograph. It wasn’t something she could cancel without feeling guilty for it. So here she was with a small stack of sharpie markers and a large stack of headshots that she was going to give to each and every one of the hundred people or so who were just about to file through here.  
 
    She could have been sitting, but it didn’t make any sense. Someone was going to want a hug, someone else was going to want a photo together, and that was going to happen within the first five minutes of the evening. It didn’t matter what she would have preferred doing. This was going to be the most convenient for everyone involved. Delia could lean over to the table, grab a photo and sign it, or sign whatever else they’d brought along with them, and turn back to take care of the rest. Besides, Cole looked like he needed the space to work.  
 
    She had no idea what he was doing on the computer. She was surprised he even knew how to operate one. She hadn’t seen him on anything more complicated than a pretty basic phone since they’d met, but here he was on some website or another running the names of the road crew through a background check to see if he could figure out what was going on faster than the police.  
 
    It didn’t help that they were dealing with police departments in at least four different states by now. Between the letter and the key she’d been left back in Los Angeles, the second one in Atlanta and the final one in Kentucky, she was already dizzy. Never mind the fact that they’d had to bring in extra police to take care of things here in Illinois. It was overwhelming, and it meant that if the four groups weren’t working together, her best bet was most likely trusting Cole to figure out what in the hell was going on.  
 
    She wasn’t certain how much she trusted his hunch that it was someone close to her. She’d known most of her staff for years. He was actually the one she knew the least well, though she was certain that he couldn’t have been the one leaving the letters. She trusted Cole too much to think he was capable of something like this, besides, he’d been just as distraught as she was about the latest letter and the photos that it contained.  
 
    Besides that, she was now about three hundred percent certain she was falling for him. Now that he was sitting next to her lost in thought, it was that much clearer. Delia had seen him in a lot of different situations, but right now, staring at the computer screen she wanted to squish his cheeks and steal a kiss. It was disconcerting. She knew how to deal with wanting to jump him and drag him off to the tour bus. She could figure out the urge to cuddle and watch something brainless on television, but she wanted to take care of him, and that wasn’t something she’d felt for anyone for as long as she could remember.  
 
    Maybe once everyone started coming in for this whole show he would go back to being the hulk of muscle that stood over her shoulder and looked intimidating. Delia could partition that off into the part of her brain that she wasn’t using while she needed to work tonight. On stage, it was easy to forget everything and just get lost in the music and the sounds coming from the crowd until all of it was over. It was easy because Cole was off stage and watching just like the rest of them. Now, he was a foot away, and it would have been the world’s easiest thing to lean in and just steal a kiss, even though that would have put the two of them on display for the rest of the world to see. She didn’t know how Cole felt about that, but she knew she wasn’t ready for it, not yet. Delia wasn’t certain that Cole was ever going to be, so for now, she was just going with the flow.  
 
    “Place’s everyone. Doors open in 5… 4… 3…” The countdown faded into silence, but she knew that was only for the benefit of everyone that was waiting outside the doors. They needed the illusion that this wasn’t a carefully managed and choreographed affair, and Delia’s crew was professional enough to build that fantasy. She’d hired all of them because they were good at what they did.  
 
    The stage manager’s announcement that he was opening the doors got Cole’s attention immediately. Delia shot him a grin before the first group of giggling teenaged girls walked in and squealed. He closed the laptop, rising up to his full height and looking every bit of the security guard that he was supposed to be. He would have been intimidating if a group of armed terrorists had burst into the room. To the kids that were walking up to meet her, he was more than intimidating, he was downright terrifying.  
 
    Delia laughed, punching him the arm before she gave them her attention, though she was sure to make her next comment loud enough for them to hear.  
 
    “Chill out, Sailor. You’re scaring the kids.” She shot them a grin and moved over with an arm out to pull the closest of them into a hug. “Never mind him. He’s a teddy bear. He just looks scary.”  
 
    Delia could hear him grumbling as she went through the now familiar motions of meeting fans, signing autographs and posing for photos with the waves of fans who walked into the room. The people who came in ranged in age from little kids shyly clinging to their mother’s hand until she pulled them in for a hug, to little old couples who walked in and politely shook her hand, standing on either side of her as the photographer snapped their photo. Everyone here had paid for this experience, and Delia was going to make sure that they got their money’s worth. It didn’t matter if it left her bodyguard grumbling over her shoulder about how she didn’t have to get close enough for every last one of them to stab her in the back with a box cutter they’d smuggled through the metal detectors.  
 
    Delia spun on him, trying to choke back a laugh in between groups being ushered into the room. She’d given the door guard the signal to give her a two-minute break to grab a drink and it gave her a chance to pick at Cole.  
 
    “Come on, Big Boy. I’m not going to get murdered by those grandparents or the ten-year-old who asked me to sign her teddy bear, ok? I’ve done this before, and I know things are weird right now. But I promise to be careful. If anyone gives me a bad vibe you’re going to be the first to know, and I’m damn sure that no one would be surprised if you threw someone over your shoulder and carried them out of the room if they overstep the boundaries. Just relax a little bit. You’re seriously going to scare the kids.” She reached up, standing on her tip toes so she could ruffle his hair before she grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler they’d stowed under the table and twisted off the lid to take a long drink.  
 
    “Yeah, well, Princess, they pay me to make sure nothing happens to you, including none of these guys getting too handsy or anyone trying to slip something into your pocket or planting something on you like a tracker. I’m just doing my job. Besides, I’m good at looking intimidating. It’s why Harold hired me. Just let me get on with it.”  
 
    Delia nodded, taking a deep breath as she left the bottle behind on the table. She could have argued with Cole for the rest of the afternoon about how he was doing his job, but the truth of the matter was that he was better at it when he wasn’t letting her distract him. That was when they got in the most trouble, even if she did enjoy it a whole hell of a lot more than letting him have his way. Besides, it was basically time for the next wave of fans to head into the room and start up the next round of signing and photographs.   
 
    Cole huffed behind her, and Delia could almost picture him folding his arms across his chest the way he always did when he was frustrated with her but was refusing to fight her on whatever the issue was. It was kind of an endearing look, and the thought of it made her laugh softly. He must have seen the way her shoulders shook with the silent laugh that rocked through her torso and left her shoulders shuttering when she couldn’t control it.  
 
    “You laughing at me, Princess?” At least his voice sounded amused. She was going to have to stop pushing his buttons if he was getting annoyed with her. Delia was having too much fun messing with him to stop now even though there were already a group of fans coming through the door.  
 
    A bunch of twelve-year-old girls with a single dad in tow wandered into the room, giggling nervously as they made their way over to the set up where photos were being taken. Each one of them was clutching onto a rolled up poster they must have grabbed at the merchandise booth on the way into the room. Delia was used to being around kids and made sure to give each one of them a hug as they came up to where she was. Parents usually waited by the exit door while the kids got their autographs, but this dad for some reason decided to be front and center for all of it. Any notions that he might have been a fan were dispelled as soon as he opened his mouth, though.  
 
    “Princess, eh?” He glanced between Cole and Delia, letting a sickeningly sweet grin spread across his cheeks as he took in the sight of them.  
 
    Delia wanted to melt into the floor, though she could feel the rage rolling off of Cole in waves even without looking at him. There was something about the way his breathing changed, and she could sense that he was drawing closer to her until she could almost feel the heat of his chest soaking into her back. It was enough to pull her out of the frozen state that the dad’s comment had put her in.  
 
    She hadn’t known how to respond at the moment. The girls around her hadn’t noticed it, at least, and drawing attention to the entire thing was the last thing she wanted to do. Maybe the fact that Cole was now within arm’s reach was going to be enough to make him rethink saying anything else.  
 
    The kids crowded around, each of them offering her their posters to sign and asking their own questions. For the time being, it was enough of a distraction that she could let the guy’s comment go, as long as nothing else came out of his mouth. He was silent until the girls started to wave goodbye and began walking out of the room. Like most parents, he was the last one out of the room, rounding up the kids and ushering them out as he lingered behind.  
 
    “So, what’s up with you two?” He glanced between the two of them, and Delia froze again, though she wasn’t going to stand here in silence.  
 
    “He’s my bodyguard.” She was deadpan. Her face expressionless, and she just hoped Cole wasn’t going to say anything unless the situation called for it.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s a body that needs guarding.”The guy looked her over from head to toe in a way that made her want to roll her eyes. There were plenty of times someone had looked at her like that, and this guy was far from the first dad to say something gross. There were even a few that tried to get handsy during photographs, but there was something about this guy that had Delia on edge.  
 
    Maybe it was the whole situation with the photos and the letter they’d found yesterday. She knew someone was watching her, invading her private space, and here was this guy all up in her space again. It set her teeth on edge.  
 
    “Listen, you’re going to need guarding against this guy if you don’t zip it up and get out of here.” The guy held up both of his hands, though instead of leaving, he took a few steps closer to her, moving as if he wanted to whisper something in her ear until he was only a few inches away. At that moment, one of his hands moved to reach into his back pocket.  
 
    Delia saw the motion, but what happened next didn’t even register until a few moments after it had happened. One moment she was standing in front of this guy, struggling not to slap him. In the next, she was on her ass on the floor while she watched Cole tackle the dad onto the floor and move to pin his hands against his back. The rest of the room was moving into action, one of the roadies rushing over to help her up off the floor and get her as far away from whatever was going on in the middle of the room as possible. The others rushed over to Cole, helping him pin the guy to the floor while he searched his pockets for whatever he had been reaching for.  
 
    Meanwhile, the dad was yelling into the carpet while the girls could be heard yelling about what was going on in the room they’d just walked out of. Thankfully, the guy on the other side of the door was busy telling them everything was alright when it was far from fine. They’d emptied his pockets of everything he’d been carrying and were about to start looking deeper before they let him move. Up to that moment, they’d only found a bunch of normal stuff — wallet, keys, cellphone, pocket change — nothing out of the ordinary, not even a pocket knife.  
 
    “I was just trying to give her my business card…” Delia felt herself get shaky and sick at that moment. It had finally hit her that this guy could have been anyone. He could have had a knife or a gun or something else equally dangerous instead of just a bad attitude and a business card with his number on it.  
 
    “Just let him go, guys.” Delia could feel her hands shaking, though she managed to keep it out of her voice at least until the guy was up off the floor and out of the room. He left quickly enough, though he yelled quite a few choice words the entire way to the door and was still yelling as he walked down the hall.  
 
    Delia chose that exact moment to sink down onto the floor, even though she’d just been lifted off of it by one of the guys on the crew. This was more than she’d been prepared for. It wasn’t the first time someone had said something lewd or suggestive. She’d been groped and all but lifted off the ground by guys in the past. Men and even grown women had jumped up on stage at various shows. She was used to being surrounded by a crowd, but there was something different about this.  
 
    It was just hitting her that the person leaving her the letters could have been any one single person she’d met today, and every one of them had been close enough to do whatever they really would have liked. Even though Cole was only a few feet away, he couldn’t have moved fast enough to protect her from any and everything that could have happened today. The fact that he had dive bombed a guy who’d overstepped his bounds showed just how on top of his game he was, and she’d been taking the fact that he was there for granted this entire time, even turned it into some kind of a joke.  
 
    The realization washing over her sent a chill that ran from the crown of her head down Delia’s torso. All this time, she’d been picturing whoever this was like they were some kind of big bad boogie man, a monster that she could have picked out from fifty yards, but in reality, it could have been anyone. She couldn’t have even told you if they were male or female, old or young, a complete stranger or someone involved in the machinations of her everyday life. It wasn’t even something she’d really sat down and considered until that very moment, and when it hit her, it felt as if she’d been run over by a train.  
 
    The rest of the room had rushed over to Delia to make sure that everything was alright, though all of the noises had turned into nothing but a buzz. There were fans waiting on one side of the set of double doors that led into the room who had been her main focus up until now, but they’d ceased to matter in the slightest. Nothing really caught her full attention until Cole came into her line of view. His was the first voice she heard as he reached down to wrap an arm around her waist and lift her bodily up off the floor without a single bit of help from Delia.  
 
    “Come on, Princess. We’re getting you out of here.” Those were the words Delia hadn’t even known she needed to hear. Everything was just getting to be too much. There were too many people around her, too many people who wanted a piece of her, and almost no one who just wanted to help her. Even the guys who worked for her were concerned because they were dependent on Delia for their income. The only person she didn’t feel that way about was Cole, even if he was technically on her payroll.  
 
    The crowd parted, letting them through to the back door of the room that led to the interior of the building. They headed towards the door that was closest to where her bus had been parked. Delia leaned on Cole once they were out of that space, and she could feel the air open up as she breathed in a deep lungful of fresh air. Even then, she couldn’t manage to speak, though she noticed that he’d made a beeline for the one place they could be fully themselves without worrying about what was going on with the rest of the world.  
 
    Her tour bus was home, not even really a home away from home because of how much time Delia spent on it. Every moment she ’d spent there in the last few weeks had been painted with the presence of Cole. It seemed that tonight was one for realizations, and suddenly she had another one.  
 
    It wasn’t the bus that was home. It was Cole. This place was where they’d spent most of their time together. It was where she’d first kissed him and the place they’d spent their first night together and every night since then. It was what she craved when she wasn’t on stage, and where she felt like she was safest, even when that safety was tainted with the presence of whoever was leaving her these letters. Without Cole, she would have been entirely at the mercy of this stalker, and this was the first time it really and truly dawned on her that maybe she owed him her life.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    Cole 
 
    Cole had seen the look on Delia’s face when she sank down onto the floor and knew immediately that she needed to get out of the room. He just had a few things to sort out before he could make that happen. The guy he’d hauled out of the room had been nothing more than a self-centered entitled prick who wound up embarrassing himself and his kid more than she deserved with his behavior, but he’d also been the trigger that set Delia off into a daze, unlike anything Cole had ever seen.  
 
    Most of the time she was busy laughing at him for his efforts in trying to protect her from both herself and the rest of the world. Now, she was sitting on the floor, half in a catatonic state and refusing to respond to anyone who tried to ensure that she wasn’t hurt. It took Cole a moment to give her a once over and realize what was happening. He’d seen that shell shocked look on the face of a guy or two out on the battlefield. It was always the guys who didn’t know what they were doing, the ones who were new and had never experienced anything like that before, and Delia had that same thousand-foot stare that he recognized a mile off.  
 
    He knew what she needed most was to get out of here, and he was damned if he was going to let any of the people around here stop him from making sure that she was alright. He didn’t care that there were fans waiting to meet her. Someone else could make excuses for the fact that Delia wasn’t going to see anyone else for the rest of the night, but he was taking her out of here even if he needed to pick her up and carry her out of the room himself.  
 
    As it was, Cole had to lift her fully off the floor. Delia was absolutely no help at all, but she got with it enough to nod and walk along with him once he had gotten her on her feet. That was at least a good sign, and he let her lean most of her weight into his side as they made their way down the hall and out into the cool outdoor air for the walk to the bus. Once he got her inside, Delia sank onto the couch. In one swift motion, Cole locked the door. He had the double duty of making sure that no one could get in behind them and also checking the room to make sure that no one had left any surprises ahead of them here either. When he was certain that everything was clear, Cole sank onto the couch next to her, cupping Delia’s chin gently to guide her eyes to meet his.  
 
    “Princess, you alright? Tell me that guy didn’t even scratch you because if he did, I’m going to make sure that the forensics team that has to investigate his murder needs to use cadaver dogs to find all of the pieces.”  
 
    Delia’s eyes met his, though he wasn’t sure she realized exactly how serious he was about what he was saying when he saw the slight amusement play across them.  
 
    “I don’t think murder is a good idea. I’m ok. I mean. I’m not hurt. I just don’t know about the rest of me.” She reached up, resting her hand on top of his before threading her fingers between his as she closed her eyes and rested her cheek against his hand.  
 
    There had been a few occasions in the time they’d been together that Delia had held his hand, though they’d only lasted for a few minutes before she got distracted by something else. This time, she was holding on like he was the only anchor holding her down to Earth. There was no way Cole was going to pull away from this. She was going through something, and Delia needed him there while she wrapped her head around all of it. After a moment, she finally took a deep breath, letting it out in a soft sigh, and opened her eyes again.  
 
    “I owe you a whole lot of fucking apologies.” That wasn’t exactly what he’d been expecting to come out of her mouth, but Cole decided to just go with it. Right now really wasn’t the best time to pick a fight. He’d seen a lot of responses in people to situations like this, and he was planning to keep it as calm as possible.  
 
    “What in the hell for?” Maybe being light was going to be the key here, though Delia seemed to want to make it as heavy as possible.  
 
    “For being a spoiled ass brat who has been fighting you at every single turn when all you wanted to do was keep me from getting murdered by whatever person seems hell-bent on making me miserable.”  
 
    Cole couldn’t help letting out a soft laugh at that confession. It sounded like something he would have said before now, and it was a little surreal hearing it come out of Delia’s mouth.  
 
    “Well, I mean… I’m not going to tell you that you’re wrong there, Princess, but where did that come from?” Delia shrugged, looking away as though she were avoiding his gaze and the answer to that question. He decided that he was going to push it this time. “Come on, don’t drop that bomb and then just act like it didn’t happen, Delia.”  
 
    For the first time today, he’d dropped her nickname and used her first name. It changed the air in the room, making things between them suddenly take on a far more serious tone. Delia turned back to face him, her eyes finding his as they locked gazes. Time slowed as she neared, without saying a single word.  
 
    They had kissed many times before, more times than Cole could count. They’d spent every single night of this tour in each other’s arms, and he thought that he had experienced every facet of her in that way. He was dead wrong.  
 
    There was something in that kiss that hadn’t been there before. It made him feel like he hadn’t been a complete fool to imagine that maybe there could be more between them than just some fling on a tour bus. This felt like so much more than a secret relationship that no one knew about outside of the people in their little group.  
 
    Delia’s arms twined around his neck and shoulders, and Cole just went with it. Whatever this was, he needed it just as much as Delia did. He hadn’t realized how much the asshole back at the meet and greet had scared him, or just how much the thought of losing Delia really bothered him until she was in his arms. He pulled her into his lap, leaning back against the couch as he wrapped his arms around her to crush their chests together.  
 
    Apparently, Delia being close to Cole was what she wanted, but even this wasn’t close enough. Her fingers threaded through his hair while they enjoyed the lazy kiss, letting it last for a short eternity. Not a single move she took was hurried, though there was a hunger in it. She needed this, and Cole knew he needed this as well.  
 
    When her hands went to the buttons of his shirt, Delia took her time slipping them one at a time from their fastenings. She paused between each of them to let her fingers brush across the skin of his chest, leaving a trail of fire behind them with each touch that burned into his skin long after the contact ended. Cole drank her in, taking the opportunity to lavish in the slow pace of the moment, even as his hands mirrored her motions to free her of her own clothes at the same lazy pace that she’d set up.  
 
    He let her take the lead and lost track of time as they explored each other. Cole had thought he’d known Delia’s body. He had probably traced every inch of it during the nights they’d spent together, but now, he let his fingers run over it, reading her curves like they were braille that told him all the secrets she’d been keeping from him all this time. Cole didn’t know how much time had passed, and he didn’t care. The rest of the world could go on turning without them for the time being.  
 
    When Delia finally was naked, draped across his lap while their tongues slowly twined around each other, she moved slowly, adjusting her hips until they lined up perfectly with his and sank down onto Cole’s cock one slow inch at a time. He let out a deep moan, the sound of it stifled by the fact that Delia’s lips never left his for a moment as she moved in one long sinuous motion that didn’t change pace even when she reached the point where he was filling her fully. She kept up the same smooth motion as her hips changed direction, rolling against his and drawing a soft moan from her lips as she finally pulled away.  
 
    Delia’s eyes locked on his, and Cole let his fingers tighten onto her hips, digging into them to guide her motions. This was probably the most intense moment that Cole had ever experienced with a woman. Things between them were building, slowly, until he watched Delia’s head fall back on her shoulders as she moaned his name into the slowly darkening air. The sun was starting to sink below the horizon and the night was creeping in all around them as they continued moving together on the couch. 
 
    It would have been easy to let go and fall apart, but Cole was enjoying this far too much to let it end now. Instead, he moved up into Delia in one smooth motion, enjoying the sound of the whimper that came out of her parted lips as he rose up off the couch. His hands left her hips and moved to guide her thighs around his waist as his lips found hers again. Cole wanted her, for a lot longer than just tonight, though he had no idea how long he was going to get to keep her. For now, he intended to enjoy as much of this as he could.  
 
    Delia’s head moved forward, letting her forehead rest against his while he carried her the short distance to the bed they shared, pausing to steal a kiss every few seconds. 
 
    “Come on, Baby. I’m nowhere near done with you tonight, but I’d much rather have you in the bed.”  
 
    Delia laughed softly, running her finger through his hair.  
 
    “Something tells me I’m in a lot more trouble than I even know how to deal with.”  
 
    Cole wasn’t sure exactly what she meant by that, though he had to fight off the urge to tell her exactly what he was thinking at that moment. The only thing that stopped him was his uncertainty in how she was going to react. There was nothing he wanted to do to ruin what they had tonight. It was perfect, and breaking that spell with a big news conversation she wasn’t expecting was the last thing on his mind. 
 
    Instead, he grinned, gently positioning his hips forward into hers and dragging a soft moan from her. He enjoyed the sound of that immensely, and tonight was going to be about figuring out how to get her to make that sound as many ways as possible.  
 
    “Oh, we’re both in for a lot of trouble, Delia. I just think we’re going to enjoy every minute of it. At least we will as long as I have my way.”  
 
    ❖ 
 
    Last night had been something Cole hadn’t really ever expected to happen between him and Delia. There must have been something about the situation at the meet and greet that took her completely off guard. She was far more vulnerable than she’d ever let herself be since they’d met, and it had given Cole some hope that maybe the fact that he was catching feelings for her wasn’t going to be a problem. Maybe she was even going to return the sentiment, though he didn’t think that telling her in the middle of the night when they were falling asleep after all of the events that had happened during the course of the day was the best idea. But if she was still there in the morning, he’d promised himself he was going to figure out a way to bring it up, maybe over breakfast.  
 
    Cole always woke up with the sunrise. It was a habit that he’d gotten into back in the Navy, though there were plenty of times that he’d had to wake up far earlier than that for a lot of things. Hell, sleeping until dawn had been a damn luxury at certain points in his career. Waking up with the sun in his eyes and a gorgeous woman in his arms would have been a vacation, except the only thing he was waking up to was the sun in his eyes. He sat up, rubbing his hands over his face as he looked around the small space, listening for any sign of life in the room or the next room over.  
 
    Waking up in this bed was his normal daily routine, though Delia had her own odd sleeping habits. There were days she slept until noon, and others when she was up well before the sun working on something in the living area, usually a song that she was intending to record for the next album. It wasn’t that unusual for him to wake up alone. However, it did make him a little nervous about what he’d been planning to say to her as soon as the chance arose. Maybe it was some kind of sign that she wasn’t in his arms this morning, or maybe it was just him trying to chicken out of a conversation that they were going to eventually have to have one way or another.  
 
    Cole kicked himself internally, moving to get out of the bed, though he paused to grab a pair of boxers and pull on some jeans before he wandered out of the bedroom. He didn’t care if Delia saw him. She’d seen him in a hell of a lot fewer clothes than that, but there were always random people floating around. He could just pretend he was coming out of the bathroom if anyone was in there besides her, but walking into the room wearing nothing at all was going to be a hell of a lot harder to explain even if he didn’t manage to traumatize whoever was there in the process.  
 
    He’d been worried for no reason, though, since there was no one at all on the bus. The drivers wouldn’t be around since the caravan of buses and trucks weren’t going anywhere. They usually liked to spend their days off poking around the local area, and he was pretty sure that the guy who drove for them had probably gotten a hotel room just to get some space to himself for a change. Hell, he couldn’t blame him for that. Cole wasn’t sure how he’d feel about being trapped for hours in the tiny cabin that the drivers spent most of their time in. He’d seen their bunks as well, and sleeping in a space that cramped was the exact opposite of his idea of a good time.  
 
    However, it was weird for there to be no one else on the bus. Delia was usually around, and if she wasn’t, he knew where she was. After everything that had happened in the last few days, he had a hard time believing that she would just leave the bus without telling him where she was going.  
 
    The area they both lived in was small and quick enough to search. There were only two more rooms that she could possibly be in. The bathroom door had been left open when he walked past it, there was no one in the shower, and his room was empty. That meant he really was the only one on the tour bus at the moment.  
 
    In most situations, waking up alone shouldn’t have been a cause for alarm. There had been plenty of mornings when the woman he’d spent the night with had snuck out of bed before sunrise. He’d even been the one leaving on more than one occasion, but after the day Delia and Cole had had yesterday, there was something about this that had his hackles up.  Cole’s shoes were waiting beside the door, and he slipped them on quickly before opening the door up into the parking lot of the state fairgrounds where they’d been parked for the night.  
 
    There were a lot of other campers, RVs and buses parked all around. This was a little different than many of the other venues that they’d spent any amount of time at. Usually, they were the only groups parked in the areas where they stayed. Here, there were carnival workers, farmers, salespeople and about a billion others who were sleeping almost exactly the same way they had been.  
 
    Cole had been sure to call ahead and ensure that a separate area of the parking grounds was set aside for them. They needed a lot of space for all of the vehicles that they’d be arriving in, but there was far more to it than that. Cole wanted to make sure that as few people as possible had access to the area where they would be sleeping. He’d been suspicious about how safe everything was going to be here, and he’d been tempted to try to talk Delia into checking into one of the nearby hotels, just to give him an easier time securing the location. He’d changed his mind when he thought about how the tour bus was her comfort zone. After everything they’d been through in the last few days, he just couldn’t bring himself to try to force yet another change on her.  
 
    Now, he was regretting that decision. A quick glance around the area gave him no information. There were random people milling around the area — a roadie or two smoking a cigarette as they leaned against the outside of their trailer, a few of the other people staying here walking in the distance, probably on their way to get breakfast— but there was no sign of Delia anywhere.  
 
    He made a beeline for Emma’s bus, thinking that was the only other place that Delia could be or that maybe her assistant would know where she was if there was something she’d been scheduled for this morning, even though Cole knew her schedule, as well as anyone else here did. He just kept telling himself that he must have forgotten something, though he could feel the panic rising in the back of his throat like a knot of something he was about to choke on as he started crossing off all the safe possibilities for where Delia could be.  
 
    Emma answered his knock in a few minutes, though he could tell from the disheveled look of her pajamas and hair that he’d woken her from her sleep. He didn’t even have time to apologize for waking anyone up.  
 
    “Em, tell me you know where Delia is.” Emma’s eyebrows knit together as her brow furrowed in a frown. Her expression was confused as she tried to piece together what was happening.  
 
    “I mean. I’m guessing she’s in bed this time of day.” Cole cursed under his breath, taking a moment to breathe deep as the lump in his gut churned before he replied. He knew that response meant only one thing, and it was the last thing he’d ever wanted to imagine.  
 
    “Get your phone and call the cops. I need them out here ASAP. Delia is missing.”  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Delia 
 
    Delia woke up with a headache, unlike anything she’d ever experienced in her life. She’d been hungover plenty of times, and rolling nausea and waves of pain that went through her head were familiar enough. The only thing tripping her up was that she couldn’t remember drinking a single thing last night.  
 
    She groaned, trying to roll over and reach out for Cole. He should have been there next to her, or there should have at least been the empty half of the bed that he was resting on. But, there was nothing there, not even a bed. Delia realized she wasn’t in her bedroom. She wasn’t even on her tour bus. She had no clue where she was, though she seemed certain she was on a couch in the middle of a room so dark that she couldn’t make out her hands in front of her face.  
 
    Delia sat up, scrubbing her hands over her face and into her hair. She winced as her fingers glided roughly over a swollen knot at the base of her skull. Next, she realized something was wrapped around her ankle. She couldn’t see it in the dark, though she could feel the cold steel and hear the sound of metal clanking against metal. That sound made her heart pound hard against the inside of her chest until the blood rushing through her ears started thundering with each throb of the now tensed muscle.  
 
    Before that moment, everything could be explained away by something. Maybe she’d had too much to drink and Cole had wound up carrying her to the couch in her tour bus. Maybe she’d passed out for some reason or another. But there was no reason she should have some kind of chain or shackles wrapped around her ankle and be sitting in the dark. Something was wrong here, and she had no idea what it was.  
 
    Delia pulled her leg away, or at least she tried. She was able to move it about six inches before she felt the pressure of whatever was holding her in place keeping her ankle from moving another inch. Her next move was to reach down, letting her hands move over the surface as she tried to figure out how it was attached or if there were some easy way to release herself. She found nothing, except to discover that it was a pair of handcuffs with one end fastened to her leg and the other to a metal bar mounted at the floor near her feet.  
 
    She swallowed the panic she felt rising in her throat as she struggled to remember what had happened to her. For some reason, she closed her eyes, though the room around her was pitch black. The familiar darkness behind her closed eyelids seemed to help her focus on what she was trying to remember. It was far better than focusing on how the darkness in front of her open eyes seemed to swim almost as if it was alive. She had no way of knowing if there was someone or something in the room with her. Delia couldn’t have even seen her own hands in front of her face. Instead, she was using her other senses to see if she could make out any of the rest of her surroundings, though it was something she wasn’t used to having to do.  
 
    There was no way of knowing if she could trust what she was hearing and feeling around her. The air felt stuffy and unmoving, like a room that hadn’t been opened up to fresh air in years. It reminded her of the basement in the house she’d spent the first few years of her childhood in. That room had been the one place in the house that had terrified her and the only place in the house she’d refused to go alone. Yet now, here she was, presumably alone, in the dark, in a place that scared her just as much with no damn idea about how she’d gotten here. 
 
    Details of the night before swam in her memory, and she remembered the disaster of a meet and greet that had ended in Cole carting her back off to the tour bus for the remainder of the night. She remembered what had happened as soon as they were alone and Delia had been able to get her thoughts together, and she remembered falling asleep in his arms. The rest had started to fade.  
 
    At some point she’d woken up, her throat feeling like she’d tried to swallow a mouthful of sand. It wasn’t unusual for her to make sure she had a bottle of water next to the bed before she fell asleep, but she’d been distracted the night before. The path to the fridge in the living area of the bus was familiar enough that she hadn’t had to turn on any lights to see her way. The dim moonlight that flooded through the slits in the blinds at the windows had also helped her navigate. The tiny arc of light from the open door was the last thing she remembered before the sharp pain at the base of her skull had her vision first whiting out, then blacking out as she faded into unconsciousness.  
 
    There wasn’t much else she could come up with. Something had happened. Someone had knocked her out and taken her from the tour bus, and here she was. Delia didn’t know if she was alone. She didn’t know if something had happened to Cole or if he was here as well. She could be anywhere, and anything could have happened to the others back at the fairgrounds. There was no way of knowing.  
 
    For now, she did the first thing that came into her mind, letting her voice finally break the deep darkness around her with a single word.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    The sound echoed around her off the hard walls of the room. It was obvious that there was nothing soft around her to absorb the sound, though the room wasn’t perfect. She knew the sound. She could learn a lot from it. The lack of an answer told her the answer to the immediate question on her mind. She was alone.  
 
    Delia wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. Being alone in a place she didn’t recognize was terrifying, but it was a whole hell of a lot less terrifying than being here with whoever had taken her. Being alone meant she had a chance to try to figure out how to get herself out of here, or how to get someone in here to help her. She didn’t have any idea how much time she was going to have to work on freeing herself before her captor made themselves known.  
 
    Delia fell onto her knees on the floor in front of the couch, hands patting the ground in front of her to figure out where the handcuffs were fastened. She cursed under her breath when her knee hit a cold steel bar in the middle of the floor. It was going to leave a bruise, but she could live with that. It would have been worth a million bruises to get out of here in one piece.  
 
    Her fingers wrapped around the metal, searching its length to determine where it was fastened until she reached the cold cement floor beneath the metal, fingers moving over screws drilled straight into a bracket mounted to the hard surface. Each of them was tight and as flush as possible. There wasn’t even enough room to get a fingernail between the metal bracket and the head of the screw. Honestly, she wasn’t going to be able to budge that without some kind of tool.  
 
    The next thing Delia thought to try was to search the handcuffs holding her ankle in place, though that search ended up being just as futile as the attempt to disconnect the metal rod from the floor. Delia huffed, leaning back against the couch that she’d left on her fall to the floor. Her back and head were aching, and the darkness left her so disoriented that she felt dizzy. Though, she couldn’t be sure if that dizziness came from the fact that she couldn’t tell where she was in the room or a concussion. She was also nauseous, but that could have easily been from the fear that seeped into every cell of her body as she struggled to free herself.  
 
    There had to be a way to get out of here or a way to make sure that Cole could find her, even if she couldn’t wrap her head around it now. She just needed to hold out until he found her. Delia kept repeating that to herself both in her thoughts and in a soft reminder under her breath. It became her mantra as she tried to figure out a way to work her foot free of the shackle that held it in place. It was the only hope she had right now, and she just prayed that the next person who walked into the room was him and not someone who was going to do a lot worse to her than to just pick her up and carry her back to safety.  
 
    For the moment, Delia gave up trying to free herself, pulling her legs to her chest as she rested her forehead against the peak formed by her kneecaps. She needed to breathe and try to think straight, but all Delia wanted to do was cry. The first tear that rolled off her eyelid and down onto her thighs was unexpected, but the torrent that followed was filled with every ounce of feeling sorry for herself that Delia could manage. She needed to get this out of her system, and she let the sobs wrack through her body for the time being.  
 
    Delia couldn’t remember a time in her life where she felt so helpless or so at the mercy of fate for what was about to happen to her. It was the most frustrating thing ever for someone who had been taking care of themselves since before they were old enough to even drive. Being at someone else’s mercy was so far out of her realm of experience that it was an entirely foreign concept, though it appeared she was going to have to get used to it for the time being.  
 
    Once she was done crying, Delia next felt a wave of rage flow through her. Anger left her face burning and caused her to scream out loud as she kicked at the bar at her feet in a futile attempt to dislodge it from the floor. All she managed that time was to break her toe. She could hear the bone crack as it came in contact with the metal rod, dragging another scream from her throat. This one was less rage and more raw. It left her throat on fire and pulled out another sob that shook her chest.  
 
    There was nothing she could do now except wait and see what was going to happen and hope someone found her before it was too late.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Cole 
 
    The fairgrounds were swarming with police, and for the first time in the history of the Illinois State Fair, the entire thing had been shut down and turned into a crime scene. Cole had no idea how effective that was going to be. There had been thousands of people around here in the last few days. He didn’t even want to think about the number of fingerprints alone that would be left behind on every surface of the fairgrounds, much less the amount of trash and debris that would have to be combed through to find any kind of evidence. He didn’t have much faith that was going to be effective at all.  
 
    Cole had assisted the police with a thorough search of the grounds as the sun was just starting to rise in the sky. They had searched each and every building, every camper and RV, even the stalls where the farm animals were kept. Nothing had gone unexamined. Even the storage buildings that were filled with the plastic bags and popcorn that stocked the million food stands in the area had been opened and checked, but nothing had been found — not even a trace of her existed outside of this tour bus.  
 
    When he’d heard that update, Cole had felt sick. She wasn’t here. There was no way she was still in the fairgrounds. Whoever had taken her had driven off, and every minute that passed meant there was potentially another mile between them and made it that much more difficult to be able to pinpoint where she was. Cole didn’t even have any idea of what time last night she’d been taken, so there was no way that he could even figure out a search radius beyond the last time he’d seen her awake.  
 
    Apparently, he had been the last one to see her as well, though that made sense since they had fallen asleep together. He’d been a hundred percent honest with the cops, telling them as much as was relevant to the case without disclosing too many intimate details. He was just frustrated with the lack of progress that they were making towards finding her. Cole wanted to rush out of here and start searching everywhere for the place she might be, though he knew that was entirely unreasonable. The cops were just waiting to see what kinds of leads they might get from all of this to try to figure out where to look.  
 
    At first, they’d tried to GPS locate her cell phone, though it had turned out to be back in the tour bus. That was a dead end, and there were no other electronic methods they could utilize to help pinpoint her location. The next thing they’d tried was putting out photos of her on the news, though her management had been reluctant to let that out there. However, once it seemed like there was no other option, they gave it an unenthusiastic thumbs up. A missing artist and a public news scandal were going to have to be better than a dead one.  
 
    Cole didn’t think he’d ever felt this useless in his entire life. At the moment, he was pacing the floor of the tour bus where Delia should have been getting ready for the show tonight and trying to figure out anything that he could do to help out. Every time he came up with any ideas, he realized how useless whatever he did would have been. After a while, he gave up with a loud growl that ended with him putting a fist through one of the cabinet doors in the kitchen of the bus. He was going to regret that later, but for now, it was the most satisfaction he could have.  
 
    Finally, Cole wound up flopping down onto the couch and looking his hand over. The knuckles were bleeding, as he’d expected they would be, but he was pretty sure he hadn’t broken any bones in his hand, even though he’d given that door everything he had. He’d just wished it could have been someone who was involved with all of this, but he had no idea who that could have been.  
 
    Suddenly, Cole’s eye caught the laptop that had been sitting forgotten on the table next to the couch. He’d started something, even though it hadn’t gotten anywhere, and maybe that was all he was going to be able to do. It was something, and it was definitely better than pacing the floor and tearing up every bit of the furniture until there was nothing left to break. That wasn’t going to get any of them anywhere.  
 
    “Fuck.”  
 
    He opened up the laptop cursing under his breath at the ache in his right hand every time he flexed his fingers. That wasn’t going to go away for at least a few days, and he was just going to get reminded of how useless he was every single time he needed to move his hand. He rubbed the knuckles, glancing down at the document he’d left open. It was simply a list of the crew and employees that were on tour with Delia at the moment. This was where he’d started searching for answers, moving through each one of the workers alphabetically as he tried his best to run a background check on every single one of them. 
 
    Yesterday had been hectic, and he’d only gotten through a few of them before he had to give his full attention to Delia while she was surrounded by fans and getting up close and personal with asshole dads who needed a good tackling to know how to act around other people. That left him at least twenty more to look through, and he wasn’t certain that there was a single lead in any of that information that was going to help them find Delia. However, it was all he had.  
 
    Cole felt like this was grasping at straws, but doing these background checks was the only thing that was going to stop him from absolutely losing his mind and going off the rails. He wasn’t going to help anyone by going out half-cocked and roaming around the middle of nowhere Illinois to try to find her himself. That was hopeless, and it would take him out of the game entirely if they actually found her. Instead, he could sit here and wait and try to figure out something that might help the police out, even if he didn’t know what that something was going to be.  
 
    ❖ 
 
    Four hours later, Cole was still sitting on the cramped seat he’d ended up on while he searched the last name on the list. There was just one last thread of hope left, and as tenuous as that thread was, it was something. Once he finished reading through the information from the search he’d ended up doing and nothing that seemed pertinent showed up, Cole let out the breath he’d been holding in a long sigh. His back ached, and his hand was cramping up. It had been since he’d started this search, but now, it was almost unbearably painful and he was starting to second guess his decision about it not being broken.  
 
    Between the pain and the fact that he was no better off now than when he’d started, Cole was starting to lose any hope he might have had about finding Delia. Maybe this was better off left to the cops. He’d been in over his head since he started this job, not because he wasn’t good at protecting Delia from outside forces, but because he hadn’t been good at protecting either of them from themselves. He shouldn’t have gotten distracted. If he had been sleeping in the room where he was supposed to have been, he would have been right next to the door. Anyone coming in the bus would have had to pass by only a few inches from where his head would have been. He would have woken up before anything could have happened or before Delia opened the door and stepped out of the RV to meet someone who lured her out into the parking lot. Instead, he was back in the master bedroom with its partially soundproofed walls where he missed all of it until it was far too late for him to do anything to stop this entire nightmare from happening. 
 
    All that was left to do was to end this and let the cops do their jobs. They were going to do a hell of a lot better at this than he could. Maybe they already were. He was just going to have to sit here and stew in all of the thoughts and second-guessing until he heard something one way or another. The last thing he was going to do was to move the list of names he’d accumulated into the trash. It was the only thing he could come up since his idea had gone exactly nowhere. He clicked on the recycle bin icon to open up the folder to empty it when he noticed there were a handful of other files in the folder.  
 
    The name of the text file was innocuous enough. It was titled Kentucky Show Inventory. He’d borrowed this computer from Emma just after they’d left Kentucky, so it made sense she’d have just finished up with some of the paperwork for the show back there when he’d come along. However, the other files were what caught his attention.  
 
    They were photographs. The file names consisted of a seemingly random series of letters and numbers as though they’d been named automatically by whatever device had taken them. The settings on the computer pulled up a tiny preview of each of the photos in the file before they were opened, and the contents of them had him freezing in place. He recognized them right away as the same photos that had been included with the last letter left for Delia in the camper.  
 
    The realization dawned on Cole’s mind the moment he glimpsed the first one, but it was cemented when he clicked on the text file only to find the full contents of the last letter he’d discovered in the bus. Emma… of all people, though it made sense when he began to think about it all. Emma would have had a copy of Delia’s keys to the apartment as well as to the bus. She could have full access to every facet of her life without anyone blinking an eye. The two of them were practically inseparable during the working day, and it was a common occurrence to find Delia in Emma’s space or vice versa.  
 
    Now, the pieces were starting to fall into place. The only piece of information that had even seemed a little odd was the fact that Emma had been born in Illinois only a half an hour from here in her family home. She’d grown up here. They were basically in her hometown, and she hadn’t said a word. When he found the information, Cole had written it off to the fact that she was an only child and her parents had died back when she was a teenager in a car accident. He didn’t think he would have wanted to take a trip down memory lane if he’d been in the same situation either, but now, it hit him that they were on her familiar ground.  
 
    Emma had to have known this place. She’d gone to school only a few miles down the road. Her childhood home was less than a half an hour drive from here. As far as he’d found, it was still in her name. Maybe that was the place he needed to look. One more search and he had the address, jotting it down on a scrap piece of paper to shove into his pocket as he walked out the door of the tour bus and into the bright afternoon sun.  
 
    Cole’s first target was the bus that Alex, the makeup artist, and Emma shared for this trip, though he had no idea what he was going to find once he got there. He didn’t even bother knocking, instead slamming the door open before he emerged into the kitchen and living room area of the RV to find it empty with the exception of one person. Alex sat there, blinking and stunned as he entered unannounced and glanced around the room. 
 
    “Where the hell is she?” He opened the door to the front bedroom before wheeling back around on Alex as he hesitated to answer.  
 
    “She?” The young man was clearly confused, and Cole realized that he would have no idea what the hell Cole was talking about. He was clearly out of the loop on all of this, and the only “she” Cole might be looking for in his mind was Delia.  
 
    “Emma.”  
 
    “She left to go get something to eat and some coffee. I told her to take a break. She’s been so nervous about Delia since she woke up this morning. I…”  
 
    Cole didn’t even wait for him to finish the sentence. He had an address in his pocket where he was pretty sure he was going to find Emma, and probably Delia, and it had nothing to do with lunch and a cup of coffee. He had no idea how he was going to get there, but he and the police were about to make a beeline for this exact location as soon as he let the detectives know what he’d found out.  
 
    It was the first lead he’d had all day, and Cole couldn’t help but let the adrenaline wash through his veins. He’d been in similar situations in the past, and the moment where a mission broke and fell in his favor had always been his favorite. Now that there was so much more riding on it than a simple adrenaline rush, he’d finally found the hope he thought he’d lost. There was nothing left to do but cross his fingers, whisper a prayer, and hope that he wasn’t too late.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Delia 
 
    Delia had no idea of how long she’d been alone in the dark before she heard a voice coming from somewhere at the other end of the room. It made her jump, but it was tiny and mechanical, sounding like it was coming out of a speaker rather than from anyone actually in the room. The distortions reminded her of some of the special effects that she’d heard on music in the past, so she knew whoever this was must have been using a machine that changed their voice. Whatever she heard from this voice wasn’t something she could trust. No one she could trust was going to have to use a voice distortion machine and not let her see their face, much less where she was being kept for the last god only knew how many hours.  
 
    It took her a moment to realize that the voice was saying her name, trying to get her attention, though Delia wasn’t sure she wanted to give them anything they wanted. She just didn’t know whether ignoring the voice was just going to piss them off and make them more dangerous.  It was so hard to focus her thoughts. She was clear headed enough to know that more dangerous wasn’t something she could afford right now. Delia took a deep, shaky breath and let it out coming up with a reply. She’d spent so long being silent since all of this began that her voice came out in a soft groaning croak that took until nearly the end of her answer to clear up enough to make her sound like herself.  
 
    “Is someone there? I can’t see anything.” Maybe playing dumb was the way to go here. That was the only thing she could come up with to stop herself from pissing them off. At least it might work long enough to give her a chance to figure out a way to get out of here or to talk them into letting her go.  
 
    “I’m here. ” The voice was calm and even, sounding almost like it was one of the computerized voices that came from some kind of AI.  
 
    “Who are you? Where am I?” Delia tried to keep the panic out of her voice, though she knew there was nothing she could do to avoid sounding a little scared. This was the most terrified she’d ever been in her life. Delia was still sitting on the floor where she’d fallen off the couch. She didn’t even seem to have the strength to push herself back up and curl up in a ball and cry. Without really deciding, she had just stayed on the floor.  
 
    “You’re in a basement.” That was it. Nothing else, no clue about who might be on the other side of this impersonal conversation. Delia looked around her futilely, trying to make out the shapes in the dark around her as a basement, though it seemed a wasted effort when there was nothing around her to see. She could have just as easily been in a cave or anywhere else. The only thing she could process was darkness. Without knowing whether it was day or night, she had to hope that daylight would come soon. Hopefully, there would be a tiny window or a crack of light to seep in at some point. 
 
    “And why am I handcuffed to whatever this rail is on the floor?” Delia was still scared, but there was something familiar behind it now that was starting to take over again — rage. Whoever this could be, they were lucky that they weren’t within her reach at the moment, because she was pretty certain she could have taken them down one-handed with just the adrenaline rush that had suddenly hit her. It had put an edge on her voice when she replied.  
 
    “So you don’t do something stupid like try to run away before I get a chance to talk to you.” There was something in the voice that set Delia’s heart racing. It was cold and seemingly emotionless, but the menace in it had ramped up to a whole new level once she had decided to let her attitude show.  
 
    “So come in here and talk to me. I’m not going anywhere now.” Delia decided to go for a change of tactics, softening her voice while she appealed to the human side of whoever this was.  
 
    “You’re going to freak out if I come in there.” That had at least gotten a change. The voice sounded human for the first time in their interaction, and this time, they sounded a little shy and uncertain. There was something familiar about this voice for the first time as well, like something she’d heard before but couldn’t quite put her finger on.  
 
    “No, I’m not. I’m going to freak out if I only get to talk to a disembodied voice while I sit in the dark and can’t figure out where I am.” It was the truth — unembellished and unexaggerated. Delia could feel the moorings of her patience and sanity coming undone with the situation that she found herself in, and if something didn’t change, a freak out was going to be the least of their worries.  
 
    “Don’t move.” The voice on the speaker cut off abruptly, but there were sounds of footsteps on the floor above her followed by scratching and shuffling like someone was unlocking a door.  
 
    She wasn’t prepared when the lights came on. Hours in the dark made it hard for Delia’s eyes to adjust. The stabbing pain that accompanied the sudden rush of bright light blinded her, and Delia brought her hands up to her face to shield her vision.  She listened to her captor come down the stairs and enter the room that had been revealed in the light that now surrounded her. Everything was blurry because of how long Delia had sat in the dark, but the person who came down the stairs was small, thin and clearly female. Not at all what Delia had been expecting, but what she realized once she was finally able to focus had been the largest surprise of all.  
 
    “Emma? Emma… What are you doing here?” This was all so confusing. Had whoever had taken her also taken Emma or was Emma involved in all of this? The next thing she saw told her that is was most certainly the latter.  
 
    Emma had held something in her right hand that Delia hadn’t been able to make out until the younger woman plopped down on the couch and pointed the barrel of the gun that was clutched in her right hand in Delia’s face.  
 
    “I think you know what I’m doing here, Cordelia.” This was a different Emma than Delia was used to spending her days with. She was certain and cold, not the shy girl that spent most of her time behind a computer screen making sure that Delia’s life ran as smoothly as possible.  
 
    “I’m… I… I don’t know what’s going on.”  Delia’s mind was fuzzy, and she was suddenly aware that she’d been struck across the head not too long ago. The aching knot throbbed at that moment as if to remind her, and her thoughts refused to coalesce into a single one until Emma replied and cleared it all up for her.  
 
    “Oh come on, Delia. The letters, the photos, everything that’s been left for you in the last few weeks? That’s been me. You’re not very smart are you?”  
 
    Suddenly, so much of what had been going on made sense. Given the places that the letters had been found and the photos that had been included in the last one, it had to be someone on the inside. Delia just couldn’t figure out why the person she’d trusted the most would do something like this.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because you have everything! You have parents that love you and gave you the opportunities of a lifetime! You have all the money and fame any girl could want. You have the adoration of millions of fans and now you have Cole. What you don’t have is any clue what it’s like to grow up poor in a small town; to be the girl that no one notices, but everyone depends on. You certainly have no clue how much I love you and wanted to be the one.”  
 
      
 
    Delia was barely able to grasp everything Emma was spewing out at her, and was now struggling to process that last line. “Be the one that what?” was all she could say. 
 
      
 
    “Be the one you belong to!” Emma was getting harder to read as she poured her heart out. She seemed angry, hurt and vulnerable all at once.“I wanted to be the one you came to after a grueling show. I wanted to spend the night in your bed and hold you while you slept.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to watch you take off partying, then come home and sleep with some boy you just met? Every time you did you told me they meant nothing. I was there for you keeping your schedule straight, listening to you share your soul, keeping you safe, and you just didn’t see me.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I started that first letter.  I thought if you felt unsafe you’d spend more time with me at your side. All I wanted to do was scare you a little. Then your manager had to go and hire that stupid bodyguard! I had to stay in my trailer while HE was watching over you. I was ready for you to tell me all about what a shallow, casual thing he was to you. But no. He became your hero AND your lover.”  
 
      
 
    “That’s when I decided to up my game: I was going to get to you no matter what he did. So look at us now. I did it, didn’t I? You’re here with me looking all tender and sweet and trapped. He’s nowhere around and he’ll never find you. I’m the only one that can save you, Delia. I’m sure it won’t take long for you to understand that I’m what’s best for you and that you’ve always loved me.” 
 
      
 
    As shocking as that was, Delia looked at Emma with the sweetest face she could manage. Clearly, Emma was unstable and any more rejection would push her over the edge. Without realizing it, a tear welled up in her eye and slid down her cheek. Emma leaned in and tenderly brushed it away. Like a scene out of a movie, she tilted Delia’s chin up and kissed her tenderly and fully on the lips. Delia kissed her back and did her best to hide her panic. She tried hard to think of what a great friendship they’d had so she could fake at least some form of enthusiasm. The kiss felt unnatural and tasted bitter. It could’ve been from the bile she was trying to hold back or maybe from the fear, but either way, Delia could not repress a shutter. 
 
      
 
    Emma felt Delia’s body tremble and it seemed to snap them both back to the moment. “I’m sorry if I scared you, Baby, but don’t worry, as long as you do as your told, you’ll be safe with me.” Any hope of distracting Emma away from her weapon was lost in that statement. 
 
    “Where are we?” Delia looked around the room. It was clearly a basement. The small space was lined with ancient wooden shelves that contained a variety of boxes and jars all covered with a thick layer of dust and cobwebs. The only other furniture in the room was the couch she had woken up on. The bar she’d been handcuffed to was fixed to the floor with thick steel bolts — nothing she could have undone on her own and probably nothing anyone could have undone without power tools.  
 
    “My parents’ basement. This is the house I grew up in.” Delia had known that Emma was from the midwest. She’d never really asked her about it or about her parents. She just knew they’d died in a car accident just after Emma had graduated high school. Delia had just assumed it was a sensitive subject and left it alone, and judging from the tone that Emma’s voice took on, she was right about that.  
 
    
“How did you get me here? You’re not much bigger than me. I was knocked out cold. So how in the world did you get me out of there without being caught?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t.” Emma had a sly smile that made Delia increasingly uneasy. “I had a little help with that. Tyler was an old friend from the neighborhood that I reconnected with when we came back to my home town. He was always in love with me and I knew he’d do anything I asked. I suspected he was crushing on you, so when I heard that he’d done time for some home invasions, I knew he’d be right for this job. Sneaking around quietly without getting caught is right up his alley and since you’re so little, it wasn’t hard for him at all.” 
 
    
“In fact, you know him. Remember the guy that got a little too close at the meet and greet? Yeah, that was him. I had to do him that favor plus pay him a couple of hundred bucks and he was set. I was so pissed off at him for creating all that chaos last night. He almost blew this whole plan. Luckily, everything worked out. He brought you back here for me. Then, when he found out I was in love with you, he split. Don’t worry, he won’t be back. I assured him you were into me too. No sense sticking around if you’re not gonna get a little action, right?” 
 
      
 
    Delia knew that guy was trouble! Her instincts had been right. She had been so rattled by the whole episode that she’d run straight into Cole’s arms. They had connected in a way they’d never experienced before, and now she may never get to see him again. The very thought of it almost brought her to tears once more, but this time she was just mad. That anger gave her the clarity and motivation to save herself and try to get out of here as soon as she possibly could. 
 
      
 
    Delia decided to run with what her gut was telling her. “I’m sorry I never realized how you felt about me, Emma. I was so busy with my own life that I just didn’t pay attention to what my heart was trying to tell me. Now that Cole and Tyler are out of the picture,  it’s just you and me. I guess that’s what I really wanted all along. So, are you going to uncuff me?” 
 
      
 
    Delia tried to keep her voice even and tender. She didn’t want the fear or anger to show this time. The last time that had happened, Emma had gotten more aggressive. Now that she had a gun a few inches from her head, the last thing she needed was for Emma to lose her cool.  
 
    “Not until I’m certain you’re not going to run away. Besides, you look pretty adorable in handcuffs.”  There was a sinister tone to her voice when she said that. She also sounded flirty, and Delia thought maybe that was something she could work with.  
 
    The two girls had spent a lot of time together. They’d been very close.  Delia believed she’d learned a thing or two about Emma during that time, though she clearly hadn’t been paying close enough attention to notice that she had such a dark side. Delia didn’t know how well she could trust her instincts about all of this, but she had nothing else to go on. All she could really do was stay calm and keep trying to gain Emma’s trust enough to make an attempt to get away.  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. I promise.  I’m intrigued seeing this other side of you. All these years I never knew how you truly felt about me, and I’m not going to lie; it’s a bit of a turn on. Besides, you’ve got a gun. I’m not running when you can just shoot me in the back. This chain hurts, and I’m pretty sure my ankle is bleeding.” Delia looked over at Emma, trying to pretend that the gun barrel wasn’t close enough for her to look down into the tiny dark hole that was only a matter of inches from her face. 
 
    Delia observed conflicting emotions play across Emma’s face while she pondered over the options she had. There was something of the girl Delia knew there, though she was certain she had never gotten a chance to see the full version of either her assistant or her friend. There was clearly so much more to her than that.   
 
    “We can either do this the easy way, or the hard way. The easy way is I’ll take the restraints off you and you crawl up here on the couch with me so we can explore each other a little more. Or, if you prefer, we could do this the hard way; if you run, I’ll shoot you, but it won’t be in the back. I’ll start with the kneecaps, and when I’m done with you, you probably won’t ever be running again. Delia nodded, acquiescing to Emma’s threat. Whether she meant it or not, it was scary enough for Delia to take seriously.  
 
    Apparently, the nod was enough for Emma to trust her as she moved from the couch to kneel on the floor in front of Delia. She took out the keys to the handcuffs that held Delia in place at the metal bar. The position left Emma’s back turned to the staircase, and it gave Delia a chance to glance at the wooden steps that led up to what she assumed must have been a house above for the first time since the lights came on. What she saw there had her freezing in her tracks. She’d thought they were alone in the room, but suddenly realized she’d been dead wrong.  
 
    Cole Hayes was waiting at the top of the stairs, crouched down in a knot of a man that seemed almost impossibly small with a handgun drawn and centered right on Emma’s back. Delia had no idea how he’d gotten there so silently when she’d heard every footfall of Emma’s as she made her way across the floor above just a short time ago.  
 
    There were times Delia forgot what Cole had done before she met him, but right now she could see that training showing. He looked dangerous, like a predator seeking out its prey while he inched down the steps without making a single sound. He must have weighed well over two hundred pounds and the ancient wooden steps looked as if they would creak if a fly landed on the banister. Howeve, they never so much as groaned under the weight of the large man who had by now reached halfway down the steps. Delia silently hoped that he would reach the bottom before Emma finished with the job she’d busied herself with. Delia wondered why Cole didn’t go ahead and shoot her when it dawned on her that any bullet pointed straight at Emma was going to be heading directly for Delia as well.  
 
    Once she was free, Delia stood up slowly, pausing to massage her ankle and trying to distract Emma from what was going on until Cole reached the bottom step and lowered himself onto the floor almost directly behind Emma. The next series of actions happened so quickly that she wasn’t certain what was going on. All she knew was that she had to get out of the way, and the only thing that was going to separate her from the two of them was the couch. She ran for it, using the fact that Emma didn’t have the gun drawn directly on her at the moment to jump behind the ancient piece of furniture and duck down for cover.  
 
    The sounds of yelling and gunshots filled the room, followed by the acrid smell of fired gunpowder. Delia had no way of knowing what was going on on the other side of the couch. Things were confusing, and if Cole went down, she knew that Emma was going to be coming for her. Delia had nothing to defend herself with, though, and all she could do was sit and wait for what happened next.  
 
    The room fell silent, the echoes of the gunshots dying off and leaving her ears ringing as a figure appeared around the edge of the sofa. Delia held her breath until she realized it was Cole, and she leaped to her feet just in time for him to collapse onto the cement floor with a pool of blood quickly forming around him. Delia fell to her knees to check and make sure he was alive, her finger on the huge artery in his throat as the silence was quickly drowned out by sirens.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Cole 
 
    Cole groaned and tried to open his eyes as the bright light of the room flooded through the crack in his eyelids. It burned like someone had moved him about five inches away from a light bulb, and he didn’t want to even try to open his eyes again, though he knew he was going to have to eventually. Every part of his body was stiff or sore, and he was pretty sure that he’d cracked a rib judging from the sharp pain that flooded through his chest when he tried to make himself more comfortable.  
 
    He had no idea where he was or how he’d gotten here. The last thing he remembered was passing out as soon as the cops came running into the basement where he’d found Delia. Cole had no way of knowing if they’d saved her or if Emma was captured, but judging from the sound of whirring and gently beeping machinery he was in the hospital. At least that was a good sign, and the next sound that he heard was the best thing he’d ever heard in his life.  
 
    “Cole?” He could have placed that voice anywhere, even if it hadn’t been a famous one, and the soft feeling of her fingers resting on his arm just confirmed it. Delia was here. She was alright, and that meant he hadn’t been too late. 
 
    “Hi…” Cole answered, groaning when he realized how hoarse he was. That wasn’t a good sign. “How long was I out?”  
 
    “Five days.” Almost a week. That meant he’d basically been in a coma when they got him here.  
 
    “Damn. That’s a new record.” He grinned, though every part of him felt like he’d been hit by a truck as he turned towards the sound of her voice, forcing his eyes open in spite of the way the light felt as though it were stabbing him directly in the pupils.  
 
    Cole’s efforts were rewarded with the sight of Delia perched on the edge of his hospital bed and haloed in the sunlight that came in the window behind her. She couldn’t have looked more like an angel than at that moment. Though the frustrated look on her face at how flippant he was being looked far from angelic.  
 
    “Oh my god. Is that all you’re worried about?” Delia looked like she would have punched him in the arm if she wasn’t concerned about hurting him even more than he already was.  
 
    “Nah, I’m pretty damned worried about you and why you’re not in a bed somewhere.” Cole glanced over her body. She was wearing a hospital gown, though it was covered up with a fuzzy robe someone must have brought her in from the outside. He was willing to wager that Harold was somewhere in the hospital or at least nearby. Robe or not, he was pretty sure she was a patient here as much as he was.  
 
    “I’m fine. Just a few scratches and bruises. A little concussion, but nothing that’s going to kill me. You on the other hand… Now that was something to worry about.” He could hear the concern in her voice, and it made him grin.  
 
    “It’s gonna take a whole hell of a lot more than that to do me in, Baby Girl. I promise you that. So how long have you been here?” He raised an eyebrow, moving to thread his fingers between hers. It had been days since he’d been able to do that, even if he couldn’t remember them. Cole had almost lost her once, and he was going to take every chance he got to be close to her, though he was definitely going to fuss if she wasn’t taking care of herself.  
 
    “I made them put my bed in here with yours. It was pretty easy since we’ve got a police detail outside the door in case Emma’s partner in crime decides to show up. No one’s tried anything so they’re pretty sure it was just her and Tyler. She’s been giving the cops all his details. They should have him in custody pretty soon.” I’ll fill you in on the whole story as soon as you’re up for it. He nodded, bringing her hand to his lips to brush a kiss across her knuckles before he replied.  
 
    “So you’ve just been sitting here and watching me sleep for days?” She shrugged, watching him move carefully as he let her hand down.  
 
    “I mean I had to do a lot of talking to the cops for both of us, but in between times, yeah. I’d a hell of a lot rather watch the man I love sleep than being locked in that damned basement again.”  
 
    Cole froze, listening to her speak as she said the word he’d been too scared to say since he realized it was how he felt too. He wasn’t sure if he should call Delia on it or let it go at first, but then it hit him. The two of them had been through so much. He’d almost lost her. She’d almost lost him. There was no way he was going to let something stupid like a simple word get in the way of telling this girl how he felt about her.  
 
    “Yeah? I love you too, by the way.”  
 
    Delia laughed at Cole’s blunt way of putting it out there. It was just the way he dealt with most things, though he’d been too nervous to do that with her before now. He may as well make up for lost time.  
 
    “Alright then. Well, now that that’s out of the way we can get started talking about what’s going to happen once I convince them to let us out of this hospital.” Cole winced this time when he laughed, realizing that he had a couple of gunshot wounds in his shoulder to worry about breaking back open when he moved.  
 
    “Princess, I don’t think we’re getting out of here any time soon. I’m pretty sure I’ve got about a half dozen or so broken bones, not to mention two bullet holes in me. What about you?” Cole hadn’t gotten a chance to check her over back in the basement he’d found her in. Instead, he’d been far too concerned with getting them out of there in one piece before he’d passed out cold. Now, he looked her over, wondering what that gown and robe might be covering up from his line of sight.  
 
    Delia shook her head, showing Cole her hand where the IV port was still in place while she leaned down to press a kiss to his cheek.  
 
    “I’m fine. I have a concussion, and I’m a little dehydrated.”  
 
    Cole groaned in response.  
 
    “A concussion doesn’t sound fine at all. Get your pretty little ass in this bed and lie down. Now.” He would have pulled her down with him if he could have, but the arm on her side was down for the count at the moment. Instead, he had to trust her to listen to him for once. At least she didn’t put up much of a fight to stop him. He needed reassurance that she would take care of herself. She curled into his side, careful to avoid the places where bandages and stitches would have hurt to the touch while she grumbled under her breath about him being a bossy bastard.  
 
    “I might be a bossy bastard, but I almost lost you once. I’m not going to let something else take you from me. Maybe we can let go of being stubborn assholes long enough to say we love each other after all the bullshit we’ve gone through. Now lie still and don’t cause any more brain damage than you already have.”  
 
    Delia laughed in response instead of punching him in the aching ribcage as he tucked her under the blankets that lay over his legs. They were in a hospital recovering from a variety of injuries that had almost been enough to take them away from each other forever. Now that this ordeal was over, Cole didn’t plan to let Delia go for even a moment, not now, not ever. 
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