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CHAPTER ONE
The thump of the music vibrated through the wall.
Detective Hunter Morgan scowled and watched the coffee in his mug ripple in time with the sound waves.
He set the mug down on his coffee table with a sigh. It was late. He’d had a long day at the station, juggling close to a dozen cases. Once he’d gotten home, he’d stripped off his jacket, tie, and holster, and changed into comfortable clothes. All he wanted now was some peace and quiet.
But his new neighbor of the past few weeks wasn’t letting that happen.
With a low growl, he stalked out of his living room and down the stairs. He’d bought the three-story townhouse at Hunters Point a year ago. After the U.S. Navy had cleaned up the old Naval shipyard, it had been redeveloped. Now it was filled with new townhouses, amenities, and parks, all with a view of San Francisco Bay.
Hunt loved sitting in his open plan kitchen and living area and watching the ships go by. His top floor bedroom also had a view of the city to the north. Best of all, it was only a ten-minute drive to the Public Safety Building that housed the San Francisco police station where he worked.
Now, his new neighbor was disturbing his sanctuary. She had music thumping at all hours of the night, and through their shared wall, he often heard her making clunking noises as she moved things around.
He’d knocked on her door before, but she’d never answered.
He’d looked into her. Savannah Cole was a graphic designer and was squeaky clean.
Too clean.
Hunt didn’t trust clean. His time in the military, and then with the SFPD, had taught him that no one was black or white, good or bad. People were shades of gray, usually shot through with some wild color every now and then.
Anyway, he’d had enough.
He opened his front door. Despite being summer, the night was cool, especially with the breeze coming in off the water. He’d changed into jeans and a T-shirt, and he hadn’t even bothered with shoes. He was going to talk to Ms. Cole if he had to ram her door down to get to her.
He crossed to her front door. Their townhouses shared a wall, and like his, the façade of hers was made up of a combination of cream stucco and wood siding. He thumped his fist on the door and waited.
No response.
He thumped again, a little harder, and kept going. He wasn’t even sure she could hear him over the music. His anger was on a low simmer. There were families in the complex, kids who’d be sleeping, so her inconsiderate music was affecting more than just him.
He rapped again. If she didn’t—
The door opened.
And Hunt found himself staring into a pair of blue eyes so light, they looked gray.
He was six foot three, so she seemed small, but he knew from his background check that she was five foot five.
Her slim body was dwarfed by a huge, white men’s shirt, that was currently splattered with paint, and he noticed the hem of tiny, denim shorts peeking from beneath. The shorts showed off her bare legs that ended with toenails painted a bright yellow.
He jerked his gaze back up. The pale-blonde hair had some curl to it, and it was piled on top of her head in a messy knot.
She eyed him with those gray eyes, sharp and filled with annoyance.
“Detective,” she said, in a voice that made him think of late-nights and silk sheets. “You planning to hammer a hole in my door?”
“If you’d answered the first time, I wouldn’t have had to.” He tilted his head. “You know who I am?”
She leaned against the doorjamb. “Detective Hunter Morgan. Oh, the neighborhood loves to gossip over its heroic detective.” She swiveled and headed back up the stairs. “If you’re coming in, close the door.” She disappeared.
Hunt yanked his gaze off her shapely legs and scowled. He closed the door. The place had the same layout as his. The lower floor had a small entry, and the garage off to one side, and a bedroom and bath on the other. Being a detective, he snooped.
The garage was empty, with just a few boxes stacked against the wall. That jived since he hadn’t found a car registered in her name. The bedroom was being used for storage. He frowned. It was filled with rolls of what looked like canvas leaning against the wall and lots of boxes.
What the hell?
He stomped up the stairs and the music got louder. The scent of paint hit him. Was she decorating?
He reached the living area and froze.
Savannah stood at a large easel that held a huge canvas. It was partly filled with paint, and she was busy stroking a brush over it. For some reason, the way she held the brush made him think of a female warrior with a sword in hand, about to head into battle.
“Come here,” she said, not even looking at him.
Music throbbed from a small speaker. Joan Jett’s gritty voice was front and center.
Savannah snatched up a piece of netting off a side table that was covered with an array of unusual items. She pressed it to the canvas.
“Hold that.” She grabbed his hand and pressed it to the netting.
Then she started splattering paint again… All over his hand.
Scowling, Hunt watched her face. She was completely absorbed by her work. Then she stepped back, nodded, and smiled.
Hunt’s gut knotted. That smile lit up her entire face.
She lifted her gaze and saw him watching her. Her smile vanished. She had a long, narrow face, and high cheekbones.
She set the brush down, grabbed a rag, and wiped her hands. “You did well, Detective.” She handed a rag to him, as well.
The music was still thumping, echoing in his ears. He wiped his hands and turned the speaker off. “We haven’t been officially introduced.”
Her lips quirked. “No, we haven’t. But we both know that you already know my name.”
“Savannah Cole.”
“And now we’ve met.” She headed to her kitchen. It was neat as a pin, and made him think that she didn’t cook. She filled a glass with water. As she drank it, he watched the slim line of her throat.
“You’re an artist.”
Smiling, she set the glass down. “With those keen powers of observation, you must be a very good detective.”
Ms. Cole clearly had no problem with sarcasm.
“You sell these?” He glanced around, there were several other finished paintings leaning against the walls. Then he looked back at her. He caught a quick look of grief before she hid it. Hmm. His instincts flared to life.
“This is a hobby,” she said. “Graphic design is my bread-and-butter.”
He studied the wild, passionate painting she was working on. It was of the Bay, the waters looking moody. Or at least, he thought it was. There was a surreal quality to it, like he was looking at it in a dream.
This definitely looked like more than a hobby to him, but what did he know about art?
“You play your music so loud that my walls shake,” he said.
She ran her tongue over her teeth. “Sorry. I lose myself when I’m working.”
“There are kids in the neighboring homes—”
“I’ll keep it down.” A strand of hair had escaped the bun, caressing her neck. It looked like spun gold, and he had the oddest urge to touch it.
He eyed her. His gut said that what he saw here was only the tip of the iceberg. He wanted to know more.
“So, where you from?” he asked.
She moved to the sink to wash up the glass, not looking at him. “All around. My family moved around a lot.”
That was a well-practiced non-answer. “Where were you born?”
Her head flicked up. “Interrogating me, Detective Morgan?”
Prickly thing. “No. Just being neighborly.”
“Right.” She moved to the stairs. “I’ll see you out.”
Ah, he’d been given his marching orders. He followed her down.
“I will try to keep the music down.” She opened her front door. “I don’t want to get arrested for disturbing the peace.” Her voice was dry.
But as Hunt watched, she scanned the quiet street outside. Her face was alert, watchful.
He straightened. What had Savannah Cole looking so carefully over her shoulder?
Every instinct he had stood up and shouted at him.
“Savannah—”
“It was nice to meet you.” She practically shoved him out the door. “Good night, Detective.”
She slammed the door shut between them.
Hunt crossed his arms over his chest and stared at the wood. Something was definitely off about his new neighbor.
He was a cop. It was his duty to find out exactly what it was.
And it had nothing to do with the long, appealing length of her bare legs.
SAVANNAH COLE SAGGED against the door, closed her eyes, and blew out a breath.
Her new neighbor was hot with a very large H.
As an artist, she appreciated men of all shapes and sizes. She saw the beauty in slim, androgynous, pretty faces, as well as big, fit, streamlined athletes.
But apparently her body had decided tough, slightly scowly, with a rock-solid, muscular body was exactly what lit her fire.
Shaking her head, she started up the stairs. Detective Hunter Morgan was not for her.
She could practically see that steel-trap mind of his working overtime. He was a man who’d demand answers, who’d work to uncover every secret.
And Savannah had a truckload of secrets, and no answers to give.
Back in her living room, she stared at the painting she was working on. She was mixing in textures. It was mostly blues, inspired by the shifting waters of the Bay. Sadness cut through her like a blade.
And no one would ever see it.
She had to keep her passion hidden, had to deny her attraction to men like Hunter Morgan.
She didn’t get to live a normal life. There was too much at stake.
Dragging in a breath, she waited for the pain to pass. She’d already stayed in San Francisco too long, but she loved the city.
She loved riding her bicycle through the shipyard area. Loved visiting galleries and museums. Loved the artsy vibe of the Mission District.
She’d been here six months. At first, she’d rented a small apartment in the Castro. Then the chance to house-sit this townhouse for a couple currently overseas had turned up. It had been perfect for her.
Savannah knew she should uproot and leave. She should dump the stuff she didn’t need, buy a shitty, second-hand car and go. Maybe she’d head south, to Arizona or New Mexico.
Looking at her canvas, her heart clenched. Once again, she’d have to get rid of all her paintings and sculptures. Once, her art had been celebrated, admired by hundreds.
Now, she had to hide it.
She liked graphic design and doing digital art, but it didn’t feed her soul like using a brush, palette knife, or clay did. But doing graphic design meant it was easy to keep her style generic, and she had several online accounts set up across the world. It made it easier to shuffle her money around and avoid detection.
She rubbed her throbbing temple. Life could be so horribly unfair. She thought of her mom and brother, and prayed that they were okay. She thought of her best friend Saskia. She thought of them, missed them, every day.
Maybe she’d head down to LA one day, find a Dark Web hacker, and send her mom an encrypted email.
No. They were safer not knowing where she was.
Anger, grief, and rage welled inside her.
She was the victim of a psychopath, and yet she paid the price over and over again.
Snatching up her palette knife, emotions welled through her. She wanted to turn the music back on, but she didn’t need Detective Morgan back at her door. Smelling good—like sandalwood and man—and looking good, tempting her with things she couldn’t have.
She ripped open her paints and dipped the knife in. Violent red. Excellent.
She attacked a new canvas.
Soon, she was lost in it. Every part of her was engrossed, letting the emotions inside her pour out. She worked hard, desperate to capture the beautiful moment that formed in her head, borne of wants, needs, and desires she had to deny.
She had no idea how long she worked. When she finally stepped back, she was exhausted. Her lower back ached, and she set the palette knife down and stretched.
Then her gaze fell on the canvas and she sucked in a breath.
It was a couple. They were surrounded by flames. It was done in her old, signature style, with blotches of paint giving an impressionist feel. It burst with emotion, passion, and sensuality.
She couldn’t do her art like this anymore, because it was too recognizable.
In the painting, the man was dressed, with a hint of a business shirt, tie, and short brown hair. The woman was naked. She was arched back, surrendering to her lover. He held her thigh pressed tight to his hip and his mouth was at her breast. Her blonde hair fell down like a rain of pale gold.
Savannah shifted, feeling desire simmer in her belly. She hadn’t been with a man in so long and she’d forgotten what it felt like to have a hard cock slide inside her, filling her up.
She bit her lip and stared at the painting.
Clearly the detective had made an impression.
She opened the door to the small balcony and stepped into the cool night air. Pressing her hands to the railing, she let the air wash over her.
She had to stay away from Hunter Morgan. She had four more months of housesitting. There was no rental agreement, or bills with her name on them. The name she was very aware Morgan suspected was fake.
It was, but it was a good fake. She’d paid a fortune for it.
Susannah Hart was dead. She couldn’t go back and paint a target on the people she loved.
She’d protect them the only way she knew how.
That meant running, and being Savannah Cole.
And she’d protect herself, as well. She didn’t want to die. She may not get to live the life she’d once dreamed about: a successful art career, a hot, sexy man, and a home with a light-filled studio for her to work in.
But she could steal little moments of life here and there. Then she’d move. Staying on the run was the only way to avoid the very sick man who was obsessed with her.
She lifted her head, and spotted a lone figure at the end of the street. She stiffened. The man was wearing a hoodie, and mostly hidden in the shadows.
Her mouth went dry, and her heart started pounding. For a second, she worried a panic attack was going to hit. She hadn’t had one in over a year.
Then the figure turned and walked away, swallowed up by the night.
Savannah released a shaky breath, and squeezed the railing with her fingers. Just someone out for a late-night walk.
When she’d first gone on the run, she’d seen her stalker everywhere. In fact, he’d almost caught her three times.
She released another breath. She’d gotten better at laying low and running. He’d never touch her, or her family, again.
Savannah slipped back inside and closed the sliding door.
This was just another reminder that there would be no sexy detectives for her.
CHAPTER TWO
Hunt slipped on his shoulder holster, then checked his SIG Sauer and slid the handgun in.
Bright-morning sunshine filled his stylish and well-equipped kitchen. His mom had delighted in helping him pick all the fixtures for his place. He filled a travel mug with coffee—strong and black. He took a sip, his mind running through all the cases he needed to follow up on today.
Out his window, he noticed a bicycle coming down the street. Sunlight glinted off blonde hair.
He stepped closer to the glass.
Savannah slowed, then got off her bike. There was a bunch of fresh flowers in the basket. Today, she was wearing formfitting, black yoga pants, and a slouchy tank top in a pinky-gray color. A shot of male appreciation filled him.
She disappeared from view, and still he stayed there, staring. The last thing he had time for was getting mixed up with his sexy, mysterious artist neighbor.
His cell phone rang. Shit. He hoped no one had gotten murdered. His brother’s name appeared on the display, and he smiled. “Hi, Cam.”
“Hey, Hunt.”
Hunt had two brothers. All three of them had joined the military, and Hunt had loved it. He’d found a calling there, and had worked with some of the best, most honorable men and women he’d ever met. Delta Force had pushed him, and he’d gotten to serve his country and make a difference.
Then, a bad parachute landing had blown out his knee. He’d still gotten the mission done, but he’d been told that he couldn’t go back to special forces.
It had hurt. Losing something he loved, the chance to make a difference, and failing his team… His hand clenched on his mug. He’d been bitter for a while, before he’d accepted it.
Then, he’d learned that his team had a mission go bad. Even now, his gut tied up in knots. Three men, brothers in arms, hadn’t made it back. Two of them had been married with kids, the third had a pregnant fiancée.
He hadn’t been there for them.
“Hunt?” Cam’s gritty voice came through the line.
His brother had recently gotten out of Ghost Ops. A special, covert team made up of the best of the best across special forces. They did the hardest, toughest missions. Their middle brother, Ryder, had been out a few years. He’d been a combat medic in the Air Force.
Ryder was now a part-time paramedic, and worked at a free clinic in the Tenderloin. Camden had taken a job in private security. He now worked for Hunt’s friend, Vander Norcross, at Norcross Security.
“Sorry,” Hunt said. “How’s it going, Cam?”
“Fine.”
There was something buried deep in Cam’s voice. He wasn’t fine. Not yet.
“Settling in at Norcross?” Hunt asked.
“It’s only my second day. Vander runs a tight ship.”
Hunt really wanted to know how Cam was doing. He’d had a bomb explode on his team. His physical scars were healing, but he’d lost people.
A person never really got over that. Hunt was pretty sure that Camden wasn’t ready to talk, but Hunt would be there for him, any way he needed him.
“I was calling to see if you wanted to catch up tonight?” Cam said. “Grab some dinner.”
“Sure. Beer and burger at Harry’s?” The sports bar was one of their favorites.
“Sounds good. I’ll see if Ryder’s free, too. See you then.”
“Great. Bye, Cam.”
Hunt stared out the window at the Bay, not really seeing the gleaming water. Cam needed time, and Hunt knew that better than anyone.
On the plus side, Vander would keep an eye on him. Vander was former Ghost Ops as well. Norcross Security would give Cam a sense of purpose, just as the police force had done for Hunt. He’d found his new calling as a cop.
He grabbed his car keys and headed downstairs. He drove an unmarked Dodge Charger. He’d gotten in late the day before, so he’d parked on the street out front, rather than in his garage.
His downstairs bedroom was set up as a gym. He’d already worked out this morning, and hit his rowing machine hard. He swam a couple of times a week as well, when he could fit it in. Once, he’d loved to run, but his messed-up knee ruled that out these days.
He locked his front door, juggling his travel mug and his suit jacket that he’d slung over his arm, just as Savannah came out of her front door.
They eyed each other warily.
“Morning,” he said.
“Good morning.” Her gaze dropped to his holster. “You look very…detective-like today.”
His lips twitched. “And you look very artist-like.”
She raised a brow.
“You have paint on your cheek.” He pulled a clean handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the mark.
This close to her, she smelled like paint and flowers. It seemed like the perfect combination for her.
She was still, those big gray eyes watching him steadily.
“Detective Morgan,” a singsong female voice called out.
Savannah stepped back, her gaze unsettled.
“Don’t go,” he said quietly. There might have been a touch of panic to his tone.
Now amusement sparked in the gray. “Surely you aren’t afraid of one overly friendly woman?”
“Savannah—”
“Good morning!” Denise Morford stopped in front of them, a huge smile on her face. She was an attractive forty-something, twice divorced, and on the hunt for husband number three. She wore a snug skirt that hugged her hips, a white tank with a deep V to show off her impressive cleavage, and lots of statement necklaces made of colorful stones. She designed jewelry and sold it online for a living.
“Morning, Denise,” he said.
“Hunt, you’re looking tired today.” Denise smiled. “You should let me make you a nice, home-cooked meal tonight.”
“Sorry, I can’t. I have plans already.”
“I’ll leave you guys to it.” With an amused smile, Savannah crossed the street. He watched her go, heading over to where Mrs. Romero was watering the pots of flowers she kept out in front of her place.
“So, maybe another night then?” Denise asked hopefully.
Hunt watched Savannah talk with Mrs. Romero. The older widow beamed at Savannah and pinched her cheek.
There was no prickliness in sight from his neighbor.
“Hunt?”
He blinked and looked back at Denise. “I can’t, Denise. Sorry. Work’s really busy.”
Her face fell. “Of course. You work so hard.”
He looked up and saw Savannah hand something to Mrs. Romero. The old woman looked thrilled.
He squinted and realized it was a small painting…of the older lady’s pots of flowers. It was done in an abstract style, bursting with color.
“Well, then…” Denise tucked her brown hair behind her ear. “I’ll just—”
Hunt’s phone rang. Vander’s name came up on the screen. “I need to take this. Excuse me.” He pressed it to his ear. “Vander.”
“Hey, Hunt.” The deep voice of Vander Norcross came across the line.
“You’d better still be making my cousin a happy woman.” When Hunt noted Denise listening intently, he smiled, and stepped back inside his townhouse to avoid the nosiness.
Two months back, Vander—a dangerous man with a scary reputation in San Francisco—had helped out Hunt’s cousin, Detective Brynn Sullivan.
During their time in the military, Vander and Hunt had worked together a few times, until Vander had been recruited to run a shadowy Ghost Ops team.
Now, Hunt was usually left cleaning up the mess Vander and his team at Norcross left whenever they tackled a job in the city. He’d intervened more times than he could count to deal with high-speed chases, beaten-up bad guys, and dead bodies. He didn’t always agree with Vander’s tactics—which included doing whatever the hell he thought was necessary and damn the rules—but Hunt knew Vander was a good man.
Shockingly, Vander had taken the ultimate fall, and fallen in love with Brynn. The pair were crazy about each other. Brynn was now happily living in Vander’s loft above the Norcross Security warehouse.
“Well, she was a happy woman this morning.” Vander’s tone held a touch of smugness.
Hunt groaned. “No details. Please.”
He didn’t need to imagine Vander and Brynn that way. Hunt was damn glad that Brynn was happy, and while Vander hadn’t softened much, he seemed a little less intense.
“I wanted to discuss a case with you,” Vander said.
“Sure. And I wanted to ask about Cam.”
Vander sighed. “He needs time, Hunt, but he’ll get there. We all did. We can help smooth the way for him.”
“Thanks, Vander. Now tell me about your case.”
“THANK YOU, LOVELY GIRL.”
Savannah smiled at sweet Mrs. Romero.
The woman loved her flowers, loved to talk, and often dropped off a loaf of freshly made bread for Savannah.
“I’m glad you like it.” It had only taken her minutes to put together the little painting of Mrs. Romero’s flowers.
“I sent a picture of the last one you did to my son and daughter-in-law. They live in New York. So far away. But they loved seeing your beautiful painting.”
The mention of New York sent a pang through Savannah. She’d never, ever go home again.
She turned her head and watched a dejected Denise walking away. Detective Morgan stood with the phone pressed to his ear, unlocking his front door.
How could the man look so hot just talking on the phone? And the shoulder holster didn’t help. He looked scrumptious.
Her fingers itched to sketch him. He disappeared back inside. Denise, her romantic intentions thwarted, headed back down the street to her place. She seemed like a nice lady. Savannah couldn’t blame the woman for trying.
“I’ll make you some more sourdough.” Mrs. Romero patted Savannah’s arm. “I know how much you like it.”
She smiled. “Thanks, Mrs. R.”
But inside, Savannah felt a niggle. Mrs. R knew that Savannah liked bread. Ella-Mae, who lived three doors down, was in high school, and loved to pepper Savannah with art questions. The girl was a budding artist who liked to paint. And then there was the nosy detective who was just a little too curious.
Yeah, she’d been here too long.
Suddenly, loud shouts down the street made her stiffen.
Mrs. R’s face paled. “Oh, no.”
Savannah pivoted, and her gut knotted.
A man stormed out of one of the townhouses, arms waving, body language aggressive. His wife stepped out behind him, holding her thin body stiffly. When he yelled again, the woman flinched.
John Garoppolo bellowed some more, and Marcie flinched again. Her blonde hair was lank and loose.
“You were flirting with him,” John roared.
“I just said hello to—”
“Shut up, you whore.”
Enough. “Excuse me, Mrs. Romero.”
“Savannah, maybe—”
“It’ll be fine.” Savannah strode toward the fighting couple. As she got closer, her jaw tightened.
Marcie had a black eye.
“John,” Savannah said. “Marcie.”
The man whirled. He wasn’t tall, but he was stocky, with a swarthy face and some Italian heritage. He’d probably been handsome once.
In high school, he’d probably been the good-looking athlete who the girls flocked to. He probably thought he’d be rich and successful one day.
Instead, he was a mediocre shmoe who worked some desk job, had put on a few pounds, and whose hair had thinned.
As she got closer, she smelled stale alcohol. He’d clearly had a big night.
“Why don’t you head back inside, John? Marcie, would you like to come to my place to have a cup of tea?”
“Shut up, bitch,” John spat.
Marcie flinched, but Savannah just crossed her arms. She’d heard worse. Way worse.
“Look, Marcie and I will just—”
“You’ll do nothing.” John’s face scrunched. “Marcie is my useless, cheating wife. She stays with me.”
Savannah straightened. The guy was a bully. She hated bullies.
And she was no one’s damn victim.
“She doesn’t belong to you, asshole.”
Marcie gasped. “Savannah, please don’t…” Her face was pinched with fear.
She was so terrified. She’d probably married the guy with stars in her eyes, thinking she’d found her prince charming. Until her prince and dream had all gone sour.
Why was it that the worst monsters looked normal? Savannah knew that better than anyone.
“Come with me, Marcie.” She held out a hand.
“She’s not going anywhere with you,” John roared. He grabbed the front of Marcie’s shirt.
The woman sucked in a breath, then he shoved her against the side of the house.
“Hey!” Savannah yelled.
She saw others on the street, watching restlessly, looking upset. She spotted Ella-Mae. The teenager’s face was sheet-white. As John slammed Marcie again, the woman cried out in pain.
Anger ignited in Savannah. She caught Ella-Mae’s gaze. “Get Hunter. Go.”
With a nod, the teen took off down the street.
Savannah grabbed a handful of the back of John’s T-shirt.
“Let her go,” Savannah said. “Now.”
With a grunt, he spun. “You should have stayed out of our business.”
“You bullying and roughing up your wife, or any woman, is everyone’s business.”
His hands flexed. “You’re just another whore.”
“You’re just another asshole.”
With an ugly growl, he stepped into her space. Savannah felt a shot of fear, absorbed it. She knew the source of it was old. One that she would never let define her.
She lifted her chin. “What are you going to do, John? The whole street is watching.”
He glanced around, clearly noting their worried neighbors.
She jerked her head to the side. “Come on, Marcie.” Savannah couldn’t stop a faint smile. There was nothing better than assholes getting beaten.
Marcie looked frozen; her hand fluttered toward Savannah before she pressed it to her neck, instead. She looked so uncertain and afraid.
Then the woman took a step toward her, and John snapped.
“No! The bitch is mine. You fucking stay out of this.” He swung his arm and caught Savannah in the face.
His fist wasn’t quite closed—it was a half punch, half slap. He hit her jaw and mouth. Pain exploded, and she tasted blood.
And her anger.
No asshole would hit her, hurt her, or scar her again.
She heard shouts, but her vision formed a tunnel. Fueled by her rage, she launched at John. He wasn’t expecting it.
She tackled him to the ground, with her landing on top. His head hit the concrete and he bellowed.
“You don’t get to hurt people, asshole.” She gripped his shirt. “You—”
He swung at her again.
His fist never connected.
Savannah was suddenly pulled backward. Her back hit a hard wall of chest and she turned her head, and looked into the coldly furious eyes of Hunter Morgan.
That green gaze swept over her, pausing on her mouth. She felt his anger swelling. Something flashed in the green, and his jaw tightened.
He set her down, then turned. He towered over John who was still sprawled on the sidewalk.
“Arrest her, Hunt,” the man spluttered. “She attacked me. I was just—”
Hunt leaned down and dragged the man up. “You don’t want to say anything, Garoppolo.”
The lethal tone made goose bumps erupt on Savannah’s arms. Man, she never, ever wanted Hunter Morgan to use that tone on her.
Hunt hauled John around, and pulled handcuffs off his belt.
“Regina and Ella-Mae, take Marcie inside. Get her a drink and an ice pack.”
The teenager and her mother nodded, then ushered the shell-shocked Marcie inside.
Hunt speared Savannah with a laser-sharp gaze. “You, don’t move.” Then he shoved John face first against the door, and yanked the man’s wrists behind his back. “And you be quiet while I read you your rights. You’re under arrest.”
CHAPTER THREE
Hunt kept a tight grip on his temper as he jerked the handcuffed John around.
A police cruiser turned onto the street. Hunt had called it in. A male and female officer got out. Hunt recognized the woman, a veteran in the SFPD. He handed over the now-silent but still belligerent John.
“Guy hit his wife,” Hunt said.
The female officer, Maureen Polansky, glared. The other officer shook his head.
Yeah, they’d seen it all before, but for Hunt, there was a special place in hell for a man who’d hurt someone physically smaller than them—especially a woman or a child. And especially someone you were supposed to love.
“There were lots of witnesses. And he assaulted another woman.”
The upside of that was if Marcie decided not to press charges, they could still charge him with hitting Savannah.
Hunt glanced over at Savannah, and rage stirred in his gut. Her lip was swollen and split, and there was dried blood on the corner of her mouth. She leaned against the low, stone wall marking the boundary of the property, watching John with undisguised hatred.
She’d attacked John like she was a tiger, not fifty pounds smaller than the guy.
They’d have a discussion about that later.
“Will the wife press charges?” Polansky asked.
“Not sure. Try your best.”
“We’ve got it from here, Detective,” the other officer said.
Hunt turned to Savannah. She watched him coming, those gray eyes full of secrets and wariness.
He gently gripped her chin, studied her lip, and tried to ignore the fact that he also noticed they were perfectly shaped.
She didn’t fidget or fuss, and his chest tightened. That told him she’d likely been hit in the face before.
That, he really didn’t like.
“Come on.” He took her arm and tugged her to her feet. He pulled her toward his place.
“Don’t you have to get to work?” she asked.
“I will.”
“Surely crime waits for no man.”
He unlocked his front door and towed her upstairs. As they entered his living area, she looked around with interest.
“Wow… You’re so neat. And tidy.”
His lips quirked. “You say that like it’s a flaw.”
He didn’t have much in the way of decoration, but everything was neat and tidy. He attributed that to his military training. He did have a nice, framed photo of the San Francisco skyline on the wall.
She made a sound.
Hunt’s lips twitched. “We can’t all be wild, disorganized artists.”
“I’m not disorganized. I know exactly where all my stuff is.”
“That’s impossible.” He pulled her into the kitchen, then gripped her slim waist and set her on the island.
She gasped.
And Hunt marveled at the fact that his hands almost spanned her small waist.
He reached over and opened the freezer, pulled out an ice pack, and wrapped it in a kitchen towel. Then he pressed it to her lip.
Savannah pulled in a sharp breath. “I have ice at my place.”
“My ice is better.” He met her gaze and leaned a hip against the island. “You have a problem letting someone help you?”
She shifted her shoulders, looking uncomfortable. “I’m just used to looking after myself.”
Maybe she had to, because she was never anywhere long enough to let anyone close. He noted in his check on Savannah Cole that she didn’t have a permanent place of residence.
She waved the ice pack around. “Don’t look at me like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like I’m a mystery that needs solving.”
He pushed the ice pack back on her lip. “If the shoe fits.”
“I’m not a mystery. I’m a simple woman.”
He snorted.
Her eyes narrowed. “I am.”
“Sure.”
“Sarcasm doesn’t become you, Detective Morgan.”
“Call me Hunt.”
“I like Hunter better.” Then she clamped her mouth shut like she hadn’t meant to say that.
No one called him Hunter. Even his mom called him Hunt. But he liked the idea of this mysterious, gray-eyed blonde calling him Hunter.
“You can call me Hunter.” He cocked his head. “You shouldn’t have engaged John.”
Her face hardened. “He was hurting Marcie. I wasn’t going to let that asshole lay his hands on her again.”
The vehemence in her voice made him even more intrigued. “You could’ve been really hurt.”
She shrugged, waving the ice pack around again. “There were people around. I’m not stupid. And I told Ella-Mae to get you right away.” She paused. “I had to do something.”
He pushed the ice pack back on again.
“The lip is all right,” she said. “It’ll heal up fast.”
“You know this from experience?”
Her gaze shifted, and she suddenly seemed very interested in his backsplash tiles.
“Do you think Marcie will press charges?” she asked.
Hunt sighed. “I’ve spoken with her before… DV situations are difficult.”
“He’s a violent, aggressive asshole, so it seems pretty cut and dry to me.”
Hunt scraped a hand over his hair. “It should be.” But it never was. “Will you press charges?”
Her gaze dropped. “I’m not really hurt…”
“It’ll help.”
“No.” She shook her head.
“Savannah—”
“I can’t. I…” She bit her lip.
“Well, let’s see how it goes with Marcie, or the asshole will get off.”
Savannah’s gaze moved back to his face. “I am sorry. You must see assholes get away with all kinds of stuff.”
“Yeah.” It was the hardest part of his job.
“It sucks that sometimes the bad guys are clever enough to avoid consequences.” There was resignation buried deep in her voice. “Life is never fair.”
“Hey.” Hunt put a finger under her chin. “Life isn’t always fair, but it isn’t all bad.”
She didn’t respond, but her fingers circled his wrist. She pushed his hand away, but her gaze locked on it. She got a focused look.
“I want to sculpt your hands.”
Hunt frowned. “What?”
“Your hands.” She turned his hand over. “They’re so strong, and you have long fingers.” She stroked her fingers over his knuckles and the scars there. “You have strength. You’ve lived. Worked. It shows.”
“Savannah…”
Her gaze flicked up.
“You’d better stop stroking my hands like that, because it’s giving me ideas, and I have to get to the station.”
She dropped his hand like it was on fire. “I need to go.” She leaped off the island and dumped the ice pack in the sink. “Um, thanks for the ice, and the help.”
“Try not to take on any more abusive assholes today.”
That got him a faint smile. “The day is young, so I can’t make any promises.”
“Keep an eye on that lip.”
“Right.” She headed for the stairs.
“And Savannah?”
She paused and looked back at him.
“I’m a detective. My job is to solve puzzles. And it’s too late, because I’m planning to solve yours.”
Her eyes widened, and he caught a flash of strong emotion. Fear, but something else, as well. “Hunter—”
“I’ll see you later.”
She stared at him for a beat, then fled.
Oh yes, she was definitely a mystery he planned to solve.
SAVANNAH HUNCHED OVER THE TABLE, moving her hands over the clay.
It was coming to life. Matching the picture in her head exactly.
She’d been working feverishly, and lost track of time.
After the drama of the morning, she’d worked at her computer for a bit, and then had finally given in to the urgent, growing need to sketch.
To sketch Hunter.
She’d finally made herself stop, and paint. But those hands—those strong, steady, scarred hands—wouldn’t leave her alone. She’d had to capture them.
And not with charcoal or paint.
She’d pulled out some clay and gotten to work.
His strong hands were coming to life for her.
She’d captured the strength of the man who stood for others. Who protected. Her sculpture had morphed a little. In it, those strong hands were cradling a set of smaller, more feminine ones between them. She hadn’t used her own hands as the template on purpose. It was just the easiest option.
She stroked the clay. Dammit. She couldn’t hold everything in place in order to get it just right. And she didn’t want to use a vise.
A thumping sound interrupted her thoughts.
She frowned.
The thumping came again. She realized someone was hammering on her door.
With an irritated huff, she carefully set the sculpture down and headed down the stairs. She swiped her hands on her shirt.
She yanked open the door. “What?”
Hunter stood on her doorstep. He was still in the suit pants and blue shirt from this morning, but his tie and holster were gone.
“I’m checking on you,” he said. “I saw your light on.”
She frowned.
“It’s midnight,” he added.
“It is?” Then she shook her head. “Come here.” She grabbed his shirt and yanked him inside.
She realized that her hands were still mostly covered in clay, which was now smeared on his shirt.
But she didn’t care about that right now. Her mind was whirling too much to be sorry she’d messed up his shirt. She needed to finish her sculpture.
“Savannah—”
“Shush. Just hurry up.” She bounded up the stairs.
She moved back to the plastic-covered dining table. She worked the clay again. She felt almost delirious. She had to finish it.
“Here.” She grabbed his hands—the real ones. Those big, strong hands that had inspired her. “Hold here. Don’t press too hard, or I’ll have to kill you.”
He made a sound. “I’m a detective, remember? You’d get caught.”
“I’d be justified, if you ruin this.”
She shifted, her body brushing his. Now that he was holding it, she could work on crafting the female hands clasped gently, but possessively, by those larger male ones.
She lost track of time again, following the vision in her head.
Then finally, it was done.
Savannah straightened, and felt how stiff her back and neck were.
“Can I let go?”
She blinked, Hunt’s deep voice bringing her fully back to reality. “Yes.”
He stared at the sculpture of the hands. “It’s incredible, Savannah. So lifelike.”
Did he recognize his own hands? She cleared her throat, and grinned. “It’s gorgeous. Just like I pictured it.”
He cocked his head. “Is that how it works? You have a picture in your head?”
She nodded. “Like a vision. But usually, I find nothing ever works out quite how you imagine it. That’s the struggle of an artist, having this vision, but not having the skills to realize it as perfectly as you want. But this one worked out.”
“Does it have a name?”
She met his gaze. “Strength. Ah, thanks for the help.”
“You didn’t give me much choice.”
Her smile widened. “And it looks like I owe you a shirt.”
He glanced down at the smears and grunted.
Savannah took a step, then swayed.
“Hey.” Strong arms slid around her.
“I’m fine. Just lightheaded.” The room spun a little.
He guided her to the couch. “When was the last time you ate?”
She wrinkled her nose. “Um, I’m not sure.”
“Did you eat dinner?”
“Um…”
“Lunch?” he asked more forcefully.
“Maybe?” She sagged against the cushions. She was pretty sure she’d grabbed a piece of bread and honey at some stage.
Hunt made an unhappy sound and strode to her kitchen. She noted that he always strode, like a man on a mission, a man with a purpose. No lazy stroll for Hunter Morgan.
He washed his hands, then opened her refrigerator. “You know you have one wilted tomato, some juice, butter, and a hunk of cheese?”
“Yep.”
He glanced her way. “That’s it.”
“What are you? The refrigerator police? I need to get some groceries. I have some bread from Mrs. Romero.”
Hunt brought her back a glass of water, and a healthy slice of sourdough slathered with butter. He also had a wet cloth.
He sat on the ottoman in front of her, and grabbed her hands. He then set about wiping the clay off them.
Unwelcome heat pooled in her belly. When was the last time someone had taken care of her like this?
Needing a distraction, she snatched up the bread and devoured it. “You’re a bit of a mother hen.”
A line formed on his brow. “Making sure you don’t collapse is just being nice.”
“Uh huh.” She licked her fingers.
His gaze dropped to her mouth.
A flicker of heat danced in Savannah’s belly. Okay, more than a flicker, but less than a raging inferno.
But she knew herself well enough, even if it had been a tragically long time since she’d been with a man, that this thing could grow into raging-inferno territory in a heartbeat, if she let it.
“I had to get the art done. It’s a compulsion. When I’m like that, I don’t eat, sleep… I just work.”
He turned his head to look at the sculpture. “It is impressive. I never considered my hands as artwork.”
Ah, so he had recognized them. She fought back the heat filling her cheeks. “I felt inspired. Thanks for the help. I was frustrated that I couldn’t get it finished. What time is it?”
“Nearly one in the morning.”
“Shit. Well, at least I didn’t stay up all night.” She eyed him. “You just got home from work?”
“No.”
Her stomach did a funny circle. “Date?”
“Dinner with my brothers.”
“Oh. Are they cops like you?” She instantly thought of her brother, Ezra, and missed him dreadfully. He’d been a smart-ass, funny, and so much fun. Her heart clenched.
“No. Ryder is a paramedic, and Camden just got out of the military. He’s working in private security.”
“A family of protectors.” Her gaze moved back to the sculpture. God, it was so good. She leaped up. “Look at this. It’s so gorgeous.”
He came up behind her. “I know nothing about art, but it’s amazing, Savannah. You’re very talented.”
Giddy, she spun, grabbed the collar of his shirt and kissed him.
He froze.
She was feeling too good to process the consequences, and pulled back, smiling. “Thanks again for the help, Detective.”
“Wait.” His hands clamped on her waist. Then he yanked her forward.
She registered a hard body, but then all she could think about was the firm, mobile mouth capturing hers.
And the deep, slightly bossy kiss he laid on her.
She clung to him, tasting him, her head spinning.
He lifted his head.
“Right. You’d better go. I need sleep.” She eyed the clay on his shirt. There was even more now. “Oops, I made it worse. I really owe you a shirt.”
“It’s fine.”
An image of Hunt, with no shirt, lodged in her head. He’d have a tough, muscular body, she could tell. Her throat went dry.
She had to get him out of there before she did something stupid.
Then she grabbed his hand, and towed him down the stairs.
Yes, she needed him gone, before she made a mistake of epic proportions.
He stayed quiet on the journey to her front door.
She yanked the door open. “Good night, Detective.”
“Simple woman, my ass.” He ran his thumb over her lip, gently moving over where it was cut. “Good night, Savannah.”
CHAPTER FOUR
The next morning, Hunt headed out to his Charger.
There was no sign of movement at Savannah’s. He scowled. She was probably sleeping like a baby. Meanwhile, he felt tired and churned up.
That kiss…
She’d vibrated with passion, then shoved him out the door like he had an infectious disease. He knew she was wary, but still. After helping her with her artwork, he’d thought they’d made a connection. Hell, he’d never felt that feeling before, having a hand in creating something so beautiful.
Sure, putting criminals behind bars gave him a sense of satisfaction, but that was different. That always felt like the end of something bad. But making art felt like the beginning of something good.
And how Savannah had looked after that kiss, her face flushed with desire…
If she poured that much passion into her art, would she give the same level of it in bed? His cock tightened.
Hunt swallowed a groan. He’d dreamed of her. All night. He’d woken with a throbbing cock that he had to take care of in the shower.
Today, he was stopping at the local coffee shop for something with an extra shot before he headed to his desk. He found a parking space and headed inside the Roasted Bean, known to the locals as the Bean.
They were doing a brisk business.
“Hey there, Detective.” The pretty brunette at the counter gave him a flirtatious smile. “The usual?”
“Yes, thanks, Sam.”
He paid and moved aside, going through his cases in his head. He needed to catch up with Brynn about some gang crime, then follow up with some informants.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a bicycle pass by the front window. His muscles tightened, and a moment later, Savannah bustled into the coffeeshop.
She wore another pair of those tiny denim shorts, and a slouchy, white T-shirt. It fell off one shoulder, revealing smooth, golden skin. Her blonde hair was in a ponytail today, and it made her look younger. She headed straight for the counter.
“Vanilla latte. Stat.” She smiled, then turned and spotted him. Her smile wavered and she hesitated, then she moved toward him. “Hey.”
“Good morning.” Damn, just looking at her tied him in knots. He wanted her. Badly. He wasn’t a man used to having trouble controlling himself. “How’s the lip?”
His gaze went to her pink lips, covered in something glossy. The small injury looked better already.
“Totally fine.” Her finger brushed her bottom lip, sending his brain into X-rated territory.
Shit. He put a stranglehold on his out-of-control desire. “Sleep well?”
“Like a baby.”
“That makes one of us.”
She raised a brow at his grumpy tone. “Rough night?”
He leaned closer. “My sexy neighbor kept me up.”
Heat hit her cheeks. “It wasn’t that late.”
“It wasn’t helping you with your art that kept me up.” Her hair smelled like fruity shampoo, but still with an undertone of paint that he shouldn’t find so alluring. “It was afterward, lying in my bed, hard for you.”
Her lips parted. “Hunter…”
“Hi, Savannah. Hi, Detective Morgan.”
Hunt made himself step back. Ella-Mae was beaming at them. The teenager was tall and thin, her blonde-brown hair in a braid.
“Hi, Ella-Mae.” Savannah shot the girl a bright smile.
“I wanted to ask how Marcie was?” The girl’s face filled with worry.
“She’s staying with her sister, and sorting out her options.” Hunt hoped she picked one where she divorced her abusive husband, but Hunt had heard the excuses she’d made for John—that he was stressed at work, not sleeping well, had some health issues.
It was fifty-fifty as to how it would go for Marcie.
“So, she’s safe.” Ella-Mae released a breath. “Savannah, you were like Wonder Woman yesterday, diving in there to stop John.”
It looked like Ella-Mae had a girl crush.
“She was foolish,” Hunt said.
Both women looked at him.
“She could have gotten hurt badly, worse than a split lip.”
Savannah straightened. “Morgan—”
He touched a loose strand of her hair and tucked it back behind her ear. “Foolish, but brave.”
Some of the fire went out of her eyes.
Hunt noted Ella-Mae looking between the two of them, and her smile—impossibly—got bigger.
“Morgan and Cole,” the barista called out.
Ella-Mae nodded. “I’ll let you two get back to your coffee date. I need to go.”
“It’s not a date,” Savannah said quickly.
The teenager winked. “Right. Well, I need a chai and a doughnut.”
“Shouldn’t you be at your summer job?” Savannah asked.
“I have a day off. Bye.”
Savannah snatched up her coffee. Hunt reached past her for his own.
“Great, now she thinks we’re together,” Savannah muttered.
“You have a problem with that?”
“We aren’t together.” She sipped her coffee.
“Yet,” he countered.
Her eyes went wide. “What?”
“I like the look of you, Savannah.”
She stiffened. “I won’t be around long. I don’t do relationships.”
“You mean you have secrets, and you don’t trust easily.”
She looked away and sipped her coffee again.
Hunt moved closer. “I like how you smell like paint. I like the way you look at me, even when you’re trying not to. I admire that you rushed in to protect Marcie, even though it was risky. And I like that you really liked my hands. I’m keen to let you study them in more detail.”
Those gray eyes met his, boiling with emotion. “Don’t do this,” she whispered.
“What?”
“Tempt me with things I can’t have.”
There was so much pain in her voice. He fought back a frown, and the urge to bombard her with questions. A part of him wanted to know who’d hurt her so he could make it go away. It was just how he was built.
Suddenly, he heard the screech of tires outside, and then the distinct sound of gunfire.
The front windows of the Bean shattered.
Hunt acted on instinct. He leaped on Savannah, taking her to the ground.
Screams exploded through the coffee shop, and furniture rattled and shook as patrons dove for cover.
“Hunt,” she said shakily.
“Stay still,” he growled. “Everyone down!”
There was another spray of bullets, and he felt Savannah jolt and press into him. He made sure he kept her covered with his body.
Bullets peppered the counter, pinged off metal and glass. Something broke with a loud crash. Savannah cried out, and he held her tighter.
He’d keep her safe. He hadn’t been there for his team in Afghanistan, but he’d be there for Savannah.
Finally, there were no more bullets. There was another screech of tires.
Cautiously, he lifted his head. Sobs and cries filled the coffee shop.
“Hunter.” Savannah’s fingers curled into his arms.
He kissed her nose. “It’s going to be okay.”
A teenage boy half rose from behind a chair. “They’re gone. The car sped off.”
Hunt nodded. “Stay down.” He needed to call it in. “Is anyone hurt?”
“My dad’s bleeding!” a girl yelled. “Help!”
Shit.
SAVANNAH COULDN’T STOP SHAKING. She dragged in some deep breaths, reminding herself over and over that the danger was gone.
Hunt moved into a crouch and pulled a dangerous-looking handgun out. She watched him scanning the street through the shattered windows.
Savannah jumped up. A middle-aged man was sitting against the wall, a hand pressed to his shoulder. Blood was oozing through his fingers.
She moved to the counter. The baristas were huddled on the floor behind it, terrified.
“It’s going to be okay.” She grabbed some towels and then moved toward the man. “I’m going to put this on your wound to stop the bleeding.”
The man nodded. His daughter seemed to be about ten, and was clinging to his arm. She had a face full of freckles, and looked so pale and scared.
Savannah steeled herself and looked at the man’s shoulder. Her stomach rolled a little. “Now, I’m no expert, but it looks like the bullet clipped the top of your shoulder. You should be fine.” She pressed the towel harder and hoped to hell she wasn’t lying.
Beside the man, the girl whimpered.
Hunt was striding through the store, calming people. Savannah saw the way people watched and listened to him. His authoritative, calm voice soothed them.
It soothed her jittering nerves a little, too.
“Something like this shouldn’t happen here,” the man said, voice shaky. “It’s a safe area. Olivia and I come here multiple times a week. It’s our thing. Dad and daughter coffee.”
“The police will sort it out.”
“I’m scared.” Olivia grabbed her dad’s hand.
“See that man?” Savannah nodded toward Hunt. “He’s a police detective. He catches bad guys.”
“He’ll catch the shooter?” Olivia brightened a little.
“He’ll do everything he can.” Savannah shot the girl a confident smile. Crap, she hoped it looked confident.
Moments later, several police cruisers screamed to a halt outside.
Hunt sent her one long glance, then strode out to meet the officers. She looked around. People were coming out of hiding. Some were pointing at the bullet holes, others hugging each other.
She studied the damage. The bullet holes were all clustered around the center of the store.
The hairs on the back of her neck rose.
No.
She swallowed. They were all grouped around where she and Hunt had been standing.
Her heart pounded.
It was just a coincidence. She swallowed again. Her stalker had never shot at her, or used a gun.
That she knew of.
The paramedics arrived next. Hunt pointed toward the man Savannah was helping.
The men, wearing navy-blue uniforms, headed over. One paramedic looked older—probably in his late fifties, head shaved, a graying goatee on his chin. The other one… Wow. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with lean hips. He had longish, brown hair pulled back in a stubby tail, and stubble that suited him mighty fine.
His lips were tipped in a faint smile that promised sin. And his green eyes were the exact same shade as Hunt’s.
Her gaze flicked between the two men. They looked similar, except one looked like a clean-cut, handsome, bossy cop, and the other a bad boy, who mothers warned their daughters to avoid.
“Please, step back, ma’am,” the older paramedic said. “We’ll take it from here.”
Savannah rose. She looked up at the hot Morgan paramedic. The man eyed her, his smile widening.
Then Hunter stepped up beside her and slid an arm around her waist. “Dibs.”
The paramedic’s lips twitched.
Savannah cocked her head. “Did you just call dibs on me?”
“Yes. I have two brothers. I’ve learned to stake my claim to what I want fast—the last steak, the leftovers, the front seat, whatever.”
“Did you just compare me to a steak?”
“I would never do that, beautiful,” the paramedic said. “I have way more class than that.”
“Your brother’s pretty smooth, Hunter,” she said.
Hot paramedic winked.
“And cocky,” she added.
“He was born that way. Savannah, my brother, Ryder. Ryder, my neighbor, Savannah.”
“Ah, now I know why my brother’s been grumpy about his new neighbor,” Ryder drawled.
She wrinkled her nose. “I’ve been playing my music too loudly.”
Ryder’s lips twitched. “Beautiful, that is not his problem with you.”
Hmm, these Morgan men sure packed a punch. “And there’s a third one of you, right?”
“Camden,” Hunt said.
Ryder crouched to help his partner, teasing a smile from Olivia.
Hunt got called over by the cops.
Savannah wrapped her arms around her middle, thinking about the bullet holes again. This couldn’t be about her. Her mouth was dry, her chest tight. She hated the growing dread inside her.
She’d learned to trust her instincts. They’d kept her alive for too long.
She saw a female cop—a detective by the looks of her—stride into the coffee shop and take everything in with one swift glance. Savannah admired the woman’s dark pants and fitted white shirt. She had a badge and a gun on her belt. Her hair—a pretty combination of multiple shades of brown—was in a ponytail.
The woman hurried over to Hunt, then hugged him.
A funny sensation wound through Savannah. They looked good together, dammit. Hunt wasn’t hers. She shouldn’t feel like this.
Then another man entered the Bean.
Savannah stilled, and fought the urge to duck behind the counter. It wasn’t that he was unattractive. He totally was. He had dark good looks and dark hair, and his suit didn’t hide his muscular build.
It was that he looked dangerous. He had a vibe that told her that the man could kill everyone in the room without breaking a sweat.
She wanted to paint his face. She’d do it so he was half in shadow, and try and capture his dangerous intensity.
His gaze swept over the room and met hers, held.
Savannah looked away. When she looked back, the man was striding toward Hunt and the female detective. Then he stroked a proprietary hand down the woman’s back. It was quick, but firm.
Hmm, so the woman wasn’t after Hunt.
Not that it mattered.
“Savannah?”
Hunt and the couple moved her way.
“This is Detective Brynn Sullivan,” Hunt said.
“I’m both his colleague and his cousin,” Brynn said with a smile.
Hunt gestured. “And this is my friend, Vander Norcross.”
The dark-haired man nodded. He wasn’t a cop then, but he was something.
Savannah cleared her throat. “I’m Savannah.”
“Did you see the shooter?” Brynn asked.
Savannah shook her head. “Hunt leaped on me. I didn’t see anything.”
The couple swiveled to glance at Hunt.
“Did you hear anything?” Vander asked.
“Just the shots. Lots of people screaming and crying.” She let out a shuddering breath, then glanced at the bullet marks on the floor again.
“What is it?” Hunt asked.
Damn, the man could read her so quickly and easily. She shook her head. “I… It’s just all the bullets are in one area.”
Hunt frowned.
“Looks like the shooter was just targeting the center of the store,” Brynn said.
“Right.” That had to be it.
“I’ll get statements from those near the windows,” Brynn said. “Maybe someone saw the make and model of the vehicle. We’re also pulling any CCTV.” She smiled. “It was nice to meet you, Savannah, even under these circumstances.”
Vander Norcross nodded, but his gaze shifted back to the bullet holes.
“You look spooked,” Hunt said to Savannah.
“We just got shot at.” She rubbed her arms. “I’m entitled to be spooked.” She bit her lip. “So many people could have been hurt or killed.”
“Luckily, they weren’t.” He cocked his head. “Are you in trouble, Savannah?”
“What? No.” She shook her head. “No. This is nothing to do with me.” She prayed that was true.
He eyed her, then nodded. “Come on, I’ll drop you home.”
“I have my bike.”
“I can fit it in the back of my car.”
“Hunter—”
His gaze locked on hers. “I’m taking you home, Savannah. No arguments.”
CHAPTER FIVE
At the end of a long day, Hunt pulled up in front of the converted warehouse in South Beach.
Vander had gutted the inside of the brick warehouse and renovated it. The bottom level was parking for the company’s fleet of cars, a well-equipped gym, and some holding rooms. The main level was open plan, with glass-walled offices. The upper level, with a roof terrace, was Vander and Brynn’s loft.
Hunt pressed the buzzer at the front door, then scraped a hand down his face. Disrupted sleep, the coffee shop shooting, followed by a day where it felt like every one of his cases had hit a snag, had left him running on fumes.
He’d texted Savannah to check on her earlier.
How are you doing?
Who is this?
You know who it is. You doing okay?
How did you get my number?
I’m a cop, remember?
There’d been a long pause.
Isn’t it against the law to just access someone’s number?
No.
It should be. I’m okay. I’m painting. You okay?
Not the first time I’ve been shot at.
She’d sent him a shocked-face emoji.
The door clicked open in front of him, snapping him out of his thoughts. He strode into the Norcross Security offices.
Inside was all metal and glass, with a strong industrial vibe. Most people had left for the day, but he followed the murmur of voices into the domain of Norcross Security’s tech guru.
Screens covered all the walls, and three men were taking up most of the space. Ace Oliveira sat in a chair in front of the desk, long legs stretched out in front of him. He was tall and lean, with his long, black hair tied in a ponytail. The ex-NSA Red Team hacker didn’t look like a geek.
Vander stood beside him, eyeing the screens, more relaxed than Hunt had ever seen the former Ghost Ops commander. Vander had been one of the best of the best of special forces. He’d run the covert team for years, doing some of the toughest missions in the hardest places in the world.
But he’d known when to get out, before the hard, dangerous work eroded too much of his soul, or killed him.
Now, he ran Norcross Security, doing his bit to keep the streets of San Francisco safe. There was no doubt that Hunt and Vander butted heads on a semi-regular basis, and Hunt had to clean up after the Norcross men occasionally, but Vander was Hunt’s friend. He knew Vander was a good man, and did good work.
And now that Vander had fallen in love with Brynn, he’d seen that his cousin had soothed some parts of Vander’s scarred soul.
The remaining man looked up and smiled at Hunt.
Okay, it wasn’t exactly a smile, just a lift of the corner of his mouth.
“Hey, big brother,” the man said.
“Camden,” Hunt said.
His brother’s green eyes were watchful and flat. He had a newly healed scar that ran down his cheek, and that alert, still-in-combat aura to him. Hunt kept his face blank. It would fade. He knew, because he’d looked the same when he’d first gotten out of Delta. His brother was surrounded by family and friends, good people. He’d be fine.
“Now, why would one of San Francisco’s finest be gracing us with his presence?” Ace drawled. The tech man lifted an apple and bit into it.
“Hi, Ace. How’s Maggie?”
The man smiled. “Gorgeous, and very pregnant. I’m enjoying the ride that is pregnancy hormones.”
Ace had gotten tangled up with Norcross’ helicopter pilot, and gotten her pregnant in the process. After a bumpy courtship, they were both happily engaged and waiting for the arrival of their baby.
“How can we help, Hunt?” Vander asked.
Hunt stuck his hands into his pockets. He’d had a niggle at the back of his neck ever since he’d dropped a shaken Savannah back at her place. He could see that she was chewing on something about the shooting. She’d been shaken that others could’ve been hurt or killed.
He suspected she knew something.
If she was in danger, he needed to know.
“I need Ace to run a search on my new neighbor.”
Cam’s brows went up. “Your smoking-hot, blonde neighbor? The one you called dibs on?”
Hunt shot him a bland look.
“Ryder called me,” Cam said, with a shrug.
“Savannah?” Vander asked.
Hunt nodded. “I ran a quick search. She’s clean. Too clean.”
Vander frowned. “You think she’s into something bad?”
“No. I think she has trouble and she’s running from something bad. “
“You ask her?”
“She clammed up. She’s housesitting, claims she’s not staying long. She moves around a lot.”
Vander crossed his arms over his chest. “She won’t thank you for digging into her past.”
“If it keeps her safe, I don’t care.”
Vander nodded.
Ace’s fingers were already dancing across the keyboard. “Name. Any details you have.”
“Savannah Cole.” Hunt repeated the details he’d uncovered about her.
Ace whistled. He had a picture of Savannah up. It was from her driver’s license, but she’d avoided the usual horrible photo thing and still looked fresh and beautiful.
Cam nodded. “I see the attraction.”
Hunt felt a shot of irritation at his brother’s admiring tone. He grunted.
“Cool it, bro, I know you called dibs.” A half-smile hit Cam’s lips.
“She’s clean.” Ace spun in his chair and smiled. “Her ID is also fake. But it’s a damn good fake. Her history goes back ten years. Savannah Cole, graphic designer, didn’t exist before that.”
Hunt sucked in a breath. “Who is she?”
“I don’t know. That will take more digging. Whoever set up Savannah Cole did a great job.”
“Can you find out who?” Vander asked.
“I can try.” Ace flexed his hands. “I’ll set up some searches, but then I need to head home to my baby mama.”
Hunt rubbed the back of his neck and nodded. “Call me if you find anything.”
Ace saluted.
Vander lifted his chin, and Cam clasped Hunt’s shoulder. “See you at Mom’s for lunch on Sunday.”
“Yeah.” Their mom liked to feed her boys as often as they’d let her.
Hunt drove home. As he passed, he saw that the Bean’s windows were boarded up. He’d checked on the man who’d been shot earlier, too. He was fine, and already discharged.
As Hunt pulled to a stop outside his place, he saw the light was on in Savannah’s bedroom. He wondered what she was working on.
As he walked upstairs, he turned on the lights and loosened his tie. It was nice to be home. He debated having a beer, versus going straight to bed.
Bed won.
He took a quick shower and pulled on some loose, gray sleep shorts. He dropped onto his bed, and watched the shadows dance on the ceiling.
A faint buzzing sound came through the wall. He frowned. The soundproofing in the townhouses wasn’t bad, but as proven by Savannah’s love for rock ‘n roll, sound still got through.
What the hell was the buzzing? Some artist’s tool?
Then realization hit him.
Savannah’s bedroom was just on the other side of the wall.
He heard a woman’s soft cries, and he stiffened. So did his cock.
Savannah was using a toy. And it had nothing to do with artwork.
Fuck.
He shoved the sheet off his overheated body. Another sweet cry and Hunt cursed again. He shoved his shorts down and took his cock in hand.
He imagined Savannah on the bed, his bed, her legs spread and blonde curls spilling everywhere. He tugged on his cock and his breathing sped up. Desire was like lightning down his spine.
Through the wall, he heard more moans and cries.
With a brutal grip, he jerked his cock harder, faster. Then he heard one distinct word.
“Hunter.”
Shit. With another hard jerk, Hunt cursed and came, spilling on his gut. He groaned through the pleasure.
He lay there, spent, breathing heavily. Fuck.
It was the best orgasm he’d had in a long time.
There was no sound from next door, now. Shaking his head at just how worked up Savannah Cole had him, he headed to the bathroom to clean up.
He returned to his bed, back in his sleep shorts. Now music thumped from next-door. He rolled his eyes and plumped the pillow under his head. She couldn’t help herself. Thankfully, it wasn’t cranked quite as high as usual.
Strangely, he found it comforting.
Then he heard a loud thud. He frowned. There was another thud.
Like someone had knocked something over.
Another thud.
Hunt sat up. Then he heard another noise. A woman’s muffled scream, quickly cut off.
Fuck.
He snatched up his SIG and charged out of his room.
THE MAN’S weight hit her again.
Savannah’s easel crashed to the floor. He was big, wearing all black clothes and a balaclava over his face.
They spun, knocked over a chair, and went down.
Her heart was racing. Fear and panic crashed together inside her like paint splashed on the floor. She hit the floorboards hard, the man on top of her.
Savannah grunted. “Leave me—”
Gloved hands clamped on her neck and squeezed.
No. No.
Adrenaline shot through her. She didn’t want to fucking die. She kicked her legs, her feet hammering on the floor. She’d fought so damn hard to stay alive and protect her family.
The man squeezed harder. The pain was horrible, she couldn’t breathe. She reached out, trying to grab something, anything, but there was nothing in reach.
Wait. She still had the paintbrush that she’d stuck in her hair earlier. She reached up, her lungs burning.
Her fingers closed on the well-worn wood, and she yanked it out. Black splotches appeared in her vision.
Dark eyes stared down at her, showing no emotion.
Fuck you. She rammed the end of the paintbrush at his eye.
He turned at the last minute, but she still clipped him.
He muttered a curse, and his hands loosened. Savannah drew a breath into her oxygen-starved lungs.
But the guy kept her pinned under his larger body. He recovered quickly, gripped her neck again, and rapped her head against the floor.
Savannah saw stars. Her consciousness wavered.
No. If she blacked out, she’d be dead.
Those strong fingers squeezed.
She thought of her mom and brother. I miss you so much. I love you.
She thought of Hunter. Of never having the chance to paint him, taste him, touch him. Hunter’s strong hands protected, they didn’t kill.
In the distance, she heard a crash.
Her attacker tensed.
Then she saw a flash of movement, and the man’s weight lifted off her.
Panicked, she sat up and scrambled backward. She touched her sore throat, sucking in short, sharp breaths.
Two men were wrestling on the floor—one wearing black clothes, and one in shorts with his broad back bare, just smooth bronze skin.
Hunt.
Savannah leaned back against the couch. Her heart hammered so hard against her chest she thought it would burst out. She was lightheaded, and she tried desperately not to pass out.
She heard the thuds of knuckles on flesh, and deep masculine grunts. The man in black jumped up. Hunt did as well, swiveled, and tripped the guy.
There were more grunts, then her attacker managed to get to his feet and ran. She saw him sprint down the stairs, slamming into the railing as he went.
A bare-chested Hunt ran after him.
Then she was alone.
Panic closed in. What if the attacker wasn’t alone? Her mouth went dry, her vision blurred.
She fought to slow her breathing. She couldn’t pass out.
She heard heavy footsteps coming back up the stairs.
Panic burned like acid in her veins. She snatched some scissors off the coffee table and held them up.
Hunt appeared and headed straight for her.
When he reached her, she dropped the scissors. They clattered on the floor. She flew into his arms.
As his arms closed around her, she burrowed into him. She felt warm male skin, smelled Hunt.
He sat on the couch and pulled her onto his lap.
God. God. She burrowed deeper, her face pressed against his neck. When was the last time someone had held her?
When was the last time someone had made her feel safe?
“He got away?” she asked shakily.
“He got away. He ran off into the night, and I didn’t want to leave you unprotected.”
She breathed in his skin. His hand curved around her hip and tightened.
“You get a look at him?”
“No. His face was covered.” She swallowed. Her throat was sore and her voice was hoarse. “He had dark eyes. He was big.”
Hunt grunted. “I need to call it in.”
She gripped onto him tighter. “Can you…do it in another minute?”
“Okay, baby.” He hugged her tighter and stroked a hand down her back. “You didn’t know him?”
Her stomach did its best to scrunch into a tiny knot.
Andrew Walkson, her stalker, was the same height as her. He had a slim build, but she’d learned that he was still strong. She knew very well that men were stronger, even when they didn’t have a big, muscular build.
It had not been Andrew Walkson choking her.
“I’ve no idea who that man was. It had to be a random attack, right? Some crazy?”
Hunt grunted. His hands stroked her back soothingly. Then he reached up and touched her collarbone. As he looked at her neck, she watched his face darken. Something dangerous moved through his eyes.
“I’m okay,” she assured him.
“No, you’re not. You need to go to the hospital.”
“No! No hospital.”
He frowned. “You want to tell me why?”
Because of the paperwork. A trail that Walkson could follow. Plus, she hated the hospital. She spent terrifying hours in one, after she’d survived Walkson’s attack.
“Because.”
“Savannah—”
She pressed a hand to his jaw. His stubble was rough under her fingers. “Hunter, please.”
He released a breath. “Fine, but I’m calling this in, then calling my brother.”
“The hot paramedic?”
“I’d prefer you didn’t notice or mention that first part.”
Despite the circumstances, she smiled. “I noticed his hot cop brother first.”
Hunt kissed her lips gently. “Good.”
Her heart squeezed. Alarm bells were ringing in her head, very loudly. She needed to run.
She needed to get away from here, from this man.
She listened as he called in the attack, then had a short conversation with his brother, who didn’t seem fazed about coming out in the middle of the night.
Every instinct told her to bolt and not look back.
But Savannah didn’t run. She didn’t move. Instead, she held on to Hunter and snuggled deeper into his big, strong body.
For now, just for a little while longer, she’d stay and absorb the sense of safety he generated. The sense of someone giving a shit about her.
Just for tonight.
CHAPTER SIX
The officers had arrived quickly, and Hunt took them through the events of the evening as they all walked through Savannah’s place.
“Looks like he picked the lock on the front door,” Officer Charles said. “Did a good job of it, too. There’s little damage.”
Hunt grunted. He looked across Savannah’s living room. She was curled in the corner of the couch while Ryder finished checking her over.
Just the sight of the growing bruises on her neck was enough to stir Hunt’s slowly simmering rage.
“I don’t think we’ll get any prints,” Officer Charles added.
“No,” Hunt agreed. “The asshole wore gloves.”
“Well, we’ll run a check for any similar attacks and let you know. Sorry this happened to her.”
“Thanks, Charles.”
Hunt saw the officers out. Then he moved over to the couch.
Those turbulent, gray eyes locked on him.
As she watched him, she took a deep breath and relaxed a little. It was like she needed to see him to stay calm. He liked knowing that because he was there, it steadied her.
Fuck if that wasn’t a good feeling.
“She needs rest,” Ryder said. “We’ve iced her neck. The painkillers will take the edge off. There’s nothing broken or damaged, so time will do the rest.”
“Thanks, Ryder,” Hunt said.
“Sure thing, bro.” Ryder met his gaze. You’ve got this?
I’ve got this.
Ryder gave him a chin lift. Keep her safe.
After Hunt’s brother packed up his black bag, he gently touched a finger to Savannah’s cheekbone, then headed out.
Savannah curled into a tighter ball. “I don’t know why someone would do this. That asshole!”
It was nice to see some color in her cheeks.
She looked scared, mad, and frustrated all mixed together. She looked up at him and tucked a curl back behind her ear. “Thanks, Hunter. If you hadn’t come in…” She looked at the floor.
The bastard would’ve killed her. Hunt’s gut went tight. “You’re moving in with me.”
Her head jerked up, her eyes popped wide. “What?”
“You aren’t safe alone. I’ll board up the door for tonight, then call someone to repair it tomorrow.”
“So I’ll stay with you just for tonight?”
“No. Until I’m satisfied you’re safe. You have any idea who’d target you?”
She looked away, staring blindly out the window.
“Savannah?”
She looked back, wary.
“You know I’m a detective?” he said.
She nodded.
“I know when someone’s lying, or not telling me the entire truth.”
She bit her lip, then pulled in a deep breath. “I swear that I don’t know that man who attacked me. I promise you.”
Damn, Hunt believed her. “But there’s another one out there, who’s after you.”
She looked away again, shoulders slumping. She looked so tired.
Hunt felt a violent urge to not only protect her, but to look after her. “Come on. Let’s grab some clothes, and whatever else you’re going to need at my place.”
She rose and moved to the stairs up to her bedroom. He followed her, and when she stopped at the door to her room abruptly, he tensed.
“Um, I can pack some things myself—”
“I’m not leaving you alone.” He reached past her and snapped the light on.
He figured she’d left it messy. Maybe she had underwear strewn all over the floor?
Instead, he saw the large canvas leaning against the wall and froze.
It was stunning, and erotic as hell. It was done in a fascinating style, with daubs of paint, giving it a dreamy quality. A man, still clothed, holding a naked, blonde woman. Her sensuous body was tipped back, his mouth at her breast.
Fuck. It was him. And Savannah.
She made a beeline to the closet, avoiding looking at him. Hunt stared at the painting. It was beautiful, sexy. His cock stirred.
He wanted it.
Like how he wanted Savannah Cole.
But right now, he needed her safe.
She came back with a large, black overnight bag.
“I want to buy the painting,” he said.
“It’s not for sale.”
“It’s mine. And we both know it.” He took the bag from her.
“It’s not you,” she said.
“Don’t lie,” he said. “You need anything else?”
She looked lost. She touched her throat and winced.
The sight of her developing bruises stirred his rage and protective instincts again. He wanted that fear and uncertainty off her face. She needed a distraction.
“What about your toy?” he asked.
She blinked. “My what?”
He waved to the bedside table. “Your toy. I heard you use it. My bed is on the other side of that wall.”
“What?” It wasn’t quite a screech, but it was close. Color filled her cheeks.
Yep, that was much better than the fear and worry.
She stalked over to him, and tried to grab her bag. “What I do in my own bedroom is none of your business, Detective. Now, give me the bag. I’ll carry it.”
“No.”
They briefly played tug-of-war, then, with a frustrated noise, she let the bag go.
“Fine, carry it then.” She stomped out and down the stairs.
He followed. In the living area, she snatched up her sketchbook, and a tin he guessed held paints and pens.
She radiated annoyance as they made their way downstairs.
But as they passed through her broken front door, her annoyance faded. He hated the frightened look in her eyes. He pressed a hand to the nape of her neck.
“You’re safe.”
“I’m never safe,” she whispered.
He gently squeezed, until she looked at him. “You’re safe with me.”
They stared at each other, then she pulled in a shuddering breath.
He saw how exhausted she was. “Come on.”
He led her into his place. In his kitchen, he put the kettle on, while she curled up on his couch. He made a mug of tea and brought it over.
“You don’t seem like a tea kind of man,” she said.
“My mom left it here.” He resisted the urge to stroke Savannah’s hair. “I’ll go and deal with your door.”
He saw the flash of fear at the idea of being alone, but she reeled it in. After another couple of seconds, she nodded.
“Stay here. I won’t be long.”
That got him another nod.
He got what he needed from his garage, and dealt with boarding up Savannah’s front door. He paused. Fuck. If he hadn’t heard the noises, if she’d played her music louder…
She was okay. He had to remind himself of that. He headed back upstairs to find her curled in a ball on the couch, asleep.
She’d untied her hair, and the golden, loose curls spilled everywhere. He sat beside her and touched one of those silken curls.
Shit. What was this woman doing to him? He suddenly realized that he could happily sit here and watch her sleep soundly and safely.
That wasn’t stalker-ish at all. He scooped her up and her eyes snapped open.
“It’s okay,” he murmured. “I’m taking you to bed.”
“Hunter.” Her body relaxed and her eyes drifted closed again.
Warmth filling his chest, he carried her upstairs, then hesitated at the door to the guest room.
The bed wasn’t made. Yeah, it was a lame excuse, but totally legit. He wanted her in his bed. Wanted her close.
In the shadowed master bedroom, he set her down on the bed.
Her hand shot out. “Don’t go. Please.”
“I won’t, baby. I’m right here.”
He climbed in and wrapped his body around hers. “Sleep now.”
SAVANNAH WOKE UP, then froze. She had no idea where she was.
Her pulse jumped like a frightened cat.
She heard steady breathing, and felt a hard, very male body behind her. It was wrapped protectively around her.
Hunter.
She barely knew him, but she’d know the feel and smell of him anywhere.
The events of the night rushed back at her. God. She swallowed. Her throat was sore, and she touched it gently and winced.
Hunt came awake like he hadn’t even been asleep. “You in pain?”
All Savannah could see in the morning light peeking around the blinds was his bare chest. A huge expanse of bronze skin over hard muscles. The detective did not conform to any sort of doughnut-eating-cop stereotype.
He had sleek muscles everywhere—ridges down his abdomen that begged to be traced, along with a little happy trail of brown hair. And she really, really wanted to explore the ink on his left arm. It was the only part of him that was tattooed.
She would never have picked Detective Hunter Morgan to have ink under his sensible suits.
“Savannah?”
She tore her gaze off him. “It hurts a little.”
“Here.” He reached for something on the bedside table, then held out pills and a glass of water.
She swallowed the pills with a grimace, then lay back on the pillows.
Hunt lay down beside her, propped up on one arm, which made the muscles in his bicep flex.
She swallowed a groan.
Then, those long, strong fingers she’d admired, stroked her neck. Gently. So gently.
“The bruises look terrible,” he said.
“Great,” she muttered.
He stroked higher. “When I catch the asshole…”
Pure rage vibrated through his voice. Shit, what would he do to the guy? She didn’t want Hunt to get into any trouble.
“Hunter—”
“Shh.” He shifted, moving over her. His lips brushed her bruises.
Oh, God. Warmth flashed through her body. How long had it been, since anyone had touched her like this, since anyone had cared about her?
Tears pricked her eyes. He kept laying butterfly-like kisses on her neck. She slid a hand into his brown hair and arched her head back. Such a small touch, but she felt it all the way through her body.
“I hate seeing these bruises on you,” Hunt murmured. “I hate knowing he hurt you, and that if I hadn’t have heard, hadn’t have been fast enough, he might’ve—”
“Hey.” She tugged his head up. God, he was handsome. Not in that clean-cut, movie star way. No, Hunt was rugged, all-male. “You saved me.” Tears threatened. Horrified, she dashed them away. “God, why am I crying?”
His hands pressed either side of her, his face close. “I don’t know. Why?”
The emotions in her coalesced. She’d been alone and scared for so long now. This rugged, protective man cared. For some reason, she mattered. It hit her right in the heart.
“Because you give a shit. No one has for a long time. Because I hate being scared.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “Because I never cry.”
He pulled her against his chest. She pressed her cheek to his pec, and pulled in a shuddering breath.
“So cry. I’ve got you.” His arms closed around her, his deep voice rumbled under her ear.
She knew she shouldn’t. She knew that leaning on him, something that felt so good, would hurt more in the long run when she didn’t have it anymore.
But the tears fell. She couldn’t stop them.
She clung to Hunt and sobs welled up.
Savannah let her grief loose. Grief at everything she’d lost, everything that had been taken from her: safety, security, a chance to share her art, her family, life, love.
She wept against Hunt and one big hand cupped the back of her head. He held her tight. Right here, right now, she was safe. She didn’t have the strength to pull away from him.
Finally, the storm ended. She rested against him.
“If you trust me, Savannah, I can help you.”
She squeezed her eyes close. No, he couldn’t. Her stalker was too cunning and too dangerous.
“Sorry to cry all over you.”
Hunt sighed, and stroked her back. “Go and have a hot shower. I’ll make you some breakfast.”
She pulled back and swiped her cheeks. “For a man, the tears didn’t seem to rattle you too much.”
He shrugged a shoulder. “Tears, especially female ones, used to panic me. I only have brothers, remember? But I’ve been in the job too long now, and I’ve seen a lot of people cry.”
Her belly clenched. He’d probably seen plenty of weeping women.
His fingers brushed her jaw. She felt it down to her toes.
“But something tells me yours are a gift. One you’ve never shared with anyone.”
Danger. She bit her lip. Danger, danger. The man was one giant risk to her: mind, body, and soul.
“I’ll hit the shower,” she said.
He nodded. “You’re coming with me to the station today.”
She blinked. “What?”
“Until I’m satisfied that you aren’t in danger.”
“I can’t just hang at the station.”
He rose, big and handsome, and that bare chest with a light covering of dark hair was distracting. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”
“Hunt—”
“You call me Hunter,” he growled.
She pulled in a deep breath. “Hunter, what will I do at the station all day?”
“Bring your sketchbook. Your paints. I’ll be following up on your attack.” He tilted his head. “You’re sure you don’t know who it was or why they attacked you?”
It hadn’t been Walkson. “I truly have no idea.”
Hunt waited a beat, then nodded. “I’ll shower in the guest bathroom, and then meet you in the kitchen.”
He stalked out, and her gaze dropped to his muscular ass clad in those loose shorts. Finally, she dragged herself into the bathroom. It was as neat and tidy as the rest of Hunt’s place. The mirror informed her that she had dark circles under her eyes, but she barely noticed them, thanks to the bruises on her neck.
Holy cow. She stroked the skin there—it was purple and black. Ugh. At least thanks to the pain pills, she wasn’t hurting much.
Right, shower time, then breakfast. If she took too long, her bossy detective would come looking for her. She turned on the shower.
He’s not yours, Savannah.
He will never be yours.
She stepped under the water.
If he isn’t mine, why am I naked in his shower after sleeping with him half the night?
She pressed a hand to the tiles. Shut up, brain.
But Savannah was far more worried about her heart.
She had to leave soon, and the thought of never seeing Hunter Morgan again—never knowing the feel of his hands, the taste of his skin, the thrust of his cock—it hurt.
She groaned. She had to leave. Soon.
CHAPTER SEVEN
Hunt couldn’t dispute the fact that he liked seeing Savannah curled up in the guest chair in front of his desk.
The police station was in the Public Safety Building in the Mission District. It was a few years old, done in a modern style, with lots of glass and concrete. Unlike some of the other detectives, he kept his office sparse and his desk clean.
The only knickknack he had was a paperweight shaped like a police badge that Brynn had given him for his birthday one year. Outside, phones were ringing, and voices were raised in multiple conversations. There was always action around the detective offices.
He’d watched Savannah absorb it all as they passed through. She’d explored his office in thorough detail.
“I was expecting mismatched furniture and stained linoleum,” she said.
“You’ve watched too many old cop shows on TV. The city built this place a few years ago to house the police station, fire department, and arson team.”
“It’s fancy.”
His cell phone rang, and he saw it was Vander. He held up a finger and pressed the phone to his ear. “Hi, Vander.”
“I’m incoming with Ace.”
Hunt stiffened. “You found something?”
“A whole stinking pile of something. You know she’s wanted for questioning about a murder?”
Hunt’s hand clenched. “No.” He felt hot, then cold. His gaze shot to her—small, delicate, beautiful.
Savannah a murderer? Every instinct in him screamed that it was a lie.
But was he too close to make the judgment?
“It stinks to high heaven, Hunt. Some things are off about it. Wait, Ace has something else. You know she has a stalker?”
Hunt ground his teeth together, his eyes on the curve of her jaw. “I suspected something like that.”
“Hold tight, and we’ll share when we get to you.”
“Roger that.” Hunt slipped the phone away. “I have a meeting. Don’t leave this office.”
She saluted him. “Aye, aye, captain.”
“Smart ass.” He touched her cheekbone, because he couldn’t stop himself. He saw the spark in her eyes.
If she was a killer, he’d turn in his badge. He wished she’d confide in him though.
“I’ll be back,” he told her.
He took a moment to organize a meeting room, and soon Ace and Vander strode in. Hunt watched a female officer do a double take at the men. Vander was wearing a suit, and Ace was in suit pants, with a checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and a laptop bag slung over one shoulder.
Hunt waved them into the room and closed the door.
“Savannah was attacked last night,” he said.
Vander’s face darkened. “What happened?”
“Intruder at her house. Tried to choke her. I intervened, but the asshole got away.”
“How is she?” Vander asked.
“Bruised.” Just the thought of those marks again shot anger through Hunt’s veins. “She’s not a fucking killer. I arrest killers for a living.”
Vander sat as Ace opened the laptop on the conference table.
“We all know that the right circumstances can cause anyone to take a life.” Dark shadows stirred in Vander’s eyes. “But no, I don’t think your woman is a killer.”
Hunt’s hand flexed. “She’s not mine… Yet.”
Ace snorted. “Where did she sleep last night?”
Hunt stayed silent.
“She staying with you now?” Vander asked.
Hunt nodded.
Ace turned to the big screen at the end of the room and tapped his keyboard. “This is what I dug up. It was hard to find because it was buried deep. Her new name was generated by someone with talent. It would’ve cost a pretty penny.” A picture of Savannah’s driver’s license flashed up. “Savannah Cole’s background goes back ten years, but it’s only been active for the last four.”
Hunt frowned. “Someone created it four years ago, but went back and laid a trail for ten?”
Ace nodded. “Most people only go back a few years. Prior to four years ago, she was Susannah Hart.”
Pictures from some sort of party at an art gallery popped up on the screen.
Savannah’s hair was shorter, more silvery-blonde. Her smile… Hunt’s chest hitched. It was wide and open. She looked happy, not guarded.
“She was an up-and-coming artist in New York City,” Ace said.
Fuck. Hunt pressed his hands to the table. “What happened?”
“A young, blonde artist named Amelia Kerry was found dead in the gallery after Susannah Hart’s showing. She was also an up-and-coming artist, a rival of Susannah’s.” The next images were crime scene shots.
Vander’s face didn’t change, Ace winced, and Hunt’s lips flattened. It was brutal and bloody.
“Susannah Hart’s prints were everywhere, including on the knife beside the body.”
“She had an alibi?” Hunt asked.
“She said she’d been held by a madman. An art admirer who’d been stalking her. She’d reported him before. NYPD hadn’t been able to track the threatening letters and gifts down to anybody.”
“But?” Hunt prompted.
“She was covered in cuts. The police surmise that they could have been defensive wounds.”
“Any pictures?”
Ace shook his head. “Then Susannah Hart disappeared.”
“And Savannah Cole was born,” Vander continued. “She moves around, rarely stays anywhere long.”
Hunt nodded. “She’s currently housesitting.”
Vander crossed his arms. “No lease or bills in her name.”
“Someone attacked her. And likely shot at her at the coffee shop.” Hunt had connected the dots.
“Maybe Amelia Kerry’s family? After revenge?” Ace suggested.
Hunt growled. “Savannah did not kill that woman.”
The man looked at him steadily.
He cursed. “Don’t tell me you think she did.”
Vander leaned back in his chair. “Fuck, no. It took Ace an hour to find her stalker.”
The image changed to show an unassuming man in his mid-twenties. He was smiling like life was good.
“Andrew Brandon Walkson. Art lover.” There were candid shots of the man at the gallery, standing right behind Savannah.
“How come NYPD didn’t nail him?” Hunt said.
Ace shrugged. “I ran every person from all of Susannah Hart’s art shows, and focused on repeat customers who bought her artwork. Got hits on CCTV at her old apartment. This guy also has a juvenile record for stalking a girl at his high school. According to him, she was his girlfriend. She said they barely knew each other.”
“How did you access a sealed juvie record?” Hunt shook his head. Ace was a top-notch hacker. “Never mind. Don’t tell me.”
Ace grinned, but then his smile dissolved. “Susannah Hart started getting gushing, creepy cards, letters, flowers. She ignored them. Then she started dating a guy, a stockbroker.”
Hunt kept his face blank.
“When she did, the letters turned threatening. The police had no leads. Walkson bought a lot of her artwork, then she found one piece, broken, on her doorstep. Walkson said it was stolen. Then Susannah was allegedly attacked, and Amelia Kerry was murdered.”
“And Savannah ran. And she hasn’t stopped. Where’s Walkson now?”
“New York. He’s an insurance salesman. Travels a lot.”
A muscle ticked in Hunt’s jaw. “Makes for good cover to stalk a woman on the run. Has he been here in San Francisco?”
“He was in LA recently, but not San Francisco. As far as I can tell, he’s in New York.”
“Why shoot up a coffee shop?” Vander asked. “Or get someone to break in and choke her? Does that fit this guy’s profile?”
No. It didn’t.
“I need to talk to Savannah,” Hunt said.
He tried to control the emotions inside him. Usually, it wasn’t a problem, but this mix of anger, rage, fear, and frustration was volatile.
He’d asked her if she was in danger, and she hadn’t trusted him enough to tell him.
He looked at the open, pretty face of Susannah Hart. Could he really blame her?
“Thanks, Ace, Vander. I owe you.”
“We’ll keep digging on Walkson,” Vander said.
The men rose.
Vander stopped by Hunt. “And you don’t owe me anything. I know I owe you, for so many things.”
“Including letting you touch my cousin,” Hunt said dryly.
Vander’s lips quirked. “I’ll tell her you said that.”
“Said what?” As though they’d summoned her, Brynn appeared in the doorway.
“Nothing, Detective.” Vander tugged her close and kissed her. “Your cousin was just being protective.”
“Overprotective.” Brynn rolled her eyes. “He can’t help himself. I’m living with the man, Hunt. You’ve got to let it go.”
Hunt tugged on her ponytail. “Never. I need to talk with Savannah.”
Brynn eyed his face and frowned. “Problem?”
“Yeah. I’ll let Vander update you.”
Hunt headed for his office.
It was time for some answers.
WIELDING HER PAINTBRUSH, Savannah slashed paint on the paper she’d spread out on top of Hunt’s desk.
She’d sketched for a while, but the urge to paint had taken over.
She’d spread some plastic on his desk, rolled out a large sheet of paper, and gotten to work.
It was an impressionistic portrait of the police station. People coming and going, leaving trails, like car lights at night.
She wished the cops in New York had helped her. She didn’t blame them, though. They had rules to follow, and so many who needed help. Walkson had set things up to make it look bad for her. She shuddered.
Daubing some blue paint on the paper, her thoughts turned to Marcie. She wondered how the woman was doing. Savannah dipped her brush in the blue paint and swiped some more on the paper.
One person in the painting stood in the center of the chaos, like a rock in a river. So steady and strong.
Hunt was really turning into her muse. She’d painted the detective faceless, with his hands on his hips, tie askew and holster on. But he had Hunt’s broad shoulders and long legs.
The office door opened.
She looked over her shoulder and saw Hunt in the doorway. He looked at his desk, and his mouth dropped open. His brows drew together.
“What the hell are you doing?”
“Brain surgery.” She moved the brush, adding more strokes.
“On my desk?” He strode over.
“I covered it in plastic. It’s fine.”
He growled.
She turned. “You wanted me to come here. I needed to work.”
“I thought graphic design was your job.”
“It is, but I…needed to paint.”
“Art is your true calling. You should have a showing.”
Her belly curdled and she looked away. “No. It’s just a hobby.”
“We both know it’s not just a hobby, Susannah.”
Ice flowed over her, locking her chest. She turned slowly, unable to breathe. “What did you call me?”
A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I know that you’re really Susannah Hart.”
She backed up and shook her head. “No.”
“Hey, take it easy.” He held out a hand.
She couldn’t be Susannah. If she was, she’d be dragged back to that horrible place. She’d be Andrew Walkson’s victim.
Walkson would get her. Hurt her family.
“Susannah—”
“Don’t call me that.” Her vision swam.
Hunt studied her for a beat. “Savannah.” He nudged her into a chair. “Head down. Just breathe.”
She did as he ordered and clutched her paintbrush like it was a lifeline.
“I didn’t kill her,” she whispered.
Poor, poor Amelia. Nausea whirled. Would she get locked up? Walkson had said he could reach her, even in jail.
“I know you didn’t kill her,” Hunt said.
Savannah’s head jerked up. “You do?” Her chest filled, impossibly tight.
He cupped her jaw. “I’m a cop, Savannah. I know killers.” His face darkened. “We need to talk about Walkson.”
She flinched.
“You said you didn’t know your attacker.”
“I didn’t. The man who choked me was not Andrew Walkson. He was bigger. Believe me, I know.” She gave a hysterical laugh.
“He hurt you,” Hunt said quietly.
She shuddered. “Yes. But he hurt poor Amelia worse, then tried to frame me. And then he terrorized my family. My father died about a year before Walkson started sending me letters. We were all still grieving and finding our feet without Dad. Walkson threatened my mom and younger brother, Ezra.” She bit her lip hard. “He told me in great detail just what he’d do to them.” She’d had nightmares about it for months.
“Jesus.”
She grabbed the front of Hunt’s shirt with her free hand. “He’s not sane, Hunt. He’s obsessed.” She swallowed. “Do you think the attack has to do with him?”
Hunt frowned. “I don’t know.”
“He must’ve hired someone.” She gasped. “And for the shooting at the Bean.” She leaped out of the chair, her paintbrush clattering to the floor. “God. He’s found me, and a whole new way to terrorize me. I have to go.”
Hunt grabbed her arms. “You’re not going anywhere.” His voice was a gritty growl.
“I have to. He’ll hurt more people.” Oh, God. What if Walkson hurt Hunt?
She couldn’t let that happen.
“I have to go.”
“No. We don’t know it’s him for sure. Let me help you.”
She tried to pull away. “No!”
“Let me rephrase that. I’m going to help you.”
“Hunter—” anger sparked “—you don’t get to boss me around. I’m an adult. I’ve been protecting myself for a very long time.”
“Not anymore.”
She saw the stubborn glint in his gorgeous green eyes.
Argh. He was going to dig in.
“You aren’t listening. Andrew Walkson is dangerous.”
“So am I.”
His tone made her pause. She knew he was, but Walkson was sneaky. He wouldn’t take Hunt head-on. He’d hide in the shadows, behind fake smiles and his ordinary face, and attack from behind.
She had to protect Hunt, but he wasn’t listening. She made a strangled sound. “Don’t go bossy on me.” She shoved against his chest.
And splattered blue paint all over his white shirt.
She gasped, and saw him look down.
Suddenly, laughter bubbled up inside of her. “There goes another shirt, and it’s totally your fault.”
He made a sound, part growl, part something else. “I think it’s your fault, and you owe me two new shirts.”
She shook her head. “You brought it on yourself.”
He reached out and dipped his fingers in the paint pots on his desk. Then he smeared his fingers over her face.
Savannah gasped. “You did not.”
His lips twitched and she reached past him, dipped her fingers in red, then swiped at his face. He tried to dodge, but she got him, smearing color on his collar.
Then it was war.
They both went at the paint. Savannah got green, and pressed handprints all over his shirt, and started laughing.
His paint-covered hand grabbed her shirt and hauled her in.
She hit his chest and gripped his arms.
They looked at each other for a beat, then their mouths collided.
Oh. God.
Heat. Need. Lust.
It felt like a wild explosion. She pressed into him, trying to climb that big body of his.
He groaned deeply in his throat, intensifying the kiss. One hand clamped on her ass, and she slid both her hands into his hair. She wound her tongue against his, desperate for more of his taste.
Then the sound of a choked female laugh made Savannah blink.
Hunt lifted his head. They were both breathing heavily.
“Hunt, I didn’t know you were a budding artist.”
Savannah looked over. A highly amused Brynn stood in the doorway.
Then she looked back, and barely controlled her own laugh. Hunt had paint on his shirt, streaked on his face, and in his hair.
Savannah guessed she hadn’t fared much better.
“Not a word,” Hunt growled.
Brynn smiled. “That’s going to be impossible.”
“Quiet.” His gaze moved to Savannah. “You aren’t leaving.”
She didn’t respond.
He gripped her chin. “You aren’t leaving. We’ll sort out the stalker who’s after you together.”
Savannah trembled. She wanted it so much. To not be alone. To lean on someone who cared.
“You can’t get hurt,” she whispered.
“I won’t.” He yanked her in for a hug.
“Well, Hunt, you have paint in your hair,” Brynn said. “And Savannah has a lovely handprint on her ass. So why don’t the two of you get cleaned up, and I’ll take you out for lunch? I want all the details on Savannah’s stalker.”
“And you think I’m bossy,” Hunt muttered.
CHAPTER EIGHT
Hunt set the chicken in the sizzling pan. He checked the pasta that was boiling, then tipped more balsamic glaze onto the chicken.
“I never pegged you for a chef.”
He turned. Savannah was sitting at the island, where he’d planted her. She was wearing a pretty dress made of a green, patterned fabric. It was short enough to show off those slim legs and the V-neck gave him tantalizing glimpses of smooth skin. She cradled a glass of wine, but had only had a few sips.
He wanted her to relax, but tension throbbed off her. He could see her chewing on the situation. He realized she probably always did. Life on the run from her stalker meant she’d always be thinking of Walkson. Always driven by one man—a murderer who was obsessed with her.
Hunt also knew she was fighting not to run. Not to head out the door and disappear.
His gut locked.
He dipped his spoon into the sauce, then held it up to her. “Open.”
She licked the spoon and moaned. Which went straight to his cock.
“I’m a single man, I like to eat, and take out every night leaves you overweight and feeling like crap. So, I learned to cook.” He smiled. “And the ladies are always impressed.”
“I’ve not seen any ladies.” She glanced away. “Not that I’ve been spying on you, or anything.”
His smile widened. He nudged her legs apart and liked the way her chest hitched. Just one small touch from him and she always responded. He stepped between them.
“I’ve been busy with work, and my sexy neighbor has been keeping me awake.”
“Because of my loud music. I know.”
“That, too.”
A dull flash of color filled her cheeks.
“I talked with Vander. We’re organizing for you to always be protected during the day. At night, you’ll stay here with me. I have a good security system. After dinner, I’ll show you how to enter the code.”
“Protected?”
“You can’t always spend the day at the station.” As much as he wanted that. “So, if I can’t be with you, you’ll have a bodyguard.”
Her eyes went wide. “Bodyguard?”
“I’m running Walkson down. The asshole will make a mistake, and I’ll nail him. Ace from Norcross is insanely good with computers and is helping.”
She wrapped her arms around herself. “Walkson is smart and cunning. He looks so…ordinary. Everybody falls for it.”
Hunt leaned closer. “Will you tell me? About his attack?”
She shook her head. “It’s in the past.”
“It’s not. He’s driving your future.”
“I don’t care about my future, as long as my family is safe.”
“Your mom and brother.”
She nodded.
He slid his hand up the side of her face. She leaned into him, but only for a second, before she pulled away.
She pasted on a fake smile. “Is dinner ready? It smells good and I’m starved.”
“I will keep you safe, Savannah.”
Endless gray eyes met his. She stroked his stubbled cheek. “And I’ll keep you safe.”
His muscles tensed. He clamped his hands on her thighs. “You aren’t leaving.”
She didn’t say a word.
A timer dinged. Cursing under his breath, Hunt headed to the stove.
“Let’s eat.” She leaped off the island to set the table. She pulled things out of his drawers. “Oh, my God, you have napkins. The real cloth kind.”
“My mom helped me furnish the place. I hate to burst your bubble, but I’ve never used those napkins.”
She rolled her eyes. “Men.”
“Savannah, about Walkson and having protection—”
“Can we drop it? For now?” Her eyes pleaded with him. “Let’s just enjoy our dinner.”
Hunt released a breath. “Yeah, okay.”
They ate and he watched her get edgier, fidgeting in her seat. After dinner, he cleared the table, then came back and gripped her shoulders. She was so tense.
“What do you need?” he asked.
She dragged in a breath. “My sketchbook.”
He got it for her, and she moved to the couch. As he cleaned the kitchen, he watched her with her charcoal, feverishly working on the paper.
He loved how absorbed she got. It was the only thing in the world for her right now. With the bombardment of information and stimulation these days, so many people had lost the ability to do that deep focus.
But as he stacked the dishwasher, he saw the quick glances she shot his way, her gaze lingering on his rolled-up sleeves.
Hunt hid his smile. Savannah Cole was going to be under him, in his bed, very soon.
He dropped down on the couch beside her, reaching for a stack of unopened mail that he’d brought up earlier.
Mmm, Savannah’s cute, bare feet with painted nails looked a lot more enticing than junk mail and bills.
Instead, he grabbed her feet and pulled them onto his lap.
“Hey,” she said.
“Relax.” He started massaging.
“Oh.” Her eyes fluttered. “Damn, that’s good.”
He worked his thumbs into the balls of her feet. She moaned.
Hell. His cock was half hard around her anyway. It didn’t need much more encouragement.
She tried to keep sketching.
“What are you working on?” he asked.
“Whatever catches my interest.”
He grabbed the sketchbook.
“Morgan! Give it back.”
He held it without looking at it. “Can I see?”
She hesitated, then nodded.
Hunt flicked it open and heat shot straight to his gut. Unruly emotion filled him.
She’d been sketching him. In various poses.
Him, standing in the middle of a crowd, in a suit with his holster on. He looked very in charge.
Him, barefoot and shirt untucked, at the stove cooking.
Him, sprawled in a chair, a faint smile on his face.
The final one was his hands running over a woman’s naked body. Shit. Desire hit hard. She hadn’t sketched all of the woman, but the slim lines matched Savannah.
She fidgeted. “I’m an artist and you’re a good subject. It doesn’t mean anything.”
He looked up. “We both know that isn’t true.”
“Hunt, we can’t do this. It’s a very bad idea.” She set the sketchbook on the coffee table.
“You mean you’re scared.”
“Yes, damn you. For about a hundred different reasons.”
When she moved to shift her feet, he grabbed her calves and dragged her across the couch toward him.
“Hunter—”
“I love it when you say my name like that. Breathy, needy.”
Something flared in her eyes. “I do not sound breathy or needy.”
Then she shocked the hell out of him by straddling him.
Damn. He really liked that. He clamped his hands on her hips.
“I bet I can make you sound breathy and needy,” she said.
In about ten seconds. “You’re welcome to try.”
She pressed her tongue to her teeth and moved her hips, and accidentally knocked his mail off the couch.
A note fluttered to the floor, written in red ink.
You can’t have her.
She’s mine.
You’re dead.
Every muscle in Hunt’s body tensed.
Savannah turned frozen like ice. “No.” She shook her head. “No, no, no.”
ALL SAVANNAH COULD HEAR WAS her heartbeat pounding in her ears.
Hunt slid off the couch and snatched up the note carefully, by one corner.
She couldn’t see it now, but the words were seared into her brain.
Walkson liked to write in blood.
Her vision swam. Hunt strode to the kitchen and put the note in a plastic Ziploc bag. She wasn’t going to have a panic attack, dammit.
She sucked in a breath and rose.
“I’ll have it processed,” he said. “We might get a print.”
She shook her head. “There won’t be any. There weren’t any on the old ones he sent me.”
Hunt’s green gaze was piercing. “He’s not going to get to you.”
She was more worried about Walkson getting to Hunt.
Hunt opened a cupboard. “I’ll call it in, and I’ll take the note to forensics in the morning.” He pulled out a bottle. He splashed amber fluid into two glasses.
He brought one over to her.
“What’s this?” She took the glass.
“God’s gift to mankind.” He sniffed the liquor. “Blanton Gold. Bourbon.”
Her nose wrinkled. “I don’t like bourbon.” But she knocked hers back. She needed it.
Heat filled her cheeks as the alcohol hit her system. Hunt sipped his.
He seemed so calm.
“He’s targeting you,” she snapped.
Hunt sipped again. “Savannah, I’m a cop. I carry a gun. I’m former Delta Force. I’m no easy target. Walkson has made a big mistake this time.”
She bit her lip. She had to leave. She’d known it all along. “He’ll attack you when you least expect it. It’s how he got me.”
“Tell me.”
She shook her head. The image of Hunt—big, gorgeous, dependable Hunt—lifeless and bloody, made her stomach revolt. She set her glass down on the coffee table with a click.
“Don’t let him get in your head, Savannah.”
“He’s been there for years. Haunting me. He threatened my mom and brother. He killed a woman who looked like me. All because of me.”
Hunt touched her leg. “It’s not your fault. Walkson is to blame.”
“How can you be so calm?” Her pulse skittered like crazy. “He’s dangerous.”
“I know. And I’m not calm.”
There was a snap in his voice that jerked her head up. She saw the blazing fire in his eyes.
“Hunter—”
“I hate seeing you terrified. I hate knowing you feel you have to flee, that this asshole has control over your entire life.”
With catlike speed, Hunt slammed his glass down on the coffee table so hard it cracked the glass. “You’ve had to hide your art, stay away from your family.” He cupped her cheek. “Deny yourself the life you want to live.”
Her pulse was still pounding, but different emotions rushed through her now.
Hunt leaned in, his fingers brushing her cheek. “I’m going to stop him. Whatever it takes.”
The fear raced back in. “Hunter…”
He rose and pulled her up. He moved to the window, and wrapped his arms around her.
“I’m going to stop him.” Hunt tugged her so her back was pressed snugly to his front. He was so strong. Warmth poured off him. “You never have to be afraid again.” He nuzzled her neck. “I hope he’s out there, watching, seeing that I have you, and that I’m not letting you go.”
Oh, God. Hunt’s mouth traveled to the side of her neck. He nipped.
She arched into him blindly, staring out onto the empty street.
Hunt pulled her away from the window and back to the couch. He dropped down and pulled her onto his lap so that she straddled him again.
“You’re so beautiful, Savannah. So is your art. I want you to be able to share your talent with the world.”
Her chest locked. “Don’t you dare make me cry.”
He smiled darkly. “Maybe I can make you feel something else, instead.” His mouth took hers.
She shouldn’t do this. Shouldn’t let this man get closer.
But as soon as his mouth touched hers, she didn’t care. On a moan, she opened her mouth, slipping her tongue between his lips.
He groaned and grabbed the back of her head. His kiss turned harder, more ferocious.
Vicious arousal washed away every single thought from Savannah’s mind. Hunt pulled her closer, one hand sliding into her hair, tugging hard.
She ground against him, feeling the steel-hard bulge under her. His cock pressed against the juncture of her thighs and her clit throbbed. Her panties were saturated.
Savannah put everything into the kiss. She licked, nipped, her tongue dueling with his. She rocked on his lap as he plundered her mouth. His raw hunger throbbed off him.
God, she loved messing up this oh-so-steady detective. This could become addictive.
His hand cupped one of her breasts. She made a sound, pressing into his palm. She wasn’t over endowed, but she knew her breasts weren’t bad. He thumbed her nipple through her dress and her bra until it pebbled.
Then he bunched up the bottom of the dress and slid his hand under the fabric.
She froze.
His palm pressed to her belly, and she felt his gaze lock on her.
She couldn’t look at him.
His fingers moved, tracing the ridges of scars on her belly. Every muscle in her body strung tight.
“He did this.” Hunt’s voice held a gritty edge.
She nodded.
“Eyes, Savannah. Now.”
She looked up.
There was no horror, revulsion, or worse, fascination.
“These are signs you survived, baby, that’s all.”
“I… I don’t want to take my dress off.”
“That’s okay. I can make you come with it on.”
What? His hand shifted, bunching up in her dress. The air caught in her lungs.
“Hunter—”
“Shh.” He kissed her again.
Soon, she was so lost in the kiss, that she lost track of everything. Then she felt his big hand under the dress, between her legs.
As his fingers brushed her panties, she jumped.
He pushed the damp fabric aside and his fingers stroked her. He made a hungry sound. “So soft.”
As he stroked her, her hips moved, her small cries escaping her lips.
He found her clit and rubbed it.
Savannah gripped his shoulders. “Oh, God.”
He slid two fingers inside her.
She’d sculpted them, so she knew they were big. She enjoyed the stretch, panting at the pleasure. His thumb moved back to her clit.
“Ride my hand, baby. I want to watch you come.”
She couldn’t have stopped if she’d wanted to. She moved her hips, working herself on his fingers, sensation jolting through her.
“Hot, tight, slippery.” He bit her bottom lip. “I can’t wait to watch you take my cock, Savannah.”
She cried out. A shock of pleasure rocketed through her, and she picked up speed, moving her hips wildly.
Her orgasm was building, and she felt like she was on the edge of the cliff, ready to fall. He kept up the pace, his fingers plunging into her, his thumb rubbing her clit.
“Hunter.” He pushed deeper and Savannah came.
As the climax crashed over her—strong and potent—her body clamped down on his fingers.
She heard her cries and her vision wavered.
Then Hunt pulled his fingers free and tipped them sideways on the couch. He pulled her tight against his chest and held her.
“What about you?” she whispered, trying to get her breathing under control.
“Later. Right now, I’m right where I want to be.”
He kissed her and she shivered, still floating in bliss.
“And I’ve got you right where I want you.”
She clung to him, but even feeling so good, resting in his arms, her fear wasn’t far away.
This didn’t change anything. She had to protect him.
She had to leave.
CHAPTER NINE
Savannah crouched by the edge of Hunt’s bed, night shadows dancing on the wall.
After her earth-shattering orgasm, they’d dozed on the couch. Hunt had finally urged her into his bedroom, into one of his big T-shirts, and into his bed.
Once again, he’d curled around her. She thought it would be hard to sleep, but she’d drifted off, feeling warm and safe.
Until she’d dreamed of Andrew Walkson stabbing Hunt, over and over.
Blood. There’d been so much blood.
Savannah had woken on a terrified gasp.
She’d lain there, heart racing, until the nightmare had passed. But as she’d stared at the ceiling, listening to Hunt’s even breathing, she’d been excruciatingly aware that her nightmare could become reality.
More than anything, she’d wanted to stay here, curled up in Hunt’s arms. To let him shield her.
But she couldn’t.
She hadn’t known him long, but she knew he was a good man. He had brothers, family, and friends who loved him. He was courageous and he’d fought for his country, and now served his city.
She had to keep him safe.
With her gone, Walkson would chase her, and leave Hunt alone.
“Goodbye, Hunter,” she whispered.
It almost tore her apart to rise and walk silently out of the bedroom.
She’d stealthily snuck out of the bed, dressed, and grabbed a few things. Her belly contracted, tears pricking her eyes. She had to leave her paintings, her sculpture. She was only taking a bag with some clothes. She knew that Hunt would take care of her art.
In the living area, she spotted her sketchbook and snatched it up. She could at least keep the sketches of Hunt that she’d done. She pressed the book to her chest and closed her eyes. It was something, at least.
A tear rolled down her cheek. She glanced up, then forced herself to move.
She spied his car keys on the counter, and sent a silent little apology to him. Stealing a police detective’s car was not how she wanted to leave, but she’d make sure she left it somewhere where he could find it.
Clutching the keys, she crept down the stairs. He’d parked on the street, and a part of her was terrified to go outside.
What if Walkson was waiting?
She straightened. He wouldn’t be right out the door. If he was close by, then he’d chase her, and she’d get her asshole stalker far away from the good man who was asleep upstairs.
She shut down the alarm, just as Hunt had showed her earlier, and slipped outside.
It was three AM. The street was eerie and empty. There was no movement anywhere.
She hesitated.
Damn. This hurt more than she’d thought. The painful ball in her chest made fresh tears spill down her cheeks.
She had to protect Hunt. She was doing the right thing. She had to protect all the people here on the street. None of them were safe from Walkson.
She hitched her bag up on her shoulder and headed toward the Charger. The locks bleeped and she winced. It sounded deafeningly loud in the quiet of the night.
She threw her bag in the backseat and slid into the driver’s seat. She sat there for a second, then sucked in a breath and pressed the start button.
Nothing happened.
Her pulse jumped. No.
“Oh, no.” She pressed the button again, then again.
The engine didn’t even make a sound.
This couldn’t be happening. She had to leave tonight.
A rap on the driver’s side window made Savannah scream.
But it wasn’t Walkson’s plain, normal face staring back at her through the glass. It was Hunt’s rugged, very-pissed-off face.
She unlocked the car, and he yanked the door open.
“Get out of the car, Savannah.” He said the words in a clipped tone.
She swallowed. “I have to go—”
“Get out of the car, or I’ll carry you out.”
“You aren’t listening to me! I have to go. I have to keep you safe.”
He leaned in and she registered idly that he wasn’t wearing a shirt. Their noses brushed.
“Get out of the car,” he said again.
Savannah’s hands flexed on the steering wheel. “You did something to the car.”
“Yes.” He grabbed her arm and hauled her out.
She started to argue, but she saw the way his gaze carefully swept the street. She realized that he was alert, cautious. It wasn’t safe out here.
She let him pull her inside.
“I knew you’d run.” He towed her upstairs.
“I don’t want to,” she cried. “But I don’t have a choice.”
At the top of the stairs, he whirled. “You do. You stay here, and you trust me to protect you. But you don’t trust anyone, do you?”
“I trust you,” she yelled. “But I know him. He’ll never stop. He’s obsessed, he’s evil. I don’t want you hurt. I…couldn’t handle it.” Her voice cracked.
Hunt cursed. He crossed to her and yanked her against him. She clung to him.
“I won’t survive if he hurts you,” she mumbled against his chest.
“He’s not going to hurt me. And he’s not going to hurt you. I’ve put away worse bugs than Walkson.” He stroked her back. “You’re safe. I will put Walkson in a cage.”
She clung to him harder. She wanted to believe that so badly.
He dropped into an armchair and pulled her down with him. She snuggled into him, tucking her head under his chin.
His hand slid over her belly, and his fingers spread.
“Tell me,” he said.
She knew what he wanted. After sharing her ordeal with the police, and then having them doubt her and accuse her of murder, she’d never told anyone.
She trembled. “I’m not sure I can.”
“I’ll start. I was on a mission with my Delta Force team, in a rough, not-very-nice place. I had a bad parachute landing, and blew out my knee.”
His tone was devoid of emotion. Savannah waited. She knew there was more. There was hard, resolute resignation in his voice.
“I drugged up and completed the mission, but I did irreparable damage to my knee. The doctors told me I couldn’t be special forces anymore.” He dragged in a deep breath. “And I didn’t want a desk job.”
“So, you came home.”
“Yeah. It took me a while to acclimatize, but I decided to become a cop, like my father had been. He died of a stroke a few years back, but he was proud as hell. Luckily, I took to it.”
Savannah pressed her cheek to his chest. She was unsurprised.
“I was just getting settled at SFPD when I got the call.”
His dark tone made her tense. He smoothed a hand down her thigh.
“My old team had gone on a mission. It went FUBAR. Three of them, three of the best men I’ve ever known, died. They bled out on fucking sand, half a world away from their families.”
She held on to him. “I’m so sorry, Hunt.”
“I wasn’t there. I’d had their backs for years, and I wasn’t there when it counted.”
She kissed his jaw. “It’s not your fault. You’re not all-knowing.”
“And it’s not your fault that Walkson is obsessed with you, or killed that woman.”
Damn, he’d turned it around on her.
IT WAS hard to beat down the volatile mix of emotions stewing in him.
If Savannah had managed to leave, she would’ve run. She would’ve slipped through Hunt’s fingers and disappeared. She was good at it.
He might never have found her.
He tightened his hold on her. Here he was, baring his battered soul to her.
He didn’t talk much about his Delta Force buddies, or the ones he’d lost: Eric, Mitchell, and Manny. He rarely talked about the crushing guilt. Occasionally, after a few too many beers or Blanton, he and Ryder would talk. Ryder had his own scars, but his brother had an easier-going personality. He didn’t dwell as much.
Sometimes, in the middle of the night, Hunt couldn’t help but think of the friends he’d lost, their families. Once a year, he visited their widows, and took toys and gift cards for the kids. The kids were getting older, growing up without their fathers. Hell, some barely remembered their dads.
“Hunter.” Savannah stroked his cheek. “Your friends’ deaths are on the people who killed them. I’m sure you all knew the risks when you signed up.”
Yeah. He’d been willing to give his life, if required. But Savannah hadn’t signed up to be terrorized by a madman, her life torn to shreds.
Hunt toyed with the hem of her T-shirt. He felt her stiffen, then slowly, purposefully relax.
Her hand moved down and she lifted the soft fabric up, inch by inch.
He pulled in a breath, honored by her trust.
She sucked in a sharp breath. He explored the thin ridges on her belly, rage welling. The bastard had used a knife on her. The scars weren’t bad, but he knew she felt the weight of them.
“You could have them removed,” he said.
“They remind me. Every day.” Her voice was a whisper. “To never relax my guard.”
He nuzzled her hair. “Tell me.”
“I had a showing. Amelia was there and caused a scene. She was jealous of my success. I didn’t care. I was on cloud nine. I’d sold a ton of pieces, and not even a creepy fan like Andrew Walkson could darken my day.”
“You knew him.”
“A little. He was always at my showings and he’d bought some of my art. The first piece he bought was a painting of an endless forest of trees, done in my signature style. I’d called it Infinity.” She dragged in a breath. “He asked me out for coffee a bunch of times and I always declined. He…stared a lot. He unsettled me.” She shifted, lost in the memories. “I never imagined that he was dangerous. Then Amelia went missing.” Her voice turned dull. “The next night, I stopped by the gallery. I got a message from the owner about a piece.”
“But it wasn’t the owner.”
“No.” She bit her lip, and her hand fisted.
Hunt caught her fist and uncurled her fingers. “You’re not alone. I’m here.”
“Walkson was waiting. He dragged me into the back room. He’s stronger than he looks.” She shuddered. “He tied me up, then cut off my dress. It wasn’t sexual, per se. I don’t think he could—” she gestured with her hand “—but he enjoyed my fear, my pain. He toyed with me, sliced me up. He was angry that I kept turning him down. He said we were meant to be together.” She shuddered again. “There was so much blood, and it hurt so much. I screamed, but no one heard. He told me in excruciating detail what he’d done to Amelia.” Savannah’s voice hitched. “For me. He said that he’d killed her for me.”
“No. That’s him trying to get in your head. He did it for him.”
She swallowed. “When the sun rose, he left. He’d loosened the ropes and I got free. I was in a bad way, and ended up in the hospital. My mom and brother were frantic when I hadn’t come home. My father had died the year before. Heart attack.” A faint smile hit her lips. “That man had loved his bacon.” Her smile faded. “Mom was super-protective, and she was beside herself. My best friend, Saskia, had spent the night looking for me.” Savannah rubbed the fingers of her free hand against her temple. “Then the police came, but instead of listening to my story, they questioned me about Amelia. They’d found her body, and a knife with my blood and fingerprints on it.” She started shaking. “It was horrible. They accused me of working with Walkson to kill my rival.” Tears flowed down her cheeks. “I was so scared, and in so much pain. They accused me of working with my attacker. I was terrified that they were going to arrest me.”
Hunt stroked her hair. “They were doing their jobs.” But he realized how traumatizing it must’ve been for her.
“They were relentless, even after I was released from the hospital. They couldn’t find Walkson. Then…” She pressed a hand to her belly.
Hunt tensed and knew there was more to come.
“Walkson sent me a note. It included photos of mom and Ezra. He promised to kill them if I didn’t go to him. I couldn’t let that happen. I ran.”
And she’d been running ever since.
She tipped her face up and he carefully wiped away her tears.
“No more running,” Hunt murmured.
She bit her lip.
“Promise me, Savannah. Trust me. We can stop him, and give you your life back.”
She closed her eyes. “I want to believe.”
Hunt pressed his lips to her temple. “Believe.”
He peppered kisses down her face. She made a needy sound, and then turned and pressed her lips to his.
“Hunter.” She slid her hands into his hair. Their tongues stroked.
Fuck, she tasted so damn intoxicating. She moved on him, setting his already-hard cock throbbing. He gripped her thigh. “Savannah—”
“I want you. I want you inside me, filling me up.”
Hunt groaned. This was pure torture. “I’m not fucking you tonight.”
She frowned. “Why not? I want you. You want me.”
“You’ve had a rough day and night.”
“Hunt—”
He squeezed her hand. “Hear me out.” He slid his fingers along her jaw. “You’re tough. I know that. But you’ve dealt with a lot of stuff tonight. I’m not taking advantage of that. When I finally have you, we’ll both be focused solely on that.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Guess it’s my own fault for lusting after a slightly uptight, do-gooder cop.” She put her hand over his. “And a good guy.”
“If you knew exactly what I wanted to do to you, you might not say that.”
She shivered.
“The other reason is, I don’t have any condoms, and I’m guessing you don’t, either.”
“You don’t?” There was surprise in her voice.
“Haven’t needed any lately. I’ve had no time to date.” He ran his thumb over her lips. “And no one caught my eye, until my annoying, sexy, new neighbor played her music too loud.”
She nipped the end of his thumb, and Hunt felt it deep, his gut tightening.
“Well, we could do other stuff,” she murmured.
“Savannah—”
She sucked his thumb into her mouth, gray gaze locked on his. “Please, Hunter? I want to pleasure you, feel connected to you. I want to touch you.”
Fuck.
He felt his control crumbling. She bit his thumb again, giving him ideas of exactly what she wanted to do.
When he didn’t respond, she smiled.
Her hand slid down between them, and she palmed his erection.
He groaned. “I feel like I should say no.”
“Don’t say no.” She fumbled with the waistband of his shorts, then shoved them down. “I want—”
His large cock sprang free.
She stared. Hunt tried to think, but his brain was scrambled. He loved seeing the absorbed look on her face. “Baby, I—”
She dropped to her knees between his thighs, and leaned forward and licked the head of his cock.
He bit back a strangled curse and curled a hand in her curls.
She looked up, a faint smile on her face. “You were saying?”
“Nothing.” He nudged her.
Her smile widened, then she sucked him deep. She licked, sucked, and found the perfect suction.
Hunt groaned and kept his gaze on her. On that pretty mouth stretched around his cock, and on the hunger written all over her face.
She made a sound, and the vibration on his cock was almost too much. His climax was drawing closer, and he felt everything in him tightening. She kept bobbing her head up and down, and Hunt was incapable of talking, could only manage wordless grunts.
She squirmed between his thighs, drawing back, then taking him deep.
“Savannah, baby, I’m going to come.” His fingers tightened in her hair.
She sucked him deeper.
Hunt shuddered, throwing his head back. Hot, molten pleasure rushed through him. He shot into her mouth, and she swallowed, her hands digging into his thighs.
Shit. Fuck.
His body was a mass of pleasure, relief, and violent satisfaction.
She smiled up at him, her face open and flushed. Then he noted the way she rubbed her thighs together.
He didn’t stop to think or warn her.
He yanked her up, then tossed her on the couch.
“Hunter—” Her voice was breathless.
“Quiet.” He yanked her shorts and panties off. He pushed her legs apart, spreading her wide. He was desperate for a taste of her.
He kissed her thigh, scraped his teeth over the delicate skin. She shuddered.
Then he put his mouth on her pretty pussy.
She reared up. With long swipes of his tongue, he explored and tasted. He groaned, using his tongue to torment her. She let out a sharp cry.
Hunt found her clit. He scraped it with his teeth, and sucked.
She turned her head into the couch cushion and screamed as she came.
He felt pleasure ripple through her before she collapsed under him, panting.
Yes, Savannah Cole was his.
He wouldn’t let her stalker have her, wouldn’t let her run from him, and he’d fight anyone who tried to hurt her or take her away.
CHAPTER TEN
Savannah whistled in the shower.
Why the hell not?
She smiled as she washed her hair. She’d had the best orgasm of her life, made even better because it wasn’t self-induced. She’d gotten to touch and taste Hunter, and give him pleasure.
She’d slept tucked up against Hunt’s hard body. The man liked full contact when they slept. He’d kept his body pressed to hers, an arm tight around her waist.
After shutting off the water, she stepped out. She dried her hair and wrapped herself in a towel. Despite the shitty circumstances of her life and the ugly bruises around her neck, she felt good. She was going to enjoy the moment.
Movement in the mirror caught her eye. Hunt stepped into the bathroom. He’d already dressed in dark suit pants, a white shirt, and tie.
Mmm. She absorbed the shot of desire. She wanted to mess the detective up a little.
He set the coffee mug down on the vanity, then snaked an arm around her and kissed her.
Oh. She clung to him. He tasted like coffee and Hunt.
He bit her bottom lip. “If we had time, I’d get rid of this towel, and bend you over the vanity until you scream.”
She groaned. “Seriously, you’re hot enough without the sexy, dirty talk.”
He smiled at her, then squeezed her ass through the towel. “I remember exactly how sweet you taste. Unfortunately, I have meetings, and I need to get you to Norcross.”
“Norcross?”
He nodded. “Vander’s going to keep an eye on you today. Take your art stuff. You can work at his office.”
She hated the idea that she needed bodyguards, but if she was safe, she knew that Hunt would be less distracted and could focus on finding Walkson.
“Here.” Hunt handed her the coffee.
She sipped her coffee and moaned. “Careful, I could get used to this.”
He met her gaze in the mirror. “Good.”
Then he was gone.
Her chest tightened to a hard, sharp point. She wanted this. Wanted this happiness to last. She pressed a hand to the sink, and her chin dropped to her chest. She knew life could kick you in the teeth and snatch everything you loved most away in the blink of an eye.
She looked into the mirror.
No. She’d told Hunt that she’d stay, and that they’d face Walkson together.
She dressed in fitted, three-quarter, navy-blue pants, some beaded, flat sandals, and her favorite gray T-shirt. She put on the black choker necklace she loved, and it covered the bruising a little. She piled her loose curls up on top of her head.
Hunt herded her and her art bag into his now working Charger. They prowled out of the neighborhood.
“Busy day?” she asked.
“Hell, yeah. I’m juggling a bunch of cases. I just got a message that there’s been a follow-up on one, so I need to chase that down. We might finally arrest the perp responsible today.”
“You love your job.”
He glanced at her. “Sometimes. It has its ups and downs. It helps to know I’m making a difference. That I’m there when it counts.”
There was something in his voice.
There when it counts. Her belly clenched. Like he felt he hadn’t been for his Delta Force men.
“Hunt, being a cop, it’s important. You don’t need to be making up for the Delta brothers you lost.”
“It’s not that,” he snapped.
Savannah watched his hands flex on the wheel, his knuckles white. She felt a funny sensation. “I can’t bring Amelia back.”
He growled. “Her death is not your fault.”
“And neither were the deaths of your friends after you left the military.”
“Drop it.”
“Hunt—”
“I said, drop it.”
She folded her arms. “Right, I bare all my secrets, but yours are off-limits.”
He was silent, a muscle in his jaw ticked.
She felt a sense of sadness. She looked out the side window. “Maybe I’m just another case for you to solve. Another person for you to save as you make amends for your lost friends.”
“No.” He blew out a breath. Then he yanked on the wheel and pulled over on a side street.
He reached out and took her hand.
“I’m sorry. I… Haven’t talked about Eric, Mitchell, and Manny much.”
“Oh.” He’d never shared with anyone?
“I talk a little bit with Ryder. I do feel guilt. Survivor guilt. I know it. Those men all had families, kids, and Manny had a baby on the way. I was single. Maybe a part of me thought it would be better if I had died.”
“Hunter, no.” She touched his cheek. “Life sucks sometimes. Sometimes there is no good explanation for why things happen. You just have to accept them and move on.”
He kissed her, thorough but quick. “I’ll try not to snap your head off in the future.”
“That’ll be appreciated, but I do get it, Hunt.”
He kissed her hand, then pulled the car back out onto the road.
It wasn’t long before he pulled up in front of an amazing, renovated warehouse. Wow. A large door slid open, and they drove into the parking area. Rows of BMW SUVs were parked on one side.
“Nice digs.”
“Private security pays well,” Hunt said. “And Vander’s brother is a billionaire.”
“Wait. Easton Norcross?”
“That’s him. He helps us all invest.”
She knew that the billionaire owned the Hutton Museum. It was one of her favorite places to visit in San Francisco. The art collections there were amazing.
“Really? Are you loaded, Detective?” She bumped her hip against his as he slung her art bag on his shoulder.
“Well, I’m not a billionaire.” He led her up some stairs.
No, he wouldn’t want billions. “Bummer. Can you introduce me to Easton?”
Hunt gripped the back of her neck. “Sure, but he’s happily engaged.”
She wrinkled her nose. No doubt Easton Norcross was engaged to some statuesque supermodel.
Hunt nipped Savannah’s ear. “And you’re mine.”
She shivered.
They reached the top of the stairs, and Savannah stopped to take it all in. She totally loved the industrial feel to the warehouse interior. Whoever had done the work, had done an excellent job.
The next thing she spotted was a tall, golden-haired man in a tailored suit, kissing a petite, dark-haired woman in a sleek, blue dress that Savannah instantly coveted.
The man lifted his head, saw Hunt and smiled.
“Can’t stay away from your woman, Buchanan?” Hunt asked.
The man slung his arm across the woman’s shoulders. “Why would I want to stay away? She’s gorgeous, mine, and going to marry me.”
“She’s going to smack you if you don’t let her leave. I have a meeting, and Ashley will skin me alive if I’m late. Sometimes I wonder who’s the boss and who’s the assistant.” The brunette eyed Savannah with interest. “Hi, I’m Gia Norcross. This is my man, Saxon Buchanan.”
“Savannah.”
“Vander’s taking care of Savannah for me,” Hunt said. “She’s got some troubles.”
Gia’s gaze flickered briefly to the bruises on Savannah’s neck. “Bodyguard duty.” There was sympathy in the woman’s voice.
A slightly disheveled brunette in a fitted, green pantsuit stepped out of an office. “Rhys, I have to go.”
A far-too-hot-for-his-own-good man stepped out behind her. He looked like a rock god crossed with a fallen angel. He had a handsome face, thick, dark hair with curl to it, and a wide smile.
Oh, Savannah wanted to paint him, bare chested, guitar in hand.
“Oh, hello.” The woman blushed prettily, especially when the man kissed the back of her neck.
“Rhys Norcross and Haven McKinney, this is Savannah Cole,” Hunt introduced her.
“It’s lovely to meet you,” Haven said.
“Actually, I’ve been meaning to introduce you two,” Hunt added. “Savannah’s an artist.”
Haven’s face perked up. “Really? I’d love to see your work.”
“Well, sure,” Savannah said.
“Haven works at the Hutton Museum,” Hunt said.
Savannah gasped. “I love the Hutton. I’ve spent hours there. The Carolina Exhibition is amazing.”
Haven beamed. “I spent hours securing that collection. I’m the curator.”
Brynn and Vander strode down the hall, and Savannah took a second to admire them. They had a similar, take-charge vibe. A matching set. Then Vander pulled Brynn close, he ran his nose down hers, and watched her intensely the entire time. Savannah felt like a voyeur. Phew. They sure generated some heat.
Vander lifted a hand to the crowd.
“Hi, Savannah,” Brynn said
“Hi.”
Gia frowned. “So, Savannah, do you know Hunt from a case?”
“Sort of…”
“She’s my neighbor,” Hunt said.
“Oh,” Gia said.
“I need to go,” Hunt said. “Stay inside, follow Vander’s orders.”
Savannah nodded.
“So, there’s nothing going on with you two?” Gia asked, not even bothering to hide her nosiness. The woman had a look in her eye.
“I have a stalker,” Savannah said.
“That’s terrible,” Haven said. “I’m so sorry.”
“But there’s also plenty going on.” Hunt tugged Savannah close and laid a kiss on her.
When he finally stepped back, her head was swimming, and her girly parts were doing the rumba.
She looked up. The men all looked amused, and the women were eyeing her with wide grins.
“I’ll pick you up this afternoon,” he said.
She watched him stride to the stairs.
Damn the man.
IT WAS a little surprising to find herself in a beautiful, light-filled space, showing her sketchbook to Haven.
“Oh, look at Hunt in this. That man has hot, dependable, cop written all over him.” Haven smiled at Savannah. “But don’t worry, I like hot, sexy, rock-star investigators myself.” She looked down at the sketchbook. “Your style is amazing.”
“I paint and sculpt, too.”
Haven’s blue eyes lit up. “Can I see?”
Savannah nodded. “I actually had some showings, before…”
Haven grabbed her hand and squeezed. “When I got together with Rhys, I found myself in some trouble. There was a theft at the Hutton, and a Monet was stolen.”
Savannah’s mouth dropped open. “I heard about that in the news.”
“I was there. It was horrible. It turned out my ex, who’d hit me, was involved. Anyway, I have no idea how it feels to have a crazed stalker after you, but I do know how it feels to have your life spin out of control, and to be afraid. I also know how difficult it can be to trust a gorgeous man who wants to help you.”
Savannah felt a sense of kinship and understanding. Smiling, she pulled out her phone. “I’ve got some pictures of my paintings. It’s not the same, of course, but…”
She showed Haven and the woman squeed. “Amazing. Your painting style is incredible. Oh, my God, you’ve had to hide this?” Haven straightened. “Once Hunt has your stalker locked up, you’re having a showing at the museum.”
Savannah froze, certain her hearing was suddenly failing. “Wait, what? At the Hutton?”
“Yes. I’m going to make it happen.”
Savannah blinked. “Haven, I…” She didn’t know what to say. She hadn’t been safe for so long. Hadn’t been in a position where she could actively plan for the future.
Haven hugged her, and Savannah’s throat tightened. She hadn’t spoken to her best friend, Saskia, since she’d been on the run.
Savannah missed her so much—the camaraderie, someone to confide in, joke with.
“Trust the good,” Haven said. “Grab him with both hands and hold on.”
Savannah smiled. “You’re right. Thank you, Haven. Oh my God, my art in the Hutton.”
Vander appeared, striding down the row of glass-walled offices. Something about him made her think of a stalking panther. Then she saw his face and the bottom of her stomach dropped away.
“Something’s wrong.” A rock lodged in her throat. “What happened?”
Vander put his hands on his hips, his face grim. “Hunt’s been shot.”
The world blurred around her. Noise roared in her ears.
Haven grabbed her hand and squeezed hard.
“Is he—?” Savannah’s voice broke. “Is he okay?”
God. God.
“He’s on the way to the hospital.”
“Was it a criminal?” Haven asked. “Were cops targeted?”
Vander’s lips flattened. “He was shot at a crime scene by a long-range sniper rifle.”
Savannah tasted bile. “It’s Walkson.” This was all her fault. She should have left. She’d known Walkson would target Hunt. “This is my fault.”
“No, it’s not,” Vander bit out. “Hunt will be fine. He’s a tough sonofabitch, and one of the best Delta soldiers I ever worked with. He’s going to be pissed, and I’m feeling pissed, myself. This asshole doesn’t get to hurt you, or my friends, or terrorize my city.”
Vander’s cold, lethal tone made Savannah’s chest lock.
“I’ll take you to the hospital.” Then Vander closed the distance between them and cupped her cheek. “You’re safe, Savannah. Walkson’s reign of fucking terror is over. I’ll do everything I can to help Hunt take the fucker down.”
“Thanks, Vander,” she murmured.
“Let’s go.”
Haven hugged her, then Vander bundled her into a black BMW X6.
The drive to the hospital was a blur. Her heart beat hard in her ears. Hunt could’ve died. He could still die. How badly was he hurt? She twisted her hands together in her lap. Terror carved up her insides.
“Did you tell his brothers?” she asked.
“I called them. Camden was out on a job for me, but he’ll meet us at the hospital.”
“Walkson is sneaky. He never comes head-on, and he likes being cunning, and conning everybody.”
“He’s done. I’ll either see him dead, or locked up.”
She eyed him curiously. “Hunt must give you the ‘you can’t do that because I’m a detective’ speech pretty often?”
The corner of Vander’s lips twitched. “All the time. I bribe him with bourbon.”
“Blanton Gold.”
“That, and sometimes a bottle of George T. Stagg.”
“Sounds expensive.”
“It costs about twelve hundred dollars a bottle.”
She choked. “Jesus.”
Vander smiled. “Don’t ask Easton about his collection. Hunt secretly covets the Stagg, but anything too expensive makes him twitchy.” Vander’s hands flexed. “He’ll be fine.”
Savannah prayed that that was true.
Vander pulled in at the hospital. He kept her close to his side, his dark gaze scanning everyone who passed them as they headed into the building.
He talked to someone at the nurses’ desk, but Savannah still couldn’t focus. He led her into a private waiting room.
A small crowd had gathered.
There were several cops, many in uniform, but some in suits. Brynn hurried over and hugged Vander, lines of worry digging into her face. Then she let Vander go and hugged Savannah.
Savannah quickly got over her surprise and clung to the woman.
“He will be fine,” Brynn said. “I know it.”
Savannah wished she felt so confident.
Ryder and Cam appeared, both radiating deadly intensity.
“He was shot in the arm,” Cam said. “Bastard who shot him was aiming for his chest, but Hunt moved at the last minute.”
Savannah gasped, and locked her shaky knees.
Ryder slung an arm over her shoulders. “He’ll be all right. That last mission, his knee was a mess, and he walked for miles and carried out an injured teammate.”
“That sounds like Hunt,” she said.
The door burst open, and a tall, older woman with carefully dyed, ash-blonde hair hurried in.
She spotted Ryder and Cam, and hurried to them.
“Mom.” Camden caught the woman.
There were tears in her eyes and she fought them back. “How is he?”
“No news yet.” Ryder said. “Other than we know he got hit in the arm, and he’s conscious.”
Mrs. Morgan blew out a breath. “Okay, that doesn’t sound too bad.” Then her gaze fell on Savannah and she fought not to fidget.
“Ryder, are you seeing someone and didn’t tell me?” There was a hopeful note in the woman’s voice.
Despite the circumstances, Ryder grinned. “As much as I’d like to say yes, Savannah’s not mine. She belongs to Hunt.”
Mrs. Morgan’s eyes—the same green that she’d given her sons—widened. “Oh.” Her smile bloomed. “I’m Delia. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She stepped forward and hugged Savannah.
“You, too. I’m so sorry about Hunter.”
“Hunter. You call him Hunter.” Mrs. Morgan stared at her for a beat, then waved a hand. “It’s not your fault. Hunt will catch whoever did this, and Vander will help.” Her voice was matter-of-fact.
Vander inclined his head.
“I think it’s my fault,” Savannah confessed. “I have a stalker, and I think he did this.”
Mrs. Morgan squeezed Savannah’s hand, her gaze dropping to Savannah’s bruised neck, and something sparked in her eyes. “That doesn’t make it your fault.”
The internal doors opened, and a young, male doctor in blue scrubs entered. “Hunter Morgan?”
Everyone in the room turned.
“Ah, his family?” the doctor added.
Ryder and Cam moved, and Mrs. Morgan grabbed Savannah’s hand and yanked her forward.
“How’s my son?” Mrs. Morgan asked.
“He’s stable. The gunshot cut across his arm, and there’s no permanent damage. He’s lucky.”
“He’s okay,” Ryder announced to the room.
The cops broke out in cheers.
“Can we see him?” Mrs. Morgan asked.
“Family only, for now,” the doctor said.
“Come on.” Hunt’s mom kept a tight grip on Savannah.
“Mrs. Morgan, I—”
Cam took her other arm. Ryder nudged her back.
“Let’s move, beautiful,” the paramedic said.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Hunt shifted on the bed, fighting off his annoyance. The nurse checked his vitals, then fussed with the bandage on his arm.
“I think it’s good.” He did his best to temper his voice. He’d been shot before; more than once, in fact.
Savannah would panic. Again, she’d get it in her head that she had to protect him and try to run. His pulse spiked. What if she slipped away?
Vander had her. No one could slip past Vander.
“You need to rest, Detective,” the nurse said. “And take your pain meds.”
He knew the drill. He was just glad he hadn’t needed surgery.
The door opened. His mom led the charge, but Hunt’s gaze went straight to Savannah. She was wedged between his brothers, her face pale, and her lips pressed tightly together.
Hunt swung his legs over the bed.
“Detective,” the nurse squawked.
He took two steps and yanked Savannah into his arms. “You aren’t leaving, and this is not your fault.”
“Hunter…” A near soundless whisper. Then her arms wrapped around him and held tight.
That was better. He looked over her head. “Hi, Mom.”
“Hunt.” She leaned close and touched his cheek. Her worried look melted away as she watched him and Savannah. A smile touched her lips.
Delia Morgan had been a cop’s wife. She’d had three sons in the military. She was made of sturdy stuff.
Even after she’d lost her husband to a stroke, she’d never faltered. His mom was like a rock. The foundation of their family.
She’d always supported whatever decisions they made about their careers, and never pushed them to marry or have kids. But the look in her eye warned him that she’d been thinking about it.
“I’m about to be discharged,” he told them. “I’m fine.”
Savannah lifted her head and eyed the bandage on his arm with unhappy eyes.
He cupped her chin. “I’m fine. This is good. The asshole hired someone to take the shot.”
Savannah gasped.
“We got the guy. He’s singing like a canary, and he described Walkson as the man who hired him.”
Savannah’s hands flexed on Hunt’s skin.
“We’ve confirmed he’s in San Francisco,” Hunt continued. “I also made contact with the NYPD.”
She tensed.
“You aren’t the suspect from Amelia’s murder, Savannah. You were only ever a person of interest. I know the questioning made you feel that way, but people lie a lot, and thorough questioning is vital.”
She nodded. “I don’t care about any of that right now. Walkson’s after you.”
Hunt slid his hand into her hair. “Good. He’ll get sloppy.”
“He’s already hurt you…”
Fear coated her voice. He hated it, but he knew that it showed she felt something for him.
That made him feel good.
There was a knock at the door and Vander appeared in the doorway. “You done lying around, Morgan?”
Hunt snorted.
“It’s too dangerous for you to go home,” Vander said. “Walkson knows where you live, Hunt. Today, he proved he’s willing to resort to any tactics.”
Hunt frowned. Shit. That was all true.
“And you can’t stay with your family or friends either,” Vander added. “That’ll just put them in danger.”
Savannah’s fingers tightened on him.
“I think Sunday lunch is off,” Hunt said to his mom.
His mom waved a hand. “I just want you and Savannah safe.”
Vander continued, “I spoke with Easton, and we’ve organized a safe house for you and Savannah. Somewhere safe, comfortable, and well protected. I’ll have my team supplement security.” Vander’s face hardened. “And then we can make a plan to track this fucker down.” His gaze flicked to Hunt’s mom. “Sorry, Mrs. Morgan.”
The older woman smiled. “I’ve heard the word before, Vander. In fact, I’ve heard you and my boys use it quite a few times.”
Vander gave her a faint smile.
“And I want you, Hunt, and my boys to catch the fucker,” she said.
“Mom,” Ryder said, grinning.
Savannah laughed. Hunt squeezed her closer.
“I’ll drop you at the safe house,” Vander said. “Cam can get clothes and whatever else you need from your place.”
“Savannah will need her art gear,” Hunt said.
“Oh, you’re an artist.” Hunt’s mother clapped her hands together. “That’s wonderful.”
“Okay, let’s spring Hunt, and get these two safe,” Ryder said.
Hunt met Vander’s gaze. “We need to find Walkson. Fast.”
Vander nodded. “Rhys and Ace are on it. We’ll run him down.”
Savannah stiffened, and Hunt stroked her back.
Once the paperwork was done, Hunt’s mom kissed him and Savannah, then headed off with Ryder.
Vander herded them into the back of his X6.
“You’re sure you’re all right?” She stroked his fingers.
“Fine.” The bandage poked out of the borrowed scrub shirt he wore. “It cut a groove in my bicep, but there’s no bad damage. The painkillers are controlling the pain.”
She looked unhappy, and he gave her a quick kiss.
Hunt made a quick call and spoke with his lieutenant. Lieutenant William Cook was smart, fair, and solid. Hunt liked working for him.
“Lay low, Hunt, and find this Walkson,” Lieutenant Cook rumbled. “Whatever resources you need, you have them. No one gets away with taking potshots at cops in my city.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll keep you updated.”
It wasn’t long before Vander drove past the main entrance to the Four Seasons and pulled into one of the private residence towers around the corner.
“Exactly where is the safe house?” Savannah asked.
Vander turned and looked back at them. “It’s more of a safe apartment. Easton owns a slew of properties across the city. This one’s in the residential tower here, on a high level, and the building has an excellent security system.”
“Installed by Norcross Security?” Hunt asked.
“Of course. The building has a good security team too, plus I’ll have my team beef that up, and control access to your floor.”
They strode to a private elevator. Vander pulled out a key card and held it to the panel. As the elevator zoomed upward, he handed the card to Hunt.
“You’ll be safe here. Tomorrow, Ace, Rhys and I will come by with whatever we have on Walkson. We can make a plan of attack.”
“You guys are doing so much…” Savannah fiddled with her hair. “All because of me.”
“Because you deserve to be safe,” Hunt said. “Because Walkson has to be stopped before he hurts anyone else.”
The elevator slowed and the doors opened. They walked into the apartment.
Hell. Hunt couldn’t think of anything to say.
Savannah’s mouth dropped open. “Holy cow. Vander, you should’ve said safe penthouse.”
The space was flooded with natural light. There was a double-height living area, with huge, floor-to-ceiling windows. Savannah looked dumbfounded, and Hunt was a little in awe himself.
Sleek, gray couches were grouped around a flat, black coffee table. The windows in front of them gave breathtaking views of the city and the Bay. To the left, a half spiral staircase led up to the mezzanine level and upper floor. Beyond that, were more windows that showed off the Salesforce building and rest of the city. Sliding doors opened onto a terrace, with outdoor furniture and a long, infinity pool.
To the right was the dining room with a huge table and another terrace.
“Kitchen’s stocked,” Vander said. “Get some rest, Hunt, then be ready to hunt Walkson down.”
“Bye, Vander,” Savannah said. “Please thank your brother for letting us stay here.”
Once Vander was gone, Savannah strode over to Hunt.
“You need to rest.” Her tone turned bossy. “I’ll make you something to eat and—”
“Don’t fuss.”
She huffed out a breath. “I’m going to fuss. I’m freaked, worried, and you got shot.” Her voice rose. She was wired, tense.
“I don’t need you to fuss.”
She met his gaze. “What do you need?”
“You.” He tilted her head up. “I’m going to have you now, Savannah.”
INSTANT DESIRE.
Heat pooled in her belly. It really didn’t take much with this man. Hunt just had to be in the room, and she was wet. She tried to find some control.
“Your arm—”
“Is fine. How many more times are you going to make me say that?” He kissed her. His hand cupped the back of her head, tongue stroking into her mouth.
She moaned, kissing him back.
His other hand gripped her ass. He pulled her flush against him, his big, hard cock pressing against her belly.
God. She wanted his cock inside her. Wanted to feel the flex of his muscles as he thrust into her.
“You’re sure?” she asked. “I don’t want you in pain.”
“I’m sure.” He covered her mouth with his again and backed her up.
“Please,” she said.
“Please, what?” His voice was deep, guttural.
“Please fuck me.”
He growled, then gripped her waist and lifted her effortlessly onto the long, shiny dining table.
Savannah glanced over her shoulder. The windows gave amazing views of the city. Then she felt Hunt working to open her pants, and all she saw was the stark, hungry need on his rugged face.
She gripped his arms, narrowly avoiding his gunshot wound.
Oh, boy. She loved his strong arms. Her fingers traced over the ink on his forearm. It was intricate and a fascinating piece of art. It looked like a kraken—wild and powerful—with its tentacles wrapped around his muscular arm. There was writing as well, but she didn’t get a chance to read it.
Hunt yanked her pants free, then his mouth was back on hers.
The next kiss was hard and hungry. There was no gentleness or wooing—just a possessive claim, and pure need.
She pressed into him, frantic for more. She felt like she’d waited her entire life for this man.
He pushed her legs apart. His fingers stroked over her lace panties.
“I need to taste that sweet pussy again,” he growled.
Her belly contracted. He gripped her panties, then, with a flick of his wrist, tore them off her.
She gasped, pulling his head back to hers. Their tongues clashed, as his fingers stroked between her legs.
Then he broke the kiss, and dropped to his knees.
Oh God. Oh God.
His big hands spread her farther, then his mouth was on her.
Oh.
Savannah clamped her hands on his head. Her legs spasmed, and Hunt gripped her thighs, and pulled her hard against his marauding mouth.
His tongue licked and stabbed, and Savannah’s cries bounced off the windows. She tugged on his hair. “Hunt. I need you inside me. Now!”
He surged up. She attacked his scrub shirt, shoving it up. He ripped it over his head.
She leaned forward and kissed his chest. She made a promise to herself to take the time to explore every inch of him. Later.
With a short grunt, he opened his pants and freed his straining cock.
Oh, yes. The head of him was leaking with need. He pulled something from his pocket and ripped the condom package open.
Clearly, he’d sorted out the condom problem. Belly tight and hot, she watched him roll the latex on his thick cock.
Then he looked up.
The heat and hunger in his green eyes made her chest hitch.
Hunt pulled her to the edge of the table, and she tucked her legs tight to his sides. His thick cock brushed her damp folds, making her gasp.
Then he thrust inside her.
“Hunter.” She threw her head back, wrapping her arms tightly around him.
He groaned against her neck. “Right where I needed to be.”
He pulled back, then drove deep. He started a hard, powering rhythm.
He felt so good inside her. He felt so right. She clung to him as he thrust into her.
“Tight. Perfect.” He groaned. “You fit me just right, baby.”
“I’m going to come,” she panted.
“Good. I can’t wait to feel you clench down on my cock.”
Pleasure—hot and violent—hit her, washing over her in waves. She screamed his name, drowning in ecstasy. She gripped him tight as he thrust deep and found his own release. His big body shuddered over hers.
She pressed her face against his neck. She couldn’t think, let alone speak.
Breathing heavily, Hunt lifted his head. Their gazes met, electric, then he looked down.
“Fuck, baby, I love seeing how you take me.” He stroked where she was stretched around his still-hard cock. Her body jolted.
A smile tilted his lips as he pulled out.
She moaned at the sensation, fighting the sense of loss.
He took a second to deal with the condom, tossing it in the trashcan near the sideboard. Then he was back. Clearly, he didn’t care that he was naked.
“I hope no one has a telescope.” She nodded at the windows.
Hunt smiled. “I bet they’d enjoy the show. It’s unlikely they can see through these windows, though. They’re treated with a privacy film.”
“Handy.” She reached out and touched two puckered scars on his chest. She gently ran her fingers over them.
“Took two bullets,” he said. “Afghanistan.”
She leaned forward and kissed them. She hated the idea that he’d been hurt, could’ve died.
“This one’s from a knife wound.” He pointed to his side.
It was a jagged scar and she caressed it gently.
“Knee’s a mess. Had a bunch of surgeries.”
He shifted his leg and she saw his left knee was covered in scar tissue.
He met her gaze, then gripped the hem of her T-shirt and pushed it up.
Panic flooded like butterflies in her belly.
No. This was Hunt. She was safe, and he’d just fucked her brains out. He clearly liked her, even if she had a few scars.
He bared her belly. She felt like the long, silvery scars were so glaring in the light. She swallowed.
Hunt bent over and kissed them.
As his mouth traced each one, she was shocked as her desire rekindled.
He took his time before he lifted his head. “You’re fucking beautiful, Savannah.”
Then he scooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder.
“Hunter!”
He smacked her butt lightly.
“Your arm,” she said.
“Is still fine.”
“Put me down.”
“No.” He strode through the magnificent living area.
“What about your knee?” she tried.
“That’s fine, too.” He started up the spiral stairs. “I’m not putting you down. I want you spread under me on the bed, next. And I’m warning you, Savannah, that’s just for starters.”
CHAPTER TWELVE
Hunt woke, his arm throbbing.
Wincing, he sat up, and checked his bandaged wound. He’d need some more pills soon to combat the ache.
The bed was wrecked. He’d barely paid any attention to the luxurious room done in soothing, pale grays and blues. The sheet was covering half of one of his legs. There was no sign of Savannah.
He grabbed his phone, feeling a flicker of panic in his gut. He checked the security system. Nothing had been triggered, no doors opened, since Cam had stopped by the night before and dropped off their bags.
Hunt pulled on his shorts and stopped for a second. He’d gorged himself on Savannah last night. He’d barely let her sleep. After their first frenzied fuck on the dining table, he’d had her over and over.
Damn, the sounds she made, the look she got when he was moving inside her…
Even at the memories, his cock lengthened.
He wanted her again. She was a damn addiction; one he was happy to keep indulging. He grabbed a condom packet off the bedside table and slipped it into his pocket.
He strode out of the bedroom and descended the stairs to the living room. He saw her sketchbook and pencils on the coffee table. Bright, morning light streamed in the tall windows. Hunt took a second to admire the view of his city and the water.
He rarely took the time to enjoy San Francisco’s offerings. Work kept him too busy.
And Savannah was right, it was easier to run from the guilt and keep too busy, than to face it. Maybe a part of him did bury himself in work as a way to make it up to his lost brothers in arms.
Maybe it was time to find some balance in his life?
He reached the bottom of the stairs. The doors to the main terrace were open, and he wandered out. Perfectly pruned trees in large pots lined the terrace, but his gaze went straight to the infinity pool… And the woman in it.
She rose up, her back to him, pushing her wet hair back from her face. The tiny strings at the back, between her shoulder blades, made him wonder what her bikini looked like.
Gut tight, he strode toward the pool.
Savannah turned and spied him. He loved the look on her face: a faint flush, a little shy, eyes filled with desire.
“Good morning,” he said.
“Morning.” She moved to the edge of the pool. “You were sleeping soundly, and I felt the urge to sketch.”
“I would have liked to have woken up with you, but this is nice, too.” He strode to the steps of the pool and walked straight in.
She laughed. “Your shorts—”
“Will dry off. What color is that bikini, Ms. Cole?”
She watched him come toward her. “Does it matter?”
“It won’t when it’s in a wet pile beside the pool.”
She licked her lips. “Do you have plans, Detective?”
“I do. Get my cock inside you.”
She sucked in a breath.
“That okay with you?” he asked.
“Yes.” Her voice was breathy.
He wrapped an arm around her and nipped her shoulder.
She slid her hand down his arm, her fingers tracing his ink. He’d noticed her checking it out before.
“I got it when I got accepted into Delta.”
“It’s a stunning bit of art.” She cocked her head, reading the text. “Here be monsters.”
“Old map makers used to write similar words on unknown portions of maps.” He shrugged. “I knew I’d be headed into some unknown territory with my team. Plus, I loved reading John Steinbeck growing up. There was a quote from one of his books that stuck with me. ‘Men really need sea-monsters in their personal oceans. An ocean without its unnamed monsters would be like a completely dreamless sleep.’”
“You were going to face the monsters,” she murmured.
“Yes.” He nipped her lips. “We all face our demons.” He trailed his lips down her neck. “Now, enough talking, more pleasure.”
“Can people see us?” she murmured.
Hunt swam them to the end of the pool, which was more private, and protected by a wall. He untied the strings on her small, red bikini top and freed her breasts. He made a hungry sound and pressed his mouth to one nipple.
She moaned and arched. He lavished her perfect breast with attention before moving on to the other one. She wrapped her legs around his waist, grinding against his erection.
Then he slid a hand down her belly, and into her tiny bikini bottoms. He stroked her.
“God, how can I want you this much?” she panted.
He kissed along her neck, while he worked the swollen folds between her legs. Her hips moved, the water splashing.
He spun her and pushed her forward until her upper body was flush against the paving around the pool. Her delectable ass was out of the water. Her breathing was fast.
He stroked his hands down her naked back. All that smooth skin. He kissed her between her shoulder blades. So beautiful.
He felt his calluses catch on her skin, but she was squirming, leaving no doubt how much she liked his touch. He moved lower, and untied the bikini bottoms, then stroked the globes of her ass, massaging them between his palms.
“Hunt—” She pushed back against his hands.
He leaned over her, rubbing his cock against her as he nipped her earlobe. “That’s not what you call me.”
“Hunter, stop teasing me.”
He shoved his shorts off and dealt with the condom. Then he stroked her bottom again, before sliding two fingers into her slippery pussy. She let out a wordless cry.
He pulled his fingers free, desire a hard drumbeat in his head. Then he gripped her and pulled her back into the pool and onto his cock.
He plunged deep, filling her completely.
“Oh, oh… Hunter.”
He wrapped an arm around her middle, using the water to help him move her. He stroked in and out, hot sensation pouring through him.
“God, you fill me up,” she breathed.
Soon, Hunt couldn’t think. He thrust wildly, moving his hand down to find her clit.
Savannah climaxed hard. She screamed, her body clamping down brutally on his cock.
He was thrusting with no finesse, his control gone. He plunged harder, faster, and his orgasm hit like an explosion.
“Fuck, Savannah.” His body jerked as he poured himself inside her.
They stayed there in the water for a moment. She was boneless in his arms. He dropped a kiss to her shoulder, then spun her. She clung to him.
“It’s a lovely morning,” she mumbled.
Hunt laughed and carried her out of the pool. “It’ll be even better after a shower and the breakfast I plan to make you.”
“Pancakes?” she asked hopefully.
“That could be arranged.” Shit, he realized that he’d make pancakes, eggs, bacon, whatever she wanted, for this woman, every day for the rest of his life.
He sucked in a breath.
Getting ahead of yourself, Morgan. He had a stalker to deal with, first.
Then, an uncomfortable feeling filled his gut. After they dealt with Walkson, Savannah would get her life back. She’d be free, and could do anything she wanted, including go back to New York.
His gut locked.
For now, he’d keep her safe. Later, he’d convince her to stay.
They showered together and dressed. She sat on the kitchen counter, sketching, while he made pancakes.
Then she showed her great appreciation for his cooking, eating with gusto. Her smile made him feel like he’d won a million bucks.
“How’s your arm?” she asked. “You shouldn’t have gotten it wet in the pool.”
“I didn’t put it under the water. How’s your neck?” The sight of those dark bruises made his gut churn.
“They’re feeling a bit better, actually.”
As he was cleaning up, his cell phone vibrated. He pulled it out of his pocket and read the message.
“Hunter?” There was worry in her voice. “Is everything okay?”
“Vander and Ace are on the way up. They have something.”
She pressed a fist to the base of her throat, worry and tension leaking back in.
He slipped the phone in his pocket and pulled her to his chest. He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “It’s going to be fine. You’re terrible at this ‘trusting other people’ thing.”
She hugged him back. “I’m out of practice.”
They waited in the living room, Savannah pacing. The elevator chimed and her head jerked up.
Vander exited first, followed by Ace, then another man.
Hunt frowned. The guy was wearing an expensive, tailored, black suit. He had a sharp, handsome face, with ink-black hair, and black eyes. Those eyes were filled with piercing intelligence.
Suddenly, Savannah stiffened. Then she ran across the room. “Killian!”
She threw herself into the man’s arms. The guy held her tight, his eyes closing for a second.
Hunt crossed his arms over his chest, battling a bunch of emotions that erupted all at once, and resisting the urge to yank her away from the man.
SAVANNAH HUGGED her best friend Saskia’s brother.
She hadn’t seen Killian since she’d left New York, but they’d emailed occasionally. It’d been Killian who had—against his own wishes—helped her run. He and his security company had helped put together her new identity.
“Damn, it’s good to see you, Susannah,” Killian said.
Killian Hawke looked like a sharp, lethal businessman, but he had a voice that made a woman blink. It always made her think of hot nights and melted chocolate.
“It’s Savannah now, remember?” She wasn’t sure she could be Susannah Hart again, even if Walkson was gone.
Killian touched her cheek. The man really was gorgeous, with his sharply defined features and piercing stare.
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” he said.
Suddenly, a hand gripped her hip and pulled her away from Killian. She bumped against Hunt’s big body and he curled an arm around her chest.
She watched Vander’s lips twitch, and Ace grin.
“We haven’t met,” Hunt said, tone clipped.
She looked up and saw his jaw was set in hard lines.
“Hunt, this is Killian Hawke. A friend from New York.”
Killian and Hunt locked gazes, until Savannah frowned.
“Hey.” She elbowed Hunt. “Do not go all caveman on me, Hunter Morgan.”
His arm tightened.
Shaking her head, she went up on her toes and nipped the underside of his jaw. “Killian is my best friend Saskia’s brother. He helped me escape. He put my Savannah Cole identity together.”
Hunt’s arm loosened a fraction.
“Killian Hawke,” Killian said. “I own Sentinel Security in New York.”
Hunt nodded. “I’ve heard good things about your outfit. Cybersecurity?”
“Mostly.”
“Detective Hunter Morgan, SFPD.” He reached around Savannah, not letting her go, and shook Killian’s hand.
“My team picked up chatter about Savannah, and then I got word that someone had hacked our system, looking into Savannah’s ID.”
Ace grinned and buffed his nails on his shirt. “I didn’t dig deep, since we know you.”
Vander lifted his chin. “We’ve worked with Killian before. He knows Zane, Liam, and Mav.”
The three names registered with Savannah. “Wait, you know the Billionaire Bachelors of New York?”
Vander smiled. “They aren’t bachelors anymore. And yes, they’re friends, and Norcross Security does work for them on occasion.”
“Killian helped us out on a little job in New York,” Ace said. “Hence why I didn’t take a longer stroll through your system.”
Killian snorted. “You couldn’t have gotten any further, Oliveira.” The man’s dark eyes moved back to Savannah. “I called Vander and asked to be brought up to speed.”
“You didn’t have to come all this way.” Savannah smiled. “But I’m glad you did. I want to hear all about how Saskia is.”
A faint smile crossed Killian’s face. Man, these guys were all cut from the same cloth. Heaven forbid they show too much emotion.
“I have some letters from her.”
A shot of sadness hit Savannah. Her friend must have been so hurt when Savannah disappeared without a word. “Oh, I…” Her words dried up.
Hunt pressed her face to his chest.
“There’s a fresh pot of coffee in the kitchen,” Hunt said. “Let’s talk. But Savannah’s right, you didn’t have to come all this way. We’ve got her.”
Killian eyed him. “I’m sure, if you want her free of Walkson once and for all, you’ll take all the help you can get.”
Hunt nodded. “I want Walkson behind bars.”
Savannah squeezed Hunt’s arm. “I’ll get the coffee.”
A little while later, Savannah found herself sitting beside Hunt at the dining room table, trying not to think about the things he’d done to her on it yesterday. She fidgeted in her chair. Thank God she’d given it a thorough cleaning after their sexy shenanigans.
Killian and Ace sat on the other side of the table, and Vander sat at the head. Ace had his laptop open, and a projection up on the wall.
“Walkson is definitely in San Francisco and targeting Savannah,” Vander told Killian. “He took a shot at Hunt. Hired a sniper. A guy who’s ex-Army, and likes hunting. The man sang after a few pointed questions.”
Savannah’s stomach roiled. She’d come so close to losing Hunt.
“Walkson’s been hunting Savannah for four years,” Killian said. “He came close to finding her a couple times early on.”
“But luckily Killian warned me,” she said. “And I got better at covering my tracks.”
“He didn’t have her new name until now,” Killian said with a frown.
“How did he get it?” Hunt asked.
“No idea. Something definitely sent him to San Francisco.”
Savannah wrapped her arms around herself. “So how do we find him?”
Ace leaned forward. “I’m running searches, hoping to catch him on CCTV.”
“He’s smart,” Killian said. “High IQ, and thinks he’s clever. He knows how to avoid facial recognition. He often uses disguises, and wears glasses that reflect back light, distorting any capture of his face.”
“He just keeps coming.” Savannah blew out a breath. “I never understood why he fixated on me. At first, he said he loved my art, but then…”
Hunt gripped the back of her neck and squeezed. “There’s no rhyme or reason, baby. He’s sick.”
She dragged in a breath. Under the table, she put her hand on his thigh and he pressed his other hand over hers.
It was enough to steady her.
“Ace, I’ll have my guy hook in with you,” Killian said. “Hex is my best computer specialist.”
“Hacker,” Vander said dryly.
Killian smiled. “Yes. Walkson will be holed up close by. And he likes his creature comforts. He will be staying at a good hotel, and probably have a suite.”
Ace nodded. “I’m on it.”
Killian leaned forward, his hands steepled on the table. “There’s something else I haven’t told you, Savannah.”
Dread curdled in her belly. “Are my mom and brother okay?”
“They’re fine.” Killian blew out a breath. “You know I’ve kept tabs on you and Walkson, as best I could.”
She nodded, and tangled her fingers with Hunt’s under the table.
“In the cities where you’ve lived over the last four years, those times he almost caught you… Shit.”
“Spit it out, Hawke,” Hunt said.
“There were murders. Unsolved murders of young, female artists. They were found stabbed, and mutilated.” Killian’s eyes darkened. “They were all young and blonde.”
The room seemed to tilt around Savannah. “No.”
“I’m sorry, Savannah. I have no proof, but I’m certain Walkson is responsible.”
“Because he couldn’t get to me,” she whispered brokenly. “It’s my fault.”
“Savannah.” Hunt shifted closer.
“No.” She jerked to her feet. “It’s my fault. He followed me, I led him to those places, and he ended those women’s lives.” She stumbled back.
Hunt growled, and advanced on her. She backed up.
Her back hit the wall, and an angry male hit her front.
“Look at me,” he demanded.
She met his green gaze.
“This is not on you. It’s on Walkson. You’re a victim. Every death is on his hands.”
“Hunter…” She bit back a sob.
“We’re going to stop him.” Hunt yanked her into his arms. “This is not on you.”
But it felt like it was. All those young women…
Tears fell and Savannah held on tight to Hunt.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Hunt saw Vander, Killian, and Ace out.
It was Saturday, but he still needed to get to work to check in on how their own search for Andrew Walkson was progressing.
With Norcross Security, Sentinel Security, and the SFPD searching for the man, there was no way the asshole could stay hidden forever.
Vander was going to send Rome Nash, his best bodyguard, over to stay with Savannah. But first, Hunt needed to take his woman’s temperature. Make sure she was dealing with Killian’s revelations.
If Walkson was responsible for a slew of murders of young women, then Hunt wouldn’t mind seeing the man get the death penalty. Shame there was a moratorium on it.
He headed into the living room. Savannah was at the window, staring out at the city, her arms wrapped around herself.
He walked toward her.
“I’m okay,” she said quickly.
“You’re not.”
She whirled. “All right, I’m not, but I’ll get there. Eventually.” Her eyes sparked. “That asshole!” She threw her arms up. “How dare he think he has the right to terrorize me, destroy my life, but even worse, to take the lives of innocent women. Amelia, all these girls that Killian mentioned—” her voice hitched “—I keep asking myself why. What could I have done differently to avoid this?”
“Nothing, baby.” Hunt grabbed her arms. “Nothing. Bad people do bad things every day. Bad things happen every day. Unfortunately, they can happen to good people. You’re entitled to be mad, and sad, and angry. I understand. I stood far from home, sweating in a godforsaken desert, dodging bullets, and saw good men die. At first, I would rage and try to find reasons so it made some sort of sense.”
Now she wrapped her arms around him. His sweet, giving Savannah.
“But it makes no sense. It never will. So, we pick ourselves up, we deal the best way we can. If you wallow, it’ll drag you down and swallow you whole.”
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“Don’t be.” He scooped her up and sat on the couch. “You’re entitled to your feelings.”
“But I’m only thinking of myself—”
“Again, in this situation, you’re entitled.”
She cupped his cheek. “I wasn’t thinking of you. You’ve dealt with death and killers. You still do.”
“I try to remember the people I help. The bad guys I lock away.”
She snuggled into him, and he felt it in his chest. Damn, he liked that.
It was a sign that she was trusting him, and he knew the years had conditioned her to not trust anyone.
He ran a hand down her hair.
“You’re going to catch Walkson,” she said.
He met her gaze. “Yes, I am. Whatever it takes.”
“I want to help. I need to help.”
Hunt’s muscles locked. The thought of her anywhere near Andrew Walkson made him revolt. “Savannah—”
She scrambled up. “Whatever I can do to help. I could help with searches.”
“You can help by staying safe.” He rose and pulled her around to face him.
“Hunter, I know him. I know how he works.” She took a deep breath. “He wants me. You could use me as bait—”
“Absolutely not.” Hunt gripped her arms. “There will be no baiting the stalker-slash-serial killer.”
“I need to do something.”
He stared into her pleading eyes and blew out a breath. Dammit.
“We’ll work something out.”
She beamed up at him, then went up on her toes and kissed him. “Thank you.” Then she fidgeted a little.
He’d learned enough about her to know what that meant. “Need to sketch?”
She nodded.
“Get your sketchbook, baby. I need to change.”
“Change?”
“I need to head to the station and follow up on some things.”
She hissed out a sharp breath. “But you were shot. There’s a madman after you.”
“Vander’s sending his best bodyguard, Rome, to stay with you.”
She bit her lip.
Hunt hated seeing the fear in her eyes. “Rome’s good, Savannah. He’ll—”
“It’s not that. Who’s your bodyguard?”
Hunt’s brows snapped together. “I’m a cop. I don’t need a bodyguard.”
“Walkson had you shot!” She spun away.
“Hey.” He wrapped his arms around her from behind. “I’ll take precautions. I know what I’m doing.” Gently, he bit her earlobe.
She shuddered. “I don’t want to lose you, Hunter.”
“You won’t.” He kissed her neck.
She tilted her head to the side. “I don’t want anyone else hurt.”
“It’s going to be fine.” His phone chimed. With difficulty, he pulled himself away from her and checked it. “Rome’s on his way up.”
Savannah grabbed her sketchbook and nodded.
Hunt met Rome at the elevator. The bodyguard was big, broad, with brown skin, and deep-green eyes.
“Hunt.”
“Rome.” He shook the man’s hand.
Rome Nash exuded a calm, watchful vibe that made him so good at his job.
“Thanks for coming. Savannah’s a bit shaken up, but she’s tough.”
Rome lifted his chin. “I’ll take care of her.”
“How’s your princess?”
Rome’s smile flashed white. “Keeping me on my toes.”
On a previous job, Rome had fallen in love with Princess Sofia of Caldova. Sofie had surprisingly slotted into the Norcross gang quickly and easily. The princess also didn’t hide how much she loved her fiancé.
“Come and I’ll introduce you to Savannah,” Hunt said.
She was on her knees at the coffee table, sketching, her hand moving fast. She looked up, blinked. She was totally lost in her work already.
Then her gaze snagged on Rome and she blinked again.
“Can I sketch you?” Then she shook her head and stood. “Sorry, I’m still in the zone.”
Rome smiled. “I’m Rome Nash.”
She held out her hand. “Savannah.”
“Listen to Rome, and stay out of trouble,” Hunt said.
Her nose wrinkled. “Damn, and here I was thinking of running around the streets. You’ve crushed my plans.”
Rome gave a low chuckle.
Hunt tapped her nose. “I like it when you’re sassy.” He kissed her, and made it long and thorough.
Savannah looked a little glassy eyed. “You should come with a warning label, Detective.” Her face turned serious. “Be safe.”
“I will. I promise. See you later.”
SAVANNAH WAS SITTING on the floor in front of the living room windows. The late afternoon light was just right.
She’d sketched Rome—big, tall, stoic, gorgeous Rome. He’d been good company. He talked when she wanted to talk, and he stayed quiet when she got busy with her art.
She’d worked like crazy to keep herself distracted. She was working on a series of sketches of Hunter. She shaded in one image of him.
These were just for her.
She realized her neck was stiff and she stretched it. That’s when she noticed Hunt sprawled on the couch, watching her.
She jolted. “How long have you been there?”
He smiled. “Not long. I like watching you work, especially when you’re so caught up in it.”
“I didn’t even hear you arrive.” She scanned around. “Where’s Rome?”
“Gone. He said to say goodbye. Actually, he said goodbye, but you didn’t hear him, and he didn’t want to disturb you.”
She rose. “I got super inspired and lost track of time.”
He cocked his head. “I hope Rome wasn’t the cause of the sudden burst of inspiration.”
She grinned. “No. I did sketch him, looking every inch the hunky bodyguard.”
Hunt frowned.
“But someone else left me very inspired.” She held out her sketchbook.
He took it and flipped through the pages. She watched his rugged face freeze.
“I’m…naked. I never posed like this.”
She bit her lip. “Don’t worry. They’re for my eyes only.”
She leaned over. The image he was looking at showed him sprawled on the bed, naked and gorgeous. Like a big, satisfied lion.
In the next one, he was standing by the windows, naked, a glass of his beloved Blanton Gold in hand.
“I’ve never stood like this, either,” he grumbled.
“Artistic license. I have a good memory.” Especially when it came to all things Hunter Morgan.
The next image made him suck in a breath.
He was naked under the shower, side on, cock very obviously hard. She felt the burn of desire and pressed her thighs together.
“Look at the next one,” she said.
He flipped the page. He was sprawled on the very couch where he sat now, naked again, powerful thighs spread and his thick cock in hand. As he stroked, he was looking straight ahead.
He dragged in a breath. “No one but you ever sees these.”
She nodded. “Of course.” She licked her lips, feeling desperate for him. “Although I could probably make a small fortune—”
He growled.
Savannah wanted him, she always did, but she also wanted to keep from thinking about everything.
Hunter was the perfect distraction.
“Want to help make my vision a reality, Detective?” she asked silkily.
His eyes narrowed and he tossed the sketchbook aside. “You want to see my cock, beautiful?”
Her chest hitched, and she felt a flood of dampness rush to her panties. “Yes.”
He eyed her for a beat, then unbuckled his belt. Electric tingles washed over her. Her gaze stayed locked on him as he opened his pants, then freed his cock from his boxers.
She swallowed a moan. He was already hard.
He stroked lazily. “Now, I want you to take your shorts off.”
Her skin was on fire, and she quickly flicked them open and kicked them down her legs.
“Panties next. Hand them to me.”
The deep, authoritative tone made her shiver. She hooked her fingers in the side of her panties and pushed them down.
Then she nabbed them and handed them to him.
“They’re already wet.”
“Yes,” she breathed.
He pulled a condom out of his pocket, and she squirmed a little as she watched him roll it on.
“Shirt off next,” he ordered.
She yanked it off. She wasn’t wearing a bra. She felt his gaze on her, her nipples pebbling. As she watched, he gave his cock another lazy stroke.
“Touch your sweet pussy, Savannah.”
His voice was so gritty, and her belly was full of heat and flutters. She slid a hand down her belly. His green gaze stayed glued to it. She stroked through the curls at the juncture of her thighs, then she let out a little gasp.
“That’s it,” he drawled. “Stroke yourself.”
She did, feeling how wet she was. She moved up to her clit and let out a low moan.
Hunt cursed. “So damn beautiful. Look how hard you’ve made me, Savannah.”
She stared blindly. He was pumping his cock and she thought he was the beautiful one.
“Come here,” he growled. “I want you to straddle me.”
She closed the distance between them and eagerly straddled his lap.
This man, this good, solid man, had seduced her. She trusted him with everything. She knew in her bones that he’d never let her down.
She felt his hard cock beneath her. She shifted her hips, trying to get it right where she needed it.
“Uh-uh.” He squeezed her hip. “Not yet.” He took her hand, the one she’d used to touch herself, and sucked her fingers into his mouth.
Oh, God. Her belly clenched hard. Then he pulled her closer, and sucked her nipple into his mouth.
“Hunter.” She slid her hands into his hair, holding him to her.
Savannah moaned. She was entirely pure sensation. He moved to the other side, his big hands cupping her breasts as he sucked on her nipple.
She writhed, and let out a garbled cry.
Hunt tore his mouth free. “Put me inside you, Savannah, then sink down on my cock.”
God, she’d never liked bossy men before, but these sexy orders left her panting. She grabbed his thick cock and shifted until it caught in her folds.
She bit her lip, then lowered down.
They both groaned.
Needy, hungry, she rocked on him, savoring the way he stretched her. She lifted her hips, expelling a sharp breath, then sank back down.
As always, she felt like her desire went from simmer to inferno. She rode him faster.
“No.” He gripped her hips.
She froze. “What?”
“Slower. I want to make love to you. We’ve been all fire and flash.”
Her heart slammed against her ribs. He’d said the L word. Panic took flight. “I like flash and fire.”
He moved her body up, then eased her slowly back down on his cock. She moaned.
“There’s no rush, baby. I’ve got you. Just feel.”
His gaze stayed locked on hers, and he urged her into a slow rhythm.
Heat coiled inside her. This was so much more, so intimate. They were so connected.
He slipped his hand down and thumbed her clit. She jerked, but he kept her moving, slowly bumping his hips into her, filling her deeply.
“Feel that?” he murmured. “That’s you and me, baby.”
“Hunter.” She moved a little quicker, and after another thrust, her hot, slow, strong orgasm hit her. She cried out his name.
Hunt pressed his mouth to hers. Kissing her, his body shuddered as they came together.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Hunt stayed sprawled on the couch, lazily stroking Savannah’s back.
She pressed into him, her breath puffing against his neck.
He’d gotten up to deal with the condom, but settled back on the couch with her on top of him. He’d be happy to stay right here for hours.
“Hell of a welcome home,” he said.
She laughed. “It wasn’t bad.” She kissed his neck. “Do you want me to cook tonight, or will we order something in?”
“Actually, we’re going out.”
She lifted her head. “Where?” A groove appeared in her brow.
“To a party.”
“Hunter, correct me if I’m wrong, but I have a killer stalker after me, and by extension, so do you. That’s why we’re here, in this very luxurious safe house.”
He kissed her nose. “Don’t worry. It’s a little party at Easton Norcross’ place. The man has brilliant security, plus pretty much all of Norcross Security will be there, as well as Hawke and my brothers. Added to that, a Norcross vehicle will escort us over there.”
“Are you sure it’s safe?”
He squeezed her hip. “I promise. Now, shower and dress in something party-ish.”
“When are we due?”
“In thirty minutes.”
She squeaked and leaped off him. “Only a man would tell a woman she has thirty minutes to get ready. Especially a woman with curls.”
“Actually, it’s less than that, since we have to drive there.”
She threw up her arms.
With a chuckle, Hunt rose and caught her for a quick kiss. “Relax, if we’re a little late, it’ll be fine.”
She sprinted, beautifully naked, up the stairs.
By the time he headed up, she was getting out of the shower. He showered and dressed in gray pants and a button-down, black shirt. He took a second to admire Savannah in her white, lacy underwear as she leaned close to the mirror, doing her makeup.
He eyed her ass.
“Don’t even think about touching me, Morgan. We’ll be late enough as it is.”
He met her gaze in the mirror. “Later.”
Her lips parted. “Later.”
As he waited for her downstairs, he checked in with Brynn and Ace. There had been no sign of Walkson.
Hunt sighed and looked out the window. The sun was setting, and lights were flickering on across San Francisco.
Where are you? You can’t hide forever, you monster. I will hunt you down.
He heard the click of heels. He turned and almost swallowed his tongue.
Savannah was making her way down the spiral staircase. She wore a long, flowing dress. It was white, with brilliant splotches of color on it in vibrant red and deep green. It almost looked like someone had tossed paint on it. It looked summery and fresh. The neckline plunged low, almost to her navel, and the skirt had a slit up one thigh.
He watched her slim leg appear as she walked. She had sexy black heels on that had a strap around her ankle.
He wanted to fuck her in them later.
Her blonde curls were loose, falling over one shoulder. He couldn’t tell what she’d done to her face, but she looked dewy. She wore no jewelry, which just added to her fresh, sexy allure.
“Hunter?”
“We could stay in.”
She shook her head. “No way. I just rushed to get ready. We’re going.” She tossed her head back. “Besides, I’m not letting Walkson rule my life anymore.”
“Damn right.” Hunt held out his arm.
She slid hers through his.
“You look beautiful,” he told her.
“And you look hot.”
They headed down to the garage and Rhys met them. The investigator whistled.
“Savannah, if I wasn’t totally in love with Haven…”
Hunt glared at the man.
Rhys’ smile widened and he winked at her. “I’ll follow you in the X6.”
Hunt led Savannah over to a low-slung, red, sports car. Her mouth dropped open.
“A Ferrari? Are you on the take, Detective?”
He snorted and opened the door. “The Roma is from Vander’s collection. He said we shouldn’t drive my Charger.”
“This is his idea of inconspicuous?” She slid inside and stroked the leather seat.
“I don’t think Walkson will be looking for us in a Ferrari.” Hunt circled to the driver’s side and gave Rhys a salute. The other man slid behind the wheel of a X6.
Hunt started the Ferrari, listening to the throaty purr of the engine. Okay, he could get used to this.
They headed out, the X6 behind them.
“So where does Easton live?” she asked.
“Broadway Street in Pacific Heights. It’s known as Billionaire’s Row.”
When he turned onto Broadway, they passed some impressive houses before reaching Easton’s. The four-story, cream-stucco mansion sat on a spacious corner block.
“Holy moly,” Savannah murmured.
They drove into the underground garage and parked between Easton’s Aston Martin DBS and Saxon’s Bentley Continental.
A security guard nodded at them. “Detective. Ms. Cole. You’re to head straight up.”
“Thank you,” Hunt said.
They took an elevator up and soon stepped out into a circular landing area with an ornate staircase in the center. Through a large doorway was the murmur of conversation punctuated by laughter.
Savannah looked around, staring up at the ornate chandelier. “This place…”
“Easton’s a great guy. His fiancée, Harlow, is lovely, as well.”
Savannah nodded, but didn’t look convinced. They entered the open plan kitchen and living area. The kitchen had a large, stone island, and top-of-the-line appliances. The living area had built-in shelves around a huge TV, fronted by an elegant gray couch. A wall of sliding doors opened onto a grassed area walled in by a tall, green hedge for privacy.
“Hunt!” A bombshell blonde raced over and hugged him.
“Hi, Harlow.”
“And this must be Savannah.” Harlow smiled and shook Savannah’s hand.
“Um, hi,” Savannah said.
“I’m Harlow. It’s so great to meet you. I’m already itching to get you to paint Easton for me. Haven said your artwork is incredible. Do you do commissions?”
“I…haven’t, but I could.”
“As long as he has clothes on,” Hunt murmured.
A man joined them. “Hello, Savannah, I’m Easton.”
Easton looked like a slightly older, less hard version of Vander. His Italian-American heritage was obvious in his rugged face and black hair. He looked every inch the successful, billionaire businessman.
“I can sketch him.” Savannah said, looking a little dazzled.
Harlow beamed. “Great. Come and meet everyone else.” Harlow dragged Savannah off. She sent Hunt a slightly helpless look, but was smiling.
It would be good for her to be around decent people, to relax. After holding herself apart, and running, she deserved it.
“Beer or bourbon?” Easton asked.
“Beer’s fine. Thanks for the penthouse.”
“It’s my pleasure,” Easton said. “Savannah’s beautiful.”
“She is. Now, I just have to keep her safe.”
In the kitchen, Easton handed him a bottle of beer. Across the room, near the open sliding doors to the large terrace, Killian and Vander were talking with Ryder and Cam.
“I think you’re the man for the job.” Easton held out his glass.
Hunt clinked it. He sure as hell hoped so.
“AND THEN, Hugo lured me right out of there.” Harlow sipped her champagne. “There was a chase, a boat, a helicopter.”
“That was me flying,” a very pregnant Maggie Lopez-soon-to-be-Oliveira said from the couch. Savannah had learned the leggy brunette was the helicopter pilot for Norcross Security, when she wasn’t busy running her helicopter and drone business. The woman rubbed a hand over her large belly.
“The Norcross men and Easton all charged after me and saved the day.” Harlow smiled. “And Easton told me that he loved me.”
The look on the woman’s face made Savannah itch for her sketchbook.
“I think my drama and the climax at the gala were even more dramatic,” Princess Sofie said in her soft, European accent.
The woman was petite and elegant, with creamy skin, and strawberry-blonde hair in a classic French twist.
“Girl, I had a gun fight with the gun for hire.” Gia flung an arm out. Miraculously, she didn’t spill any of her champagne.
“Yes, yes, you were stuck in the middle of dangerous situations,” Brynn said from her end of the couch, looking gorgeous in a little, black dress.
Savannah shook her head. “I won’t lie, hearing all your stories, it makes me feel a little better about what’s been happening to me.”
Haven patted her shoulder.
Gia eyed Brynn. “You were in a dangerous situation, too.”
Brynn sipped her beer. “Yes, but I was undercover. I’m a detective, and I had it under control.”
Gia snorted. “Oh, so when my brother rescued you from a dangerous biker gang, and you guys went on the run, it was all under control?”
Brynn sniffed. “Yes.”
The women all laughed.
“And when he swam across San Francisco Bay to infiltrate a ship to rescue you—”
“Hey, I’d already rescued myself.” Brynn got a faraway look. “But that man is sure hot in a wet suit, or a business suit, or in jeans, and when he’s naked.”
Gia held up a hand. “No. No talking about my brother naked.” She pointed at Haven and Harlow as well. “Any of them.”
Savannah laughed. This was nice. She really liked Hunt’s friends. It made her miss Saskia even more. Her bestie was a brilliant ballet dancer with a snappy wit.
“Now—” Gia’s direct, brown gaze arrowed in on Savannah, and she fought the urge to duck behind Sofie. “I wouldn’t mind hearing about Hunt naked. He’s not a blood relative.”
More feminine laughter.
“Well…” Savannah hedged.
“I’ve seen him naked,” Brynn said. “And Ryder and Camden. It was a family holiday. I think Hunt was about twelve, and the boys snuck off to go skinny dipping in the river with my brother, Bard. It was a very enlightening experience for a young girl.”
“Well, he’s not twelve now.” Savannah’s gaze moved across the room to where the men gathered on the terrace. “Holy hell, they are a handsome lot.”
“Tell me about it,” Maggie murmured. “In their suits, or in ballistic vests, about to rappel out of my helo. They are all-too-delectable.”
The women all looked at the men and nodded.
“And that Killian is something.” Harlow fanned her face. “There’s just something about a dangerous man in a suit.”
“Here’s to our hot guys.” Gia held up her champagne flute. “Not just the abs and tight asses—” more laughter “—but their tough, overprotective goodness.”
They all clinked their glasses.
“Hunt looks at Savannah like he’s starving,” Haven said. “It’s making me feel warm.”
Savannah flushed. “Um, it’s new.”
“I’ve never seen him look at any woman that way,” Brynn added.
Savannah glanced over at him. He was talking with Saxon and Vander. “I’m terrified he’ll get hurt.”
“Savannah—” Haven gripped her arm.
“My stalker shot at him. Walkson won’t stop. He wants to destroy my life, and he’ll go after anything I love or care about.”
She saw understanding in Brynn’s eyes. “So, you can’t let yourself love.”
Savannah shook her head. “Hunt is such a good man. A good brother, a good friend, an excellent cop. I…I won’t be the reason he gets hurt, or worse.”
The women shifted closer.
“Hunt is a very good cop,” Gia said.
“There is no way that asshole Walkson can get the better of him,” Brynn said.
“But Hunt plays fair and has to follow the rules,” Savannah said. “Walkson doesn’t.”
Brynn grabbed Savannah’s hand. “Listen to me. Hunt was Delta Force. That’s badass. He’s had training that Walkson can’t even comprehend. And Hunt hasn’t gone soft. He’s a dedicated detective, and he keeps fit and is at the firing range weekly. He really can take care of himself.”
Savannah nodded and licked her lips. “When he got shot—” God, her stomach turned in on itself “—it was the worst moment of my life.”
“Even worse than when you were attacked by your stalker?” Harlow asked quietly.
“Yes.”
From the couch, Maggie made a sound. “Savannah, I hate to tell you this, but you’re already in love with Hunt.”
Panic hit. It tasted hot and sticky and sharp in her throat. “No.” She shook her head.
“Let her live in denial for a little longer.” Gia patted Savannah’s forearm.
“One other thing,” Brynn said. “Hunt’s not alone, Savannah.” The woman nodded her head at the men. “He has his brothers and friends with him. They have his back. And each of them is a bona fide badass.”
“But of course, Vander is the king of the badasses.” Haven gave a little shiver. “He still kind of scares me a little.”
Brynn eyed her man and smiled. “Yep.”
Savannah let out a breath. “God, they are all so hot.”
“I know,” Harlow sighed. “I have to scare a couple of gold diggers off Easton a few times a week.” She smiled. “It’s a cross to bear for being the fiancée of a handsome billionaire.”
“Yeah, you’ve got it rough.” Maggie grinned as she sipped her alcohol-free cocktail.
Suddenly, Brynn’s phone chimed. She pulled it out and frowned.
Across the room, Savannah saw Hunt do the same thing. Her gut knotted. “What is it?”
“A murder,” Brynn said.
Hunt strode over and Savannah’s belly did a sickening turn. “It’s Walkson.”
Hunt took her hand and pulled her out of the living area. They crossed the central landing and entered a more formal living room.
It was a cooler, more elegant space, with large windows that framed the Bay.
“Tell me,” she whispered.
He cupped her cheeks. “There was a break-in at the De Winter. It’s a small art museum.”
“God.”
“There’s been a murder. A young, blonde woman, no ID yet.”
Savannah jerked and Hunt pulled her close.
“Another death,” she whispered.
“Which is on whoever killed her. We don’t know that it’s Walkson, yet.”
But they both knew it was. She grabbed the lapels of Hunt’s shirt. “This could be bait, to lure you out so he can get to you.”
“I know. I’ll take precautions, but I have to go.”
She nodded reluctantly.
“Stay here,” he said. “I’ll come and get you after.”
After he’d seen to a dead woman who needed justice.
Hunt kissed her. Vander and Brynn appeared in the door.
“Cam and I are coming, too,” Vander said. “And Ace will put up a surveillance drone. This asshole won’t take you by surprise again.”
Brynn was right, they all had Hunt’s back.
But that didn’t stop Savannah’s fear. She knew in her heart what Walkson was capable of.
“Stay safe.” She gave Hunt another kiss, and then he and the others were gone. She turned and stared at the city lights. They blurred.
She felt so alone.
Then, the voices of the women sounded in the doorway. A moment later, they piled into the room.
Haven grabbed one of Savannah’s hands and Harlow the other. Gia lifted her chin. “We’re going to have another drink.” Her firm tone dared anyone to argue.
Warmth cut through the ice in Savannah’s chest.
Surrounded by support, she let them pull her out of the room.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Hunt walked into the De Winter Museum and took it in. It was a small place on the edge of Golden Gate Park that specialized in modern art.
Light from the police cruisers outside strobed through the plate-glass windows in red and blue.
“What the hell?” Cam muttered.
Hunt saw his brother eyeing a sculpture that looked like two people melted together and topped by colored circles that looked like fried eggs.
He liked Savannah’s art style better.
He headed through an arch into the next room. Brynn and Vander followed right behind him.
Cam brought up the rear, alert as always. On the watch for any sign of Walkson.
Some officers were gathered in a small group. A young one looked pretty pale in the face, but was holding it together. You never forgot your first murder scene.
“Where’s the victim?” Hunt asked.
“Through there,” a female officer said. “It’s a real mess, Detective.”
“Who found her?”
“The cleaning crew. The museum was closed for the night and locked up tight. They come in to clean every night.”
“ID?”
The officer nodded. “Eloise Walters. She works here part-time, and is a budding artist. She takes classes at the San Francisco Art Institute.”
He noted her badge. “Thanks, Dempsey.” Hunt dragged in a breath and strode through into the room.
In the center stood a pedestal holding a large, blue box, topped with a yellow sphere, topped with a small, green pyramid. The label said it was called Finding Home.
Beside him, Vander grunted.
“Not your style, Norcross?” Brynn asked.
“No.”
Hunt took another step, and then he saw her. A spray of blood covered the wall. It almost looked like paint.
The woman lay sprawled on the glossy tile floor, her legs and arms askew like a broken doll.
Her skirt, once white, was now red. Her shirt was cut open and when he saw the fine slash marks—akin to the scars on Savannah’s belly—his chest hardened.
“Her throat was cut,” Brynn said dispassionately.
It wasn’t that she didn’t care. Hunt knew his cousin cared too much sometimes. No, in their job, they had to learn to switch off and compartmentalize. One, to get the job done, and two, to cope with the things that they saw.
“The murderer left you a message.” Vander shifted, deftly avoiding the blood. He crouched.
Frowning, Hunt followed. His gut cramped.
Walkson had written on the wall, using the victim’s blood.
“Asshole,” Brynn muttered.
Yeah, he was.
Susannah is mine.
You can’t have her.
Soon, I’ll have her under my blade. Her sweet, red blood will flow for me.
You can’t stop me.
You can’t stop destiny.
Hunt’s fingers curled into a fist. He fought hard to control his rage.
“The guy’s totally unhinged,” Brynn said. “He thinks Savannah is his destiny.” Brynn shook her head.
“Walkson is not getting near her,” Hunt growled.
Both Vander’s and Brynn’s heads whipped around.
“Deep breath, Hunt.” Worry crossed Brynn’s face.
Vander rose. “You can’t lose it. She needs you to keep your head clear, so you can track Walkson down and lock him up.”
“I’ll kill him.” Hunt’s hand flexed.
In his job, he tried to be black-and-white and follow the rules. He was a cop. But he knew there was gray in the world as well. Hell, Vander made a career out of operating in the gray.
“Hunt…” Brynn’s voice was full of concern.
“Walkson has murdered and terrorized across the damn country, and unfortunately, gotten away with it for years. He’s ended the lives of promising young women, and he’s destroyed Savannah’s life. Why should he live?”
“Hey.” Brynn grabbed Hunt’s arm. “I know you’re angry, and I know that under the mad is fear for Savannah. You aren’t alone on this, Hunt.”
Camden walked into the room and crossed his arms over his chest. He glanced at the victim, then the message, his scarred face grim.
“We’re all with you on this,” Vander said. “All of us. To help catch Walkson and help keep Savannah safe.”
Hunt let out a breath. He pressed a hand over Brynn’s and squeezed. His rage simmered down—still there, still white-hot—but in control enough so he could function.
“I’m falling in love with her.” Hell, he was pretty much there.
Brynn’s lips quirked. “Only just working that out? You’re a good detective, Hunt, you should’ve realized.”
Vander smiled. “I knew you’d go down eventually. Figured you’d do it before me, and have a house in the ‘burbs.”
“With a picket fence,” Cam added. “And a pregnant wife.”
The image of Savannah pregnant hit Hunt and he straightened. He imagined her at her easel, one of his shirts falling over her round belly.
Fuck. He dragged in air. He wanted that. Really wanted it.
“She’ll fight me.” He scraped a hand over his head. “Being on the run, it’s made her skittish. It’s taken a lot to get her to trust me. She ran to protect her mother and brother who she loves. She hasn’t spoken to them for years.”
“She just needs time to adjust,” Cam said, an undertone to his voice. “But knowing Walkson is in jail will go a long way to helping her.”
“The way she looks at you…” Brynn smiled. “She cares deeply, whether she wants to admit it or not.”
“I’m afraid that when this is over, she’ll leave, and go back to New York.” There, Hunt’s real fear was exposed. “She deserves the life she wants, that has been denied to her.”
“Loving a woman is tough,” Vander said.
Brynn slapped her man’s arm.
But Vander caught her hand. “But it’s worth every second of the pain, fear, risk and upheaval.”
Brynn smiled. “Not a bad comeback, Norcross.”
Hunt watched Vander place a quick kiss on Brynn’s fingers, then Hunt turned his gaze back to the young woman who would never fall in love, or realize her dreams, or live her life.
For now, he had to stand for her.
Later, he’d make a plan for how to convince Savannah that he was in love with her, and that she was in love with him.
After he caught a murderer.
SAVANNAH PACED Easton and Harlow’s living area. She couldn’t sit still, or focus. Her belly was doing an uncomfortable dance.
It’d been doing that the entire time Hunt had been gone.
Damn Walkson to hell.
Most of the people had left. Murder tended to put a dampener on a party.
Ace had taken an exhausted Maggie home. Haven and Rhys had left, Haven hugging Savannah multiple times and trying to distract her with talk of a showing at the Hutton. Sofie and Rome had left, and then Gia and Saxon.
Now, Harlow was doing her best to keep Savannah from losing her mind.
Easton and Ryder were talking quietly in the kitchen.
“You have a beautiful home,” Savannah said.
Harlow waved a hand. “It’s all Easton. Like I mentioned earlier, my father got involved in some financial trouble, and I got pulled into it.” A faint smile. “It’s all resolved, thankfully. Easton moved me in here for my protection, and I never left. I’ve been adding my own stamp here and there.” She cocked her head. “Watch out, because I highly doubt Hunt’s going to let you move out of his place when this is all over.”
Savannah’s heart did a funny jig. “Oh, it’s not like that.”
Harlow’s brows went up. “Really?”
“I mean, we’re enjoying ourselves, but I drive him crazy. The man is very neat and proper. And a bit bossy.”
“Mmm.” Harlow didn’t sound convinced.
“This—” Attraction? Desire? Inferno? “—will run its course.” Savannah forced a laugh. “After dealing with my stalker, he’ll probably be glad to see the back of me.” And then he’d find some pretty, easy, sweet woman. Savannah frowned at the thought.
Harlow didn’t laugh. “You don’t really believe that.”
Savannah dropped onto the couch, then jumped back up again. She couldn’t sit. The butterflies in her stomach trying to head up into her throat. “Stop freaking me out more, Harlow.”
“Okay. You need to fight it. I get it. I did, too.”
Savannah let out a breath. “He got hurt because of me.”
“Savannah—”
She shook her head, all the terrible emotions inside her swelling, coalescing into a horrible, spiky ball that felt like it was ripping at her insides. “People get hurt because of me. Today, a woman out there somewhere died a horrible, bloody death. All alone, her beautiful life gone. Just because she was an artist and has blonde hair like me.”
“Oh, Savannah.” There were tears in Harlow’s eyes.
Savannah sensed the men moving closer.
“I can’t love someone. I can’t let them love me, or Walkson will make them pay for it—” Her voice cracked. She felt like the world was pushing down on her.
Suddenly, her legs gave way, but Ryder caught her.
“It’s all right, babe. We’re here. I’ve got you.”
He felt and sounded so similar to Hunt.
“I can’t let him get hurt.” She clung to Ryder. “I have to protect him.”
“He can take care of himself, and believe me, my brother is not going to walk away. He’ll keep you safe, no matter what.”
It was the no matter what part that she was afraid of.
“Another woman is dead.” Grief hit, and sobs tore out of her.
Ryder’s arms tightened. “Babe—”
Then suddenly he lifted her and spun.
And she found herself in Hunt’s familiar arms.
“Hunt—”
“It’s okay, Savannah.” He sat on Easton and Harlow’s couch, and pulled her onto his lap.
This seemed to be their favorite position. He was always offering her comfort. It seemed like she was always falling apart lately
“I’m not usually this weak.”
He made an annoyed sound. “This is a sign of your strength. You’ve had to hold it together for so long, now, with me, you know you can fall apart. It’s safe. I’ll catch the pieces and help you put them back together.”
Oh, God. She never knew men like Hunter Morgan existed. She pressed her face to his neck, and let her tears fall.
“Come on.” He stroked her back. “Let’s get back to the penthouse.”
“I’ll follow you guys back,” Ryder said.
Savannah let Hunt bundle her into the Ferrari. They were both quiet on the drive back to the Four Seasons. She glanced at his shadowed face. His jaw was tight.
She’d been so lost in her own meltdown, that she hadn’t thought how it was for him tonight. Seeing a murder. It must’ve been so horrible.
Finally, back in the safety of the penthouse, she kicked off her shoes and watched him pour a glass of bourbon.
He knocked one back, then poured another.
“It was bad?” she asked, quietly.
“It was bad.” He sat on the couch.
“It was Walkson?”
Hunt nodded.
“What was her name?” Savannah asked.
“Eloise. She was an art student who worked part-time at the museum.”
Savannah walked over and took a sip of his drink, then leaned down to kiss him.
“Thank you for taking care of her. For being her voice.”
“Walkson will not touch you, Savannah. Not one hair on your head.”
His tone made her shiver.
She saw in his eyes how bad the murder scene was. Suddenly, she was so angry. All her grief and sadness morphed.
“I’m so sick of Andrew Walkson. Fuck him.” She spun and snatched an ornate paperweight off the coffee table. She threw it at the wall. She followed with a book, then a vase.
The vase smashed.
“Savannah.” Hunt’s arms wrapped around her.
“It always feels like he’s one step ahead. In the driver’s seat. I’m left to get tossed around, and I’m sick of it.”
“It’ll be over soon.”
“It’s never over.” She broke free and grabbed his glass. She threw it at the wall. It broke into shards.
Hunt grabbed her.
“Let me have a tantrum, Hunter.”
“I think you’ve ranted enough.”
“No, I haven’t.” Then he wrestled her, and Savannah found herself flat on her back on the couch, with Hunt’s big body on top of her.
“It’s time to turn it off for a while,” he said.
She let out a shuddering breath.
He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You had a meltdown because you’re worried about me.”
“That’s part of it.” She gripped his biceps. “I should leave. He’d stop targeting you and the women of San Francisco if I did.”
Hunt’s body went rock-solid. “Fuck, no. You’re not running.” He pressed his angry face nose to nose with hers. “You’re staying right here, with me, forever.”
She went still. “What?”
“I’m in love with you,” he growled.
A hundred different emotions stormed through Savannah. “No, you’re not.” Okay, her voice sounded totally panicked.
Green eyes flashed. “I am, and if you dig deep, you’d admit that you’re in love with me, too.”
Savannah sucked in a breath. “I am not. You can’t tell me what I feel.”
“I just did.”
Her heart leaped around like crazy. “You are so stubborn.”
“Yes. After I deal with Walkson, then I want you to marry me.”
Savannah’s chest locked and she couldn’t breathe. “You’ve lost your mind, Morgan.”
He looked smug. “No. I love you, so you’ll just have to get used to hearing it.”
He kissed her. She fought him for a second, but it was Hunt, so she caved.
She pulled him closer and kissed him back.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Hunt finished tying his tie, then pulled on his shoulder holster.
“God, you’re hot.”
He looked up. Savannah leaned against the doorjamb, wearing a black, silky robe and cradling a coffee mug.
Her cheeks were still flushed from their lovemaking session in the shower. He grabbed his SIG off the bedside table, checked it again, and slid it into the holster.
“Cam will be here soon,” Hunt said. “He’ll stay with you today.”
She did a poor job of hiding the worry in her eyes.
Hunt took the mug and set it down. He cupped her cheeks. “I need you to trust me.”
“I trust you. It’s Walkson I don’t trust.”
“I’m meeting with Brynn and Killian. Killian’s hacker got some info. We’ll put pressure on him until Walkson has nowhere left to hide. We’ve sent his picture out to the stations. The local news is running a report that he’s a person of interest in Eloise Walters’ murder. Women will be wary. He’ll have a harder time moving around and finding another victim.”
Savannah bit her lip. “Okay, that’s good. And you won’t be alone today? You won’t fall for any of Walkson’s sneaky, underhanded tricks?”
Hunt kissed her. “No.” Mmm. She tasted like coffee.
He kissed her again and backed her up. Her back hit the wall, and her robe fell open. His cock swelled and he cupped her breast, before boosting her up. He was happy to see her bruises were looking a little better.
She wrapped her legs around his waist. “God, every time I kiss you feels like the first.” Her tongue dueled with his. “But better.”
Hunt let his mouth travel down her neck, peppering kisses over her bruised skin, and felt her body rub against his. “I never stop wanting you.”
His phone vibrated and he muttered a curse. Keeping her pinned, he pulled it out.
“Cam is on his way up. My brother always had bad timing.”
Savannah smiled, and rubbed her body against his aching cock again. “You’ll have to save it until later.”
“Tease.” He cupped her cheek. “I love you.”
He saw the flash of fear in her eyes.
“I know you think you do,” she whispered.
Pushing down his annoyance, edged with hurt, he set her down. He knew he had to fight to convince her.
He nipped her lips. “And you think I’m stubborn.” He pulled her robe back into place. “Now get dressed. I don’t want my brother seeing all of this beauty.”
She rolled her eyes at him, but headed into the bathroom.
Hunt met Cam in the living area. “Hi.”
Cam lifted his chin. “How’s she doing?”
Hunt rubbed the back of his neck. “She’s holding it together, but it’s wearing on her. Of course, she’s scared for everyone else but herself.”
“You found a good one, Hunt. Beautiful, talented, and a decent person. Add in her strength, and it’s a potent combination.”
“Find your own woman.”
Cam smiled, but it was a little sad. “I’m too broken.”
Hunt stilled. “Cam—”
His brother held up a hand. “I find it hard to sleep through the night. I…I don’t want to inflict my shit on a woman. If I need sex, a one-night stand will do the job. I’m good.”
Hunt blew out a breath. “You’re not good.”
“Let’s just focus on the stalker who’s after you and your woman right now. Go. I’ve got her.”
“Thanks, Cam.” Hunt shifted closer. “And you have plenty to offer a woman. Don’t let the shit in your head tell you differently. I’ve been there. Vander and the others have, too. It gets better, the battle readiness fades, and sleep gets a bit easier.”
Cam kept Hunt’s gaze, but didn’t respond.
“Hi, Camden.” Savannah appeared, eyeing them carefully.
She had dressed in black leggings, and a billowing top in a pretty shade of green.
“I’m headed out.” Hunt crossed over and gave her a quick kiss. “Be good.”
“Be safe.”
Hunt drove to the Public Safety Building, a Norcross X6 driven by Saxon in tow.
It didn’t matter that it was Sunday, the station was as busy as always. When he got to his office, Brynn and Killian were waiting for him.
“How’s Savannah?” Brynn asked.
“She’s okay.” Hunt sat in his desk chair. “But I want this done. I want Walkson in jail, and paying for his crimes.”
“The local stations are showing his picture, and we have all our officers on the lookout for him,” Brynn said.
“My employee, Hex, has been doing some digging.” Killian opened a sleek, high-tech laptop. “With Ace’s help, she’s accessed CCTV around San Francisco.”
“You mean hacked,” Hunt said.
Killian raised a dark brow. “Do you have a problem with that?”
“Fuck, no. As long as I can still put the fucker away, I don’t care how we catch him.”
Hunt would do anything to keep Savannah safe. It was a hell of a realization to know there was no line he wouldn’t cross for her.
“They’ve caught glimpses of him,” Killian said. “Not clear shots, the guy’s wearing glasses to distort his face, and he does what he can to distort his height and build, but Hex’s program is good at adjusting for that. We caught him near the De Winter Museum.”
Hunt’s pulse spiked. On screen was a map of the city, littered with red dots. An image flashed up in a new window.
It showed a man, more shadow than anything else. He was on a darkened street near the De Winter. His shoulders were hunched, he was wearing a hoodie, and his face was obscured by a bright blur of light.
“These glasses are actually making it easier to spot him,” Hunt said.
“Yes, there aren’t many people walking around with anti-facial-recognition glasses on.” Killian leaned forward. “There’s a pattern to the sightings. They’re clustered around Nob Hill.”
“He’s staying there, somewhere,” Hunt said.
Killian smiled. “I believe so.”
Another window popped open on the screen, and a woman appeared. “Hey, boss man.”
“Hex,” Killian said.
The woman was fine-boned, with short, black hair tipped with pale pink. She grinned and waved. Brynn waved back, and Hunt nodded.
“Detective Hunter Morgan, Detective Brynn Sullivan, this is Jet “Hex” Adler.”
Hex winked at Hunt. “They make detectives mighty fine on the West Coast.”
“He’s taken,” Killian said.
“The good ones always are. I’ve got something on your perp.” Hex pulled a face. “Now, I’m just saying, this guy you’re after is a dirtbag loser. I look forward to you nailing his ass to the wall.”
“Hex,” Killian prompted.
“Right. We just got a ping on Walkson from that sexy, hunkalicious Norcross hacker, and yes, I know he’s taken, too.”
Hunt straightened in his chair. “Where?”
“In the Nob Hill area. Mason Street. There are several hotels in the vicinity. Boss, I’ve emailed you the list.”
Hunt rose. “I’ll round up a couple of uniforms and start searching.”
Brynn smiled. “This could be it. We could arrest him today.”
Hunt sure as hell hoped so. “Let’s move.”
THE SUNSHINE WAS LOVELY.
Savannah was out on the penthouse terrace, enjoying the light breeze. She had her easel set up. With a palette knife, she was daubing colors on the canvas, bringing her picture to life.
Camden was sprawled on the outdoor couch nearby. He didn’t say much, but the silences weren’t awkward.
They’d eaten a simple lunch together, and realized they had a shared love of mustard on everything. She eyed him out of the corner of her eye. There was an edginess to him. Like he was waiting for a bear to burst out of the nicely manicured plants and attack.
“I can feel you watching me,” he said.
“I’m an artist, I watch everyone.”
He made a purely masculine sound. “This face isn’t pretty enough for you to paint.”
Savannah lowered her knife. “Cam, you have to know that you are plenty easy on the eyes. You and your brothers have that good-looking, all-American-man-thing going on. I bet you were a quarterback in high school and all the cheerleaders chased you.”
“I was a running back.”
“That still makes my point.”
He shrugged one broad shoulder. “They wouldn’t be chasing anymore.” He waved at his scarred cheek.
It wasn’t nearly as bad as he probably thought.
“To the right woman, that makes you more attractive. It shows you’ve lived, survived, all while serving your country.” She dabbed her knife in the paint.
Cam cocked his head. “I see why my brother likes you. You sure have him tied up in knots.”
“And I can see you’re changing the subject.” She bit her lip. “Any word from Hunt?”
Cam shook his head. “I wasn’t expecting to hear anything, so just chill, Savannah.”
She tried to relax her shoulders. “Sure.”
He eyed her canvas. It was an embracing couple, the darker-skinned man was much taller than the slim woman he held, who wore a flowing dress the same color as her strawberry-blonde hair.
“Rome and Sofie,” Cam said.
Savannah nodded. The Norcross gang gave her plenty of inspiration. She was planning to do Easton and Harlow next.
A cell phone rang from inside.
“That’s mine.” She set her knife down.
She followed the sound to the coffee table. It was a number she didn’t recognize. Frowning, she answered. “Hello?”
“Hello, Susannah.”
That pleasant, normal voice shouldn’t strike terror in her. Her hand clenched on the phone.
She turned away from the terrace doors. “Fuck you, asshole. You’re going down, and it’s just a matter of time. I look forward to sitting in court, listening as they sentence you to die in prison. It’s not so comfy there, Andrew.”
“Hmm, I see that big thug of a cop that you’re fucking has made you overconfident.”
Time to tell Cam about the call. She took one step toward the terrace doors—
“I have someone here with me. A friend of yours.”
Savannah froze.
“If you tell anyone that I’m on the phone with you, I’ll slit her throat. You can listen to her scream.”
Savannah couldn’t breathe. Cam appeared in the open door.
She forced a smile. “It’s Harlow. Girl talk.”
With a grunt, he disappeared back onto the terrace.
“You’re just tormenting me,” she whispered furiously. “Your photo is all over the news. Hunt’s tracking you down.”
Walkson made an unhappy sound. “Yes, I figured I had your lover to thank for that. I will kill him, Susannah. You should never have let him touch what is mine.”
“I’m not yours!” she whisper-yelled. “I never was, and I never will be.”
“I saw it in your art. We’re meant to be. Destined.”
“You need help, and you need to be punished for the women you murdered.”
“They didn’t mean anything. And this sweet thing with me, she’s just a stand-in for you. I’ll send you a picture.”
“I don’t want anything from you—”
The phone dinged in her hand. An incoming message. Mouth dry, she thumbed the screen and then her throat closed.
The image on the screen sent Savannah’s world tumbling to her feet.
A terrified Ella-Mae was in the shot with a smiling Walkson beside her.
The teenager’s mouth was gagged, her eyes pleading and afraid.
No. No. This couldn’t be happening. Nausea slammed into Savannah. She swallowed, fighting the urge to vomit.
“Ella-Mae,” Savannah whispered brokenly.
“She’s a sweet, sweet young thing. Now, you come to me, and I’ll let her go.”
Savannah’s stomach contracted to a hard, sharp point. Her skin flushed hot.
“If you don’t come to me, Susannah, she dies. Her blood spills while she screams and cries your name.”
Muffled whimpers came across the line.
Savannah squeezed her eyes closed. She remembered Ella-Mae’s smile, all the girl’s questions about art, her shyly telling Savannah about a boy she liked, running to get Hunt to help Savannah deal with John Garoppolo.
Ella-Mae was innocent.
“Come to me, Susannah. And this sweet thing can go home.”
Savannah pulled in a harsh breath. “Where?”
An excited chuckle. “I’ve rented out a little studio. I’m not telling you exactly where it is, because that cop of yours will probably listen to this conversation. If you let them discover where I am, Ella-Mae dies. So, all I’ll tell you, is you’ll be able to work out where I’m at. Think hard. Think about your art, and us being together.”
What the hell did that mean?
“We’ll have the studio all to ourselves. But get here fast, or I’ll start cutting Ella-Mae’s milky-white skin.”
“Don’t you dare touch her. I’m coming.”
“Oh, and Susannah? If you tell that thug in your bed, or any of the other guard dogs around you, she dies. She dies painfully.”
“Okay.”
“See you soon.” He ended the call.
Savannah stared out the window, feeling desolate inside. If she told Hunt, he and Vander would try to rescue Ella-Mae.
And if Walkson caught wind, he would kill her. And he’d enjoy it. He’d enjoy Ella-Mae’s pain, and Savannah’s despair.
She couldn’t tell Hunt, not until Ella-Mae was safe.
Walkson wouldn’t kill Savannah straightaway. If Ella-Mae got free, then there would be time for Hunt and the others to rescue Savannah.
She dragged in a breath. Right. Now she needed to slip away from Camden.
“Savannah?” Her bodyguard appeared, frowning at her. “Everything all right with Harlow?”
“Sorry.” Savannah shook her head. “Yes, everything’s fine. I just got an idea for a sculpture that I want to do.”
He nodded.
“I’m going to make some coffee.” She jerked a thumb toward the kitchen. “And visit the powder room. You want a cup of coffee?”
“Sure.”
“Go back and soak up the sunshine. I’ll bring it right out.”
He eyed her for a second, then went back onto the terrace.
The air rushed out of her. She set the coffee maker working, then slipped into the powder room.
She was well aware that she needed every advantage to sneak past Cam. She turned on the faucet and looked in the mirror.
She looked pale and afraid.
Ella-Mae’s depending on you. Savannah had to work out where the hell this studio was. Something to do with her art and Walkson.
Get out first, then work on the puzzle. With the coffee maker and the water running, it should hide the noise of the elevator.
She darted out. There was no sign of Cam. Her heart thundered.
She pressed the button. “Come on. Come on.”
There was a discreet ding, but to her it sounded like the clash of cymbals.
The doors opened, and she stepped inside. She decided to get off a few floors from the bottom and take the stairs, just in case Cam worked out that she was in the elevator.
The doors closed and the elevator descended.
Hold on, Ella-Mae.
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Air sawed in and out of her lungs.
Savannah jogged down the stairs, circled the landing, and kept going.
Fear jumped in her gut. She didn’t want to go anywhere near Walkson, but she was more afraid for Ella-Mae.
Savannah had to move faster, and work out where the hell the studio was.
Think, Savannah, think.
More so she was afraid that Camden, or one of the Norcross men would catch her. These guys were ridiculously good at their jobs.
She paused for a second to catch her breath.
Hunt would be so mad.
Her chin dropped. God, she had no choice, but she felt terrible. He’d done so much to keep her safe, but Ella-Mae’s life was what mattered right now.
Savannah heard a door slam in the stairwell above and that spurred her into action. Finally, she reached the ground level and opened the door. She peeked out and watched people milling around the busy lobby. She slipped out, careful to walk slowly and steadily.
Then she spotted Saxon near the front doors on his cell phone, his face looking serious.
Oh, shit.
A maintenance man was pushing a cart toward the door, loaded with what looked like doorframes. She slipped around on the other side, so he blocked Saxon’s view of her. It was flimsy, but it was all she could manage. She kept the man’s body between her and Saxon.
The elevator dinged, and her breath caught.
“Camden’s here,” Saxon growled into the phone. “We’ll find her, you just work on finding out who that call was from.”
Savannah stepped outside.
She didn’t have long. She powered down the street. She had to move fast, or the Norcross men would stop her.
She picked up speed, almost jogging. She neared an intersection, watching as a cable car moved past her.
Something made her look back.
Her rabbiting heart leaped into her throat.
Camden was sprinting down the sidewalk toward her. His face was focused, his strong arms pumping.
Oh. God.
Savannah turned and darted across the street. A car slammed on the brakes, tires screeching. Someone laid on the horn. She ran as fast as she could.
She did a quick look back.
Cam was gaining. Her heart hit her ribs. She watched him reach the stopped car and slide across the hood—powerful, athletic.
She’d never outrun him. She pushed for more speed, lungs burning, and saw that she was almost at the cable car. It was at the crest of a hill, just about to begin its descent.
Cam was getting closer.
Savannah leaped onto the back of the moving cable car and grabbed a pole.
As she watched, the cable car pulled away. A car pulled out of a side street and slammed on the brakes, almost hitting Cam. He slowed and she saw him curse.
I’m sorry.
“Lady, are you all right?” a man asked.
“Um, my ex is after me. He’s…not nice.”
“Jesus.” The guy nodded. “You’re safe now. Take a seat and catch your breath.”
She gave him a wan smile, sorry for lying to him.
She pulled out her phone. She needed to find the studio. Her belly cramped. Come on. Come on. Ella-Mae’s life was depending on her.
What about her art—?
It hit her like a bolt of lightning. The first piece Walkson bought from her. She quickly did a search for art studios in the area and found a list. She spotted the name and address and knew instantly that it was the right place.
Her belly cramped. It wasn’t far away. She needed to get off in a few more stops.
Her phone rang and she jolted, and almost dropped it.
Hunt’s name was on the screen.
God. She pressed the phone to her temple. She wanted to hear his voice, but he’d talk her out of this.
She couldn’t let Ella-Mae pay the price. Savannah pressed the screen and it stopped the ringing. She tapped in a message.
I’m sorry.
What the fuck, Savannah?
He has Ella-Mae. I have to help her.
God, there was so much she wanted to say to him.
Stay where you are.
I’ll get her to contact you when she’s free. Let me get her out of there first.
Savannah turned her phone off. She had no doubt that Ace could track her.
Her head bowed. She hated that Hunt would be so worried and mad. Her stomach swirled and she felt sick.
She glanced out and saw her stop. The cable car slowed.
Savannah left her phone on the seat and leaped off. She hurried down the street. People passed by, going about their business, no clue that she was on her way to confront a killer.
Ahead, she saw the sign for the Infinity Studio.
She bit her lip hard, tasted blood.
The art studio looked nice. It had plate-glass windows, and sage-green trim. A pretty, watercolor landscape hung in the window.
It didn’t look like it was hiding something ugly.
She dragged in a breath, and she casually walked past, but didn’t see anyone inside.
But he was in there. He could be hurting Ella-Mae right now.
Then she squared her shoulders and pushed open the studio door.
HUNT HAD NEVER FELT this afraid before. He sped toward the Norcross office, his brain turning every bloody crime scene he’d ever seen over in his head.
All the possibilities of what could happen to Savannah.
He knew just what damage a man could inflict on a woman.
Savannah was walking into the hands of a killer. One who was obsessed with her.
Hunt’s woman was in danger.
He screeched into the lower-level parking at the Norcross office and leaped out of the car. He took the stairs two at a time.
The office was in upheaval. The men were crowded around the door to Ace’s office.
Cam came straight toward Hunt, his face a terrible mask. “Hunt, I’m sorry. It’s my fucking fault she got away.”
Hunt gripped his brother’s arm. “This is Walkson’s fault. You were there to protect her, you had no idea he’d get to her and she’d sneak out.” Hunt drew in a breath. He planned to have a long, angry conversation with Savannah about her actions.
But a part of him got where her head was at. Walkson was a manipulative bastard, and he’d taken someone Savannah cared about, an innocent. Savannah was used to depending on herself and going it alone.
Well, not anymore. He’d make her accept that.
After he got her back safely.
“For now, we focus on getting her back. You with me?”
Cam nodded.
Now Hunt just had to follow that advice.
“Hunt.” Vander eyed him carefully. “How are you holding up?”
“I’ll be better once we have her back.”
Brynn jogged up the stairs. “I got your message.” She moved over and hugged Hunt. “We’ll find her.”
He gave his cousin a tight nod.
Brynn gave Vander a quick kiss. “I confirmed that Ella-Mae Birbeck never made it to her summer job today. It looks like she was snatched off the street, somewhere.”
“He would’ve lured her,” Hunt said. “Posed as an art dealer or gallery owner interested in her work. The asshole has an unassuming face.”
Brynn nodded. “Women trust him.”
“Savannah got a call. I knew something was off.” Cam pressed a hand to his hip. “I should’ve trusted my instincts, but I’ve been trying to calm myself down. To not read danger in every little thing. She blew me off, said it was Harlow.”
Ace strode out of his office, tablet in hand. “It wasn’t Harlow. It was a call from a burner phone.” He thumbed the screen and the call played.
“Hello, Susannah.”
Hunt clenched his teeth. He listened to the conversation and Walkson’s smarmy tone, Savannah’s fear.
The call ended.
“An art studio she would know?” Hunt frowned.
“I’ve already set up searches to see if anything pops with studios here in San Francisco,” Ace said.
“Maybe there’s one with the same name as the gallery where she had showings in New York?” Brynn suggested.
Ace shook his head. “I already checked. Nothing came up. I’ve also looked up all versions of her name and Walkson’s name.”
“Hunt, can you think of anything?” Vander asked.
Hunt ground his teeth together. “No.”
“Okay, let’s hope the search hits something,” Ace said.
“For now, we’ll start researching studios around Nob Hill,” Vander said. “We work in pairs. Ace will send everyone the list. Hunt, you’re with me.”
Brynn and Saxon headed out. Cam was paired with Rhys. Hunt strode across the open plan space. It was like he had a rock in his chest, pressing harder and harder against his lungs, his heart. He tried to lock down his fear-drenched rage.
It was how he’d felt when he’d heard what had happened to Manny, Eric and Mitchell.
“Hunt?” Vander’s deep voice.
“Searching one by one will take too long. That murderous asshole has her.”
“We’ll get her back. Don’t lose hope.” Vander grabbed his shoulder. “I know exactly how hard that is.”
Yes, Vander had been through it before, when Brynn had been taken by a dangerous biker gang. But Brynn was a trained cop.
“Savannah’s smart,” Vander said. “And she knows how to survive. She’s focused on freeing the girl, then she’ll be waiting for you to rescue her.”
Hunt released a shuddering breath.
Vander squeezed his shoulder. “Keep it together, and let’s go find your woman.”
Hunt nodded. Soon he was in the passenger seat of an X6, as Vander drove them to Nob Hill.
Hold the fuck on, Savannah. Hunt stared through the windshield and hoped to hell they found the studio soon.
He couldn’t lose her.
THE FRONT of the studio was empty. Savannah’s heart pounded in her ears, her footsteps echoing quietly. There were nice pieces of art on the walls, but she was too scared and distracted to take them in. The silence in the space made her fear ratchet up.
It was probably what Walkson wanted. She should’ve had some sort of plan, but her brain wouldn’t think clearly.
She swallowed, and headed toward the back.
There was a narrow hall, with some gear stacked on one side: paints, brushes, canvases, palette knives.
Her pulse spiked. She grabbed one of the knives and slid it into the pocket of her shirt.
Now, she was sorry she hadn’t admitted how she felt about Hunter.
God. She pressed a hand to the wall. She loved her detective. Her big, solid, protective detective.
She shouldn’t have let fear hold her back. She should’ve told him.
Dammit, she wanted the chance to tell him.
“Susannah?” Walkson’s voice echoed down the hall. “I knew you’d come to me.”
The bastard sounded so smug. She’d come because he’d threatened an innocent, teenaged girl, not because she wanted to be with him.
Savannah walked down the hall and stepped into the back room.
Ella-Mae was tied to a chair and gagged. When the girl saw Savannah, her eyes went wide, swimming with emotion.
“It’s going to be all right, Ella-Mae.” Savannah tried to keep her voice steady.
The room had been set up for artists to work in. There was an empty easel, potting wheel, shelves stocked with equipment, and drying racks. Walkson stood close to Ella-Mae, smiling.
“It’s so good to see you, Susannah.”
Savannah’s insides turned to ice. He looked almost the same as the first time she’d met him at her very first showing. Brown hair, normal, plain face, slender build. He could be anyone’s son, cousin, friend. An accountant, computer programmer, a store manager.
If only he looked evil, then people could’ve seen the rot inside him sooner.
“How did you find me in San Francisco?” she asked.
He grinned. “It was luck. Destiny. A man I sold insurance to in New York, he showed me photos his mother had posted on social media. Of the lovely painting of flowers her sweet, friendly neighbor had painted for her.”
Savannah sucked in a breath. Mrs. Romero. God.
“And the shooting at the coffee shop?” she asked. “The man who broke into my place?”
Walkson winked. “I just wanted to scare you a little. Punishment for running from me.”
She shook her head. He was a monster.
Then she saw the knife in his hand, with blood dripping off it.
Savannah tensed. No. She looked back at Ella-Mae and saw blood on the girl’s shirt.
“You hurt her?”
“Just one little cut.” He smiled. “Nothing like what I gave you.”
“I’m here now, so let her go.”
He walked behind Ella-Mae’s chair and stroked the girl’s hair. She whimpered behind her gag.
“I’m not sure. She’s such a pretty thing. And so frightened.”
Savannah gritted her teeth. “You said if I came, you’d let her go.”
Walkson frowned, his face turning angry. “Yes, but I’m very mad at you Susannah. I think I need to punish you.”
She tried to stay calm. “You said you’d let her go. I’m here. It’s me you want.”
“Yes, but I’m angry.” He stroked Ella-Mae’s cheek. The teenager tried to pull away. “You ran from me for so long. And then you let him touch you. That big, overgrown pig.”
Savannah slid her hand into her pocket. Her hand curled around the hilt of the palette knife. Her pulse raced and she tried to focus. “I love him.”
“No, you love me!” Walkson’s face twisted. “You’re meant for me. Your art, the paintings you did, it was all for me.”
She bit her lip. Ella-Mae’s terrified, pleading gaze was locked on hers. “You need help—”
“I’m not crazy!” He whirled and kicked at an easel, knocking it over. It slammed into the wall.
“I didn’t say that.” Savannah kept her voice low and even. “Let Ella-Mae go, and we’ll talk.”
“You care more about her than me. You care more about that cop than me. About everyone more than me!” He whipped the knife up and pressed it to Ella-Mae’s cheek.
“No!” Savannah cried.
Tears rolled down the teenager’s cheeks.
“Please let her go,” Savannah said. “I’ll do anything.”
Walkson cocked his head. “You’ll do anything for me?”
“Yes.” Her stomach did a sickening turn.
He ran the tip of the knife down the girl’s cheek and a thin, red line of blood appeared.
Then he cut her gag off.
“Savannah.” Ella-Mae let out a wild sob.
“Don’t call her that.” Walkson yelled. He untied the girl’s bindings. “Her name is Susannah.”
“Just go, Ella-Mae.” Savannah steeled herself. “I want to be with Andrew. You need to go.”
She tried to urge the girl with her eyes to run as far and fast as she could.
Go and find Hunt.
Ella-Mae nodded, then stumbled past Savannah and into the hall.
Her running footsteps faded to nothing.
Savannah let out a breath. Ella-Mae was safe.
She looked at the smiling man who’d stalked and terrified her for years. Her hand tightened on the knife in her pocket.
She was done running. She was done being afraid.
“It’s just you and me now, Andrew.”
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Driving away from yet another art studio—this one packed with budding artists attending a class, Hunt bit back his frustration.
Walkson had already had Savannah too long.
Hunt would kill the man if he’d hurt her.
What if Hunt didn’t make it in time? What if he wasn’t there for her when it mattered, just like he wasn’t there for Eric, Manny, and Mitchell?
“Hunt, stay with me,” Vander said from the driver’s seat.
“I’ve got a lock on it.” A shaky lock. “It could take days to check all these studios. The one he’s using might not even be listed.”
“We’re going to find her.”
Vander’s phone rang and he touched the screen on the dash.
“Vander.” Ace’s voice came through the speaker. “I’ve got something.”
“What?” Hunt demanded.
“Before Savannah turned off her phone, she did some searches on art studios. Hex had a nifty program and could zero in where Savannah stopped scrolling. Do these words mean anything? Bryant, Midway, Electra, Infinity—”
Hunt sucked in a breath. “Wait. Infinity. It’s a name of a painting she did. Fuck. It was the first piece that Walkson purchased of hers.”
“There’s an Infinity Studio in Nob Hill.”
“Address,” Vander barked. “Tell the others.”
Ace rattled it off.
Vander took the next corner fast, tires screeching. He sped down the street, and the traffic thickened. Hunt bit back a curse
“It’s not far,” Vander said.
“You need to stop a block away. We don’t want Walkson to know we’re there.”
Vander nodded.
Soon, they screeched into a parking spot on the street. Both men flung the doors open and Hunt started down the sidewalk.
“Hunt,” Vander said.
Hunt looked up and saw a terrified Ella-Mae sprinting down the sidewalk. Her blonde-brown hair flew out behind her.
“Ella-Mae!” he yelled.
The sobbing teenager saw him, adjusted course, and then threw herself at him.
“It’s okay. I’ve got you. Take some deep breaths.” Shit, there was blood on her cheek and shirt. She had no shoes on. “How badly are you hurt?”
“Not bad…” Her voice was unsteady. She gripped Hunt’s jacket. “He has Savannah. She came in and made him let me go.”
“I need to go and get her,” Hunt said.
Ella-Mae nodded, tears streaming down her face. “Savannah needs you. That guy is crazy.”
“Where are they in the studio?”
“The back room.”
“Ella-Mae, I’m Hunt’s friend, Vander.” Vander held out a key fob. “There’s a black BMW X6 parked down the street. Go and wait in it. I’ll have people come to get you.”
The teenager nodded, her fingers closing around the fob. “Go. Go and save Savannah.”
Hunt and Vander broke into a jog.
“Plan?” Vander asked.
“Did Ace send you schematics of the studio?”
“Yeah.” Vander pulled out his phone. “There’s a main area in front, and a hall to the back room.”
“Let’s go in quietly.” Hunt spotted the studio and pulled out his SIG.
Vander did the same.
Hunt slowly opened the front door. Vander slid inside, moving like a ghost. Hunt followed, easing the door closed behind him.
They moved through the front room, past the artwork on display.
They reached the hall and paused. A muffled murmur of voices in the back caught his ear. One was definitely female, and one had the lower pitch of a man.
Vander gave a hand signal. They slowly moved down the hall. The conversation became clearer.
“I just wanted us to be together, Susannah. The way it’s supposed to be.”
“No, Andrew, you’ve concocted a fantasy. You don’t even know me.”
The sound of her voice made Hunt weak.
She was alive.
“I love you!” Walkson yelled.
A muscle ticked in Hunt’s jaw.
“And I’m in love with someone else,” she said. “Someone good and honorable, someone who helps people. He doesn’t hurt them.”
Hunt’s chest locked. She loved him.
“Shut up about him!”
There was the sound of a scuffle. Hunt surged forward and bumped some canvases stacked against the wall. Several fell with a crash.
“Someone’s here!” Walkson yelled.
Fuck. Hunt and Vander leaped forward.
The door to the back room slammed closed in their faces.
Hunt grabbed the door handle and rattled it. Locked.
“Savannah!” He rammed his shoulder against it.
“Hunt! He’s locked the door—”
She broke off and there was the sound of fighting.
Fuck. He met Vander’s gaze. “We need to get this door open. Now!”
“HUNT!”
Savannah dodged Walkson. He’d locked the door, dammit.
“He can’t have you,” Walkson barked.
“I’ll give myself to whoever I want. You can’t just take someone; you can’t steal their life.”
Walkson grabbed a heavy, marble pedestal for displaying art, then with a grunt, tipped it over. It landed in front of the door.
There were two loud gun shots and Savannah gasped. She saw the lock was gone. The door rattled, but the pedestal blocked it from opening.
Walkson smiled. “It’s just you and me, Susannah.”
She snatched up some jars filled with brushes and threw them at him.
He screamed and lunged at her. She leaped to the side, and grabbed a small box and swung it at his head.
It crashed into his nose and blood sprayed.
Adrenaline surged through her veins. How do you like that, asshole?
With an enraged roar, Walkson charged again. He tackled her, and they tumbled to the wood floor.
Ow. Her head hit the ground hard, leaving her dazed.
She heaved and they wrestled against each other, each of them trying to get on top. She shoved Walkson off, and scrambled to her feet, her chest heaving.
The door vibrated under a heavy hit.
Hunt was trying to get in.
She needed to try and move that damn pedestal, but Walkson was between her and the door.
Her stalker stared at her, blood running down his face. “He can’t have you. I’ll kill him.”
Savannah laughed. She was so done being afraid of this man. “Hunter is ex-special forces, and a cop. He’ll wipe the floor with a coward like you.”
Walkson’s lips flattened. “I’ll cut him open in front of you, and make him scream.”
“He’s not alone, Walkson—”
“Andrew! You call me Andrew.”
“No,” she snapped. “It’s over. Hunt isn’t some defenseless, young woman. I’m not a defenseless, young woman. Not anymore.” She pulled the palette knife out of her pocket and brandished it. “Today, you go to jail. And I walk out of here with Hunter. Tonight, I’ll be crying out his name as he makes love to me.”
Walkson made a horrible, animalistic sound. “You’re mine.”
He rushed her again. She slashed out with the knife, but he rammed his hand into her arm. The knife flew out of her fingers and hit the floor.
No!
He grabbed her shirt and they spun. They rammed into another empty pedestal and the corner dug into her back. He shoved her again and the pedestal toppled with a crash.
“Savannah!” Hunt roared through the door.
“He won’t love you like I do,” Walkson said.
“God, I hope not.” She needed to get that door unblocked.
She grabbed a paint pot and the loose lid fell off. As Walkson advanced, she tossed it at him.
Blue paint splattered over his face and chest. She tried to dodge past him, but he sidestepped and blocked her.
Damn.
Walkson swiped the paint out of his eyes. “I’m losing patience with you, Susannah.”
“It’s Savannah. I left that younger, innocent artist behind. I’m tougher now, a survivor.” She smiled as the door vibrated under another hit. “And that man out there loves me. True love, not your obsessive version. Not the sick thing you’re offering. I have so much to live for.”
A bunch of emotions crossed Walkson’s face. “If I can’t have you, no one will.”
She froze. His voice was devoid of emotion.
The killer had made an appearance.
Oh, hell. She needed to get that door open.
Walkson lifted his knife, stained with Ella-Mae’s blood.
Savannah drew in a breath. Stay calm.
Her stalker ran at her.
She grabbed the chair Ella-Mae had been tied on and threw it at him. She raced for the door.
“No!” Walkson kicked her legs out from under her.
She hit the floor with an oof, belly first.
The door was only a few feet away. She spun and saw Walkson coming at her. She kicked at him, and he slashed down with the knife. She rolled.
He slashed again and she rolled the other way.
Her heart drummed in her chest and that’s when she saw the palette knife she’d dropped before. She snatched it and swung it up.
It stabbed into the side of his neck.
He staggered back, a look of blank shock on his face.
Savannah scrambled up. She had to move that pedestal. “Let me move the—”
A hand grabbed the back of her shirt and yanked her backward.
Dammit. She fell and rolled, and saw Walkson looming above her.
He sliced down with his knife and stabbed her in the stomach.
THE WOODEN DOOR finally gave way and Hunt broke through the splintered wood. He charged in, Vander right behind him.
A bloody, paint-splattered Walkson had Savannah pinned to the floor. Hunt watched in horror as the man stabbed his knife down and into Savannah’s belly.
No. A red haze covered Hunt’s vision.
He whipped his SIG up and fired. The bullet hit Walkson in the shoulder, and the man jerked.
Then Hunt closed the distance and slammed his fist into the man’s face.
Walkson yelped. Hunt punched the man again, and again. He kept punching, driving Walkson to the floor.
“Hunt,” Vander barked.
The haze cleared a little. The killer was sprawled on the floor, bleeding from the bullet wound in his shoulder, his face a bloody mess from Hunt’s fist, and sobbing.
Hunt wanted to keep going. Wanted to punish him—for the lives he’d taken, for touching and terrorizing Savannah.
“Hunter?” Savannah’s pain-filled voice snapped him all the way back.
He saw Vander crouched beside her. Hunt’s friend had a rag pressed to her stomach. A bloody knife rested on the floor.
Her gray gaze locked on Hunt’s face.
“Savannah.” As he shifted beside her, Vander rose and stalked over to Walkson.
He toed the man and Walkson groaned.
“I…need a doctor.”
“Be thankful I don’t gut you,” Vander said silkily.
Walkson’s mouth snapped shut.
Vander lifted his cell phone and looked at the screen. “Brynn’s on the way. With the cavalry.”
Hunt focused on Savannah. “Baby.” He pressed the rag down.
“I knew you’d come,” she whispered. “I knew you’d work it out, or Ella-Mae would find you.”
“I’m pissed at you.”
“You can’t be, I’m injured. You need to nurse me back to health.” She winced. “It really, really hurts.”
“You shouldn’t antagonize serial killer stalkers with knives.”
She gave a hiccupping, slightly hysterical, laugh. “Ella-Mae?”
“She got out.”
Savannah’s breath was shaky. “Good. Facing him, I wasn’t terrified anymore. I’m so sick of him dictating my life.” She cupped Hunt’s cheek. “And I realized I had something, someone, really important to live for.”
“Say the words,” he said huskily.
“I love you, Hunter Morgan.”
“I love you too, Savannah Cole.” He pressed a gentle kiss to her lips.
Then Brynn burst in, handgun in hand. Cam, Rhys, Saxon, and several police officers were right behind her.
“Clear,” Brynn barked.
A moment later, several paramedics appeared.
“She has a stab wound,” Hunt said.
The officers headed toward Walkson, while the paramedics nodded, and got to work on Savannah.
Hunt shifted.
“Don’t leave me,” she said.
“Never.” He took her hand. “After this, when you’re better, I’m going to yell at you, and paddle your ass for sneaking out to meet a killer.”
“I had to save Ella-Mae.”
“Then I’ll tell you how damn brave you are, and beautiful, and how you’re going to marry me.”
There was no fear in her eyes this time, just a smile.
“Nice to see you aren’t so panicked by that,” he said.
“I just got stabbed by my stalker, nothing can shake me now.”
Shit. Just remembering his terror, knowing she was locked in with Walkson, made it hard to breathe. Knowing how much danger she’d been in… He squeezed her fingers.
“It doesn’t look too bad,” the paramedic said. “From what I can tell, it missed anything vital, and you don’t have any internal bleeding. We’ll give you some painkillers and get you to the hospital for a more thorough check.”
Savannah frowned. “Hospital? Can’t you just glue it, or something?”
“Nope,” the paramedic said cheerfully. “Hospital for you.”
“Hunter—”
“Baby, no matter how much you plead, I want the doctors to check you over.”
Her fingers clenched on his. “I’ll cook for a month, I’ll promise you sexual favors…”
The paramedic chuckled.
Hunt kissed her temple. “As tempting as that is, I’ll cook for you until you’re better, and when you’re healed, you’ll give me sexual favors anyway.”
“Dammit,” she muttered.
Another paramedic rolled a gurney in.
“The other guy’s going first,” Savannah’s paramedic said.
Hunt didn’t bother to watch them shift a now-handcuffed and sobbing Walkson to the gurney.
Brynn stopped and crouched by Hunt, touching his shoulder. “I’ll escort Walkson to prison. Savannah, I’ll see you soon.”
Savannah nodded. “Thanks, Brynn.”
“And I’ll stay with you,” Hunt told Savannah. “Every minute.”
She smiled weakly. “Promise?”
“Baby, if you haven’t worked it out yet, I’d do anything for you.”
“God, I’m so in love with you.”
He kissed the end of her nose. “I love you, too.”
CHAPTER NINETEEN
The next day, Savannah sank back on the couch and laughed.
Ryder smiled at her. On him, the smile was slow, sexy, and designed to drive a woman to make bad mistakes.
“Okay, lie back and let me check your wound, babe. You know you want to get your clothes off for me.”
“Stop flirting,” she countered.
He winked at her. Despite his teasing, he was brisk and professional as he lifted her shirt. Charming demeanor aside, he was clearly good at his job.
She noted that he paid no attention to her old scars, just zeroed in on her wound. Thankfully, the hospital had confirmed that the knife had missed anything vital.
Andrew Walkson was in jail. He was in the medical wing at the prison, getting his neck wound monitored, and awaiting trial.
He was locked up, as Hunt had promised, and would never be a free man again.
A weight had lifted, but to be honest, she couldn’t quite believe it yet. She’d been living on the edge for so long, and it was hard to let go. To relax and trust that she was safe.
She rubbed her temple and blew out a breath. “It’s hard to believe it’s over.”
“It gets easier,” Camden said from a stool at the island. “Eventually, you start to lose the fight or flight mode. And trust that you don’t have to watch your six all the time.”
“Quit reading my mind,” she said.
He shrugged a broad shoulder. “Or so they say. So far, it seems to get a little bit better every day.”
Warmth hit her. She hadn’t realized what she had in common with Hunt’s youngest brother.
“Thanks, Cam. I’m so sorry I snuck out on you.”
His lips quirked. “A girl is alive because you did, but it still stings to know you pulled it off.”
She laughed. “I almost didn’t. When you were chasing me down the street, I almost wet myself.”
“You run well. You have impressive form.”
“Thanks, I think.”
Her thoughts turned to poor Ella-Mae. The teenager was recovering at home. She’d dropped by this morning to see Savannah, and they’d both hugged and cried.
Ryder pressed a fresh bandage to Savannah’s belly. The wound was mostly off to the side. It hurt, but the painkillers helped. The bruises on her neck were healing too, but were unfortunately turning hideous shades of green and yellow.
“How about you run away with me, Savannah?” Ryder winked again. “We can rent a yacht. Sail the Caribbean.”
“Will you two quit flirting with my woman?” Hunt yelled from upstairs.
Savannah smiled. She tapped Ryder’s nose. “Someday, some woman is going to knock you off-kilter. And she’ll be impervious to all that Ryder Morgan charm.”
“Never.” His gaze flicked up to her painting. The one of her and Hunt. He’d hung it in the living room. She wasn’t sure how she felt about it since she was naked in it, but she hoped she could talk him into putting it back in the bedroom eventually.
“He loves you,” Ryder said.
Her heart skipped a beat. She still couldn’t quite believe it. “I know.”
“He’d do anything for you. Kill for you. Die for you. Give you everything you need.”
She looked down at her hands.
Ryder put a finger under her chin and tipped it up. “If you let him. You guys are two peas in a pod. You take on all the responsibility for everyone and everything, then drown in your guilt when you feel you don’t live up to all those expectations.”
“Ryder—”
“Neither of you believe you deserve the good stuff. Let him love you, Savannah. And show him that he deserves that too, despite whatever fucked-up shit from the past, whatever shit he sees daily on the job, messes with his head.”
“I love him, Ryder. So much it scares me.” She felt Cam watching.
“Then I guess that’s how you know it’s the real deal,” Ryder said.
“He’s right. I do love you.”
She looked up and saw Hunt on the stairs. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, a bandage on his arm.
Cam stood. “That’s our cue to leave.”
Ryder hesitated. “I was hoping to bum lunch.”
“I’ll buy you a burger,” Cam said.
Savannah barely glanced at them as the two men left.
“I just finished speaking with my lieutenant,” Hunt said.
Her pulse jerked. “Walkson?”
“Is locked up, baby. Forever.” Hunt circled his hands over her shoulders.
“There’ll be a trial—”
“He won’t be getting off on murder. Or for attacking you and Ella-Mae, or hiring someone to shoot a cop. I’ve already been in contact with the other states where Killian clocked potential victims. Brynn is taking point, and my cousin misses nothing. Walkson will die in prison.”
Savannah nodded. “How come you aren’t taking point?”
“Because I asked my lieutenant for some time off.” Hunt rubbed a thumb over her lips. “I told him that I needed to heal. And spend some time with my woman while she heals. So, I have two weeks off.”
Two weeks of just her and Hunt. It sounded like heaven.
“You ready to see your mom and brother?” he asked.
Her belly clenched. “Soon.” She’d talked with them on the phone. They’d been hurt and angry that she’d run, even to protect them. But they’d also been happy and relieved she was alive and okay. Her mom had cried. Ezra, who sounded so grown up now and had finished college, had been quietly furious.
“We all need a little time to adjust,” she said.
Plus, she realized it was hard to go back. Things, people, feelings morphed and changed over time. You could only ever move forward.
Savannah was ready to do that. With this man right here.
He kissed her slowly and steadily. He’d been so careful with her since they’d left the hospital last night. She pulled closer to him, and tried to deepen the kiss, but he leaned back.
She growled. “I’m fine.”
“You were stabbed. I’m going to make sure you’re fully healed before we get naked.”
Savannah looked at the ceiling. “I guess it’s my fault for falling for a do-gooder, overprotective, alpha-male detective.”
“At least you finally admit you fell for me.”
“I did. I never stood a chance.”
He pulled her close. “So, you’re going to stay? Here in San Francisco? Move in here with me?”
Everything in her trembled. Just weeks ago, she’d been terrified, living on the run, unable to live a normal life.
Now, this man meant everything to her.
“I’ll stay. Wherever you are, that’s where I want to be.”
His smile lit up his rugged face. Oh, she needed to sketch him, just like that. This time, she kissed him. When he pulled back, she was extremely gratified to find that he was hard, his cock nudging her belly.
She rubbed against him and he gripped her hip. “Tease.”
She liked the growl in his voice.
“I bet we could find something non-jostling and not too strenuous to do in bed,” she suggested.
He frowned.
“Please, Hunter?” she begged.
Heat flared in his eyes. “I think, if you promise to lie on your back and not move, I could think of something to do to you—” he nipped her lip “—with my hands, my mouth…”
Flames licked her insides. “I’ll meet you upstairs.”
As she carefully made her way up the stairs—her wound didn’t let her move very fast—she loved the sound of his laughter behind her.
HUNT SAT in his chair in the park, under the dappled shade of the trees. He had his sunglasses on, and the squeal of kids playing in the nearby playground filled his ears, but his focus was on Savannah.
She stood at her easel, painting. He’d helped to set it up, while arguing with her about lifting anything.
In the four days since she’d been stabbed, she was healing well. Both inside and out.
She was blossoming, slowly coming out of the shadows of her years-long ordeal, and believing that she was free and safe.
She slept soundly in his arms every night, smiled as they shared meals, and the look on her face when he touched her body always took his breath away.
His gorgeous artist was starting to believe.
The gang had descended the night before with takeout, beer, and wine. Savannah had snort-laughed with Gia, Haven, Harlow, Maggie, and Brynn. Only Sofie and Rome had been missing, off at some charity engagement in Los Angeles.
Hunt watched Savannah frown and daub more paint on her canvas. She was in one of his old shirts, tiny black shorts underneath. His shirt was already covered in splatters of paint.
He wanted his ring on her finger, wanted to talk about looking for a house in the suburbs. One with a huge room for an art studio. A home that could be theirs.
But he knew it was still too soon. He wanted to wait until the last of the shadows that Walkson had put in her eyes were gone.
There was time. She loved him and he loved her. He’d know when the time was right.
“I can feel you staring at me,” she called out.
“You’re mine, and you’re good to stare at, so I don’t see the problem.”
She shot him a smile.
“I was thinking you owe me quite a few shirts.”
Her smile widened and she set her brush down. “Maybe I’ll get you some nice, tie-dyed ones.”
She grabbed a water bottle and sipped.
“I got a phone call earlier,” he told her.
“Oh?” She raised a brow.
He didn’t miss the faint tension in her. She still expected bad news. It would fade in time. “Marcie Garoppolo filed for divorce.”
“Oh.” Savannah dropped the water bottle and clapped her hands together. “That’s great news!”
“Yeah. She didn’t press charges, but she’s left him and moved back in with her parents.”
“I hope she gets a second chance and a happy ending.” Savannah wandered over to him.
He nabbed her and tumbled her onto his lap.
“Hunter, I’m not sure this camp chair will hold us both.”
“It’ll hold.” He nuzzled her neck, discreetly checking his watch. Cam was due to arrive soon with a surprise.
“So, I was thinking…” Her tone was cautious.
“What?”
She set her shoulders back. “I was talking with Ryder.”
“Now I’m worried.”
She whacked his shoulder playfully. “I’m thinking I’ll get my scars removed.”
Hunt stilled, his gaze on her face.
“I know they aren’t that bad, and you’ve helped me accept them, but he put them there. They’re a reminder of him, and he’s not a part of my life anymore.”
“Whatever you want, baby, I’ll support you. Leave them, get them removed, I’ll love you either way.”
“I love you, Detective Morgan. Boy, am I glad that I played my music too loud.”
Hunt smiled. “Me too, baby.”
He pulled that delectable mouth to his. As he kissed her, the world fell away and it was just the two of them. And the bright future they had ahead of them.
His phone vibrated in his pocket. It was probably Cam telling Hunt that he was close to arriving, but when Savannah climbed around to straddle him and kissed him harder and with great enthusiasm, all he could do was hold on and groan.
“Savannah.” He managed to break the kiss. “I have a surprise for you.”
She waggled her eyebrows. “I know.” She purposely shifted on his erection, tearing another groan from him.
Over her shoulder, he saw a X6 pull up at the park.
He looked back at her beautiful face, the wind playing with some of her curls. He clamped a hand on her hip. “That’s not it, and that can’t be a surprise, since you just breathing seems to make me hard.”
She rubbed her nose against his. “I hope that when we’re both old, and gray, and our wrinkles have wrinkles, you still have that problem.”
He pinched her butt and urged her to stand. He stood and took a second to readjust himself. Hopefully he could get himself under control in the next few minutes.
He watched Cam circle the X6. He helped an older, blonde lady out of the passenger seat. The back door opened, and a tall, handsome, twenty-something man got out. The breeze tousled his dirty-blond curls. He scanned the park. A woman Savannah’s age exited last—tall, slender, with inky-black hair. She nudged the young man, searching the park as well.
Hunt turned to Savannah. “Here’s your surprise.”
Frowning, she turned, and took a second. Then she noticed the trio. Her body went stiff as a board. “Oh, my God.”
He slid a comforting hand down her arm. “I know you’ve talked with them, but they wanted to see you. And I think you needed to see them.”
She swallowed and looked up at him, her pretty, gray eyes shining.
“Go,” he urged her.
She walked toward the approaching group, then she was running.
Savannah and her mother collided first. Savannah was laughing and crying. Her mother kept touching Savannah like she was reassuring herself that her daughter was real.
Ezra claimed Savannah next. The young man wasn’t crying, but his face was filled with emotion.
Then Saskia Hawke leaped on Savannah. The women hugged, cried, and laughed. The sound of their happy laughter rang through the park.
Camden reached Hunt, his eyes hidden behind his sunglasses. “Nice work, bro.”
Hunt lifted his chin. “She needed it. Needed to reconnect with them. She was just afraid to close the gap.”
Cam nodded. “The gap can feel like a chasm sometimes.”
Hunt looked at his brother.
“I’m fine. My chasm lasted about an hour. You, Ryder, and Mom just leaped across it when I got back. It didn’t feel like that for long. So, thanks for being there.”
Hunt clasped Cam’s shoulder. “We’re always here for you.”
Savannah, holding her mom’s hand, led the group over.
“You’ve met Camden, but I really want you to meet my detective.” She smiled at Hunt.
Mrs. Hart met his gaze and nodded. “Thank you, Detective Morgan. For bringing her back to us and making her safe.”
“It’s Hunt.” He slung an arm around Savannah’s shoulders, and she leaned into him.
Mrs. Hart watched them, her eyes filling with happy tears.
Ezra nodded and shook Hunt’s hand. Hunt shook Saskia’s slim hand last.
“Your brother was a big help,” Hunt told her.
“He always is.” Saskia smiled. “He has his finger on the pulse of, well, everything.” She looked at Savannah. “Nice.” She tilted her head toward Hunt. “The men here in San Francisco…” Saskia fanned herself.
Savannah smiled. “There are more of them, but most of them are taken.” Savannah shot a sly look at Camden. “Except for Hunt’s brothers.”
Cam dragged in a breath and looked resigned.
Savannah laughed. “I’ve missed years of teasing my brother, so I have lots to catch up on.”
Ezra and Cam shared a look.
As Savannah laughed again, sounding carefree and happy, Hunt pressed a kiss to her temple.
All was right in his pocket of the world.
CHAPTER TWENTY
“Oh, boy.”
Savannah brushed past Hunt, grabbed his glass of Blanton Gold, and chugged it.
“Easy, baby.” He stroked her back, trying to ease her nerves. He enjoyed that her sexy, red cocktail dress left most of her back bare.
She huffed out a breath.
“Just relax,” he said.
“You relax.” She dragged in a breath. “Sorry, I’m just really, really nervous.”
He cupped her cheek, careful not to wreck her makeup. “It’s your first art showing in years. You’re entitled to some nerves.” He lowered his voice. “Have I told you how much I like your dress?”
Her gray gaze met his and she smiled. “No, but you gave it away when I set it out on the bed and you took one look, then dragged me down on the floor and made love to me.”
He smiled. “I like the dress, and I like the way you wear it even more.”
She touched her silky hair. Over the last few weeks, she’d let it return to her more natural silvery blonde. Right now, it was up in a sleek roll.
She snagged a flute of champagne from a passing server and sipped. “There are so many people.”
There were. They were in a wing of the Hutton Museum. Over the last few weeks, Haven had worked her butt off, pulling the showing together. Savannah had worked her butt off, too, creating new paintings and sculptures for the show. Haven had also had several of Savannah’s sketches framed and displayed.
Thankfully, none were of him naked.
He’d turned his guest room on the top floor beside his master bedroom into an art studio for her. She loved it. She spent hours in there, her music pumping. She’d also hired Ella-Mae, who did jobs for Savannah—replenishing art supplies, packing up artwork, helping to keep the studio clean.
The teenager had fully recovered from her ordeal. Her parents had gotten her to see a therapist, and that had helped him convince Savannah to talk to someone, too.
Each day, she was lighter. Trusting her new life more and more, and leaving Andrew Walkson behind. The man had been sentenced, and was up on new charges for the additional women he’d murdered in Kansas, Colorado, and Florida. He would never see the light of day as a free man.
“God, you look so handsome in your tux.” Savannah fiddled with his bowtie.
“The showing’s going to be great. People are already loving your art.” He turned her. “Look.”
There were lots of people, all dressed in tuxedos and fancy dresses. Haven was talking with an elegant-looking couple who were staring intently at one of Savannah’s paintings.
“It doesn’t feel real,” Savannah murmured. “It’s like a dream.”
“It’s real.” He slid a hand down to her stomach. She’d had the work done on the scars. There would always be something there, but they were hardly noticeable now.
She didn’t seem to think about them anymore.
“I lost everything, now I have everything and more.” She spun. “I’m really, really glad my grumpy, detective neighbor came thumping on my door.”
“Me too, baby.” He kissed her. “Love you.”
“I love you too, Hunter.”
“Excuse me.” Haven appeared in a long, pretty, purple dress, sounding bossy. “You don’t get to monopolize the woman of the night, Hunt.” Haven took Savannah’s arm. “Come on. There are lots of people who want to meet the artist, and spend lots of money.”
As Haven pulled her away, Savannah shot him a look that was part terrified, part excited.
He smiled and sipped his bourbon.
“Looks like Savannah’s showing is a big success.” Vander stepped up beside him.
Vander somehow managed to look dark and dangerous in his tuxedo. He cradled a glass of something amber. Probably a hell of a lot more expensive than Hunt’s Blanton.
“Lots of sold stickers already,” Easton said, from the other side of Vander. The billionaire looked like he wore a tux every day.
“I’m damn proud of her,” Hunt said. “She deserves this.”
He planned to give her everything she deserved. All the things that had been denied to her for so long.
“I might have purchased that sculpture called Woman for an exorbitant amount,” Easton said. “I’m pretty sure Haven hosed me.”
Hunt had admired the piece and been lucky enough to see it being created. It was a woman with her arms raised above her head, her naked body covered in a tiny wisp of fabric. Savannah had worked on it for days. It was both elegant and sensuous.
Hunt’s lips quirked. “I take it you recognize the model.”
Easton’s eyes flashed. “I recognize my woman’s naked body when I see it.”
Vander grinned.
“Brynn posed for Savannah as well,” Hunt said. “The piece isn’t finished yet.”
“Shit.” Vander’s smile disappeared. “I’ll buy it before it goes to a showing.”
Hunt heard music start up in the back corner. There was a small band, and later there’d be a jazz singer and dancing. He planned to lure his woman onto the dance floor, and have her in his arms, as soon as she was finished hobnobbing.
She deserved to bask in her success.
He watched her talk with a trio of potential buyers. She gestured to the painting on the wall, then she glanced over and saw him watching her.
She blew him a kiss.
“Careful,” Vander warned. “You keep looking at her like that, and the place will go up in flames.”
“I get how you feel now, Vander. About Brynn.”
Vander’s gaze shifted, zeroing in on Brynn. Hunt’s cousin wore a sexy, one-shouldered dress in a pretty blue-gray. She was laughing with Harlow and Gia.
“You’d take on the world for them,” Vander murmured. “Stop anything from hurting them, all so they’ll look at you with love on their face.”
Hunt nodded. “Exactly like that.” He held his glass up. “Here’s to the love of a good woman.”
Vander touched his glass to Hunt’s.
Ryder and Camden appeared.
“What are we toasting?” Ryder asked.
“Loving a good woman,” Hunt told him.
Ryder shook his head. “I like to spread the joy. The ‘one woman’ thing isn’t for me.”
Easton, Vander, and Hunt all traded a look.
Cam stayed silent, but as Hunt followed his brother’s gaze, he saw him looking at Saskia Hawke. Savannah’s best friend had flown in for the showing. She was slim, with a body suited to the ballerina she was. She looked stunning in a black sheath dress.
“Your time will come,” Easton told Ryder.
“Nope.” Ryder sipped his beer, then half choked. “Who is that?”
Hunt turned. A woman stalked along the edge of the dance floor wearing a shimmery, metallic dress in blood-red. It clung to her long, fit body, molding over an ass that deserved more than a second look. It had tiny, spaghetti straps, and no back. It dipped all the way down to the top of her spectacular ass. Her long, brown hair—streaked with gold—was loose.
Vander made a sound. “That’s the newest Norcross Security employee. Siv Pedersen.”
“Seeve,” Ryder repeated. “I wonder if she likes to dance.”
“Careful,” Vander warned. “She’s ex-Norwegian special forces, with a specialty in Arctic warfare and oil rig security.”
“Sounds badass,” Hunt said.
Ryder set his drink down and straightened his bowtie. “I’ll be back.”
Hunt shook his head. His brother had always liked a challenge…and getting himself into trouble.
Once again, Hunt scanned the room and found Savannah. Yes, when the right one appeared, it made everything worthwhile.
Eric, Mitchell, and Manny hadn’t made it home. They’d died for their country, but Hunt would live—in their memory, for Savannah, and for himself.
OKAY, she was giddy.
And it wasn’t just from the copious amounts of very excellent champagne.
“I hope you can’t die from happiness,” Savannah said.
“Nope,” Haven replied. “I can confirm that.” The woman’s smile sparkled. “You’re a huge success, Savannah Cole.”
“I am.” There were so many sold stickers. People had loved the showing and her artwork. “All thanks to you.”
Haven shook her head. “No, thanks to your talent.”
“My art is being appreciated, I’m safe, and I’m in love with a hot detective.”
Hunter was in a huddle of handsome hotness with some of the Norcross men.
“You totally deserve it all.” Gia held up a bottle of Moët and topped up Savannah’s glass. “And I bought two pieces for myself. Saxon got a third.”
“That nude of the curvy brunette.” Haven winked.
“You can’t tell it’s me,” Gia said. “My face is obscured.”
“He could,” Haven said.
Savannah sipped, enjoying the bubbles on her lips. “Just weeks ago, I had nothing. And now…” She saw her mom and brother dancing together. They were laughing. Her mom called Savannah every other day, and Savannah and Hunt were planning a trip to New York in the near future. Her mom still tripped up occasionally and called her Susannah, but it was less often now. They were still working through some of the pain and hurt, but love shone through strongly.
And her mom loved Hunt.
Savannah scanned the room and spotted Camden, lurking in the shadows on the edge of the room. As she watched, a pretty blonde approached him. The woman said something, smiled hopefully, and waved at the dance floor.
Cam shook his head.
The blonde wrinkled her nose, then slipped away. Hmm. Savannah would have to work on the man she considered an honorary brother. Cam deserved someone special. Someone who made him happy.
Then she saw Cam straighten, staring intently.
Who was he staring at? Savannah craned her neck, trying to get a better look. He pushed off the wall and stalked across the room. That’s when Savannah saw that he was following Saskia into the next room.
Savannah’s mouth dropped open. She might be reading too much into it… But the more she thought about it, the more she decided her confident, beautiful friend would be perfect for Cam.
If she didn’t live on the other side of the country.
Hmm, well, any obstacle could be surmounted.
“Can I dance with the wildly successful artist?”
Hunt’s deep voice pulled her away from her musings, and she spun. “Yes, you can.”
Her man led her to the dance floor and twirled her into his arms. She breathed in his scent—Hunt’s sandalwood cologne permeated with his own scent.
“I’m so proud of you,” he murmured.
She flushed. “Thank you. I wouldn’t be here without you.”
“We make an excellent team.”
Gia and Saxon danced passed them. The pair moved well together.
“And I love your brothers and your friends,” Savannah added.
“They love you back.”
“You’re a cocky, arrogant ass,” a sharp female voice snapped.
They swiveled and saw Ryder on the dance floor, facing off with a stunning woman in a metallic, red dress.
“Uh-oh,” Hunt muttered.
The woman wasn’t pretty, exactly, but she was striking. Her brown hair was shot through with streaks of gold, and her face was all slim, sharp features. Her arms were very toned and she looked fit.
“Babe, I’m just confident,” Ryder said
The woman rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest.
“Wow, a woman who’s not impressed with Ryder’s charm,” Savannah murmured.
Hunt grunted.
Ryder smiled and said something else to the woman, too low for Savannah to hear.
Then she didn’t see exactly what the woman did, but her leg moved and hooked Ryder’s ankle. He went down hard, flat on his back, in the middle of the dance floor.
The woman smiled, then turned, and stalked off, her red dress swishing behind her.
“Wow, she’s awesome,” Savannah breathed.
Ryder sat up, staring hungrily after the woman.
Hunt shook his head. “It’s lucky my brother has a hard head.” Hunt pulled Savannah closer. “Enough of my brother. I want to know when we can sneak out of here and go home?” He nipped her jaw. “I really, really want to peel you out of this dress.”
Desire flickered in her belly. “Why, Detective Morgan…”
His gaze traced over her face. “Every smile, every laugh, every time you look at me with love in your eyes, I feel like the luckiest man in the world.”
She melted. “Oh, Hunter.” They kissed, right there in the middle of the dance floor. “Let’s go now.”
“You sure?”
She nodded, hungry for him. “If I get into trouble with Haven, I’ll tell her it was your fault.”
Hunt laughed. “I don’t know, Haven’s meaner than she looks.”
“I’ll have to give you some incentive.” Savannah went on her toes and whispered exactly what she planned to do to him once they got home.
“Fuck.” He squeezed her hand and dragged her off the dance floor.
Savannah laughed. “I have to say goodbye—”
“You’ll see everyone tomorrow.” He pulled her close. “You’re mine now, Savannah Cole.”
Her chest filled with warmth. She felt so light, happy, free.
“I sure am. Now take me home, Detective.”
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PREVIEW: THE MEDIC
She leaned against the bar and sipped her drink.
It was sparkling water in a cocktail glass. While she wouldn’t have minded a real cocktail, she was working.
Siv Pedersen sipped again and glanced at her watch, then made an annoyed face.
“Nice expression,” an amused male voice in her earpiece said. “It says ‘that damn, good-for-nothing boyfriend of mine is late again.’”
She snorted. There was no boyfriend, she was just playing the part of an abandoned woman in a bar in order to keep an eye on her target. The guy was currently eating a filet steak medium rare at a table by the windows of the fancy steakhouse.
“He isn’t worth it, Siv,” the voice in her ear said. “A man should never stand up a gorgeous woman like you.”
She hid her smile from the restaurant.
“Quit flirting with our newest recruit, Oliveira,” came the darkly lethal tone of their boss, Vander Norcross.
“I’m a one-woman man these days,” Ace Oliveira said. “I’m just making the rookie feel welcome.”
Ace was also about to become a dad. He and his fiancée, Maggie, had a baby due very soon. The tech guru of Norcross Security couldn’t stop sharing snaps of Maggie’s very large belly.
Siv did feel welcome. She’d needed a change, and moving from Norway to San Francisco to work in private security for Norcross was proving a good decision.
Her hand tightened on her glass and she crossed her legs. After she’d left the Norwegian military, life hadn’t felt right. She’d loved the Army, but she’d known it was time for a change, but civilian life had initially proved harder than she’d guessed. She hadn’t found a job she enjoyed. And then once her ex, a man who professed to love her, had dumped her to marry a pretty socialite with connections, Siv had decided it was time for a change.
“Siv, target is finishing his meal.” Ace’s voice was all business now.
She swiveled a little and scanned the target. Mastro’s Steakhouse was pretty quiet this evening, but nearby, she saw a server carrying a huge seafood platter to a table. Her gaze shifted to the man just beyond.
Anthony Patterson Robson the Third. Tony to his friends.
It was a pretentious name for a mediocre man. He was an analyst at a San Francisco tech firm, and he’d decided that making a decent paycheck for hard work was beneath him. Instead, he’d decided to try his hand at corporate espionage.
Unfortunately for Tony, Norcross provided security for his employer, Nova Tech.
“He’s on the move,” Ace murmured.
“Siv, are you ready?” Vander asked.
“I’m on it.” She fluffed her hair. It was brown, but shot through with gold streaks. She was wearing more makeup than normal, highlighting her blue eyes.
Tony headed her way. He was good-looking enough, but boring, with a weak jaw. He reminded her a little of her ex. As Tony drew near, Siv put her plan into action.
“Damn the man.” She slammed her phone onto the bar and lifted her drink. She let a few tears fill her eyes. She also let more American leak into her accent. It was easy enough. While her father was Norwegian, her mom was a California girl, through and through. Living in Norway had never softened Christie Pedersen’s accent.
“Excuse me? Are you okay?”
Despite being about to meet his contact outside to hand over a flash card full of data, Tony stopped in front of her.
The man’s other weakness was leggy blondes.
She shifted her legs, and watched his gaze drop. She wore a short, silver-gray skirt and a silky shirt in deep emerald green. Her hair was loose, and she tossed it back.
“I am now.” She shot him a smile. “My boyfriend, make that ex-boyfriend, has stood me up for the last time.”
Tony smiled, and flicked another glance at her legs. “I find it hard to believe that any man would stand you up.”
She laughed. “I’m Eve.” It made a good cover name since her real name sounded similar, just with an S.
“Eve. Look, I need to step outside and meet a business contact, but would you like to go somewhere, and have a drink?”
She pretended to consider. “You know what? Why the hell not?” She leaped off the stool and grabbed her handbag.
“Um, great.” Tony’s smile turned a little strained. “So I just need to hand over some files to my colleague and I’ll be done.”
I bet you do. She knew the man couldn’t risk sharing the files on the internet, hence why he’d copied them to a flash card. She fluffed her hair again. “Sure thing. I’ll touch up my makeup while you do your work thing.”
Tony’s smile brightened. “Great.” He waved a hand toward the front of the restaurant.
She walked ahead of him and put a little extra sway into her hips. She could practically feel his gaze glued to her.
Men. So predictable.
Her ex, Johan, had been. Not at first. No, at first, he’d loved her strength. Said he was proud of her military career. Was falling in love with her.
Until he hadn’t been.
She knew when it had started. A night out in Oslo with some friends. A drunk had been shouting abuse and grabbed the arm of their friend Espen’s date. The woman had been scared and shaken. Siv had taken the man down in about three seconds and then passed him off to the bouncers at the nightclub.
She’d thought Johan would’ve been pleased. Instead, he’d been quietly furious. When they got back to his place, he’d ranted that she’d embarrassed him. He was the man, not her. He was the one who should’ve protected them.
Siv opened the door of Mastro’s and rolled her eyes. She could open her own doors, drive her own car, lift her own bags, and defend herself. Protection wasn’t what she’d wanted from Johan.
They’d broken up three weeks later, and a month after that, he’d been engaged to an elegant, well-dressed, twenty-something, whose father owned a shipping company. Siv had discovered he’d been screwing his new fiancée while he was still seeing Siv.
Siv’s pride had been hurt, and she’d been mad that she hadn’t realized he’d been cheating on her. It was then that she’d also, thankfully, realized that she hadn’t been in love with Johan.
She’d wanted to be in love with a man who adored and respected her. But she was coming to realize that love was a stupid fairytale that the movies used to sell shit.
Total fiction.
Her parents’ disastrous marriage should have already taught her that. And her father’s subsequent parade of women.
Siv didn’t need love. A hot night here or there would do the trick. She only needed herself—not someone who tried to erode her sense of self, her confidence, and her pride.
“I’ll just be a second, gorgeous,” Tony said.
“Sure thing.” She pulled out her lipstick and compact from her handbag.
“Saxon is parked in a vehicle out front,” Ace said. “And the contact is incoming.”
She angled the compact mirror and saw a man striding up the street. Despite the warmish evening, he had a windbreaker on. The man was walking fast, like he had somewhere important to be. Some corporate espionage to conduct.
Tony straightened, looking nervous. Siv swiped some lipstick over her lips.
“Are you Mr. Black?” Tony asked the man.
“No names. You have the item?”
Tony nodded.
“Who’s the woman?” the man asked.
“My plans for the next few hours.”
Oh, don’t you sound smug and overconfident. Siv rolled her eyes again.
For a second, another smug, overconfident male came to mind. And his outrageously handsome face and sexy smile.
No. Siv shut that down. She was not spending any time thinking about the medic who helped out Norcross Security. She wasn’t spending time thinking about any man.
She turned and saw Tony holding out the data card.
“Actually,” she said. “I’m here to take the information you stole, Tony, and stop this cozy bit of corporate espionage.”
Tony frowned, looking confused.
Mr. Black was quicker on the uptake. He started to spin away, but Siv burst into action.
Her kick caught him in the gut.
The man made a pained sound and doubled over. Ooh, yes, that high heel had to have hurt.
She spun, snatched the flash card, then grabbed a still-stunned Tony’s arm and yanked. She bent her legs and he sailed over her head, and fell flat on his back on the concrete.
Siv stuck the flash card in her bra. Saxon Buchanan, a blond god of a man in tailored Armani, stalked up to her.
He eyed the men. “You don’t mess around.”
“No,” she replied.
“Nice work.” He hauled Tony up. “I think we’ll have a little chat with these two, then—” Saxon’s eyes widened. “Siv, look out!”
There was a sudden, burning sting on the side of her rib cage. She swiveled, and saw Mr. Black, pocketknife in hand.
She kicked him, ducked another slash of the knife, then blocked his next swing.
Saxon charged into them and tackled Mr. Black to the ground, pinning the man’s arms to the concrete. Siv dropped to her knees on Mr. Black’s legs. The man jerked beneath them.
“Fuck.” Saxon lifted one hand. It was bleeding from a cut on his palm.
“He caught you?”
“Yeah.” Saxon’s gaze dropped and his brow creased. “But not as bad as you.”
Siv looked down.
Oh, hell. Her shirt was soaked with blood.
“There we go, Bish, all good now.” Ryder Morgan pressed a bandage to the now-cleaned cut on the older man’s swollen foot. “You need to take your meds and keep off your feet for a while.”
The homeless man nodded. His hair was tangled, and his beard was an unruly mess. He smiled, showing some missing teeth.
“Thanks, Ryder. You’re the best, man.”
Ryder smiled and pulled his gloves off. “Still got those shoes I gave you?”
“Uh-huh.” Bish nodded, collecting his trash bags filled with his things from the corner of the clinic room.
Frustration hit Ryder’s chest. He knew he couldn’t save everyone who came through the doors of the Anderson Free Clinic in the Tenderloin.
The Tenderloin was fifty square blocks, wedged in between some of the wealthiest areas of San Francisco. But here, the streets were suffused with poverty. There were cheap apartment buildings and hotels, there was drug dealing out in the open, and these streets were home to more than half of the entire city’s homeless.
Bish always hit Ryder hard. The man was a veteran, and had fought as a teenager in Vietnam. He’d come home, but hadn’t made it through to the good life. PTSD and other mental health problems had ended with Bish living on the street.
He’d be back at the clinic in a few weeks, his feet cut up again, all exacerbated by his poorly treated diabetes, and the assholes who stole his shoes.
Bish hunted around in a bag and pulled out a pair of Ryder’s old running shoes. “Here they are.” He shoved them back in the bag. “Catch ya later, Ryder.”
Ryder fought back a sigh. “Yeah, man. Hey, have you seen Robbie lately?”
Bish frowned and shook his head. “Nah. Haven’t seen him for a while.”
Ryder hadn’t either. Robbie was another vet Ryder kept tabs on. Robbie was younger than Bish, but older than Ryder. Like Ryder, Robbie had also been a combat medic and had served in the Gulf War.
When he could, Ryder bought Robbie a meal, and they traded war stories.
Unlike Bish, Robbie had a family who cared for him, and tried desperately to help him. But Robbie always ended up back on the dirty streets of the Tenderloin. Especially when the demons got too loud, and the lure of the drugs got too shiny.
Ryder sank back against the wall and closed his eyes. Yeah, he couldn’t save them all, but it still fucking sucked.
Outside the treatment room, he heard the insistent wail of a crying baby, the hubbub of conversation, and someone weeping.
The clinic was always busy, and offered free medical to the disadvantaged and vulnerable of San Francisco. The Tenderloin could be tough and harsh, and Ryder did his bit to offer a little light in the darkness.
The rest of the time, he worked as a paramedic, attached to Fire Station No. 2 in Chinatown. Anyway, for tonight, his shift was almost over.
He was ready to head home, shower, jerk off, and have a glass of wine. He liked to drink a good bourbon with his brothers and friends, but Ryder’s weakness was a full-bodied Napa Syrah.
One of the nurses passed by the doorway.
“Iris, I’m clocking off,” he called out.
The middle-aged woman eyed him. She had a well-groomed afro, high cheekbones, and wore pink scrubs that looked good with her dark skin. “You’d better get out of here before some emergency comes through the door.”
An emergency usually constituted a gunshot wound, stabbing, or an overdose.
He lifted his chin. “See you in three days.”
“I will miss that fine, white ass of yours while you’re gone.”
He flashed her a smile. “Iris, no sexual harassment in the workplace.”
She waggled her eyebrows. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”
He waved her off, and saw her face turn serious as she headed to intercept some parents clutching a lethargic toddler.
They all joked around. It was a way to cope with the grim reality they saw in the clinic each day.
Ryder made his way to the tiny locker room in the back beside the even tinier break room. He grabbed his backpack from his locker and decided to just wear his blue scrubs home. They weren’t covered in anything hazardous today.
His cell phone rang.
Probably one of his brothers—Hunt or Camden.
He was putting his money on Cam. The youngest Morgan brother had just gotten out of the military a few months back, and was still acclimatizing to civilian life. But he seemed to be adjusting well to life in private security, and enjoyed working at Norcross Security.
Hunt was a cop, and he’d recently fallen in love with a sexy, blonde artist. He wasn’t available for beers and burgers with his brothers quite as much now. Not because Savannah wouldn’t let him, but mostly because he couldn’t drag himself away from her.
Ryder pulled out the phone. Vander Norcross’ name was on the screen.
Shit. Vander was a friend, but when he called, it usually meant someone was hurt. Ryder’s third sideline job was patching up the Norcross Security guys.
“Vander.”
“Hi, Ryder. I’m almost at the clinic. We need your help.”
“Everyone okay?” Ryder strode through the clinic with a wave to his colleagues.
A dark-eyed girl, maybe three years old, popped up on a waiting chair and saw him. She was in cute little pink pajamas covered in polka dots, and her parents were nearby, rocking a crying baby. Ryder winked at her, and pulled a lollipop out of his pocket. He caught the father’s eye. The tired man saw the candy, nodded, and gave Ryder a faint smile.
Ryder handed the lollipop to the little girl and ruffled her dark hair. She smiled at him.
“Nothing life-threatening,” Vander said. “But there’s a lot of blood.”
Vander sounded pissed. “Cam?”
“Not Cam. He has a night off. Saxon’s got a cut on his hand, but Siv copped the worst of it.”
At the thought of tall, sexy Siv being hurt, Ryder’s gut tightened. “How bad is she?”
“Well, she’s cursing a lot in Norwegian.”
Ryder hit the sidewalk out front. The night had turned a little sticky, but his thoughts all turned to Siv Pedersen.
He’d first met her at Savannah’s art showing a few weeks ago. Siv was one hot, tough badass in a beautiful body. He had no problem conjuring up an image of her. Tall, toned, her military training obvious in the way she held herself.
She had a tawny mass of blonde-brown hair and blue eyes like a cloudless sky.
And a killer scowl and a smart mouth.
They’d danced, he’d tried to charm her, then she’d decked him. She’d laid him out on the dance floor with one smooth move.
Ryder wanted her. Badly.
He turned down a few offers of company over the last few weeks because the only woman he seemed to want was a tough, former Norwegian special forces brunette.
He’d seen her a couple times at the Norcross office, but she’d made a point to avoid him.
Ryder smirked. Well, she couldn’t avoid him tonight, although he wasn’t thrilled she was hurt.
A black BMW X6 pulled to a throaty halt in front of him. Ryder opened the passenger door of the SUV and saw Vander behind the wheel.
“Hey.” Ryder slid in. “What happened?”
Vander pulled out onto the street. “It was a fucking simple corporate espionage job. We didn’t expect the guy to pull a knife.”
Vander took care of his own. He was never happy when one of his people was in danger or hurt. Most people in San Francisco went out of their way to avoid pissing off Vander Norcross.
To Ryder’s intense amusement, a few months back, he’d gotten to watch Vander and Ryder’s cousin Brynn do a short, intense circle around each other. It seemed that even major badasses fell in love.
Most people thought that since Vander had fallen for Brynn, it had softened him a bit. In Ryder’s opinion, it made Vander more dangerous. He was intensely protective of the woman who held his heart.
Ryder hadn’t ever felt the need to find “the one.” Sharing his time with a variety of lovely ladies worked for him, but watching Vander’s brothers, Vander, and now Hunt take the fall… Well, he was starting to wonder if they were onto something.
Then he’d taken one look at Siv Pedersen, and he needed to know how she tasted.
Well, for the moment, he was going to worry about making sure she didn’t bleed to death.
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PREVIEW: TEAM 52 AND THS
Want to learn more about the mysterious, covert Team 52? Check out the first book in the series, Mission: Her Protection.
When Rowan’s Arctic research team pulls a strange object out of the ice in Northern Canada, things start to go wrong…very, very wrong. Rescued by a covert, black ops team, she finds herself in the powerful arms of a man with scary gold eyes. A man who vows to do everything and anything to protect her…
Dr. Rowan Schafer has learned it’s best to do things herself and not depend on anyone else. Her cold, academic parents taught her that lesson. She loves the challenge of running a research base, until the day her scientists discover the object in a retreating glacier. Under attack, Rowan finds herself fighting to survive…until the mysterious Team 52 arrives.
Former special forces Marine Lachlan Hunter’s military career ended in blood and screams, until he was recruited to lead a special team. A team tasked with a top-secret mission—to secure and safeguard pieces of powerful ancient technology. Married to his job, he’s done too much and seen too much to risk inflicting his demons on a woman. But when his team arrives in the Arctic, he uncovers both an unexplained artifact, and a young girl from his past, now all grown up. A woman who ignites emotions inside him like never before.
But as Team 52 heads back to their base in Nevada, other hostile forces are after the artifact. Rowan finds herself under attack, and as the bullets fly, Lachlan vows to protect her at all costs. But in the face of danger like they’ve never seen before, will it be enough to keep her alive.
Team 52
Want to learn more about Treasure Hunter Security? Check out the first book in the series, Undiscovered, Declan Ward’s action-packed story.
One former Navy SEAL. One dedicated archeologist. One secret map to a fabulous lost oasis.
Finding undiscovered treasures is always daring, dangerous, and deadly. Perfect for the men of Treasure Hunter Security. Former Navy SEAL Declan Ward is haunted by the demons of his past and throws everything he has into his security business—Treasure Hunter Security. Dangerous archeological digs – no problem. Daring expeditions – sure thing. Museum security for invaluable exhibits – easy. But on a simple dig in the Egyptian desert, he collides with a stubborn, smart archeologist, Dr. Layne Rush, and together they get swept into a deadly treasure hunt for a mythical lost oasis. When an evil from his past reappears, Declan vows to do anything to protect Layne.
Dr. Layne Rush is dedicated to building a successful career—a promise to the parents she lost far too young. But when her dig is plagued by strange accidents, targeted by a lethal black market antiquities ring, and artifacts are stolen, she is forced to turn to Treasure Hunter Security, and to the tough, sexy, and too-used-to-giving-orders Declan. Soon her organized dig morphs into a wild treasure hunt across the desert dunes.
Danger is hunting them every step of the way, and Layne and Declan must find a way to work together…to not only find the treasure but to survive.
Treasure Hunter Security
ALSO BY ANNA HACKETT
Norcross Security
Billionaire Heists
Team 52
Treasure Hunter Security
Galactic Kings
Eon Warriors
Galactic Gladiators: House of Rone
Galactic Gladiators
Hell Squad
The Anomaly Series
The Phoenix Adventures
Perma Series
Warriors of the Wind
Standalone Titles
For more information visit www.annahackett.com
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
I’m a USA Today bestselling romance author who’s passionate about fast-paced, emotion-filled contemporary romantic suspense and science fiction romance. I love writing about people overcoming unbeatable odds and achieving seemingly impossible goals. I like to believe it’s possible for all of us to do the same.
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