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 Chapter One 
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    Eric “Hawk” Standing glared at his phone and wondered if he should throw it across the room or ignore it. The former option might give him a momentary sigh of relief, but then he’d have to buy a new one. The latter choice … Well, it just wasn’t possible.  
 
    That leaves me with Plan C, he thought to himself.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    God, answering his phone any way other than “Hawk, here” still made his throat dry and his chest ache. He knew being a SEAL wasn’t something he could do for the rest of his life and figured he’d retire as an instructor long before his military career ended. The Medical Review Board thought he was weak, that the disease in his head stopped him from being a productive SEAL. Oh yeah, they dressed it up in pretty language and care for his well-being, but in the end, he wasn’t equipped to participate in battle anymore.  
 
    And what was a warrior with no war to fight? 
 
    “Is this Hawk?” 
 
    Hawk tensed at his call sign and looked at the phone screen, not recognizing the number. 
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    A wry chuckle filled the line. “Still cautious, that’s good. My name is Hank Patterson, but they used to call me Montana. Welsh thought you’d might like a job and reached out to Swede, a friend of mine.” 
 
    Hawk had been on Welsh’s SEAL team. The two had bonded after going through BUD/s training together and lucked out by not having to separate. If Welsh had called in to Swede and Montana, he could listen to what this Hank had to say. 
 
    “Did he tell you why I don’t have my old job?” Hawk asked. 
 
    “Sure, you got tossed for thinking too much when all you should do is shoot straight,” Hank joked.  
 
    The familiar taunt for SEALs to rely on their deep training to meet any obstacle so they wouldn’t have to think about it elicited a chuckle from Hawk.  
 
    “That’s about right,” Hawk agreed. “Of course, the nightmares are a battle on their own. I should get extra hazard pay.” 
 
    “Don’t we all wish we could. Look, I’ve got some work, if you want it, and I’d like to interview you.” 
 
    “Forgive me, but what is the job? Welsh likes to pull pranks on me, and I need to know what he got me into first.” 
 
    Heim, the leader of their team, was sarcasm’s bitch, while Snake was the pretty boy, Cry Baby lived for food, and Glitz took pride in blowing shit up. Welsh tended to stand out from the crowd with crazy pranks. 
 
    One time, he’d signed up the entire team for pole dancing lessons—disguised as a training mission—and had the commander sign off on it so it was an order to complete. The entire team, wearing tactical gear, showed up to a bikini-clad woman and seven poles temporarily placed in their gym area. They didn’t live that down for months. Even though the commander had approved it, he still had them all on latrine duty for two weeks—Welsh included. 
 
    Montana snickered. “I can assure you this is no prank. The job is becoming a member of Brotherhood Protectors. You will put your combat and leadership skills to the test guarding the rich who buy ranches near the Crazy Mountains in Montana. Don’t think it’ll be easy. Since our inception, we’ve had service members killed, attacks on the clients, and ambushes. How does that sound to you?” 
 
    Like a dream. But Hawk was broken. 
 
    “I’ve got PTSD. I want to get that out of the way. The Navy decided I couldn’t be a SEAL anymore. I—” 
 
    “Swede took a blast and lost range of motion in his gun hand, Bear has an injury to his leg and walks with a limp. Hell, I was near the same explosion that took out Swede, and I’m not in the service anymore, either. They didn’t take our skills. Our bodies and minds aren’t up to military standard for deployment, but it doesn’t mean we can’t still fight.” 
 
    Hawk sighed. He couldn’t say he wasn’t interested. Just the idea of being useful and having the chance to use what he’d learned in the service tempted him to scream yes. He wasn’t ready to take off his uniform and put it away. 
 
    “Being a civilian isn’t fun,” Hawk said. 
 
    “Good to know. Want to be interviewed now?” 
 
    “Hooyah.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Hawk had done a bit of research on the Crazy Mountains before flying to Montana and heading to Bozeman to meet with Hank. As a full-blooded Lakota, he had to admit the tales of how the mountains had received their name saddened his heart. There were tales of a Mrs. Morgan killing a group from the Blackfoot tribe after they’d murdered her family, and the few who’d made it out alive had spread the tale of the crazed woman. Another legend told of Native Americans who were sent to the mountains to live as outcasts after being deemed “not right in the head.”  
 
    “Wakȟáŋšiča,” Hawk whispered as he looked out toward the mountain range. An evil spirit. He’d rather believe it was that. The view before him was breathtaking. The peaks rose and cut into the sky, their white caps rivaling the clouds. The wide-open air filled his lungs, and he swore the rhythm of his heart matched the ancient drums once played in this very place. This was Native land, not completely overtaken by expansion. Even Bozeman had found a way to nestle against the mountains instead of command it. Hawk could breathe here. In the stillness, his senses were on high alert. When the air shifted close to him, he spun around, his hand going to his sidearm. 
 
    “You must be Hawk. I’m Hank, and this is Swede.” 
 
    The heat of embarrassment swelled up his neck as he squeezed his hands into tight fists and let them fall to his sides. Civilian. This was the civilian world, and reaching for his weapon in the center of a sidewalk wasn’t the way to act. He looked over the two men in front of him. Hank stood at least six feet tall, with green eyes and dark-brown hair. His partner, Swede, was just a bit taller, his blond hair and blue eyes matching his name. 
 
    “Yes, I’m Hawk,” he forced out between clenched teeth. 
 
    “I should have called your name sooner. But your reflexes are good, and that will put you in good stead. Come on. I can tell you about your client on the way to Eagle Rock,” Hank told him. 
 
    Swede clapped Hawk’s shoulder in greeting, and the three men climbed into a truck to head out of town. 
 
    “Most of the clients have ranch land in Eagle Rock. It’s full of wide-open spaces, and the use of firearms isn’t unnatural there. We work closely with the sheriff’s department, and they know our business. It helps to not have to explain as many things. Usually, though, we don’t advertise our position as bodyguards. Our work comes purely from word of mouth, and we find another reason to be close to the client,” Hank explained. 
 
    “Hank here doubled as his wife’s boyfriend while he was protecting her, before they actually tied the knot,” Swede added. 
 
    “And he was a visiting friend from college for my sister when he protected her,” Hank said, indicating Swede. 
 
    “That makes sense. Wouldn’t want to alert whoever is coming after the client that they have protection. Might force them into hiding,” Hawk said. 
 
    “Exactly. You’re a quick study. We’ve got about a thirty-minute drive in to town, enough time to go into all the details. The client already knows she’s getting a bodyguard and has agreed to it.”  
 
    Hawk caught Hank’s gaze in the mirror. “She?” 
 
    “Swede, can you give him the file?” 
 
    “Sure thing. Here you are.” 
 
    Hawk opened the slim manila file and felt the air leave his lungs in a whoosh. Lana Augon stared back at him with dark-gray eyes and thick eyelashes. Her bronzed skin was clear, and her wild hair framed her face in black curls, with a touch of brown and red highlights. The fullness of her lips grabbed his attention, and he traced them with a shaking finger. He’d never seen a woman more beautiful.  
 
    She’s a job, Hawk. Get it together. 
 
    Forcing his gaze away, he cleared his throat. “What’s her deal?” 
 
    “She’s a plus-size model who’s become a spokeswoman for Curves Appeal of London, but she’s faced death threats and hate mail from her latest visit to an event in the States. The stalker has seemed to follow her, no matter what side of the ocean she’s on. She has had break-ins, missing items, and most recently the guy masturbated on her living room couch before cutting it up. No hits came back from the sample, so that’s not an option to find out who it is. She’s made it public she will be coming to the States for a hiatus, but she hasn’t revealed exactly where she’ll be,” Hank explained. 
 
    “We may have to deal with a media storm?” Hawk asked. 
 
    “No. Without knowing where she’s staying, the paparazzi can’t follow her here, but her stalker has been very efficient in finding her, even with sealed details,” Swede commented. 
 
    “Then it’s someone close to her,” Hawk mused. 
 
    “That’s what we believe. She’s purchased the ranch under and assumed name with no connection to her to further disrupt the trail, but I have a feeling it won’t matter. The rest of the details are in the packet. Look it over, and then we can meet the client. The sooner we get her protected, the better.” 
 
    “She’s already in Eagle Rock?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s been there for two days. Bear and Swede have been taking duty while we waited for you to arrive. If you need us, call. We are a team out here, Hawk. You’re not alone,” Hank answered. 
 
    Hawk looked over the former SEALs and wondered how the hell he’d caught this break. He supposed he’d have to call Welsh and thank him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
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    With her celebrity status, Lana knew there would be a certain expectation for fans and the zealous paparazzi who followed her everywhere she went. They wanted to know what foods she ate, what drinks she preferred, and even how she slept. A blanket she’d used in a motel had been sold for five thousand dollars, and Lana had publicly donated the same amount to her chosen charity to make light of the tabloid article. After modeling for four years, she knew the ropes. But, as she held another deadly letter between her fingertips, she wished the world didn’t expect so much from public figures. 
 
    You belong to me. 
 
    Every minute you don’t believe that makes me want to die. We fell in love in Paris, remember? You looked at me and smiled so sweetly, and I knew you felt the same. I know the public can’t know who we are, but did you have to touch him? Did you have to kiss him? 
 
    We’re going to die together, you and I. After we finally make love and you whisper that you love me. We are going to end it, so we’ll always be together. It’s almost time. 
 
    Lana read the words again, her stomach rolling. She hadn’t dated, ever. It was one of the best-kept secrets in the industry. The men she was seen on the town with were friends, and the kisses they shared were platonic visions of her persona. Her life was too chaotic to stop for love, and she didn’t want to risk a pregnancy to end her career. Later, when she’d gone long enough and her modeling shelf-life closed in, she’d think about a marriage and a family. The concept of having a life outside of modeling was something she’d kept to herself when she’d chosen to model in order to escape the low-rent life she’d lived in Harlesden, London. A life of love, marriage, and a family couldn’t be a factor.  
 
    To the public, she stood for women’s freedom and expressions of love, the right to be larger than the status quo and not apologize for it, and to live life the way they wanted to. The fact she’d chosen to be celibate until she found the right one was her business. She sold sex appeal behind the camera or on a runway, and her agency had made it abundantly clear that a clean lifestyle wouldn’t appeal to the everyday woman. Despite her silent disagreement, Lana had complied and went with the flow. No one knew what she’d done to hide her true choices, except for the select men she’d chosen to help in her charade. Reading another death threat made her regret it. She tossed the letter to the floor and jumped to her feet. 
 
    “My name is Lana Augon, and I survived poverty, hate, and discrimination. I showed the word world that an ethnic size eighteen could be a runway model and loving yourself is key. I’m going to beat this, too,” she told herself. 
 
    Sure, it scared her witless to be dealing with this, but she didn’t want to run and hide. It was why she’d come up with the idea to visit to the country her stalker had followed her from and try her best to weed him out. She needed to face this head on or she’d never live a normal life again. Stalker laws had changed in 2012 in the United Kingdom, by the Protections of Freedom Act, and cover unwanted attention. Her stalker had gone into the land of harassment by threatening her with bodily harm recently, but he—or she—couldn’t be found. To combat the laws in the Unites States—because she couldn’t get a restraining order on a person she couldn’t identify and no conviction could be made without a trial—she’d hired a bodyguard to protect her while she was here.  
 
    Lana glared at the most recent letter on the floor. Coming to Montana, no matter what others around her thought, was the best option. At least here she had a fighting chance. Finding Brotherhood Protectors after talking with Sadie McClain had been the best news for Lana in a long time. Sadie, a Hollywood starlet and America’s sweetheart, had helped Lana get into a film in her fledgling modeling year. That film had paved the way to her successful modeling career, and Lana had been forever grateful. She could have kissed the woman when she’d called Sadie to catch up—after being out of touch for eight months—and told her about her stalker and Sadie had offered the services of Brotherhood Protectors. Being guarded by a former member of Special Forces sounded like the perfect solution to her problem, and Lana had jumped at the chance. 
 
    Sighing as she left her room, she closed the door behind her. Trying to desensitize herself to the threats by reading them every day wasn’t working out the way she’d hoped. In fact, it had the opposite effect, and she figured she should probably stop reading them altogether. She padded down her stairs barefoot, once more in awe of the rustic design of her temporary home. She’d purchased a large ranch, opting for a traditional two-floor ranch home built of wood and stone. It had taken her breath away when she first saw it. Lana was used to the glitz and glamour of high-fashion modeling, so the rough gem of her new property stood against the backdrop of mountains, and belonged. Inside she admired the exposed beams and high vaulted ceilings with a roaring fireplace going to chase away the chill. But commotion outside took her away from admiring, and her heart kicked into overdrive. 
 
    Was it her stalker? 
 
    Lana glanced around the room, but Bear, the big, burly guard who’d been staying with her while Hank waited for her personal bodyguard to arrive, was nowhere in sight.  
 
    “You touch that horse like that again, you won’t like my response.” 
 
    She froze on the landing at the bottom of the stairs. That wasn’t a voice she recognized.  Whiskey-smooth and deep, the voice filled the room, but she heard the threat contained within it. 
 
    “Hawk,” Hank said, his tone filled with warning. Relief flooded her, and she raced to the door. 
 
    Standing on her wraparound porch were four large men. She knew three of them, but one, with a sheet of dark hair falling down his back, was new. Hank, Swede, Bear, and the newcomer faced Lana’s foreman, who was red in the face. 
 
    “Tell them what you did,” the newcomer demanded. He stepped off the porch, the horse behind her foreman shuffling on trembling legs. 
 
    “Mawáȟwala,” he whispered. The horse’s eyes were open wide, exposing the whites, but he lowered his head at the sound of Hawk’s voice. 
 
    Hawk, that’s what Hank had called him. She didn’t know what language he spoke, but the sing-songy notes filtered through the air. He lifted a large, tan hand toward the horse and spoke in a calm, even tone until he could grip the bridle and ease the horse away from the foreman. When he finally turned around, all Lana could do was stare.  
 
    His long, black hair hung straight as a pin around his angular face. Deep-brown eyes glared at the foreman with an intensity she couldn’t fathom. He had to be over six feet tall, his build leaner but no less strong than the men on the porch, and his Native American heritage was evident.  
 
    He’s beautiful. 
 
    “I’m not going to ask again,” he told the foreman. 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, but you don’t come onto anyone’s ranch and tell me how to train horses. He’s wild, and he needed breaking.” 
 
    “Then his spirit is stronger than yours.” 
 
    “You assh—” 
 
    “Enough!” Hank roared. “Someone tell me what the hell is going on, right now.” 
 
    “I’d like to know, too, since it’s my horse,” Lana added.  
 
    “Ma’am, it’s just training for a headstrong horse.” 
 
    “Jake, that’s your name?” Hank asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “That horse is scared out of its mind, and if I yelled too loud it’d bolt. What training were you doing?” Hank inquired. 
 
    “I tethered him,” Jake answered. 
 
    “Come again?” Hank asked, but his voice had changed. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Lana asked, not wanting to be out of the loop. 
 
    “It means he tied him in a small enclosure, like his stall, and hooked his halter to a chain up in the rafters. Tethering like that lifts the horse’s head up to an awkward angle, and they are lifted almost on their toes, best way to describe it. He shuffles, even tries to rear to ease the pain, but he can’t. He’s left that way, all night, away from his food and water. By morning, he’s too sore and exhausted to fight back when he’s being trained. You’re not training the horse, you ignorant fool, you’re abusing him,” Hawk explained, never looking away from Jake. 
 
    “Jake?” Lana said. 
 
    “I promise it sounds worse than it is. He doesn’t know how to deal with horses,” Jake argued. 
 
    “Get stuffed. You’re fired,” she finished. 
 
    “You can’t do this. I’ve been training these horses for years, and they compete. It keeps money coming into the ranch.” 
 
    “And you, I’d assume. There’s evidence of soring, too,” Hawk added. 
 
    Lana felt like a knob, not understanding what they were talking about at all. 
 
    Hawk glanced at her and smiled softly. “It’s okay. Everyone doesn’t know about competition or ranch horses. Jake here has been training the horses on this ranch for show. Soring is when they put diesel or some other substance on a horse to cause pain as it seeps into the skin. When a horse’s legs hurt, they tend to paw. There’s a high step called ‘The Big Lick’. A higher step like that can win competitions. It’s big money.” 
 
    “I think I just found my new foreman, haven’t I?” she asked. 
 
    “I’d assume so. As for you, Jake, we’ll be heading down to the sheriff’s office,” Hank stated. 
 
    “I’ll come with. Bear, get Hawk up to speed while we’re gone,” Swede ordered. 
 
    “Will do. Let me put the horse up for you, Hawk. He knows me. Introduce yourself to the client,” Bear said. 
 
    Hawk nodded, and just like that, Lana stood alone on her porch with the man. He probably thought she was an idiot for standing on a ranch in Montana, with a former foreman who’d been abusing her newly acquired horses right under her nose. The unfamiliar burn of embarrassment sizzled in her belly.  
 
    “Hey,” Hawk called. She glanced up at him as his heavy booths thudded on the porch. He stood close to her, his dark eyes warming to a chocolate brown, and that same lopsided grin. Jesus, a smile like that should be illegal. Or photographed. 
 
    “You came here to save your life, not run a ranch. It wasn’t expected for you to know how to handle one.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I’m still ashamed to have someone like that in my employ. We should have strung him up like that horse,” she said. 
 
    Hawk’s chuckle made her toes curl. What was wrong with her? He was her bodyguard, and she was his boss. She shouldn’t have thoughts about how sexy he was, or what it would feel like to have his hair slide over her. 
 
    Definitely not. 
 
    “We may as well go inside so I can show you the letters,” she told him, turning to lead him inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
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    Out of habit, Hawk stopped outside Lana’s door to remove any mud or dirt from his boots, and then took them off in the splash room just inside the front door. He made a mental note to put a pair of tactical shoes down there for when he stayed around the house. The Western boots were nice, but they were a bit stiff around his toes, and he needed room if he wanted to run. For now, though, he followed his client into her drawing room. 
 
    “Wait there for a moment, I’ll bring the stuff down here.” She looked away and hurried up the stairs. 
 
    He nodded and waited. Sighing, he pulled his hair back and tied it into a loose knot at the nape of his neck. That probably wasn’t the best introduction to a client who feared for her life. Perhaps he should have waited to chastise Jake for the horse, but when he’d spotted Jake hurriedly releasing the horse from its tethering, he’d seen red.  
 
    He’d asked Hank and Swede to let him look over the land before he met Lana because he’d wanted to know a bit about her current security. It would be much easier to offer advice or make changes if he hit the ground running. It was why he’d studied her file and knew all about the letters she wanted to show him and the different ways her stalker had gotten to her. He supposed it wasn’t such a bad thing, since it helped give him the cover he needed. But as her foreman, he’d be expected to move around her ranch, even without her, so they may have to adjust things a bit. 
 
    “Here you are,” she told him, breaking him from his thoughts. 
 
    She looked him right in the eyes, but her pinched mouth alerted him that something was wrong.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You look upset, beyond the horse. We should be able to talk about anything. If I’m going to protect your life, it means I need to be in the middle of it, as uncomfortable as that may be.” 
 
    At least, that was his take on bodyguarding, anyway. It wasn’t because he just wanted to get to know her. Of course not. 
 
    “That was a total cock up,” she said. 
 
    He frowned. As sexy as her accent was, he wasn’t exactly sure what she meant, even after dealing with Cry Baby’s woman, Tiffany, a former SIS Agent from Britain. 
 
    “Come again?” he prompted. 
 
    Lana chuckled, and it changed her face. Her eyes went shiny and bright, and her perfect white teeth peeked from behind full lips. 
 
    “I messed up, with the letters,” she explained. 
 
    Taking the stack from her, Hawk looked down. Each page was covered with words cut from magazine or newspaper clippings. The culprit most likely had gloves on and left no fingerprints behind. That didn’t explain her previous statement, though. 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “I thought reading them every day would help me. That I wouldn’t be as afraid, but it didn’t work. I’ve only pushed myself around in circles.” 
 
    “I can understand that. It’s the same way before a mission sometimes,” he said. 
 
    She crossed her arms under her breasts, and damned if he couldn’t stop his gaze form traveling down to them. “That’s right, you were in the Navy. A SEAL, right?” 
 
    Hawk cleared his throat. What was wrong with him? “Yes, I was a Navy SEAL, and we would go over the details again and again before a mission. You want to know it like body memory. But sometimes, it doesn’t help. You find yourself anxious and worried, especially if it was your first mission.” 
 
    “You were scared.” When she dug her fingers into her arms this time, he didn’t drop his gaze. 
 
    “Every mission. It didn’t matter how long I’d been a SEAL, or what I’d gone through. Fear is a good indicator to stay sharp and pay attention. The difference is, I had confidence in my team and my skills to push beyond and never fall into terror. It’s terror that is crippling and keeps you from acting. SEALs are trained to be able to rely on body memory during the fight or flight reaction.” 
 
    Lana’s gaze slid over him, heat following where it touched him. He shouldn’t have wanted to take her into his arms, but he did. Hawk wanted to see what her lips tasted like under his, feel the beat of her heart against his chest. God, how long had it been since he’d touched a woman? Two years? Three? He couldn’t remember. All that mattered were his missions and his team, and he didn’t have time for more than that. Once the nightmares had started, he couldn’t think beyond the next morning. The night had become a battlefield he couldn’t conquer. Nothing he did—whether he stayed up too late, drank, or worked himself to exhaustion—stopped the nightmares from filtering in. He couldn’t risk having someone lying beside him when he got caught in one of those dreams.  
 
    And he definitely shouldn’t have pictured his client there. 
 
    “You don’t look injured, so what took you from service?” Lana asked. 
 
    How stupid had he been to say he needed to protect her, no matter how uncomfortable that may be? He’d said it without thinking she may want to know about his life as well. And it wasn’t an answer he could hold back from her. The reason he was booted from service could be the exact reason she wouldn’t want him protecting her any longer. He sighed, dreading that he brought this conversation on himself, and he might not be able to escape it. 
 
    “Because I suffer from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.” 
 
    He said nothing else. If Lana decided to boot him out the door, he wasn’t going to give her his history. As it were, he didn’t want to tell anyone about the mission that had broken him. The decision he’d made to have caused such terrible consequences. The day he’d learned to smile when inside he was breaking. Warm hands cradled his cheeks as the scent of citrus chased away the darkness and the iron tang of blood exploded on the back of his tongue. 
 
    “It doesn’t make you any less qualified to be my guard. Do you have triggers I need to be aware of?” she asked, searching his eyes with her gaze. 
 
    Hawk wanted to shrug it off, to pull from her touch and act like this had never happened. It would have been so easy. In fact, it was what he should have done. Instead, he closed his eyes and leaned into her touch. Since the first flashback and nightmare, no one had ever been able to keep him from sliding into the abyss. He breathed her in, using her calm to keep his heartrate from climbing and his anxiety from kicking up. 
 
    “Don’t approach me from behind without making noise first. Don’t wake me from a nightmare by shaking me. Stand at the door and call my name, or call Welsh. I’ll give you his number, in case you should ever need it. I keep my phone next to me, and his ringtone breaks through the waves.” 
 
    She nodded. “Anything else?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Those are the only things that have messed me up.” 
 
    “No loud noises?” 
 
    Hawk smiled softly at her and opened his eyes. “No. I still went on missions until recently. Gunfire never bothered me, nor did explosions.” 
 
    “Then how did they figure it out?” 
 
    He swallowed. “Confinement. It’s a long story, but they saw my nightmares and I was ordered to go under a psyche evaluation.” 
 
    He let himself grip her wrists a moment before pulling her hands away from his face. Her skin felt like heated satin, and he didn’t resist the need to rub his thumbs over her skin.  
 
    “Seems like the introductions are underway nicely.” Bear was standing at the front door, interrupting their moment. 
 
    Hawk jumped back and released Lana, realizing he’d still held her wrists. “It’s not what it looked like,” he told Bear. 
 
    “He was telling me about his PTSD,” Lana finished. 
 
    “It’s never what it looks like. It only usually is when one of the parties wishes it was like what it looked like,” Bear taunted, a smirk on his face. 
 
    Hawk rolled his eyes. “I already got rid of one jokester. I know where to hide the bodies.” 
 
    “Look, Frogman, you have to be able to find me first.”  
 
    Hawk jolted at the SEAL name and narrowed his eyes at Bear. “Look, Grunt, just ‘cause there’s no water here, doesn’t mean I still couldn’t find a way to drown you.” 
 
    Bear burst into laughter, and Hawk followed. It felt good to laugh, to have the comradery that came with military service, no matter what branch they served in. Hawk had once told someone different branches treated each other like siblings, they could pick on each other, but no one else could. Bear walked into the living room and thumped Hawk on the back.  
 
    “You’ll do well. Did she show you the letters?” 
 
    “Yes, but I haven’t had a chance to read through them all to see if they’re different than the ones in the file.” 
 
    “They aren’t. We copied all of them for the file so you’d have a chance to look over them.” 
 
    “It seems the stalker has gotten progressively worse since March of last year.” Hawk stated. 
 
    “How can you tell?” Bear asked. 
 
    “They didn’t mention killing her before then, just taking her away or making her theirs. After March, they started adding the death threats. What happened?” Hawk prompted. 
 
    “It was an event for Curve Appeal and I took a date. I’d done it before, but there were some hecklers who said I never seemed to actually do anything sexy considering all my talk about sexual freedom for women,” Lana explained. 
 
    “Why does that even matter?” Hawk asked. 
 
    “Because I’m a model, and I’m billed as the face of feminism and activism. They expect me to live how I’m preaching. In response, I kissed my date, and it was splashed all over the media. The kiss was pretty … involved, apparently.” 
 
    “The stalker saw this and found it offensive,” Bear interjected. 
 
    “It seems so. He keeps mentioning that kiss. It was a breaking point,” Hawk agreed. 
 
    “It makes no sense. It really doesn’t. While I’m behind sexual freedom, equal rights, and the fight against beauty by status quo, it shouldn’t mean that I have to be sexualized as well. It goes against everything I represent, but I am the face of a business, too, and my job allows me to have a public platform.” 
 
    “So it’s safe to assume you aren’t sexually promiscuous, and those close to you know this?” Hawk forced out.  
 
    “Not exactly,” Lana hedged. Fidgeting and twirling her thumbs for a moment, she didn’t elaborate on her answer. 
 
    “Lana, we talked about sharing your life, even if you aren’t comfortable. It may help me keep you safe.” 
 
    “I’ll step outside. Get with me, Hawk, when you’re finished here. Hank said you have ideas for security,” Bear said. 
 
    Hawk waited until Bear left the house before he spoke. “What does ‘not exactly’ mean?” 
 
    “No, I’m not promiscuous. In fact, I’ve never had sex, but my team doesn’t know it. Once they demanded what I needed to do for public relations, I didn’t argue anymore and had some friends of mine help me with the charade. The two I used most often would be the only ones who could verify it.” 
 
    Hawk’s mind imploded. Never had sex. No one on her team knew about it except for two friends. Lana had effectively opened the narrow list of suspects he’d been trying to make, obliterating the ideas he’d formulated while looking over her file. The woman made his heart pound. A virgin. Hell, if that didn’t make him want her more. A chance to claim her, to make her his. Put his stamp on her in ways he’d never experienced. Hawk left the house without a word, afraid he’d caveman her and drag her upstairs. 
 
    Three years without sex had turned him into a Neanderthal, and he needed to stay as far away from Lana Augon as possible. That was going to be easy, as her bodyguard and all. 
 
    Or not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
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    Lana’s bodyguard stayed away for hours. How that was possible, she hadn't a clue. Even though she caught glimpses of Hawk’s shadow hovering around her, she couldn’t get within ten feet of him for six hours. He traveled around her home, marking windows that needed to be secured and explained the state of the art system he wanted installed for security within the house. The one he recommended came with motion detectors and alarm releases in the bedrooms, and more. At one point, he’d put Bear on duty while he fed, watered, and brushed down her four horses before he returned to the porch to relieve Bear. The big guy finally left, stating he had a wife to get home to and letting Hawk know he could call around the next day if he needed more help when they traveled to Bozeman to get the security system he’d chosen.  
 
    Hawk had concluded all business without a single word to her. 
 
    She’d faced a lot in her life since becoming a model, from criticism about her size to her outspoken nature. The worst was her mixed heritage—Hawai’ian, African-American, and Cuban—which had been placed under a microscope when she’d joined her first agency. They used her race to bill her as exotic, a gorgeous blend of races which made her beautiful. It made her sick. Her ethnic background should have only mattered in so much as paperwork, but the world made statements out of everything or brushed discrimination under the rug. If Lana spoke out too much, she lost jobs. Other times, they tried to pressure her into presenting herself as more one race than another, a “whitewash” of her origins. Wouldn’t her success be amazing for Hawai’ians or Cubans? She identified with each race she belonged to, and she didn’t understand why she ever had to choose. 
 
    Hungry, and fearing what it would mean if she lost her agency, she’d let them have their way, until she didn’t recognize herself behind the camera. Lana had put on weight, and they dropped her for her size—it was the best thing to ever happen to her. She enjoyed her new shape and worked out to keep it manageable, pushing herself into the new era of plus-size modeling. With her new group, they loved her curves and encouraged her to be herself, try new things, and explore new avenues for promotion. The only downside had been her lack of relationships. Sex sells, no matter the industry, and she lacked sex appeal beyond the camera. Of all the things she’d been put through, she could understand that decision the most. 
 
    Now, as Lana watched her pacing bodyguard and wanted to throw the nearest vase at him, she wondered if virginity at her age was some sort of disease. Rising to her feet, she huffed. He couldn’t ignore her and work for her at the same time. She’d let him have his space, but he was going to explain what his problem was and tell her his plan to keep her safe. They couldn’t be at odds while someone was trying to kill her. 
 
    “Hawk,” she called.  
 
    He spun around to face her but wouldn’t meet her eyes. “I’ve already checked the perimeter before I had Bear leave, and you’re secure so far. We will travel to Bozeman tomorrow to look at the security systems before I install one for you. You can rest now.” 
 
    She hmphed, crossing her arms under her breasts. “Look at me.” 
 
    Hawk clasped his hands behind his back and braced his feet shoulder-width apart, but his gaze rested over her left shoulder. 
 
    “I’m aware of you, Lana, but I’m keeping a vigilant watch. Is there something you need?” 
 
    She paced toward him, stopping inches away. “Does it bother you … that I’m a virgin?” 
 
    His nostrils flared as he closed his eyes for a moment before he looked forward again. His musk, mixed with the scent of leather and horseflesh, reached her nose. He smelled earthy, a working man with power in his frame. Leaning forward to catch another whiff of him, her body warmed. She wasn’t naïve; she understood desire, the urge to have someone touch her, and she knew Hawk affected her this way.  
 
    “It doesn’t bother me. You should go inside,” he said firmly. 
 
    His voice had dropped to a gruff note, and the timbre of his wrapped around her. Dazed and attracted to his heat, she was hypnotized by him. She’d modeled with countless men, beautiful specimens of the human race, and none of them had the raw appeal of her bodyguard. It wasn’t right, she knew it, even as she rested her palms against his rock-hard stomach and sucked in a surprised breath. She knew she shouldn’t touch him, that she was playing with fire, but she couldn’t stop herself. Irritation at him morphed to need. Anger that he’d avoided her, that he refused to look her in the eye, turned into a need to force him to see her. 
 
    “This is a dangerous game, Lana. Go inside.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to?” 
 
    She rubbed her hands up his body, over the hard muscles of his chest, and gripped his shoulders. Some inexplicable urge drove her. She wanted him closer, to feel him against her. Hawk finally looked down at her with hooded eyes, emotions filtering too fast for her to understand. 
 
    “Wíŋyaŋ wašté,” he whispered, the words brushing her lips with his exhale. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Beautiful woman. But you aren’t mine.” 
 
    When he framed her neck with his hands, lowering his head so his mouth hovered above hers, her heart skipped a beat. Near the mountains in Montana, with the sun hanging low in the sky— red, purple, and indigo filling her vision from the sunset—she’d have the first kiss of her life that was real. Lana curled her fingers into his shirt and pulled him closer. 
 
    “If I claim you, I won’t let you go,” Hawk stated, looking into her eyes. 
 
    Yes, she cried in her mind, her throat too dry to form words. Whatever he had to do, she’d accept it. In this moment, all she wanted was his mouth on hers. 
 
    “You met me today. I’m your bodyguard, and you are my client. What you are feeling right now is desire born of a dangerous situation. It will fade.” 
 
    Lana nearly fell on her face as he stepped around her and left her hanging in the cool air. The brilliant sunset from moments ago hung with strips of regret, and the bitter taste of rejection filled her mouth. She swallowed it down and spun to face him. 
 
    “What it was, Hawk, was pure feeling for the first time in my life. I wanted you the moment I saw you and decided to try.” 
 
    “Wanting someone is not enough,” he admonished. 
 
    “Don’t speak to me like I’m a child!” she yelled at him. 
 
    “Then don’t act like one. Sex isn’t something you just throw around just because you are attracted to someone. It’s supposed to be about respect and caring. A woman I take to bed belongs to me, and there won’t be any misconceptions the next morning. She’s mine.” 
 
    “Why is this any different?” 
 
    It was stupid, this argument she was having with him. She hadn’t thought this far into it, only about the momentary desire to have him. Hawk’s words hit close to home, further angering her. What about her made him not even want to try? Was it her weight? Her looks? 
 
    “You’re a model, and when this is all over with, you’ll travel back home. That’s why this is different,” he explained. “And I … well, I’m not fit for a relationship anyhow.” 
 
    She hated that speech: “It’s not you, it’s me.” She’d heard it enough growing up, before she’d decided to keep her body to herself, as well as her heart. He was right, of course. She didn’t know him, and she’d been thinking about giving him the most important part of her. A precious gift she hadn’t thought of giving anyone else. Lana groaned, the reality of her actions falling on her. She’d thrown herself at her bodyguard, and if he’d been any other man—one with less morals—he’d have taken her up on her offer. He’d have used her body and tossed her aside. In the morning, when he’d returned to his guest bed and left her behind, she’d feel cheap and used, nothing like the woman she thought she was. Tears clogged her throat as she blinked her watery vision clear. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, rushing toward the door. She stumbled, but Hawk caught her, his strong arms wrapping around her stomach as her face hovered inches away from the edge of the stairs. 
 
    “Be careful, Lana.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” she said, her voice thick with tears. 
 
    Hawk sighed and sat down on the stairs, pulling her onto his lap and hugging her close. His scent did things to her, calming her frazzled nerves and allowing the tears to pour. She cried on his chest, letting all the pain, fear of the last year, and her embarrassment wash away. He murmured in her ear, words she couldn’t understand, but she loved the sound of them. Despite her figure, Hawk still dwarfed her, leaving her with a fragile feeling she’d never thought she’d experience. Wrapped in his tight embrace, she felt small and feminine. Not easy for a size eighteen, six-foot-one woman to feel. She bunched his denim shirt into her hands and pulled him close.  
 
    “I’m going to regret this,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If you want me to be your first, there will be no strings, no tomorrow. In the morning, when this is over, let me go back to just being your bodyguard. I’ll give you what you need tonight, the escape you’re searching for, but only tonight.” Hawk pressed her head against his chest when she tried to sit up. “Just sit there and think about it for a moment. Is that going to be enough?”  
 
    Lana listened to his heart pound under her ear, the steady thump echoing into her bloodstream. Was it enough? She wasn’t so sure she could have a night of meaningless sex just to feel better in the now. In fact, she knew she couldn’t. His body around her made her feel safe and comforted, but she didn’t want to have a temporary fix. She’d spent her whole life looking for someone worthy of giving herself to, and though she was attracted to Hawk, and knew he had good standing after the way he’d reacted to Jake with the horses, or even her clumsy attempt to seduce him, she didn’t know him.  
 
    Finally, she pushed away from him and met his gaze. “No, I don’t want temporary.” 
 
    “Dammit, woman.”  
 
    Then, he sealed his lips to hers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
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    Hawk swallowed Lana’s surprised gasp and slid his tongue into her mouth, claiming, demanding, and marking her as his. Stupid, really, when he’d pushed her away. He’d told her this couldn’t be temporary, but the tears clumping her eyelashes together called him a liar. The way she clung to him told him he couldn’t let go. The warmth of the dying fire wrapped around them, and the sweet scent of her skin made him dizzy. She tasted of innocence, and he felt both compelled and honored she had chosen him. 
 
    In the old days, when the plains were clear and the sky stretched farther than the eye could see, Lana’s virtue would have been prized. Her parents would have been waiting just within their tipi, and Hawk would have played her love songs on his flute to show his interest. If she’d come out, wrapped in a blanket which she’d open for him, he would have stepped inside, visibly announcing his intent to court her, and they would allow her parents to make the arrangements. Times were different, and the need for chaperones and waiting until marriage not as necessary, but he still gave her the same honor. He sampled her lips and the smooth expanse of her tongue. Refraining from running his hands over her frame, Hawk kept them on her face, a promise of respect and a whisper of what could come later. Turning his head to get closer, he slid his lips across hers before he pulled back. Lana’s hooded, unfocused gaze met his as he brushed her cheek with his thumb. 
 
    “I don’t—” she began, but he pressed a finger over her lips. 
 
    “Go to bed. In the morning, we go to Bozeman.” 
 
    He ignored her confused glance as he helped her to her feet and walked her to her room. Once at the door, he entered first to make sure her windows were locked and no one was hiding in the darkness.  
 
    “Come on,” he prompted. 
 
    Lana ambled in, her smart mouth quiet for the moment. It took everything in him to close her door and make the few short steps across the hall to his guest bedroom. His jeans fit too tight over his hardened length, and he wanted, more than anything, to head back into her room, kiss her until she couldn’t breathe, and make love to her with the full moon’s light shining down upon them. He groaned. Thoughts like that had gotten him into this situation in the first place. Hawk didn’t do one-night stands, he never could. The awkward morning after—knowing he should have left in the middle of the night—made him feel cheap, and he hated it. But having a longer relationship, when he could disappear at any time, forced him to leave committed situations alone. He couldn’t tell anyone in his life what he did for a living, and that caused problems. Secrets, no matter how important, festered until trust became an issue.  
 
    Of course, none of that would matter now. Not being a SEAL, he didn’t have to worry about hiding who he was or coming up with excuses as to why he suddenly had to leave. Still, nothing had stopped him from crossing the line with his client, and he had a feeling he’d do it again. With a sigh, Hawk forced his mind away from the hot woman just steps away and got out of his clothes. After taking a moment to check over his firearm, he left it on the bedside table and picked up his phone. No time like the present to check in with Welsh about the job and get his mind off Lana.  
 
    Welsh picked up after just two rings. “How hot is she, and have you laid her down yet?” 
 
    Hawk rubbed the bridge of his nose with his forefinger and thumb. “Shut up.” 
 
    “Oi! But you want to. Hey, Snake, Hawk wants to show his bollocks to the client already.” 
 
    “Wait—” 
 
    The phone shuffled and Snake’s deep voice came on the line. “Okay, I know it’s been a while for you. Do you have condoms? Choked the chicken so you’re primed to go? And, for the love of God, did you take the lube I packed in your bag?” 
 
    Hawk couldn’t help it, he burst out laughing and sank on his bed. Growing up Native and on Reservation hadn’t always made things easy for him. Most people outside of his home always wanted to play with his hair or swipe their hand in the air as they’d seen on movies and say “how.” When he’d decided to join the military—his way of being the warrior his bloodline craved—they’d forced him to cut his hair and assimilate to the military way of life. That had been hard for Hawk, despite his love of his country. The world outside was too vast, too different, and his parents had sheltered him. But he’d found he had secret talents no one had guessed. His skill with weapons, fighting, and linguistics had helped fast-track him for promotion, and it didn’t take long for him to be tapped for BUD/s. Meeting Welsh, and becoming a SEAL, had changed his life. 
 
    “I just wanted to tell Welsh the job is working out,” Hawk said. 
 
    “It came with benefits,” Snake said. 
 
    “Shut it,” Hawk answered. 
 
    “Good benefits. Hey, Heim, Hawk finally got him a piece.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” Hawk groaned as every one of his former SEAL team members jumped on the line to congratulate him for finally having sex again. 
 
    “You know Vixen has to vet her or she can’t come around anymore,” Cry Baby said. 
 
    Tiffany “Vixen” Cannon had come to the team when she was following ISIS cell leader Abd Al Alim bin Abdul, a resident of Guantanamo Bay. What they all hadn’t expected was that the disappearances of Heim’s wife, Katya, and Snake’s wife, Akwasi, were tied to the prisoner. As a former SIS agent turned CIA agent, Vixen took it upon herself to background check any woman the men even thought of sleeping with. 
 
    “Who slept with whom?” 
 
    Hawk clicked off the line when he heard Tiffany’s voice in the background. Part of him missed the family atmosphere and he wished he hadn’t called. The whole team was together, with their women, and Hawk wasn’t there. It wasn’t their fault, of course. They’d all tried to continue to include him, but when their phones rang and he naturally reached for his silent one, he realized things had changed. A new team member, Glitz’s cousin from Korea, had taken his place, and Hawk felt displaced. His phone rang and he frowned down at the screen. Not recognizing the number, he pressed it to voicemail; he could listen to the message and know if he needed to call back. Another phone rang. A few minutes later, Lana burst through his door wearing nothing more than a long t-shirt.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he yelled, jerking the blanket over his hips and reaching for his gun. 
 
    “There’s a Tiffany on the line, and she said it’s a matter of life and death that I give the phone to you … Oh my God, you’re naked.” 
 
    Lana dropped the phone and stumbled back, lifting her hands to cover her mouth. She got an eyeful as he got to his feet, trying unsuccessfully to hold the covers up and grab the phone at the same time. By the time he got it to his ear, Lana was beet-red and pressed against his door frame. 
 
    “Eric, darling, who is Lana Augon to you?” 
 
    Hawk closed his eyes and lifted his face to the ceiling. Damn CIA and their nosy asses. “She’s my client, T.” 
 
    “But she’s seeing you naked, isn’t she? And I understand you may have had sex with her. Don’t make me come find you, I know where you are.” 
 
    If Tiffany ever decided to be someone’s stalker, she’d find them under a rock. No one could track better than her, and that was saying a lot coming from Hawk. It had been one of his specialties in the service. 
 
    “T, I need this address wiped from databases. She has a stalker after her, and if she’s found, I’ll know it’s someone close to her.” 
 
    “Will do, after you tell me who she is.” 
 
    “She’s my client, I’ve already told you. I work for Brotherhood Protectors now.” 
 
    “Uh huh, but you like her.” 
 
    Hawk looked into Lana’s wide eyes. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Enough to keep her?” T asked. 
 
    “I’m looking to find out.” 
 
    “That’s not a SEAL answer.” 
 
    “I’m not a SEAL—” 
 
    “Once a SEAL always a SEAL,” she said, and Hawk heard a round of “Hooyah” behind her. “Don’t make me ask again,” she said sweetly. 
 
    There was something terrifying about Tiffany, Hawk decided. “Yes,” he forced out. 
 
    “Good to know. We’ll be down to visit soon. Ta-ta for now.” She disconnected before he could say anything else. 
 
    “Who was that?” Lana asked. 
 
    “Vixen, and you don’t want to test her, but she’s good people. She is marrying one of my ex-teammates.” 
 
    “And she has my number?” 
 
    “Long story for another night. Go to bed, everything is alright.” 
 
    Lana looked down at his waistline, and he realized he’d let the cover slip. Hawk scrambled to pick up the sheet, even as he hardened. 
 
    “Go, woman. I’m being respectful here.” 
 
    Lana gave him a saucy smile, one he knew she threw at the cameras, and his heart kicked into overdrive. 
 
    “I can’t wait,” she whispered. 
 
    And he knew just what she was talking about. 
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    “I know, Damien, but I can’t come back right now,” Lana said into her phone. 
 
    “The stalker hasn’t bothered you all this time. That tells you he’s someone from the public and doesn’t have the access he used to have. He’s probably moved on to another target. You can’t stay in Montana indefinitely,” he argued.  
 
    Her manager for the last two years, Damien Mitchell, had turned her into gold. After the movie she’d had a part in, he’d picked her up and pushed her career to new heights. She didn’t take his domineering tactics to heart. He’d been that way since she’d met him but never drove her too hard when she put her foot down. 
 
    “Do you really think it’s that simple?”  
 
    He sighed and she smiled, knowing he wanted what was best for her. “No. Things in life are never that easy. But you had very good bodyguards here, Lana. After that last break-in, we restructured your whole team. You can still work and stay safe,” he told her. 
 
    “Is the agency looking to fire me?” she asked, worry stealing into her chest. 
 
    “Of course not. This is business, darling, and you are very, very good business. Even if I didn’t love you like my own bank account, I wouldn’t let them write you off. You’ve done enough for this group to keep you around permanently, even if on a spokesperson level.” 
 
    Lana laughed at his dark humor. Narcissistic, Damien may be, but she could always count on him to do what was best for his bank account. If she were good for his bank account, he’d bend over backwards to keep her happy. And she’d been doing well for it throughout her career with him. 
 
    “Terry has been calling, wondering where we’ve been keeping you,” Damien added. 
 
    She groaned. She should have expected that he would. Terry, God save him, had agreed to keep the farce of dating and then separating going. He was the reason she was on hiatus—to the public, anyway. Lana thanked her lucky stars she had such a good friend like him.  
 
    “He can reach me if he wants to,” she said. He would, of course, not that the agency needed her permission. He could call her at any time and she’d answer.  
 
    “You kids still fighting? Not good. He’s one of the top-billing male models in the industry. Don’t want to make it seem like you won’t work with him, kiddo.” 
 
    “I’ll work with him just fine, I just won’t date him, and he knows why. But tell the agency I’ll be back as soon as I get this cleared up. I have no intention of leaving my day job.” 
 
    Hawk entered the room as she finished her call. “Who was that?” he asked. 
 
    “Damien. He wanted me to come home.” 
 
    “Damien is the manager, right?” 
 
    “You got it. I’m one of his top clients. Doesn’t have as much to do without me there. And Terry has been laying the wanting-me-back game down thick.” 
 
    “How long have you been play-dating him?” 
 
    “We’ve been off and on for about a year.”  
 
    “Hmm,” Hawk answered without further comment. 
 
    “You don’t think it could be either Terry or Damien, do you? They have nothing to gain by stalking me. They could reach out to me at any time and I’d connect with them. Why would they stalk me?” 
 
    “All I’m saying is, you can’t write anyone off. Stalkers don’t have to have a clear-cut reason to go after anyone. You just have to be aware of that. It can be the devil you know, as they say.” 
 
    Lana shook her head but didn’t comment. She knew for certain it wasn’t either of them.  
 
    Hawk moved around the table to sit down, and she couldn’t help admiring his physique or remembering she’d seen him with nothing on. He had the body of a Greek god, and he carried himself in an easy manner of confidence rather than cocky. She liked it, a lot. And the way he interacted with his team was heartening. He hadn’t touched her again, either. Instead, he’d updated the security in her home, taught her how to properly saddle a horse, and had even given her a few self-defense classes. But the kisses and overt possible sexual nature of their relationship had disappeared. How she could miss what she never truly had, she didn’t know, but Lana missed him. Over the last week, she’d had no attempts by her stalker to contact her, or even any sign they knew where she was, but Hawk had her make a list of every person close to her. With her job, that was a lot of people. She had hair stylists, makeup artists, photographers, and publicists. Anyone at the agency knew a lot about her, and her manager stood at the top. All in all, she gave Hawk a list of twenty-five people, and she realized modeling left her open in ways she’d never dreamed of.  
 
    “Let’s narrow down the pool, shall we?” he asked.  
 
    They sat across from each other at her dining room table, heads bowed over the list she’d given him.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I want to know who came into contact with you before the letters and the Paris visit.” 
 
    Hawk looked over the list and scratched out the names of those who were most recent. 
 
    “Why not the ones after the letters were sent?” she asked him. 
 
    “Because someone who is an intimacy-seeking stalker has had some time to develop this romantic entanglement. They will have a story of the love between you, and will cite glances, smiles, or even slight touches as expressions of your love for them.” 
 
    “Paris was around the time the letters started coming, and I had a different team then. Let me mark off the ones who came way after that time period.” 
 
    Once she did, the list of twenty-five had been reduced to fifteen. 
 
    “Better, if not great,” he commented. 
 
    Glass shattering halted any other conversation. Hawk leapt to his feet and cleared the table before Lana could blink. Forcing her under the table with his hand, he held her down firmly. 
 
    “Stay right here, don’t move. I’m going to check it out. You don’t move until you hear me tell you to come out, no one else. Got it?” 
 
    Lana nodded, unable to talk around her heart in her throat. She’d gotten too comfortable, and that made her vulnerable. Without any contact from her stalker, she’d slid into an easy existence with Hawk on the ranch over the week. She looked up so that she could see him, and he hit the front door. He left it open, and she could see a straight line over her land. An engine revved, and then a motorcycle raced by, kicking up dirt and dust so she couldn’t make out anything. Hawk’s large frame filled the doorway, and then he went to the object lying on the floor. 
 
    “What is it?” she called from her hiding spot. 
 
    “A note,” Hawk answered. 
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    “It says, ‘It’s your fault she’s gonna die.’” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Lana had entered The Twilight Zone. That was the only explanation for why her ranch was filled with not just one, but eight SEALs, a CIA agent, and a Delta Force member. She sat in the middle of the chaos as they checked her windows for prints, scoured the perimeter of her home, and even looked in the cupboard under her stairs to see if anyone had been hiding under that. The moon hung heavy in the sky, and she hadn’t spoken a word since Hawk had told her what the message said. It didn’t seem directed at her as much as him. Her stalker had managed to find her, even in little Eagle Rock, Montana. Her throat went dry as she struggled to take a breath. Even here, protected by a SEAL, the stalker had found her and looked to scare her. He’d succeeded. While she’d been thinking of Hawk and the chance to have him in her bed, she’d been watched by a predator, and the bubble of her sphere of safety popped in her face. 
 
    Hawk look over his shoulder at one of the men, Welsh. “Where’s the new guy?” 
 
    “He didn’t come, out of respect,” Glitz answered, instead. “And his name is Big Boss.” 
 
    Welsh stepped in and put his hand on Hawk’s shoulder. “One last mission, just for us.” 
 
    Hawk nodded, and look away, but Lana’s view was block when Tiffany stepped up. 
 
    “Don’t give him the power,” the CIA agent said. 
 
    With a wild mane of auburn hair and fair, porcelain skin, Tiffany Cannon could have been a model herself. She also gave the boys a run for their money, as she wore two shoulder holsters with handguns tucked inside. Dressed in black slacks and a white button-up shirt, her businesslike manner didn’t go with the guns, but she scanned the room steadily, just like the men, and Lana knew she’d be prepared for anything. 
 
    “The stalker,” she reiterated. “Don’t let him have the power. You know he’s out there, watching, so you show him strength. No one is going to get to you while we’re here, and we don’t leave our boys behind.” 
 
    “You can’t stay here,” Lana said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You all have jobs to get back to.” 
 
    “Hawk is our brother, and we’re here. Unless the world catches fire and all our phones start ringing, we aren’t going anywhere. Official R&R or some sort of asset job, I think,” T said with a secret smile. 
 
    “You made us assets again, Vixen?” Hawk asked. 
 
    She nodded. “I did. We go nowhere until the bastard is found. Hiya, roomie.” 
 
    Lana couldn’t respond.  
 
    “You get used to the way they bulldoze,” Hawk said, coming toward her. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” Lana asked. 
 
    Hawk sighed and shook his head.  
 
    “This is impossible. How can we find a ghost? I’m surrounded by people every day. It’s impossible to know who wants to hurt me and who doesn’t. It could be a random person who just saw me on the street,” Lana cried.  
 
    Hawk pulled her into his arms and pressed her face into his shirt. “It couldn’t be. You had an excellent idea to come to Montana and hide it from everyone but your inner circle. That means it can only be one of them.” 
 
    “But we already decided that list is about fifteen strong.” 
 
    “And it’s about to get shorter. Who is within five-foot-eleven and six-foot- four, and in a range of a hundred and forty to a hundred and eighty pounds?” Hawk asked. 
 
    “How did that even come up?” she asked, confused. 
 
    “Because I was fast enough to catch the assailant jumping on their motorbike, I just couldn’t catch up to snatch them off. Let’s go over the list with the whole team here. We’ll find them.” 
 
    With everything that was happening, and the fear now dispersing, she couldn’t do much else but slip into darkness. 
 
    “Lana!” 
 
    She heard him, but she couldn’t force her eyes open. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
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    Hawk caught Lana in his arms before she hit the floor. 
 
    “Take her to bed. We’re going to take the other rooms, you’ll have to share with her,” T quipped. 
 
    “Says who?” he asked. 
 
    “Says the prettiest one, moi. We can do rotations for night duty. She’s been through enough. We’ll go over everything in the morning.” 
 
    “Nothing else we can do right now,” Hank agreed. “With your team here, Swede and I will go by the sheriff’s department and see if there have been any complaints with that bike. It’s a long shot, but it doesn’t hurt to try.” 
 
    “Alright,” Hawk answered, hefting Lana up against his chest. That his team had rushed here after one phone call, just like before, heartened him. Not having them beside him had been more of a struggle than he cared to think about.  
 
    Thankful he had them behind him, and assured they’d watch his six, Hawk carried Lana up the stairs and into her bedroom. Once he got there, he struggled with the decision of removing her jeans and shirt before putting her in bed. Since the moment he kissed her a week ago, he’d held back. Instead of touching her the way he wanted to, he’d spent time with her and had gotten to know the woman he guarded. She had a quick smile, and an even quicker temper, but she was fast to let it go. She worked hard and didn’t take the self-defense training he gave her for granted. He laid her on her comforter, and then thought better of it. It might get cool in the night. He lifted her against him and pulled her cover and sheets down before tucking her underneath them. 
 
    “What if she gets hot?” he thought out loud. 
 
    Hawk shrugged and peeled her covers back again. He’d take her jeans off and then cover her up, that way she wouldn’t be too uncomfortable and she could rest easily. As for the house full of people, he’d find his way downstairs to go over some things, and then sit in a chair in front of her door until morning. He could catch a few Zs in any position, the military had taught him that. His decision made, he lifted her shirt and unbuttoned her pants, but the smooth expanse of her stomach caught his gaze. Unable to stop himself, he let his fingertips dance over her petal-smooth skin before he hooked his fingers into the waistband of her jeans and pulled down.  
 
    He realized he’d made a horrible mistake. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing any underwear, and the dark curls covering her sex taunted him. He jerked her pants back up on her waist and fell back until he hit the door. Thankful the wood braced him as his knees went weak, he slid down the door and sat on the floor. He hadn’t meant for that to happen. Despite his desire for her, he shouldn’t have seen her in this state, no matter the circumstances. He lowered his head between his legs and sucked in a deep breath to calm himself.  
 
    “Hawk?” 
 
    He stilled at the sound of her voice. Downstairs, SEALs roamed the place, making sure they were safe, and all he could think about was climbing into bed with her and making her his. 
 
    “Hawk,” she called, and this time he lifted his head. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    He swallowed his admission before it could even reach his tongue. No use telling her what was accidental. He wouldn’t do it again, and it may only embarrass her, but his honor cringed at the thought of not telling her the truth.  
 
    “I tried to get your jeans off so you’d be more comfortable in bed,” he blurted. 
 
    She watched him, a curious expression on her face, before understanding dawned. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    “And that left you crumpled over there on the floor? I’ve seen you naked, I guess it was only fair you got a peek,” she joked. 
 
    He shook his head “Not that way. You weren’t conscious.” 
 
    “And you’re across the room in the fetal position. I’m thinking you didn’t have any ill-intentions against me. I’m sorry I passed out on you.” 
 
    “You’ve gone through a lot. It’s understandable.” 
 
    She sat up slowly and pushed her hair from her face. “What was it you asked me at the end?” 
 
    “The assailant had to be between five-foot-eleven and six-foot-four, and a hundred and eighty pounds, give or take. Do you know anyone like that?” 
 
    Lana thought for moment before she answered. “Only a few. None of the women, of course. But for the men, my trainer, Marcelus Williams, my manager, and a model I used in my dating scheme, Terry Brightmore. Oh, and my publicist, Jerry Michaels. Everyone else is on the slender side. But I don’t think any of them can do anything like this, especially Damien and Terry.” 
 
    He shook his head at her. “Stalkers are great at mimicry. Some stay to the shadows and you never see them, but many of them are right at your side and you’d never know it. We can’t leave anyone out.” 
 
    “But it seems we are getting nowhere. I mean, we’ve had this one incident, but all this time here and nothing.” 
 
    Hawk bit the inside of his cheek. She was right. Since his time here, he hadn’t been able to find out anything or get closer to finding her stalker. In fact, there hadn’t been much one way of or the other. If he didn’t know any better, and today hadn’t happened, he’d believe she didn’t have a stalker. He could guess, maybe, her stalker had to find where she was, and the time it took to find her gave her a bit of reprieve, but that didn’t make him feel better. 
 
    “I’ll find out who did it.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.” 
 
    He did. Hell, even Vixen … His thoughts jumped and he got to his feet. “Stay here, Lana. I need to go talk to Vixen.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Just stay here for a few minutes.” 
 
    Hawk raced from the room, his mind a jumble of thoughts. He hit the stairs two at a time, and ten pairs of eyes swung his way when he got downstairs. 
 
    “What gives, Hawk?” Snake asked. 
 
    “Vixen, how did you find Lana?” Hawk asked without preamble. 
 
    “I can’t share my secrets,” she answered. 
 
    “Seriously?”  
 
    “Seriously, Hawk. I went in the database, and I can’t tell you what that database was.” 
 
    “You couldn’t find her through normal means?” Hawk asked. 
 
    “I didn’t try, but I can. Why?” 
 
    “I need to know how much work someone would have to do to get to her.” 
 
    “I see what you’re getting at. I can put my tech guy on it. He can guesstimate times, even without actually having to go through the legwork.” 
 
    “Then do it, that might give us a timeline. And I’d like to talk to Hank. They may have gotten something.” 
 
    While T got on the phone, Hawk got on his to call Hank. 
 
    “Hank, here. What can I do for you, Hawk?” 
 
    “Did you find anything out from the sheriff?” 
 
    “Funny enough, a motorbike was reported stolen from the ranch neighboring mine three days ago, but they haven’t gotten any clues as to where it could be. Based on your description of the glossy red paint, they feel this could be the same one.” 
 
    “Did you say three days ago?” Hawk asked. 
 
    “Yes. I made sure to verify the date as well. The bike was stolen from the barn, and no eye witnesses saw it. But they found it gone the next morning. They reported it the same day.” 
 
    “But the first attack didn’t happen until today.” 
 
    “Narrows your timeline down a bit, though. If it was stolen that long ago, and she’s been here just about a week and two days, then you can guess the perp made their way to Montana less than a week after her getting here. That’s quick.” 
 
    Hawk agreed. “Thank you, Hank. I’ll think on it.” 
 
    “You do that. If you need anything else, give us a holler.” 
 
    “Hooyah.” 
 
    Hawk hung up and turned to T expectantly. She kept talking into her phone and shook her head.  
 
    “There’s a change,” he whispered. 
 
    “Hold on, Sloane. What is it?” she asked, turning her attention to Hawk. 
 
    Hawk explained to her what Hank had told him, and she relayed it to Sloane. Hawk didn’t know if any of it would matter, but it was better than nothing. He didn’t want to just sit down and accept that he could do nothing. The list consisted of four names now, after one incident. Hawk didn’t want to wait until something else happened to narrow it down further. As a SEAL, he wasn’t used to this sort of work. With his team, they got a job, they focused on it, and completed the missions. He was used to bullets flying, explosions rattling his teeth, and the fight for the American way. This silent wait for something to happened didn’t sit well with him.  
 
    “Just point me toward someone I can shoot,” Hawk complained. 
 
    “Get some rest. It will take some time for T to get her information. She isn’t going the route of that super-secret database she always threatens me with. But as soon as she knows more, she’ll pass it on. You’ll be the first to know,” Cry Baby told him. 
 
    “I’m going to check the perimeter while you’re all here and make sure I don’t see anything. I ran out on her earlier to see what information I could get. Maybe I should give her some time,” Hawk said. 
 
    “Chicken shit,” Cry Baby called, but Hawk ignored him. 
 
    A SEAL didn’t run from anything, right? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    A whimper in the darkness woke Lana, and she shot up in bed. One time, in the darkened underpass back home, she’d heard a plaintive wail and had found a dog starved and emaciated. The animal whined no matter what position he rested in, his protruding bones pressing his thin layer of skin into the gravel. Lana rested with him until Animal Control got there, and she knew he wouldn’t survive the night. She’d offered to pay for his rehabilitation, not wanting to see the beautiful brindle dog lose his fight for life, but he didn’t even make it to the vet. The only kindness he’d experienced had been those minutes she’d waited with him, rubbing his head as his tail thumped weakly. Lana had cried for days after seeing that. The sound she heard reminded her of that animal. She padded barefoot toward the door, where the muffled sounds filtered through, and pressed her ear to the wood.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Hawk cried.  
 
    Her heart broke. Pain throbbed in his voice, and she swore if he’d been awake he would have been sobbing. Her heart ached for the warrior. She’d known he had PTSD but had never been close enough to him while he slept to see evidence of it. The door rattled and she jumped back, but Hawk’s voice came through. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have called the strike. No. God, no.” 
 
    Agony ripped through the air, and Lana could sense his desperation. The door shook harder, a frantic movement as if Hawk had jerked against it in his sleep. 
 
    “Don’t. Don’t fucking tell me I couldn’t have known. He’s a child.” 
 
    Lana clamped her hands across her mouth to keep from crying out. What had he done? To a child no less. As a Navy SEAL, Hawk had been on missions that ended in death, but she never would have imagined he carried that sort of pain with him. Her heart went out to him as he continued to mumble and sob incoherently. She raced back to the door, stopping just as her hand gripped the knob. He’d warned her not to wake him up from his nightmares and to call Welsh. As much as she wanted to be there for him, she knew he might need more help than she could give him. She spun around and searched for her phone. He’d given her Welsh’s number just in case, and she was grateful for that now.  
 
    “Hello?” Welsh answered. 
 
    “Welsh, it’s Hawk. He’s trapped in a nightmare, and he warned me about waking him up.” 
 
    “Fuck. I’ll be right there. Stay in your room and back from the door, okay?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She hung up and sat on the bed, listening for Welsh’s steps to come up the stairs. He moved quietly through the house, much like Hawk, but this time he stomped his way through the house. 
 
    “Hey, Hawk!” he called. The volume of his words surprised her. Wouldn’t that scare Hawk? But Hawk didn’t wake, he kept mumbling. 
 
    “Petty Officer Eric ‘Hawk’ Standing, report,” Welsh said, his brogue thick in the night. 
 
    She heard a chair scrape across the floor.  
 
    “Tell them we made a mistake.” 
 
    A sigh throbbed in the silence after Hawk spoke. “Heim, get up here. He’s locked again.” 
 
    “Tell them we made a fucking mistake!” Hawk roared. 
 
    More pounding footsteps came up the stairs, too many for just one person. “Hawk, we got the coordinates, hostiles were in the area. We reacted as such,” Heim said tiredly. 
 
    “We should have looked harder,” Hawk argued. 
 
    Was he still asleep? She’d never known anyone to have such coherent thoughts in their sleep.  
 
    “There wasn’t time. We were tasked with getting in, confirming the coordinates for the cell, and calling in the strike. We had no way of knowing—”  
 
    “There were kids there!” Hawk roared, cutting Snake off. 
 
     “Yes, there were,” Snake finished. 
 
    “Hawk, come on, bro, you’re stuck in it. We aren’t there. We’re here, in Montana, on a ranch in Eagle Rock. You are out of the service, after medical review, and you’ve joined Brotherhood Protection,” Welsh explained. 
 
    “Maybe us being here helped trigger?” Tiffany asked. 
 
    “It could have, but we can’t leave him. We are his team,” Welsh returned. 
 
    “I never said we’d leave, just that we may have brought it back,” Tiffany agreed. 
 
    “He didn’t mean anything by it, T,” Cry Baby said. 
 
    “I know,” she answered quietly.  
 
    “Hawk, look at me,” Welsh said. “You’ve got a scared client on the other side of that door, and she needs you. Lana is just steps away.” 
 
    “Lana?” Hawk asked. His voice was wobbly, and he sounded confused. 
 
    “Yes, Lana. Your pretty girl, the one you like so much,” Welsh said. 
 
    “Probably loves the girl. You know how our team falls fast and hard,” Heim joked. 
 
    Lana felt her pulse quicken. Love? He hadn’t touched her since that one night. Was it possible, in today’s day and age, to fall in love so quickly? She wasn’t so sure. What she felt for Hawk was a jumble of confused emotions and nerves. She didn’t hope to think they shared anything beyond the sexual attraction whipping between them. 
 
    “Lana,” Hawk whispered, and then a loud thump sounded. 
 
    “Get that door open,” Heim ordered. 
 
    Lana screeched as Welsh and Cry Baby carried a pale, sweating Hawk into her room, followed by Heim, Snake, Glitz, and Tiffany. They looked at her with varying shades of worry and assessment in their gazes, and paused. Right now, she could feel them testing her, seeing what she’d do. She called Welsh, as directed, to help Hawk, but what would she do now? She opened her arms and gestured for them to bring Hawk to her. She wouldn’t leave him to go through this alone, and if there were a way she could help him, she would. 
 
    “Tell me what to do,” she told them. 
 
    Welsh sighed in relief, and they lugged Hawk to her, placing him in bed beside her. 
 
    “You soothe him, and your name helped him come out of it. He only has one dream a night like this, and he won’t go back to sleep. He’s in a sort of trance, just locked in the fear, trying to find his way back to the present,” Welsh explained. 
 
    “What happened to him?” she asked. 
 
    Heim shook his head. “That’s his story to tell. Will you care for him tonight?” 
 
    “In any way I can,” she answered. 
 
    “Call us if you need to. We’ve removed his weapons, but he’s still a risk. Are you sure?” Heim asked. 
 
    Lana wouldn’t turn her back on him, just like he wouldn’t do that to her. She nodded and wrapped her arms around him. “I’ve got him.” 
 
    The SEALs and Tiffany left the room, closing the door softly behind them. She traced her finger over Hawk’s sweaty eyebrow. He trembled in the bed, his eyes wide and unfocused, but he leaned into her touch.  
 
    “One day, when I was just twelve years old, I ran away from home. Mum always seemed to be working, and I was angry. My father never really came around. When he did, all he said was how sorry he was for not coming sooner, or he’d apologize for missing my birthday. I loved my mother, but I hated our life. We lived on crime-ridden streets, and there weren’t that many chances to get out of there. Most of the kids around me already knew about drugs and stuff and ran for crews. I thought maybe a crew would be a better family for me. I was plump, you know, in the way young girls can be, but pretty already. Guys my age didn’t like me, but the older ones, they saw something in me. Maybe what I’d grow to be.” 
 
    Lana sighed and curled into his side. After she rested her cheek on his chest, she continued. “The crew had want for new blood and thought I might be a good fit, I just had to do a few things. Do you know why I never had sex?” she whispered. 
 
    Hawk turned her way, his gaze focusing but still a bit lost. She traced his lips with a delicate hand. He was so beautiful, this broken man who dreamed of death and the sins he’d committed fighting for his country. She’d never know the pain he went through, or completely understand what he held inside, but she wanted to help him. As he shook in her arms, his terror palpable, she thought that maybe as much as he was here to save her, she could save him, too. She slid up his body and tilted her head so her lips could hover over his. Holding his gaze, Lana kept her touch light and soothing on his skin. 
 
    “Do you know why, Hawk? Because they wanted it to be cheap. They held me down, pulled at my clothes, and laughed when I screamed. If a copper hadn’t come by when he did, I don’t think I’d have made it out of there. When I went back to my mum, she cried forever, clutching me tight to her chest, and I promised to get us out of there. She died of cancer a few years ago, but at least she got to live a life of luxury in the end. I gave that to her, and I never looked at myself as cheap after that day. I wanted to be worth more, my weight in gold. I wanted someone to look at me the way you do, with desire and need racing through their veins, but I needed them to respect me enough to see past the idea of sex I sell.” 
 
    “Lana,” Hawk breathed, his body going limp.  
 
    She pulled him closer to her and pressed her lips against his. “You can’t stay in that dark place, Hawk. I need you, here, with me. I need you to keep me safe. I’ll be your copper today, love. Let me save you.” 
 
    Hawk groaned and closed his eyes, and a tear leaked out before it slid down his cheek. “I don’t know how to stop seeing his face. I can’t stop seeing the blood, his blood, on my hands. On my command,” he sobbed. 
 
    “Leave it where it happened. I may have run away, but would you tell me my attempted rape was my fault?” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know the details, but did you lift your weapon and fire?” 
 
    “No, never.” 
 
    “Did you know he was there?” 
 
    “I never saw, not until we were exfiltrating.” 
 
    “You were on a mission, you carried out orders. It doesn’t take back what happened, and the guilt you feel means you are a good man.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I am.” 
 
    “Let me show you how I know you are,” she whispered against his lips. 
 
    Lana sealed their mouths together, unsure how to seduce him but unable to watch his pain without doing something. Maybe this gift, as small as it may seem, would give Hawk a way to climb out of the abyss.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Faded memories of bright-red blood as it drizzled down mudbrick and hard-packed earth filtered through his mind, even as he clung to Lana’s kiss. The sweetness of her tongue tempered the cries of those long dead in his head, but Hawk fought through a torrent. Pieces of him scattered, some indifferent to the pain, broken parts of him that couldn’t care for anything or anyone. Things were safer that way. He didn’t have to deal with the pain or the helplessness because he felt nothing. Other, larger sections of himself wept with regret, yelled in anger, and screamed in pain. They twisted and buffeted his skull, all vying for his attention, all wanting to be expressed. In desperation, he clung to the one emotion that soothed the raging tide—hope.  
 
    Pure, white hope pulsed through his veins, and he knew it was her. Sacred and wondrous, Lana reached deep inside him and touched the man he used to be. She’d found him when he couldn’t, when no one had been able to. And her light didn’t try to fix him; it understood it would take longer than a mere kiss, more pressure than the weight of her body against his, but the push was enough. Hawk speared his fingers into the heavy, cool strands of her hair and forced her mouth harder over his. He wanted to feel her power, this woman who had the spirit of an eagle, who soared in the face of his crimes. Her large breasts pillowed against his chest, and he had the irresistible urge to see them, to see every part of her and thank her with his mouth and body. He sat up, bracing her on his lap, and finally broke their kiss. 
 
    “I’m going to make you mine, Lana. Tell me now if you want me to stop.” 
 
    Her swollen lips and wild hair held his touch. His. His woman. He wanted her to bear his stamp everywhere. But if she said no, he swore he’d stop. He’d force himself to his feet and march out of there. 
 
    Lana said nothing. Instead, she lifted her shirt over her head and tossed it to the side of the bed before she reached back and unhooked her bra. Hawk’s mouth went dry as her heavy breasts fell from the cups, her tanned nipples begging for his lips. Not giving her another chance to walk away, he swooped in and sucked one nipple into his mouth, rolling the tip against his teeth with his tongue. She moaned, the sound pushing him higher. His pants felt too tight, and he lifted them both off the bed before he laid her back down on it. He couldn’t get his clothes off fast enough, and his thick cock bobbed as he released it from its confines. Lana sucked in a breath, her gaze dropping to his manhood. 
 
    “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. I’ll make sure you’re ready,” he told her. He never wanted her to feel like she had anything to fear from him. He’d care for her body like the precious treasure it was. He crawled over her and kissed his way from the inside of her ankle, up her legs, and to her thighs. There, the heavy scent of her arousal was thickest, and he lapped at her flesh. 
 
    “How wet can I make you?” he asked.  
 
    Hawk smiled against her flesh as a red flush spread over her stomach and up to her neck. How rare was it for a woman to have such innocent responses, despite her work? He kissed his way up her thigh and gripped her thin, string underwear in his teeth. If she liked these enough, he’d buy her a new pair. With one rough jerk of his head, he ripped the material from her before he went to the other side and did the same. 
 
    Now he could see all of her. Rearing back on his haunches, Hawk admired her beauty. Thick and rounded in the best places, he loved her fullness and the way her darker skin stood out against his redder tones. He loved the way her curls hid her core from him and the way she turned her face toward her pillow. Everything about her, from her shy responses to her instant reactions, marked her as prey. The warrior in him craved to conquer her, and he rubbed his hands down her body, pressing his scent into her skin. Mine, he thought before he slid down the bed a bit and leaned forward. 
 
    Lana arched at the first stroke of his tongue, trembled at the second, and cried out with the third. He had to throw his arm across her waist to hold her down as he tasted her flesh, sucking her labia into his mouth before flicking her clit with his tongue. Hawk didn’t touch her like he’d touched any woman before. He paid attention to every gasp, even twitch and gentle jerk of her body. Never had he wanted to learn a woman like he did Lana. Each of her reactions spurred him to the next, until she came on a broken scream. Even then, he didn’t let her go. Instead, he kissed and sucked his way over her skin, sampled her in ways to memorize her, imprint her on his heart. Before he’d take her virginity, he’d give her the gift of absolute care.  
 
    “Hawk, I can’t …” Her voice trailed off as she gripped the covers under her body and pulled. 
 
    “You can. Hold on a bit more. It’ll be easier this way.” 
 
    “Please,” she moaned, rolling her hips. 
 
    Hawk ignored her entreaty and sucked her sensitive flesh back into his mouth. Slick from her first climax, her body heated under his tongue, and he swallowed her essence. He could get drunk off the taste of her. Every lash of his tongue banished the shadows. Each of her cries stitched him back together. He lost himself in the touch, smell, and experience of her. By the time he angled himself to penetrate her entrance, they booth shook with the pleasure humming through their veins. He kept his gaze on her face, watching for any sign of pain. Her previous climax helped ease his entry as he worked himself in her tight core. The struggle to keep from slamming deep inside of her made sweat dot his brow and his muscles strain, but Hawk refused to hurt her. He dug in an inch at a time, giving her time to get used to his length and girth before he slid in deeper. Lana’s nails bit into the flesh of his buttocks as she pulled him closer, deeper.  
 
    “Please, Hawk. I can’t take much more.” 
 
    Her head whipped back and forth, her eyes half-mast and bright with passion. She bit her full lip and jerked him to her. So be it. He bunched his core muscles and slammed into her. Lana wailed, the pleasurable sound ricocheting off the walls and pulsing back toward him. Hawk set a fast, hard pace, their bodies fighting a war, tugging and hitting at each other to win. Pleasure streaked over him, throbbing in his core and making his gut clench. He could barely breathe.  
 
    “Come for me, baby. I need you to come,” he begged.  
 
    Forcing his hand between their bodies, Hawk thumbed her clit and bent over her to kiss her. The motions in tandem sent her flying over the edge, and he swallowed her scream as she came again. Lana’s body clenched down hard on him, and he lost all composure. He jerked into her harder, the tight squeeze of her body the driving force behind his mad dash. Thankful that she held on and rode the wave with him, Hawk came with a shout. Each throb of his cock pulsed and swelled within her, holding them together, the ripple tightening his balls. There was no place in the world he’d rather be but inside her at that moment. But he knew it couldn’t last. The feeling faded, and he could finally take a breath. Looking down at the wondrous expression on Lana’s face, he smiled. 
 
    “What you’d hoped it would be?” he asked. 
 
    “Better,” she said with a shy smile. 
 
    Hawk slid from her body, and she winced. It was then he realized one very important thing. He hadn’t used on a condom. He cursed and jumped from the bed to find a towel. Lana’s bedroom had a bathroom, so he headed inside and ran hot water over a fresh washcloth. After cleaning himself, he rinsed the cloth and went back to her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. 
 
    Lana had an uncanny ability to see when something was wrong with him, he’d noticed. He wouldn’t be able to hide anything in their future together. Their future? Would they have one? He knew what he wanted, but that didn’t mean they were on the same page. And she was a model. He thought once again about the fact he hadn’t worn a condom. A pregnancy would potentially ruin her career. Would she blame him?  
 
    “Hawk?”  
 
    “I didn’t wear a condom.”  
 
    She didn’t say anything as he cleaned her body and then left to toss the washrag in the bathroom. When he returned, she’d brought her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. 
 
    “I didn’t think about it, I was so caught up,” she said. 
 
    “I should have. There is no excuse.” 
 
    “Would it be so bad having a child with me?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s not it. You have your career, and I shouldn’t have taken that choice from you.” 
 
    Lana nodded. “It hasn’t happened yet. We were caught in the moment, we made love. We’ll face what happens, if it comes.” 
 
    She laid down and patted the bed beside her for him to lie down, all with a bright smile, but Hawk didn’t buy the act for a minute. She was worried about a potential pregnancy, he could see it in the tight way she held her mouth. He knew he should have taken more care. Sighing, he walked to the bed. There was nothing he could do right then, and he didn’t want to mar the night they’d shared with fear. 
 
    “I don’t regret taking you,” he said as he climbed into bed. 
 
    “I don’t regret letting you,” she answered, but her gaze didn’t meet his. 
 
    Maybe she did, or maybe she didn’t. All he knew was she wouldn’t be getting rid of him anytime soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
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    Lana had never experienced the morning after sex, but it sucked. Her body was sore in ways she didn’t think were possible, and Hawk was nowhere in sight. The pillow next to hers still held the imprint of Hawk’s head, but she heard nothing in the bathroom, and his clothes were gone. She gingerly got to her feet and padded to her bathroom. Maybe a good shower would help soothe the soreness, then she’d go find the man who’d put her in her current predicament.  
 
    She couldn’t say she wasn’t worried about coming up pregnant. Her career was all she had, but her time here, in the slower pace, had shown her she’d done it more for a way to escape than because of any real love for it. She enjoyed activism and wanted to continue to support the right for plus-size women to have a place in the entertainment industry, but she believed she could let modeling go. Still, the uncertainty of what she’d do, despite the money she’d made, was a concern. She’d purchased this ranch in Montana, and she had a flat in London, but she didn’t own much else. Her financial security meant so much to her that she’d opted to invest more than spend. She’d have to get with her broker to really see where her worth was. She may very well be able to walk away from it all. 
 
    As the hot water poured down her body, Lana ran her hand over her stomach. To be a mother. How would she feel? She’d wanted a life with a marriage and kids but didn’t want the cart before the horse, so to speak. Maybe she wouldn’t even have to worry about it. Disappointment dampened her spirits, but she pushed it aside. She was too old to have flighty dreams of a knight in shining armor rushing in to save the day. She and Hawk hadn’t even talked about the logistics of their relationship, or even having a relationship. She’d have to see where they were before she could do anything else.  
 
    After she got out of the shower, Lana dressed in a pair of jeans and a soft-yellow shirt before she headed downstairs to face the music. She was met with a flurry of activity. Someone had put up a large corkboard. On it, were pictures of the four men on her narrowed lists, with red string leading down to index cards with information neatly printed on them. Copies of her letters were next to the board, along with random documents. 
 
    “What is all this?” she asked. 
 
    Hawk spun around with a broad smile that warmed her to her toes. “Did you sleep well?” he asked as she approached. She didn’t get to answer before he pressed a kiss to her lips. 
 
    “Woohoo, Hawk! It’s about damn time,” Welsh called. 
 
    “Clip his wings, girl. Don’t give him any slack,” Heim teased. 
 
    Hawk rolled his eyes and kissed her again before she could speak. “I’m a bit sore,” she whispered. 
 
    His boyish grin sent her nerves into a frenzy. The man was lethal. “Sorry, not sorry.” 
 
    Lana shook her head, confident that what they shared last night wasn’t gone this morning. Hawk straightened and looked back over the board. 
 
    “We’ve been triangulating who it could possibly be, as well as comparing writing samples. The letters have a particular turn of phrase, and we wanted to see if it showed up anywhere. So far, we haven’t seen it, but we’ll keep looking. As for who, all the men you provided have holes in their timeline around the times you had incidents, and we haven’t been able to contact Damien or Terry about the recent events. We are waiting to talk to them. Based on what T was able to find out, the source would have taken just two to three days to find you and book travel to get here in time to throw the brick in the window,” Hawk explained. 
 
    “You’ve been busy,” Lana commented. “But that sounds like a lot of time”  
 
    “It might, but that’s actually fast to sift through the databases for information and lead to you. Sloane, T’s IT guy, did it in that amount of time. He said with information like that, you’d have to know what you’re looking for. It verifies it is someone you know.”  
 
    Her stomach grumbled loudly, and Hawk stopped. “Breakfast first. Let’s drive to town for some grub. Don’t think you have enough to feed all of us in here. Plus, it’ll get you out of the house for a bit,” he announced. 
 
    After a few minutes of organizing, they all piled into vehicles to head to the main part of Eagle Rock and the diner Hank had told them about. It seemed almost normal. Hawk had her in the passenger seat, with Welsh and Glitz in the backseat. They chatted and laughed back and forth on the short drive into town. 
 
    Hawk’s phone rang. “Hold on, fellas. Hello? ... What?” 
 
    The vibe in the car changed. It was subtle, but both Glitz and Welsh had a quiet watchfulness about them the minute Hawk’s voice changed.  
 
    “Look at me, Lana,” Welsh commanded. 
 
    Like the silly women in the scary movies she always laughed at for turning around, she mimicked their actions and stared forward. She shouldn’t have. Her world tipped, and she blinked through blurry eyes, hoping against hope that none of it was real. Hawk cursed and slammed on the brakes, sending the car fishtailing before he got it under control. 
 
    Strung up on string, down the streets of town, were pictures of her … and Hawk. She couldn’t see them all, but what she could see made her stomach churn. All in caps, bright-red letters marked the images, calling her a slut, a cheater, and a whore. The most beautiful time in her life was on display for everyone to see. 
 
    “Hank, what the hell is going on?” Hawk yelled. “When did this happen?” 
 
    Lana couldn’t hear Hank’s response. She felt dirty and violated. Hawk had handled her with such care, and her stalker tried to destroy it. People pulled at the photos, stacking them in bundles and handing them over to deputies, but it didn’t stop them from seeing. The urge to leap out of the car and throw up forced her to grasp at the door handle. Cool hands covered her eyes from behind her. 
 
    “Breathe, yeodongsaeng.” Glitz’s soft voice pushed through the chaos in her mind as doors opened and the jeep shifted, but Glitz never moved. 
 
    “Don’t look at it, just breathe. What you shared, no matter what this bastard has done, is sacred. I will end him for you, I swear it. I will not leave until Hawk has found this man and we ensure he never touches you again.” 
 
    Warm tears splashed into her lap. “That was ours,” she wailed. 
 
    “And it still is. Never forget that,” he returned. “Just breathe, yeodongsaeng. Let Hawk find out what has happened, and then we will go hunting.” 
 
    Lana did as he suggested and took a deep breath. She didn’t want to remember Hawk’s touch with splashes of red. Her pulse settled, and she reached up and gripped Glitz’s wrists to ground herself. This was what mattered—the way Hawk had raced to find out what had occurred and how his team had closed in. What mattered was she’d found a man worth giving herself to, and no one could ever take that away. Lana searched for the warmth of the morning, but it didn’t envelope her like it did before. At least, she could breathe, and when she pulled Glitz’s hands from her eyes, she didn’t lose her calm. When she turned in the seat to face him, his dark gaze met hers with absolute conviction. She had never truly looked at the Asian member of Hawk’s team. His long, dark hair fell with a slight wave at the end, as if the hair was used to being tied into a bun, and he had a slight mustache. His full lips and chiseled jaw were perfect. She smiled through her pain. 
 
    “I swear, your whole team could have been models. Heim, the All-American with blond hair and blue eyes, Snake, with his ice-burst eyes and massive build, Welsh is a perfect Scot, but don’t tell him I told you that, and even Cry Baby makes me want to weep. What is in the food you all ate growing up?” 
 
    Glitz shrugged, though a small smile played on his lips. It was the most expression she’d seen on the quiet SEAL. “Extra vitamins?” he asked with a straight face. 
 
    She chuckled, the laughter still trapped behind her carefully contained hysteria. “Thank you for calming me down.” 
 
    “Trauma is trauma. Even the civilian world can be a battlefield. You belong to a SEAL, and we won’t let you down,” he promised. 
 
    Glitz took her hands in his as Welsh and Hawk climbed back into the car. When Lana tried to turn around, he stopped her and shook his head.  
 
    “Not just yet. Let’s get out of here first.” 
 
    He kept her like that, until Hawk had the car turned around, and then he let her take her seat.  
 
    Lana looked to Hawk’s hard face. “What happened?” 
 
    “The pictures were spotted around six a.m., but no one saw who strung them up.” Hawk hit the steering wheel hard enough to make her jump. “Where are you, you bastard?” 
 
    “Someone had to see something, maybe even someone fleeing the scene?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing more than a tall man, dressed in all black and a ski mask, racing between buildings at the end of the picture trail. A ranch hand coming in for a bit of grub saw that, and then the pictures. He called it in immediately. It took time for forensics to powder all the lines and try to catalogue the crime scene. Small town, and they couldn’t cover anything up. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “We can track him, can’t we?” Welsh asked. 
 
    “Planning on it. Vixen can stay with Lana in the house, and then we are all going to find who’s doing this to my woman,” Hawk promised.  
 
    Lana trembled, hearing the deadly intent in his voice. But even when she searched deep inside, she couldn’t find any compassion for the one who had done this to her, and she felt a thrill shoot through her at Hawk’s words. His woman. She was, irrevocably, and she knew he wouldn’t let something like this stand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
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    “I can’t talk you out of doing this, can I?” Hank asked Hawk. 
 
    Hawk didn’t even deign to respond. Why? He’d finally been able to claim Lana, after keeping himself in check, and that bastard of a stalker tried to tear it down. No way would Hawk allow that to happen. That night was beautiful, and though he knew he’d have an uphill battle with his PTSD, and things wouldn’t always be easy, that night had shown him the bond he and Lana shared. It didn’t matter the amount of time they’d been together, or the way they came together. Sure, she was his client, and he’d have to deal with the fact he’d started dating her, as well as hope Hank wouldn’t take his job away in the future, but he wouldn’t regret anything when it came to Lana. 
 
    Unless he chose not to go after this asshole. 
 
    The pale-yellow bulbs in the barn lit up their work space while Snake, Heim, Glitz, Hawk, Welsh, and Cry Baby poured over their plans. Hawk had found a current map of Eagle Rock and the surrounding areas, along with markings of landmarks outsiders wouldn’t normally come across without knowing they were there. Somewhere out there the stalker was loose, and Hawk intended to find him. No one tracked better than him, and even though people had moved around the area, he could tell the difference between running steps or a walking gait. He’d be able to pick out the culprit and track him as far as he could. They’d finish this mission, complete with a bullet if necessary, and Lana wouldn’t have to worry about danger anymore. 
 
    “You’re seriously going to run a Black Ops mission in Eagle Rock?” Hank questioned. 
 
    “As far as anyone else is concerned, there has never been a Navy SEAL operation in Eagle Rock, Montana, or ever on U.S. soil,” Hawk replied with a wink before loading his pistol and strapping it to his thigh.  
 
    “What happens in Eagle Rock stays in Eagle Rock, boys,” Welsh tossed back to the group. 
 
    “Hooyah,” the team called. 
 
    Hank laughed. “You’re absolutely crazy, but I’d do the same. I’ll keep the police off you and let you work, but you call us when things are done. I’ll stay on the scanners. We left some gifts outside for you to make things easier.” 
 
    Hawk nodded at Hank before he left and then turned his attention back to the map. “From the street he left on, there is only so much civilian population before it heads into open country. That terrain is predominately open, and it won’t take long to cross it. He has a several-hour head start on us, and we’ve had to wait until nightfall to hide our movements. Most of the areas over here are bluffs, and he could have a great vantage point. We need to watch for that.” 
 
    “I’ve got the vantage point, don’t you worry,” Heim said. 
 
    Originally a Marine sniper, Heim had transitioned to the Navy with his spotter, Snake, and joined the SEALs. The pair still acted as a sniper team on most missions. If anyone could watch the highland, it was Heim. His gaze didn’t miss anything. 
 
    “I don’t want to use explosives in civilian areas, but I can set up charges, if necessary,” Glitz added. As the team’s ordinance, he specialized in defusing and setting off bombs.  
 
    “I can play cleanup. With so much open land, I can hang back a bit, watch out for any movement, and go from there,” Cry Baby added. Welsh may have been his best friend, if Hawk had to pick one out of the bunch, but Cry Baby had been his right hand. Cry Baby helped Hawk gather intel and the logistics of battle before they went on mission.  
 
    “That sounds about right. I’ll stay on the hothead’s arse. Wouldn’t want him doing anything crazy,” Welsh added. 
 
    The team nodded.  
 
    “Cry Baby, you make sure Vixen is set up to watch over Lana, and that she answers her phone under any circumstances,” Hawk said. 
 
    “I will, but she knows the ground rules. The woman assisted me with interrogations in GITMO and helped me escape. If she doesn’t answer her phone, I’ll beat you back to the ranch.” 
 
    Cry Baby raced off to secure the girls and Hawk stepped out of the barn. He didn’t want Lana to see him with his black face paint, gear, and guns. She might know what he did, but seeing it was different. He never wanted her to be afraid of him, and he knew he’d turned off the switch from boyish charm to machine the minute he’d gotten ready tonight. It’s why he’d entrusted Cry Baby, the naturally sweet one of the bunch, to say their goodbyes. When this was all over, he’d be there for Lana, but for now, he’d keep her safe.  
 
    “Check it out,” Heim said. 
 
    Hawk’s gaze traveled from the house to the side of the barn and he let loose a low whistle. Six all-terrain vehicles waited for them. 
 
    “I guess that was Hank’s gift. We’ll be a lot faster traveling around on those. Let’s move out,” Heim ordered. 
 
    Like a well-oiled machine, the SEAL team mounted the ATVs and rode out into the night. It didn’t take long to reach the city limits on the ATVs, and Hawk was thankful for that. They stayed to the outskirts, according to the map, before Hawk pulled over just about a half a mile out of town. He lifted his fist, and the other vehicles stopped as well. 
 
    “I’ll circle around,” Welsh told them, and left. 
 
    Each SEAL stationed in their spots according to their jobs, and Hawk studied the ground. He shut out the world, yet soaked it in. The horizon mattered to him as much as the land underneath his feet. He knew how to search in the night hours, and looking directly at anything forced him to use the cone area of his retina. That wasn’t as active in low-lighting, so he scanned instead. Slowly, the prints of children playing, animals traveling through, and more stood out to him. Not what he was looking for. He traveled in an ever-widening semi-circle until he recognized the heavy tread of a large man, light on his feet and moving fast, but he’d slowed down. He was tired. The tip of his right toe dragged a bit in the dirt. Left-handed, Hawk thought to himself. Humans were creatures of habit, and when they rested, they preferred to do so on the weaker side to give the strong side a break. But, in motion, they did the opposite. The dominant side could carry more of the load, and they relied on it much longer, dragging the tired, weaker side along.  
 
    It wasn’t much to go on, but it was a trail. Hawk got back on his ATV and cranked it up. He traveled along the line, watching carefully for changes. For all the intelligence the stalker had shown in not getting caught, he’d raced away in a direct route into the bluffs. It would be harder to track him there, but not impossible. It didn’t make sense. The stalker had been smart enough to hide in plain sight, string up those photos just before daybreak, and come in and out of Lana’s places of residence in London with ease. Why run straight? 
 
    A sinking feeling in his gut pushed Hawk faster toward the bluff. Maybe the stalker had switched up in the bluffs, determined to use them to hide his path. When Hawk reached them, his heart stuttered. The team had been away from home for over a half hour—a lifetime worth of time. The steps zig-zagged, but they led aimlessly to nowhere, into spots with no shield, and others into a bush. Freshly broken branches caught Hawk’s attention, but there was no rhyme or reason to the movements. 
 
    Hawk depressed the mic on his throat. “Anyone see anything?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Welsh called in. 
 
    “The night is quiet. Even the crickets aren’t singing,” Heim added. 
 
    The crickets. That’s what bothered Hawk. When insect or wildlife were agitated, they ran or went silent. The sounds of the night swelled around them, and the world was calm. Nothing out of place. No slips of gravel or rocks hitting each other, no sound of air or heavy breathing. He hadn’t come across any trail of blood or wetness. Most people had seen in movies that water could throw dogs off the trail. It wasn’t always true, but it did work sometimes, so that didn’t stop people from trying it. Hawk sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    “Something doesn’t feel right,” he said into the mic. 
 
    “Everything is quiet, but we may not have gone deep enough inside. Snake and I will travel to a vantage point and see what we might spot,” Heim said. 
 
    Hawk kept searching the ground while his former team leader and second located and ascended the bluff. From their position high in the rocks, Hawk could barely see them, but he knew Heim would see much more. He and Snake both had their scopes with them and could see several football fields out with ease. 
 
    “Anything?” Hawk asked. 
 
    “Nothing. No movement or hideaways. From here, there isn’t anywhere he could hide where we wouldn’t spot him. We can run through this place, but he isn’t here,”
 Heim answered. 
 
    Hawk turned on his ATV. “Cry Baby, call Vixen!” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “What gives?” Glitz asked. 
 
    “He’s not here, so where would he be? Why send us on a wild goose chase this far from the ranch? Because he never intended to be found in the first place,” Hawk yelled. 
 
    “She’s not answering. She knew to answer the phone, Hawk,” Cry Baby said. 
 
    “Dammit.” 
 
    Hawk spun his ATV into gear and raced the most direct route to the ranch. His heart was in his throat, and each breath taunted him that it would be his last. He’d been played. All the fanfare and racing to save the day, but Hawk had made one vital mistake in his anger, and the stalker played on that fact. He’d been blind to seek revenge, to wipe that look of violation and sadness off Lana’s face, but he hadn’t thought leaving her with just one guard was the worst mistake of all. One guard could be incapacitated. He may have just put Cry Baby’s woman in grave danger, and he would never forgive himself if something happened. 
 
    “Cry Baby—” 
 
    “Shut up, Hawk. We’ll get there. We all missed it. We’ll get this son of a bitch, and both our women will be safe.” 
 
    Hawk hoped he was right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
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    “What are you going to do, with your career, I mean?” 
 
    Tiffany had cut straight to the chase with the questions as soon as the men were roaring off on their mission. Lana laughed in surprise, not sure who would be in more dangerous territory, Hawk or her. 
 
    “I haven’t thought that far,” Lana said. 
 
    “You should. That team sort of gets into your blood, you know? One minute I’m this badass SIS agent, complaining that James Bond and I are not the same thing, the next I’m bumping pelvises with this sexy SEAL who can quote range qualifications. I swear it was a match made in heaven.” 
 
    Lana laughed at T’s ridiculous description, but she understood the sentiment. There must be something in the water because the minute she looked at Hawk, she wanted him. Over the past nearly two weeks, she’d realized she’d been waiting for a man like him to pop into her life. Maybe it was the situation surrounding their coming together. She’d heard it said that dangerous, life and death situations brought people together in ways they never would have otherwise. She knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, she trusted Hawk with her life and her heart. Said organ quickened in her chest. And if she were pregnant? Well, then it would be fate, and she would have to see how long she’d be able to work before her pregnancy took her off the circuit. Afterward, if she were ready, maybe she could return and get her body into shape. But she had a feeling she’d be just fine staying home with a little version of Hawk. 
 
    “I went from thinking I’d be a model for a few more years to running from my stalker, right into the arms of a SEAL, who might have just knocked me up,” Lana told T. 
 
    “Ha! You, too?” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    Vixen smiled sheepishly. “I don’t know for sure, but I’ve missed my period. I haven’t told Cry Baby yet. I wanted to make sure I was, but I hope I am.” 
 
    “What about your work with the CIA?” 
 
    T scoffed. “What about it? There are desk jobs available during my pregnancy, if needed. I don’t always have to be in the field. Besides, I don’t go into the field as much anymore. Once you get a bit of tenure under your belt, you’re a bit redundant. You have assets to do that for you.” 
 
    Lana laughed. “It’s that simple for you.” 
 
    “Love is like that,” T returned. “It doesn’t have to have a time stamp or rules. You feel what you feel and make no apologies for it. And that stalker might have tried to ruin the night you shared with Hawk, but I looked at those pictures. What he had was jealously, absolute anger and jealousy at the looks on your faces. I looked into your eyes and saw love. That’s what angered him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s what I saw. Between you and Hawk. If he’s the one you want, and you feel anything for him, hold on. It doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. He’s out there risking his life for you, and it’s more than a job.” 
 
    Tiffany, of course, was right. Lana had been thinking all of those things since coming back to the ranch and Hawk disappearing for his last stand against her stalker. She wished she’d been able to see him before he left. She would have told him she loved him, and no matter what, they’d find a way to make things work between them. There was no way she’d allow a man like him out of her life after he’d stormed all her defenses. And the way he’d bared his soul to her the other night would be something she’d always remember. 
 
    “I’ve got a good one?”  
 
    T shrugged. “He’s not my Cry Baby, but he’s alright,” she teased. 
 
    “Why do they call a grown man Cry Baby?” Lana asked, her laughter bubbling. 
 
    But Tiffany twitched, her smile fading, and her skin went pale. “T?” Lana asked, worried. 
 
    “Hide,” T urged. 
 
    Lana got to her feet, but she was too afraid to leave her new friend. “What’s wrong, Tiffany?” 
 
    “Here. Hide.” 
 
    “Who’s here?” 
 
    T didn’t answer. She slumped forward on the couch, a dart protruding from her neck, the bright-blue feathers on the back too festive to be so sinister. Lana stumbled to her feet, but she didn’t want to leave Tiffany—the woman who, with the last of her strength, had tried to protect her. But Lana believed she knew exactly who had been cowardly enough to shoot T in the back and put her to sleep. If Lana left her alone, T may be harmed. Lana lowered the comatose woman to the couch and put a pillow underneath her head. With one last thought, she raced out the back of the house and into the open field. The tall grass should hide her, as best it could. 
 
    “Not so fast, bitch. I’m going to make sure he sees exactly what he tried to take.” 
 
    A fist curled into her hair, jerking her backward, her feet flying out from under her because of her forward momentum, and she slammed into the ground. Her heart skipped a beat. The voice, she knew the voice. Fire spread across her scalp where her hair was pulled, and she struggled against the uncompromising grip. But she couldn’t swallow. She’d never thought it could be him, that he’d want to hurt her. Lana’s mind went numb as she screamed for Hawk, for anyone, to hear her. 
 
    “He’s too far away. Always, always some other man, when I’ve always been standing right here.” 
 
    Lana’s stomach bottomed out. She knew what he’d promised to do, how he’d defile her before ending it for them both, but she’d fight her way to the end. She’d never let him have her the way that Hawk had. She forced her body to go limp, dead weight, and heard her attacker grunt. 
 
    “It won’t matter,” he threatened. 
 
    Maybe not, but she’d try. When Damien Mitchell, her manager, hunched over her to grip her under her arms, Lana threw her head back as hard as she could, just like Hawk had taught her. Ringing sounded, far off, like back in the house, but she wasn’t sure it was from the blow she’d administered. Hawk said it would hurt, and it brought tears to her eyes.  
 
    “You cunt.” 
 
    She jerked away as his hand went lax in her hair. Scrambling to her feet, her heart pounded. Lana knew he could shoot darts, but she also knew he’d probably brought some other type of weapon to kill them both at the end, most likely a gun. She needed to put space between them, fast. The dirt slid under her feet as she fought for purchase, and Damien groaned behind her. She didn’t look back as she raced into the house. Slamming and locking the back door, in case he followed her through, she went back to T’s side. She had to have a phone somewhere. T’s body rested on the couch, and Lana struggled to roll her over and search her pockets. After a few attempts, she found a smartphone in one pocket. On a whim, she searched for Cry Baby first and dialed the number. 
 
    “T, baby, I’m almost there. Why didn’t you pick up?” Cry Baby roared into the phone. The loud sound of a motor conflicted with his voice, but Lana had never been so happy in her life. 
 
    “He’s here, Cry Baby. It’s my manager, Damien. He shot T with some sort of dart. He’s outside the house, but—” 
 
    The phone went flying, and Lana screamed as the door exploded inward, a boom reverberating through her. A gunshot. He’d blasted the door open.  
 
    “Come out, come out wherever you are,” Damien taunted.  
 
    Lana ignored the hot, helpless tears spilling down her throat and dragged T’s body to the floor next to her. As best she could, she pulled hard and headed toward the cupboard under the stairs. It wouldn’t take long for Damien to find her, and she wanted to hide. T’s weight didn’t help, but then she moaned, and Lana cried out in relief. 
 
    “Wh—” 
 
    “He’s coming, T. We don’t have time. Can you help me?” Lana asked. 
 
    Tiffany nodded her head, though it looked more like she circled it, before she stood and leaned on Lana. Together, they staggered into the room under the stairs just as another shot blasted through the house. 
 
    “I don’t even want to fuck you now. I loved you, and you loved me. But you let him sully you! That fucking Indian. I knew there was nothing with Terry, my pure girl, but you didn’t have to take the show so far.  You were mine. My virgin. My sweet little angel, and when it was time, we’d come out as a couple. You just weren’t ready yet, focusing on your career. Terry told me about it.” 
 
    Another shot. 
 
    Lana pressed her back up against Tiffany’s front, protecting the woman who couldn’t fight right now. T’s head lolled from side to side. The medicine may have been fading, but it wasn’t out of her system.  
 
    “Where are you? I’m sorry. I love you,” Damien wailed. 
 
    She’d never heard him sound like that. He hovered between angry and hysterical in waves and she couldn’t keep up. 
 
    “Just tell me you love me and this will all stop. I’ll kill that bodyguard, and you can help me bury his body. Then we could be together. It’ll be over.” 
 
    Another blast, this one hit the stairs, sending splinters of wood raining over them. Lana swallowed her scream and pushed it to her toes, right next to her stomach as it bottomed out. So close, oh so close, but if she made a sound, she knew they were dead.  
 
    “Come out here, right now,” Damien hollered. “I made you.” 
 
    He’d managed her, but it wasn’t because of him that she’d turned into the person she was. Her heart was heavy. How had she missed this? He’d never showed a sign, and in all the time she’d worked with him, he’d been nothing but caring and had pushed her to be better. There had been no sign, at all, and that terrified her more than anything.  
 
    Please, Hawk. Hurry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
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    The SEAL team raced to the ranch, and Hawk put a call in to Hank to be sure his boss got there, too. Cry Baby curled low over the handlebars of his ATV, racing to get back to his own woman, and Hawk understood the feeling. He hadn’t thought about anything but going after the man terrorizing Lana, and a mistake like that could cost them all. By the time the faint lights of the ranch came into view, Hank’s truck ripped up the land near them, making a beeline for Lana’s ranch. Hawk thanked his lucky stars for the training they’d all received. Heim signaled for them to cut the engines as they got closer, to give them some element of surprise. They all screeched to a halt and climbed off their rides. 
 
    “We don’t have time to plan. We go in, hard and fast. Cry Baby couldn’t hear where they hid, but he knows gunfire is involved. He’s kept the phone line open after Lana dropped it,” Heim said. 
 
    “Then we split up. Glitz, Welsh, and Cry Baby through the back, the rest of us to the front. If you have a shot, take it,” Hawk said. 
 
    They grimly agreed and moved a fast clip toward the house. Hawk sank into the training he’d always relied on. He let the worry and fear fade away and focused on putting one foot in front of the other. When his enemy stood before him, he would take him out. There were no other options. The team split, surrounding the barn and angling toward their entry into the house. Gunfire made Hawk’s hands shake, but he kept his line of sight open and trusted in his brothers. Heim took point, and Snake had his back, with Hawk coming in at the rear. Each of them had their weapons at the ready. When they reached the front of the house, Hank was crouched behind his truck with Swede and Bear. 
 
    Hank said nothing, but he used two fingers to point at his eyes and then directed those fingers toward the house. He had eyes on the assailant. Hawk lifted his thumb and forefinger into an L-shape, asking where Lana was, or if there was visual. Hank shook his head. She was hiding, thankfully, but they had to be careful where they fired or they could risk hitting her or Vixen. The line slipped forward, and Bear lifted his fist in the air. They stopped on command as Bear climbed into the bed of the truck and peered over the top of the cab. The former D-Force member, the most elite training in the American military, would have been the most capable of a rescue situation, had Hawk’s team not been slated for so many rescue situations themselves. Still, he let Bear search first, hoping he could figure out where Lana and Vixen could be. After a moment, he gave the all clear, and they knew she was nowhere to be hurt by the ensuing battle. 
 
    “Move out,” Heim ordered over the mic. 
 
    Once more, they moved toward the front and rear exits, their steps silent on the dirt. Hawk’s heart pumped with exhilaration and adrenaline, and he channeled that into hypervigilance. It wasn’t a good thing to be that way in civilian areas, but now it did him good stead. The air pressed against his sensitive skin, and he could smell metal and gunpowder on the air. This was his element, and he trusted in that. With each step, the weight of what was to come pressed in, but Hawk kept his focus. They crept onto the porch and aligned on one side of the front door. Heim looked to Bear, who signaled again to move in, and Heim burst through the door. 
 
    The sudden change in light blinded Hawk for a moment, but he didn’t close his eyes. Heim shot, Snake right on his tail, and Hawk squeezed the trigger of his own weapon. Damien stood in the center of the destroyed living room, a mask of confusion on his face as blood trickled from the edge of his mouth. 
 
    “She belonged to me,” he whispered, lifting his gun toward the closet under the stairs. 
 
    “Never did, and never will,” Hawk said. 
 
    Hawk didn’t hesitate. He took the shot without looking down the sights, watching as a red bloom appeared on Damien’s forehead. Then he was rushing to the room Damien tried to shoot with the last of his strength. He had no doubt that was where Lana and Tiffany were hiding.  
 
    “Clear. Kill confirmed,” Glitz said. 
 
    Hawk didn’t care. Later, much later, this death would add to his pain, to the nightmares he suffered, but he’d never regret this one. He would do anything to protect his family. Ripping open the door to the cupboard, he dropped to his knees. Lana used her body to block a slumped T from view, and the hard, determined look on her face said more than words that she’d been willing to die for the woman. 
 
    “Come here, baby,” he whispered, and she fell into his arms. He couldn’t kiss her enough or pull her tight enough to his chest. She lived. He’d saved her. He never wanted to go through this again. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” T murmured behind Lana. 
 
    “Baby, let them have their moment. The minute I get you out of there, you’re getting the same treatment,” Cry Baby argued. 
 
    “No, I’m really going to be sick,” T said, and threw up on the floor before passing out. 
 
    Lana turned in Hawk’s arms. “She needs to go to the hospital.” 
 
    “It’s a tranquilizer. She just needs to sleep it off,” Cry Baby said. 
 
    Lana shook her head. “She might be pregnant. I don’t know if it will affect her more. She wanted to tell you when she was sure, but I think this situation trumps it.” 
 
    “Start the truck. Take T and Cry Baby to the hospital. We’ll wait here for the cops to come,” Hank told Bear. 
 
    “I’m on it. Come on, Frogman, let’s get your girl out of here.” 
 
    Cry Baby didn’t say a word as he lifted T into his arms and raced out the door. 
 
    “I’ll go with him,” Glitz said. 
 
    Hawk nodded, unable to do more than hug Lana closer. 
 
    “I’m okay,” she whispered into his neck. 
 
    “You almost weren’t.” 
 
    “But you came to save me. I knew you would.” 
 
    He brushed her hair back from her face and kissed her tears away. “I’ll always be here.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m going to model anymore,” she said then. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted a family, you know. And I think I’ve found a great one here,” she said as she looked over the SEALs standing in the room. 
 
    “You’ll fit in well, Lana. My wife is a celebrity, too,” Snake said with pride. 
 
    Hawk rolled his eyes. “He brags that he’s married to Goddess, the singer. Don’t mind him.” 
 
    Lana pulled back from Hawk and stared at Snake in shock. “The Goddess, as in the one who was attacked on her USO Tour. That Goddess?” By the time she got to the end of her question, her voice had reached an epic octave.  
 
    “The same,” Snake said. 
 
    Lana looked back at Hawk, then to Snake, before she moved her gaze back to Hawk. “Why didn’t you say you knew her?” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was relevant,” he answered. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him. “It’s Goddess.” 
 
    “And I just saved your life from a stalker.” 
 
    “You did. And I’m going to make an honest man out of you, I swear. All your SEAL team members will always be allowed to come visit you right here. But we are talking about Goddess right now, and she trumps all.” 
 
    Snake burst out laughing. “Would you like me to call her?” 
 
    Lana jumped out of Hawk’s arms, and if not for the sweet kiss she placed on his lips, he would have thought what he’d done didn’t matter. But he understood, too. Her living room was destroyed, and just feet away, the body of her manager rested. People dealt with stress and bad situations differently. Lana refused to look where Damien had fallen, and Snake had found a way to redirect her attention. He’d even taken her out of the room as he called his wife for her. Hawk took the first free breath he’d had in a while. Things weren’t perfect, and there was still plenty of work to do, but at least now he had a direction. Lana grounded him, in the present and future, instead of being trapped in the past, and he wouldn’t have it any other way. 
 
    “I just think you aren’t cool with the ladies,” Welsh tossed at him. 
 
    “I’m going to shoot you, Welsh. Two bodies, a lot of bullets, who’s going to blame me?”  
 
    Welsh nodded, a relieved smile on his face. “Welcome back, Hawk. Damn, it’s good to see you.” 
 
    Hawk just smiled and hugged his brother to his chest. Hawk might have thought he’d traveled to Montana to save Lana, but she’d saved him instead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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