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He pledged to protect his neighbor, in
New York Times
bestselling author Cynthia Eden’s Shadow Agents: Guts and Glory miniseries

When Gabrielle Harper’s gutsy investigative reporting
attracted a serial killer, her new neighbor began keeping an eye on her. But
Cooper Marshall was more than his chiseled frame suggested. He was an Elite
Operations Division specialist who thrived on adrenaline, who always took risks,
whose every instinct was geared to protect. Even if it meant breaking cover.
Gabrielle wasn’t the sort to hole up in her Washington, D.C., walk-up, waiting
to be the next victim. So when the time came, he’d throw her on the back of his
motorcycle and ride with a vengeance to save her life. Until then, he’d watch
and wait, and try not to get carried away with attraction to the girl next
door.…



He tasted her.  He claimed. He—

“The cop was still here,” Cooper growled against her lips. “I didn’t want him suspicious.”

He was kissing her for a cover.

Had she moaned? She’d definitely sunk her nails into his shoulders. She’d even arched against him.

“I…I know,” she lied. Their mouths were barely an inch apart. “The kiss was a good idea.”

A car cranked. The engine growled.

“I’m guessing that’s him,” Gabrielle said as she kept her hands on Cooper. But she did retract her nails. “Pulling away?”

He nodded. “I’m not letting you go until he’s gone.”
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New York Times
and
USA TODAY
bestselling author Cynthia Eden writes tales
of romantic suspense and paranormal romance. Her books have received starred
reviews from
Publishers Weekly,
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a RITA® Award nomination for best romantic suspense novel. Cynthia lives in the
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Gabrielle Harper—
Reporter Gabrielle Harper is working on the biggest case of her career. But while she’s tracking a killer, Gabrielle finds herself
becoming
the story. Desperate and afraid, she turns to her neighbor Cooper Marshall for help. Only, Cooper isn’t the man she believes him to be….

Cooper Marshall—
This former U.S. Air Force pararescueman has spent most of his life literally jumping into danger. Now he spends his days completing covert work for the Elite Operations Division. When Gabrielle asks for his help, she believes that she is hiring a P.I. Cooper’s sexy neighbor has no clue that she’s just gotten a special agent bodyguard.

Hugh Keller—
Gabrielle’s boss at the
Inquisitor,
Hugh is a man who knows all of the dark secrets that wait in the D.C. shadows. But when threats hit too close to home, even Hugh may not be able to help Gabrielle, the woman he thinks of as his daughter.

Bruce Mercer—
The director of the EOD doesn’t like to bring civilians into the danger that his agents face each day, but when Gabrielle gets caught in the cross fire, he has no choice. One of the EOD’s own agents has gone rogue, and that agent is hunting Gabrielle.

Dylan Foxx—
As always, Dylan is ready to back up his teammates. He’ll walk willingly into any danger,  and he’ll face the monsters that wait in the dark. Dylan knows that this case is personal—an EOD agent has gone rogue. He isn’t going to stop his search until the traitor is unmasked.

Rachel Mancini—
Rachel knows how to control her fear and get the job done. But as she hunts for a killer who is hiding in plain sight, she wonders if it is truly safe to trust the team that surrounds her.

Lane Carmichael—
The D.C. detective has a past with Gabrielle. He doesn’t trust Cooper, and as the body count rises in the city, he finds himself heading straight into a face-off with a killer.



Thank you so much to the fabulous staff at Harlequin Books. Working with you is a pleasure!



Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Epilogue

Excerpt



Chapter One

Cooper Marshall burst into the apartment, gun ready as his gaze swept the dim interior of the room that waited for him. “Lockwood!”

There was no response to his call, but the stench in the air—that unmistakable odor of death and blood—told Cooper that he’d arrived too late.

Again.

Damn it.

Cooper rushed deeper into that darkened apartment. He’d gotten his orders from the top. He’d been assigned to track down Keith Lockwood, an ex–Elite Operations Division agent. Cooper was supposed to confirm that the other man was alive and well. He’d fallen off the EOD’s radar, and that had sure raised a red flag in the mind of Cooper’s boss.

Especially since other EOD agents had recently turned up dead.

Cooper rounded a corner in the narrow hallway. The scent of blood was stronger. He headed toward what he suspected was the bedroom. His eyes had already adjusted to the darkness, so it was easy for him to see the body slumped on the floor just a few feet from him.

He knelt, and his gloved fingers turned the body just slightly. Cooper pulled out his penlight and shone it on the dead man’s face.

Keith Lockwood. Cooper had never worked with the man on a mission, but he’d seen Lockwood’s photos.

Lockwood’s throat had been slit. An up-close kill.

Considering that Lockwood was a former navy SEAL, the man shouldn’t have been caught off guard.

But he had been.

Because the killer isn’t your average thug off the streets.

The killer was also an agent with the EOD, and the killer was trained just as well as Lockwood had been.

No, trained
better.

Because the killer had been able to get the drop on the SEAL.

Cooper’s breath eased out in a rough sigh just as a knock sounded on the front door.

The front door that Cooper had just smashed open moments before.

He leapt to his feet.

“Mr. Lockwood?” A feminine voice called out. “Mr. Lockwood...i-is everything all right?”

No, things were far from
all right.
The broken door
should
have been a dead giveaway on that point.

“It’s Gabrielle Harper!” The voice called out. “We were supposed to meet...”

His back teeth clenched. Talk about extremely bad timing. He knew Gabrielle Harper, and the trouble that the woman was about to bring his way was just going to make the situation even more of a tangled mess.

Cooper holstered his weapon. He had to get out of that apartment.
Before
Gabrielle saw him and asked questions that he couldn’t answer for her.

He rose and stalked toward the bedroom window. His footsteps were silent. After all of his training, they should have been.

Gabrielle’s steps—and her high heels—tapped across the hardwood floor as she came inside the apartment.

Of course,
Gabrielle wasn’t just going to wait outside. She was a reporter, no doubt on the scent of a story.

And she must have scented the blood.

She was following that scent, and if he didn’t move, fast, she’d follow it straight to him.

Cooper opened the window then glanced down below. Three floors up. But there were bricks on the side of the building, with crevices in between them. If he held on just right, he could spider-crawl his way down.

The floor in the hallway creaked as Gabrielle paused.

She should have called for help by now.
At the first sign of that smashed door, Gabrielle should have dialed 911. But, with Gabrielle what she
should
do and what she actually
did
—well, those could be very different things.

If she wasn’t careful, the woman was going to walk into real trouble one day—the kind that she wouldn’t
be able to walk away from.

He slid through the window. Since it was after midnight, Cooper knew he’d virtually disappear into the darkness when he climbed down the back side of the building.

He’d make it out of there, undetected, provided he didn’t fall and break his neck.

He eased to the side, his feet resting against the window’s narrow ledge. He pulled the window back down and took a deep breath.

“Mr. Lockwood!”
Gabrielle’s horror-filled scream broke loud and clear through the night.

She’d found the body.

Jaw locking, Cooper made his way down that building.

Gabrielle had just stumbled into an extremely dangerous situation. Now he’d have to do some serious recon in order to keep her out of the cross fire.

* * *

I
T
WASN
’
T
HER
first dead body.

Gabrielle Harper stood behind the patrol car, her gaze on the apartment building. The cops had rolled in quickly after her call then they’d pushed her
out.

They hadn’t needed to push her so far. She knew better than to contaminate the scene. They didn’t have to worry about her destroying evidence.

Not my first dead body.
But the sight of Lockwood’s slit throat had still made nausea rise within her.

“Tell me again,” Detective Lane Carmichael said as he leaned back against the patrol car and studied her with an assessing gaze, “just why you were at Keith Lockwood’s house in the middle of the night?”

A crowd had already gathered.

Her gaze slid away from Lane’s and toward the apartment’s entrance. The body was being wheeled out through the double doors. Lockwood had been zipped up in a black bag. Bagged, tagged and taken away.

She swallowed.

“Gabrielle.”

The snap of her name jerked her attention back to Lane. His suit was wrinkled, his dark hair was tousled and his face was set in grim, I’m-sure-not-pleased-with-you lines.

That was typically the way Lane looked at her. Even when they’d been dating—briefly—he’d often given her that same look.

She worked the crime beat in Washington, D.C., covering stories for the
Inquisitor
—both the paper and its online subscriber base. Since Lane was a homicide detective, their paths crossed plenty.

That crossing had been good when they were dating.

Now that they weren’t—not so good.

“Lockwood called me,” she began.

“Dead men don’t make phone calls.” His arms were crossed over his chest—his interrogation stance. “The ME estimates that he’s been dead for over seven hours. Try again.”

Seven hours.
She filed that helpful detail away for later. “He called me around eight a.m. The guy left a voice message for me, saying he had some info to share about a story I’d covered.”

Lane’s head tilted. “Just what story would that be?”

Gabrielle pushed back her hair. It was summer in D.C., and she was sweating. “The unsolved murder of Kylie Archer.” A woman whose body had been discovered in her apartment months ago. Kylie’s throat had been slit.

Just like Lockwood’s.

Even in the summer heat goose bumps rose on her arms.

“I need everything you’ve got on Lockwood, Gabby,” Lane told her, his voice grim. “Everything.”

But she could only shake her head. The body had been loaded into the coroner’s van. Uniforms began to walk back into the apartment building. “I don’t have anything to give you. He called
me.
Left a message for me to meet him at this address after midnight. He mentioned Kylie’s name and said he had more information for me.” She was trying to cooperate, didn’t Lane get that? “I’d just run a piece on the web, highlighting Kylie’s unsolved murder, so I figured that Lockwood had seen it and he had a lead to share with me.”

Once a month, she featured an unsolved crime in her column. Thanks to those features, she’d helped close three cold cases.

Lane should thank her for that help.

His glare said he wouldn’t be thanking her anytime soon.

“What if the killer had still been inside that apartment?” he demanded. “What if he’d come at you with that knife?”

She had mace in her bag. Not much as a weapon, but it was
something.
“No one was there when I arrived.”

“You sure about that?”

Pretty sure since she’d gone through every room in that place. “I—”

“Gabrielle?” A surprised voice. Male. Rough. Very distinct.

When a woman heard a voice like that—so deep and hard and rumbling—she didn’t forget it.

She fantasized about it. She enjoyed it.

She didn’t forget.

“What’s going on?” That voice continued, and then a warm, strong hand closed over her shoulder. “Is somebody hurt?”

She turned and faced the owner of that sexy voice—Cooper Marshall. Tall, gorgeous and with a smile that had made her heart skip a beat the first time she met him.

In other words—trouble.

“Someone’s dead,” Lane said before she could respond to Cooper. “And if Gabrielle doesn’t learn to be more careful, she could wind up the same way.”

Cooper’s fingers tightened on her shoulder. “Dead?”

“You need to clear out of here,” Lane said, speaking to her and giving another of his firm nods. Lane liked his firm nods. “There’s no way any civilians are going to get near that crime scene tonight.”

That was not what Gabrielle wanted to hear. She had definite plans to explore that apartment, because she suspected that Lockwood had been in possession of some evidence that she could use.

“Catch the train, Gabby,” Lane advised her as he turned away, “and call it a night.”

A police car pulled away.

Cooper kept holding her. His touch sure felt warm.

She glanced at him again. Cooper was wearing black—a black T-shirt and pants, and the guy actually seemed to blend with the night. For such a big guy, she’d found that he blended easily.

But then again, he’d told her that he was a P.I. Private investigators were supposed to be extremely good at blending.

“What did you stumble on this time?” Cooper asked her, the growl kicking up in his words.

“Oh, the usual.” She tried to keep the tremble from her voice.
Failed.
“A witness who was murdered before he could talk to me.”

Cooper swore.

Yes, yes, that was how she felt, too.

“Forget the train. I’ll take you home.” Then he was pulling her with him and away from the crowd that had gathered on the street. “I was on my way home when I saw the lights. I thought I’d stop by and see what was happening.” He spared her a glance. “A dead man, Gabrielle?”

Yes, well, finding Lockwood dead hadn’t exactly been on her agenda.

Cooper’s motorcycle waited at the side of the road. He climbed on then tossed her the helmet. “Just hold on tight, and I’ll have you home soon.”

She caught the helmet, but hesitated.

“What?” The light from the streetlamp fell on his face. It glinted off his dark blond hair and made him look even more handsome—and dangerous. “Don’t you trust me for a little ride? Come on, we’re neighbors. It’s not like the trip is out of my way.”

He was right. They were neighbors. They shared a brownstone—just the two of them.

When she’d moved in four months ago, she hadn’t been sure what to expect from her male neighbor. Her landlord had told her that Cooper regularly worked out of the country, that she probably wouldn’t hear a peep from him.

She’d heard some peeps. And so far, he hadn’t been out of the country.

On her first day in the apartment, she’d baked him chocolate chip cookies. She had a thing about baking—it soothed her. So she’d strolled down with her cookies to say hello.

She’d gotten a good look at him, standing in the doorway, tall and sexy, and she’d almost dropped those cookies.

“Gabrielle?”

She shoved on her helmet and climbed onto the motorcycle behind Cooper.

He laughed. “You’re going to have to sit a little closer than that. And put your arms around me.”

She’d put her arms
behind
herself and was currently gripping the back of the seat.

He revved the engine. The bike kicked to life and when it shot forward, her hands flew up and wrapped around Cooper.

She gripped him as tightly as she could.

All muscle.

She could feel his rock-hard abs beneath her hands. No big surprise. She’d heard him working out before. Boxing. The guy loved to punch.

She’d seen him sporting an assortment of bruises since she’d met him, so she figured he must do more than just hit his punching bag. The guy probably fought at a local ring. The image of Cooper, bare-chested, fighting...well, that was an image that had sure floated in her mind before.

The motorcycle zoomed through the city, flying through intersections, cutting closely around corners. At one point, Gabrielle had to squeeze her eyes shut because she was pretty certain they were going to crash and become nothing but a mangled pile of limbs.

“We’re here.”

Her eyes cracked open. Sure enough, they’d made it to the brownstone. Located off the main streets and nestled in one of the few, quiet corners of D.C., the brownstone stood with its porch lights blazing.

She loved that place.

“You can...um, release that grip on me now,” Cooper told her.

Gabrielle realized that her nails were digging into his shirt—into him. “Sorry,” she muttered and jumped from the bike. “I’m not exactly a motorcycle fan.”

He shoved down the kickstand, and then took his time rising from the bike. “Really? And here I thought you liked to live on the wild side.”

What? Since when?

“Coming in at all hours of the night,” he murmured as he brushed past her and headed up the steps that would take them inside the brownstone. “Covering the most dangerous cases in the city. You sure seem like a woman who enjoys living on the edge.”

She wasn’t going to touch that one.

As they paused on the narrow porch, the wind chime that she’d hung up a few days before pealed softly. The sound soothed her, at least a little bit.

Gabrielle followed him inside. A large, curving bannister led to the apartment upstairs. Her place was up there. His apartment was downstairs, right below hers. They both had a key to the main door, and she watched as he secured that door.
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