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CHAPTER 1


Hunter Armstrong sat in the waiting room, flipping through the dog-eared pages of a months-old People magazine while mentally sizing up every person who came and went. Most were shaken-up enlisted soldiers, but this wasn’t his base so he didn’t recognize any faces.

Man, he couldn’t get back to Coronado soon enough.

An elderly female clicked the keyboard behind the desk, her silver hair tied back in the same no-nonsense bun the enlisted women wore. She glanced his way over the rims of her glasses. “Dr. O’Connor will be with you shortly.”

He tossed the magazine aside. Who was he trying to fool anyway? He didn’t want to be here. He’d survived debriefing already. He didn’t need to have his head shrunk by some old guy who thought he understood the horrors of combat. Sure, the mission had unraveled as they were crossing the finish line, but he was still standing.

The door opened, and a petite woman with a killer body, short black hair, and dark-brown eyes checked the file in her hand. She lifted her head and called out, “Hunter Armstrong?”

“Present.” He got up and approached her. Although he was at least a foot taller than she was, she didn’t seem unsettled. In fact, she stood her ground, forcing him to move around her.

Maybe after this appointment with the doc, he could take this little lady for a spin. Nothing lifted his spirits like appreciating every inch of a beautiful woman.

She opened the door and gestured for him to enter, but instead of closing it behind him, she followed him inside. Taking the high-backed leather chair across from him, she crossed her legs and raised a brow. “Expecting someone else?”

Hunter was rarely surprised. He was trained to notice even the slightest details, but this woman had definitely been unexpected. “I pictured Dr. O’Connor to be much older. And male.”

She reached for her water tumbler, her full lips encircling that damned lucky straw. This doc was not Government Issue. She placed the cup back on the side table and smiled.

“You’re not the first soldier to walk through my door with that assumption.” She picked up his file, and his gut tensed. Her dark eyes met his. “This doesn’t have to be uncomfortable. There’s no pass or fail in my office.”

“Good to know.” The corner of his mouth twitched, and underneath his Special Forces watch, his wrist burned.

What the hell?

He bottled up the discomfort and focused on the doc. “Why don’t you save us both a little time and sign the fit-for-duty form?”

She set the file on her desk. “Mr. Armstrong—”

“Captain, ma’am.”

“Captain.” Her mouth curved, hinting at a smile. “And you can call me Doctor O’Connor. Ma’am doesn’t really work for me.”

Damn. She wasn’t intimidated by his size, his occupation, or his rank. He could respect that. Or at least he should. And he should not be seeing her as a challenge. Shit.

“According to your file, you lost a member of your team on your last mission.” She shifted, her expression softening. “Anything you want to talk about?”

He crossed his arms, shaking his head. He refused to allow himself to replay the moment they’d realized Briggs hadn’t rounded the corner to meet the transport. “Not really.”

She sat back in her chair. “This is a safe space. Nothing you say will leave this room.”

“With all due respect, I have nothing to say.” He stared her down. “I’m fine. You can sign my form, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

“Has this tactic worked with your other psych officers?”

He looked up at the ceiling. “We train for every outcome. We all understand the danger we face every time we leave for a mission.”

“I know the mantra. You’re not my first Navy SEAL, Captain Armstrong.”

Her statement rubbed him raw, a stab of aggression biting into him. Jesus, maybe he was more insane than he realized. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

She rested her hands in her lap. “What I want is not why we’re here. How have you been sleeping lately?”

Not much, still waking up a few times every night in a cold sweat. No different from usual.

“Nothing new,” he said truthfully.

She nodded. At least she wasn’t scribbling notes like he was some kind of lab rat. “So no nightmares?”

“I didn’t say that.” He rubbed a finger under the watch face on his wrist. His skin was hot. Maybe a rash?

He lifted his focus to her face. There was something about her—a fire. She dressed the part of a tight-laced psychiatric professional, but her dark eyes betrayed her. She was like a pixie in hiding.

She shifted under his scrutiny, but he didn’t detect nervousness. He leaned in, expecting her to instinctively back off, but she didn’t. He kept his gaze locked on hers. “Let’s get out of here. We can talk over a couple of beers.”

Dr. O’Connor laughed, and the sound threw him. Clear. Fearless. And her smile… Damn.

Her eyes sparkled. “I don’t date my patients.”

He rested his elbows on his knees, focused on her dark eyes. “That’s not a no.”

“It’s also not a yes, Captain.” She mirrored his body language, not backing down in the slightest.

Fuck. She was baiting him. And he was a sucker for the hunt.

She sat back and grabbed the file off the table. “I’m well aware you’re not happy about being here, but I can’t sign off for you to return to duty in Coronado until I’m satisfied I wouldn’t be sending them a loose cannon. We can either talk about your last mission and its impact on your mental state, or we can schedule another appointment when you’re more prepared to chat.”

No hint of her smile.

He stood up. “I’m fine. Dredging up a bad day isn’t going to help me in my next mission.”

She stayed in her seat, staring up at him. “The United States Navy doesn’t agree with you.”

He pulled in a slow breath, calming the rage in his gut. “I’ll see you soon, ma’am.”

Now she was on her feet. Good. At least he’d gotten a rise out of her.

At the door, he glanced over his shoulder. “The offer of a drink still stands.”

He walked out to the front desk, leaving Dr. O’Connor standing in her office doorway.

The elderly receptionist looked at the doctor and then back to him. He got under her cool skin.

Hunter blinked, narrowing his eyes. “Excuse me?”

She raised a silver brow. “I didn’t say anything.”

But she had. He’d heard her.

Hadn’t he?

She looked at her computer screen and then focused on him again. “You need to schedule another appointment?”

“Oh.” He looked at the doc, then nodded. “I guess so.”

Dr. O’Connor closed her office door, and the older woman clicked a few more things with her mouse.

Callie hasn’t chased him off yet.

“Callie?”

The woman almost flinched, frowning up at him.

Okay. Fuck. Maybe I am nuts.

“Sorry.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I thought you said something.”

She shook her head. “Did the doctor tell you her first name?”

“No.” He shook his head. “She’s not really—”

“Friendly?” the older woman offered.

He chuckled and nodded. “You’ve noticed.”

She handed him an appointment card. “She’s also the best damned therapist I’ve ever worked for, so if anyone can help you, it’s Dr. O’Connor.”

“Nothing needs help.” He snagged the card. “But thank you, ma’am.”

Callie.

He slipped the appointment reminder in his pocket. How did he know the doc’s first name? It wasn’t printed on her door, and she sure as hell didn’t offer it.

But he’d heard the woman at the front desk clearly, even though her lips hadn’t moved.

Im-fucking-possible.

He hustled out of the office and straight for the cantina. He needed a drink.
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Callie waited for the door to close before she shook out her arms, pacing the room. Her job would be so much easier if she could shut off the hunger for adventure inside her. She was the damned Muse of Epic Poetry deep down, and something about Captain Hunter Armstrong had commanded her muse’s full attention.

She blew out a pent-up breath. Yes, he was hot. Yes, the shadows in his green eyes made her ache to help him. And yes, it had been way too long since she’d been touched by a man.

But hormones and muses be damned, she had a job to do, a reputation to uphold, and a no-dating pact in effect until the Theater of the Muses was rebuilt.

In her defense, she never would have suggested the pact if she’d known the renovation would take so long. Over the past three months, she and her fellow muses had buried one of their own, discovered that some cult of Kronos worshippers were after them, and Mel—one of her closest friends—was getting married later this month.

It was enough to make even the most driven person go insane.

Maybe she needed saving more than Captain Armstrong.

Mmm Hunter.

Enough!

She stalked over to her desk and yanked the top drawer open. She grabbed her small bottle of Febreze and covered his clean, masculine scent with the faux stench of a Hawaiian breeze. There. It was like he’d never been there.

No men, she reminded herself, especially not patients.

Marty tapped on the door and poked her head in. “I’m going to lunch.”

Callie glanced at the clock. “Okay. I’ll lock up.”

Marty’s brow creased. “Everything all right?”

Callie nodded, trying to convince herself more than her office manager. “Just frustrated.”

“Captain Armstrong didn’t come here willingly, did he?”

“No, but I’ll help him anyway.” She forced a smile. “See you soon.”

Callie waited for Marty to exit, then grabbed her purse and keys. She checked her schedule and groaned. No time to leave the base for lunch.

Instead of taking her car, she opted for a brisk walk. Exercise usually helped channel her sexual frustration, but a walk wasn’t going to cut it today. She’d go for a run after work.

Life hadn’t always been this complicated. Before she’d turned eighteen and the Muse of Epic Poetry had come alive inside of her, she’d been heading to Cornell University. She’d grown up on the East Coast, but college had been her first time in New York.

During her time at Cornell, the recurring dreams of a theater in Paris had her scouring the campus library until she’d finally found it—Les Neuf Soeurs, the meeting place of great minds like Benjamin Franklin and Voltaire. While she chased after her PhD in psychology, the dreams changed until a dilapidated theater haunted her, eventually leading her to Crystal City, California.

Now she and her muse “sisters” were working as a team, all drawn to the same place by dreams none of them could explain. And once they’d found each other, they’d banded together to make their dreams of reopening the Theater of the Muses a reality. Together, they’d inspire mankind to reach for their dreams in the arts and sciences. But in order to stay focused on the project, they needed to limit their distractions.

Thus, her no-dating pact with her muse sisters was born.

And her best friend, Melanie Jacoby, had already broken it.

Callie passed by the officer’s club and the cantina, then crossed the street heading for the commissary. She was already starting to sweat. In November! She’d been in California for almost two years, but she still missed the change of seasons that happened back home on the east coast. There, the leaves would have been changing colors and there would be a chill in the air—a small warning that winter was creeping closer.

But here in Crystal City, if she was lucky, it might dip below seventy degrees for her run later tonight.

Maybe.

At least she still had an ocean to commune with…

At the deli counter of the commissary, she ordered her usual club sandwich with potato salad and a banana, and then headed toward the beach. Seated on her favorite bench, she ate as the waves crashed into the shore.

The base’s property included five miles of coastline, affording the Navy families a gorgeous private beach. She’d never been down to the water, though. It wasn’t that it was forbidden, but she was a civilian working for the government; she hadn’t devoted her life to her country, only to their soldiers. It didn’t feel right to use the beach. These families had earned the privilege. So she’d contented herself to watch the waves from her bench at the edge of the sand.

Munching her sandwich, the wind slid through her short hair, and before she realized it, she was smiling again.

Ocean therapy for the win.
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Nursing his third beer, Hunter stared at the other guys at the bar. He narrowed his eyes trying to…hear?

Nothing. What the fuck was wrong with him?

He took off his watch and frowned. The crescent-shaped birthmark on his wrist was an angry shade of red. In all his years of trudging through rivers and lakes in third-world jungles, he’d never gotten so much as a leech, but this didn’t look like a bug bite. Maybe a weird rash? He lifted his arm, turning it toward the light.

Apparently his streak was over.

But where would he have picked it up? He’d been stateside for a few weeks now after his commanding officer had put him on mental health leave and sent him home to Crystal City.

“Spend the holidays with your family, Armstrong,” his commander had said. “You can talk to the psychologist at the base up there. I’ll be in touch if we need you.”

Neither of them had mentioned Briggs, but the impending extraction mission was implied.

Until this last mission, Hunter had witnessed death and had lost teammates to IEDs, gunshots, and grenades, but Briggs being taken by insurgents; that had been new. Hunter and his team had searched huts and houses on foot, and drones and helicopters scoured the area from the air, but there had been no trace of Briggs.

Hunter needed more beer.

The door opened behind him and a familiar voice called to the bartender. “I’ll have what he’s having.”

Hunter glanced up and smiled at his best friend since high school. He got off his stool and embraced him quickly and tightly. “Hey, Reed.”

“Good to see you.” Reed released him, grabbed his beer, and grinned. “When’d you get back in town?”

“A couple days ago.”

“First I’ve heard of it.” Reed frowned and set his beer down. “Where are you staying?”

“Here on the base for now.” Hunter looked over at Reed. “I should’ve called you…and my mom.” His gaze shifted to his bottle. “Just not ready yet.”

“All right.” Reed sat down. “Speaking of your mom, she told me you were thinking about getting out.”

“Maybe. One more mission first.” Hunter picked at the corner of the label on the bottle. “Thanks for checking on Mom for me. How’s Alicia?”

Reed chuckled and took a swig before answering. “She’s headstrong like her brother.” He waited a beat and set down his bottle. “You don’t know, do you?”

Hunter straightened. “Know what?”

“She moved out. She’s got her own studio apartment now.”

“My sister?” His head pounded. Between his earlier confrontation with the beautiful shrink and then unexpectedly running into Reed, his head was already spinning, and now this?

There was not enough beer to handle this shit.

“Why didn’t she tell me?” Hunter asked.

Reed shrugged. “Maybe it was a surprise?”

Hunter rubbed the bridge of his nose. The buzz he’d been nursing was gone, and without it, clear thought wandered back in. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

“Not from me.” Reed finished his beer and shook his head. “Call your mom. She’ll be happy to see you.” He gripped Hunter’s shoulder. “Once you’re settled in, let’s get together. Still remember how to surf?”

Hunter chuckled and resisted reminding Reed that Hunter still had one more championship surfing medal than Reed had. “Like riding a bike, right?”

“You hope.” Reed nudged him. His cell buzzed. He checked the text and sighed. “Gotta go haggle with the mechanic for my truck.” He headed for the door. “See you soon, man. If you don’t call, I’ll be calling you.”

Hunter nodded, letting the door close before he fished out a couple of bills to leave on the bar. He put his Special Forces watch back on, ignoring the throbbing of the rash on his wrist. Usually he came home from missions eager to sink back into life, but this time half his heart was still in the desert outside of Afghanistan. With Briggs.

Wherever the hell he was.


CHAPTER 2


Callie stuffed her trash back into the bag and dropped it in the receptacle. When she lifted her gaze, the door to the cantina opened and out came Hunter Armstrong. Simultaneously her heart thumped and her head screamed at her to avert her eyes and get her ass back to her office.

Luckily, she was very experienced at ignoring her hormones and allowing her head to take the lead these days. She picked up the pace. He probably hadn’t even seen her. And even if he had, he made it very plain that he had no intention of talking yet so he’d steer clear of her either way.

“Doc?” His deep voice resonated all the way to her toes.

Dammit.

She took a breath and turned around, hoping she looked surprised. “Captain Armstrong. If you’re ready to talk now, I might be able to fit you in at the end of the day…”

Her words died on her lips as she stared up into his eyes. She didn’t have to be at the top of her field to see he was in pain. Her tone softened. “Are you all right?”

He frowned and checked his watch. Weird.

His attention shifted her way again as he cleared his throat. “Do you know how to surf?”

“Do I surf?” What the hell was he talking about?

“Yeah, in the ocean, standing on a board?” The playful smile he’d worn when he had first walked into her office was back, along with that dangerous twinkle in his eyes.

And the Muse inside her was eating it up, hungry for more. She needed to shut this down. Now.

“I know what surfing is,” she snapped. “And no, I don’t surf.”

“Or you don’t know how.” He raised a brow.

A challenge.

Callie crossed her arms and shook her head. “I thought I made it clear before, but I don’t date patients.”

“Did I ask you on a date?” He matched her posture, which made his biceps impossible to miss.

“So you were just taking a poll?” She struggled to keep from picturing him in board shorts without his shirt.

Too late.

“Something like that.” He tilted his head slightly. “I could teach you.”

Oh damn. Her weakness for epic adventure was clawing forward, aching for the danger this guy was offering. This patient.

“I’m sorry, but I’ve got to get back to my office,” she said.

“Hey, Callie.”

His use of her first name stopped her in her tracks. She turned around slowly, frowning.

His hands were at his sides, and the sweep-em-off-their-feet smile was gone. “I might be a little rusty, but I used to be pretty good. Just don’t want to make an ass of myself in front of the other guys, so I’m heading out to surf tomorrow. You could come.”

An unexpected chuckle escaped her lips. “You don’t give up, do you?”

“Never.” The intensity in his gaze warmed her skin.

She sighed. “I’m your therapist. We don’t hang out together, we work. In my office.”

“We’ll see.” He smiled and walked toward the beach.

She watched him go, enjoying the view a little too much and shook herself back to reality. How had he known her first name? Their appointment had been brief, and neither of them had volunteered much.

When he was closer to the water, he picked up a rock and sent it sailing out over the waves. She shook her head, forcing herself to move. Staring at the way his jeans clung to his ass again was not helping her keep her mind focused on business.

But there was something about him. She just couldn’t put her finger on it. Not yet.

[image: * * *]

Callie got back to her house just after six o’clock and changed into her running clothes. Before she made it out the door, her phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Callie. It’s Erica.”

Her shoulders tensed. Ever since their sister Nia had been murdered—and the police had narrowly saved their theater from being blown up—Callie dreaded surprise calls. It was rarely good news.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

Erica paused. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

Callie frowned at the phone. “Why?”

“Because we’re all here waiting for Mel to try on wedding dresses and you aren’t here. I have a chair saved.”

“Oh shit!” Callie slapped her hand to her forehead. “I’m the worst maid of honor ever.”

Erica chuckled. “We all know you just wanted to make an epic entrance. Get your tiny ass over here.”

“Be there in twenty minutes, max.” She ended the call and tossed her phone on the couch, stripping her running clothes off as she made her way down the hall toward her bedroom.

Her run-ins with Hunter Armstrong had kept her off-balance all day. Damn him.

Surfing? Really?

But ever since he put it in her head, she couldn’t get the image of his tan chest out of it.

She pulled on a red top and her black pencil skirt, ran a brush through her hair, and added some matching red lipstick.

One last check in the mirror. Close enough.

She stepped into her black flats and hustled for the car.

By the time she got to the wedding boutique, her sisters were already on their second glasses of champagne. Mel, who also happened to be the Muse of Tragic Poetry, met her at the door with a tight embrace.

Callie breathed her in. “I’m so sorry I’m late.”

Mel pulled back with a grin. “I’m glad you’re okay. I was worried the Kronos masks were back.”

Callie chuckled, shaking her head. Mel always thought in worst-case scenarios, although those guys in the Kronos masks did try to kill them a couple months ago. “No tragedy here,” she said, “just…distracted.”

Mel frowned. “Anything I can help with?”

She shook her head again. “You already broke the pact.”

“What’s this?” Erica, who was the Muse of Lyrics, came over, swirling her champagne around in her glass with one hand and giving Callie a full flute with the other. “I’m not the only one desperate for a man?”

Callie rolled her eyes. “I’ve got enough to worry about without adding a hot guy to the mix.”

“So he’s hot?” Erica raised her glass with a twinkle in her emerald-green eyes.

“Enough. He’s a patient so nothing’s going to happen.” She huffed and added, “But he’s tenacious, I’ll give him that.”

They gathered in the sitting area, and Callie took a swallow of her champagne, desperate to relax. Being inside a bridal shop was giving her flashbacks to her ill-fated wedding she’d rather forget. She needed to focus.

As Mel headed for the dressing room, Callie leaned in closer to the group, lowering her voice. “I talked to Nate about taking Mel and Maggie to Disneyland for the bachelorette party. He’s game.”

Maggie was an adorable seven-year-old who had already seen more tragedy in her short life than most adults ever would. But Mel and Nate were in the process of making her future brighter. With any luck, the adoption papers would be finalized before they walked down the aisle.

And a few months later, Maggie would be a big sister.

Mel seemed so damned happy, and that was saying something for the Muse of Tragic Poetry. Her first instinct always leaned toward the negative, but Nate had a knack for pulling her back from the brink. They made a good team.

It was tough not to be a little jealous, but Callie had resigned herself to being single. Even after the theater opened, she had no intention of breaking the no-dating pact. But not because men were a distraction. It was for their own protection. No man deserved the heartbreak she’d bring into his life…

Enough.

Callie stared at the faces around her. These women each carried the reborn spirit of a different muse inside of them, and each was amazing in her own right. And Callie loved every one of them. Late at night, her heart still ached for the loss of Nia, the Muse of Astronomy, but Mel’s impending marriage, her pregnancy, and the addition of sweet little Maggie to the family had helped ease the pain and gave all of them something positive to focus on, even though the threat on their own lives still lingered in the shadows.

Mel’s police detective fiancé, Nate, had killed one of the men in a gold Kronos mask, but the other one had gotten away. And there could be more.

“Is he going to meet us at Sleeping Beauty’s castle?” Clio, the Muse of History, asked. The question pulled Callie back into the conversation.

“Yeah.” Callie nodded. “He’s going to surprise Mel and bring Maggie with him.”

Thalia, Lia for short, giggled, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, “Can’t wait to see their faces.”

Lia was the Muse of Comedy, and smiles lit her up like the Empire State Building. Her laughter was contagious, lifting Callie’s spirits more than the champagne had.

Callie set her glass on the sitting table. “Everyone got the day off work, right?”

Erica nodded, and her roommate, Trinity, the Muse of Music, smiled. “It’s on the calendar.”

Polly, the Muse of Harmony and their benefactor for the theater, checked down the hallway for any sign of Mel before scooting in closer. “I’m buying all the Disneyland passes.” Before anyone could object, she tilted her head and added, “My trust fund won’t even feel it.”

Callie chuckled. “Fine. So no excuses to miss it.” She shifted her gaze to Tera, the Muse of Dance. “No classes that day?”

She shook her head. “I got a sub. I’ll be there.”

“Perfect. I reserved a limo for the trip so we can all ride in one—” She stopped talking and pressed her lips together when Mel came out of the dressing room.

She walked toward the mirrors eyeing them. “What’s all the whispering about?”

Callie straightened and reached for her glass. “Just telling everyone about the Navy SEAL who wants to teach me to surf.”

Mel raised a brow. “He obviously doesn’t know about your pact.”

“Our pact,” Callie corrected. “You’re the only one who caved.”

Mel stared at her reflection in the mirror. “Yeah. I opted for happily-ever-after instead.”

Callie rolled her eyes while the wedding dress consultant fiddled with clips in the back to make the dress fit better.

The mermaid style accentuated Mel’s little baby bump, and she ran her hands down her barely swollen abdomen. She looked over at them. “I don’t know if I want the pregnancy to be the focal point.”

Callie smiled. “You’re glowing, Mel.”

The others chimed in, too, but Mel wasn’t sold. This wasn’t the dress. The next three weren’t winners, either. Finally, she came out of the dressing room in an ivory lace A-line dress, and Callie’s breath caught in her throat. It didn’t have the bling that some of the others had, but it kept all the focus on Mel and not her growing belly.

“Wow,” Callie said.

Mel grinned, her eyes sparkled. “You like it?”

“You’re gorgeous.”

Their sisters all agreed. Mel checked the mirror one more time. While she stared at her reflection, the consultant came over with a veil. She placed it in Mel’s hair, and Callie’s eyes welled with tears.

Mel laughed and opened her arms, her voice catching a little as Callie embraced her. “I feel like a bride.”

Callie pulled back and nodded. “You are a bride. And Nate is a lucky man.”

Their sisters surrounded them. Hugs, laughter, and happy tears filled the room.

The only thing missing was Nia.
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Ted Belkin stared through the one-way glass at the man strapped into a chair facing the flashing images of Kronos and the Titans. Ted glanced at Leo, the elderly scientist in the lab coat standing beside him. “When will Bryce be ready?”

“His re-education is almost complete, then he’ll go through more weapons training.”

Crossing his arms over his chest, Ted sighed. “I can’t delay the building permits for that damned theater much longer. Our new enforcer needs to be willing to kill every one of them if it comes to that.”

“The Order of the Titans has remained intact and secret because we’re careful,” Leo said. “Rushing leads to mistakes.”

Ted ground his teeth. “This could be the generation that ruins us, Leo. Clean energy, electric cars, solar panels…” He shook his head. “Our off-shore drilling facility is getting closer to Tartarus, but it takes money. Money we won’t have if these bitches spread their inspiration around. All the clean-energy, save-the-earth patsies are already choking us with new legislation and taxes. What if they decide they don’t need our oil anymore? What then, Leo? This is our chance. We know who the muses are now. We don’t have time to waste.”

Leo stepped in closer, his silver hair slicked back from his forehead. “Every mind has a different breaking point. Bryce came to us wanting to join and make a difference, but the conditioning and obedience take time. Your patience will be rewarded.”

Ted poked his finger into the quack’s chest. “I had Bryce doing surveillance for me weeks ago without your ‘conditioning’. He can handle this.”

An eyebrow shot up over the black frame of Leo’s glasses. “Watching a woman and murdering one are two very different things. We cannot risk him questioning his orders. He needs to be willing to sacrifice everything, even his life, for our cause. Give me the time, and I’ll give you an enforcer who will stop the Theater of the Muses from opening, even if he has to kill every last muse to do it.”

Ted’s heartbeat echoed in his ears. His father, Ted Belkin, Sr., was the leader of the Order of the Titans, and the group was the product of generations of humans struggling to bring back Kronos. Before Zeus banished them, Kronos and the Titans were gods with the power to protect mortals, not to watch from the sidelines as if the human race were some kind of inconsequential ant farm.

His father wasn’t a loving man, and he’d tasked his only son with overseeing the new enforcer’s training. If it went according to plan, then for the first time in Ted’s life, his father would be pleased with him. Maybe even proud of him.

He wasn’t about to let this brainiac fuck things up for him. The Order would welcome back the Golden Age of Man, and Ted would be remembered, not as the son of an oil tycoon, but as a visionary, a savior.

Ted narrowed his eyes. “You have one week. Get it done.”

He spun on his heel, leaving before Leo could reply. Ted got into his car and drove out of the compound. While Bryce had been sequestered here, Ted had been monitoring the muses, taking notes on their places of employment, as well as attempting to connect each human woman with the muse he suspected had been awakened inside of her.

Killing the Muse of Astronomy had barely slowed them down, and the Muse of Tragic Poetry ended up with a detective boyfriend who had a sixth sense when it came to her safety. It was too dangerous to pursue her right now.

Ted shifted his focus. They needed to take out a leader, a loss that would have the group scrambling. It was easier to thin the herd if they weren’t united.

He parked his car under a tree on Lothlórien Lane, shadowing him from the streetlamp. Straight across from him was Callie O’Connor’s house. She lived alone, but since Nia’s death and the near misses they’d had with Melanie Jacoby, the house now sported a security camera on every corner.

This wasn’t Ted’s first time on her street. He’d seen the others come and go. This was their meeting place, and judging by the Tolkien reference in the street name, he’d bet money Callie was the human vessel for the Muse of Epic Poetry.

And once Bryce was ready, she’d be their next target.


CHAPTER 3


Hunter walked to the front door and hesitated. The cracked walkway was unchanged, the roses on either side of the door were blooming like they always had, and the kitchen window box was still filled with little pots of succulents. Yet everything seemed different. Time had slipped through his fingers.

He hadn’t been here in over two years.

When he’d joined the military, he hadn’t been able to think of another way to save his family. But as the time grew between visits, the guilt festered. Finding excuses became easier than dragging his ass home. Somehow everything he did to help his mother and sister mutated, and when he turned around, he’d become the man he’d sworn he would never be.

For a second, he was tempted to turn around and quietly return to the hotel on base. But while he was a lot of things, a chickenshit wasn’t one of them. Hunter knocked on the door.

His mom peered through the peephole before throwing off the locks, swinging the door open, and wrapping him in a tight hug. “You’re home.”

Her voice was muffled against his chest as he returned the embrace. When she finally stepped back to let him inside, her eyes were brimming with tears.

“Sorry I didn’t call.” He stared up at the ceiling, loathing himself for hurting her.

She headed into the kitchen. “Are you thirsty?”

“Water would be great.” He glanced around. No sign of his younger sister. “I ran into Reed at the cantina today.”

His mom set a glass of ice water in front of him. “I bet he was glad to see you.”

“Yeah.” Hunter nodded. “He told me Alicia moved out.”

His mother leaned against the counter. “She met a great guy in college.”

“She moved in with her boyfriend?” He swallowed hard and put the glass down. “Is that a good idea? Who is this guy?”

His mom crossed her arms. “She graduated a few months ago. She’s not a child anymore.”

Another milestone he’d missed being overseas. His heart twisted. “I wanted to be there.”

“I know.” Her expression softened as she came forward to cover his hand with hers. “We understood.” She squeezed his hand and moved toward the sink. “She wouldn’t have been able to go to college without your support.”

“I sent money.” Hunter shook his head. “But I should’ve been here.”

Bitterness brewed in his gut. In spite of his best efforts, he’d become his father. The man he hated most.

His mom opened the dishwasher and started putting dishes away, glancing in his direction. “Do you know how long you’ll be home?”

“Maybe through the end of the year. I still have a mission I need to finish.”

She dried a dish, focusing on that instead of him. “Have you decided to leave the military, then?”

“I haven’t decided anything for sure. Not yet.”

“Where are you staying?”

“I’m over on the base.”

She nodded. “I won’t be able to convince you to stay here, will I?”

“Probably not.” He chuckled and shook his head. “I’ve got some things to work out.”

Now he commanded her full attention, and her gaze wandered over his limbs. “Are you injured?”

“I’m fine, Mom. Really.”

“You better be.” She blinked, but the tears still shone in her eyes. “It’s been a long time since we were all together for the holidays.”

Shit. He’d been so wrapped up in his own head, he’d forgotten it was almost Thanksgiving, and Christmas would follow close behind. If he could get signed off as fit for duty and they got intel on where Briggs was being held, he could miss both holidays extracting his teammate.

“Maybe.” Hunter sighed and wrapped his mom in his arms. “I’m sorry. You deserve a better son than me.”

“No.” She stepped back and wiped her cheek. “There is no better man alive than my son.” Her lips curved at the corners. “I’m so proud of you.”

Silence filled the gap between them until he cleared his throat. “Can I grab my board out of the garage?”

She nodded. “It’s right where you left it.”

He kissed her forehead as he passed by. “Thanks, Mom.”

Inside the garage, he took a long, slow breath. Coming home from deployments used to be joyful. When did that change? Or was it him that changed?

He pulled the tarp off his surfboard and ran his fingers along the edge of it. This baby was going to need a heavy dose of wax before she was ready for the waves. He reached for his duffel, blowing a sheen of dust off the top before he unzipped it. His wetsuit was fine. And underneath that, he had a few cans of wax. Perfect.

He slung the bag over his shoulder and pressed the button on the garage door. With the longboard under his arm, he carried it out to his rental. Good thing he’d requested an SUV.

Once the board was inside, he went back through and closed the garage. When he came into the kitchen again, his mother was sitting at the table. She smiled up at him.

“Come by for dinner tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll see if Alicia can make it, too.”

“I’d like that.” He bent to drop a kiss on the top of her head. “See you then, Mom.”

She caught his hand. “I love you, Hunter. I’m glad you’re home.”

“Love you, too.”

But it didn’t seem like home anymore. Nowhere did.
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Callie woke up bright and early, and got dressed for the run she’d been denied the night before. Although the temperature was warm during the day, the November mornings were brisk. It was as close to fall weather as she was going to get in Southern California.

She locked up the house, started her playlist, and slipped her phone into the pocket of her windbreaker. After some stretching, she took off down the street, her mind busy making lists of tasks to be completed for the building permits on the theater. They had to get the new roof before the rainy winter hit.

The sunrise painted pinks and purples across the sparse clouds as she took a turn to run along the beach. The surf crashed against the sand, and in the distance, surfers bobbed on the swells, waiting for the perfect wave.

Surfers.

Hunter’s face flashed in her mind. She slowed her pace and bent over to catch her breath. Thankfully she was miles from the naval base. No chance of bumping into—

“Doc?”

She shot upright, jaw slack. There he was. Wet, tan, and… She shook her head. “What are you doing here?”

He pointed toward the ocean. “Surfing. Remember?”

His wetsuit was unzipped and hanging low on his hips, his arms free. Her fingers twitched at her sides. How long had it been since she’d touched a man? She’d certainly never touched one as cut as Hunter Armstrong.

She wiped sweat from her forehead. “Why aren’t you at the base? There’s a private beach there. Waves all to yourself…” Suddenly full sentences were a challenge. Nice.

“The surfing’s better over here.” He raised a brow. “Guess that means you’re not here for a lesson?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I was just…”

Her words faded. Hunter’s attention had shifted to a man jogging toward them. Hunter’s eyes narrowed, and before she realized what was happening, his hands were on her hips, moving her behind him as the jogger smacked into his shoulder, jarring them both.

The runner turned around, fists balled at his sides. “What’s your problem, man?”

“You are.” Hunter’s voice dropped to a growl. “You think bumping women when you run is a great way to meet? Hurt her and then help her?” He shook his head. “Get lost.”

The jogger’s gaze flicked to Callie. “Is he bothering you?”

Her heart was racing. Was Hunter right about the man? How had he made that leap? She knew Navy SEALs were trained to read body language and observe small details, but this was too much.

She frowned. “No one is bothering me. Thanks.”

He grinned. “Want a running partner?”

Was this guy for real? Before she could tell him to stick it, Hunter took another step into the jogger’s personal space.

“She’s a doctor, asshole, not some ‘fine piece of ass.’” The smile vanished from the jogger’s face and his eyes widened. But Hunter wasn’t finished. “She’s way too smart to give a waste of skin like you any of her time.”

The guy’s face paled, and he sprinted off without another word.

Callie looked up at Hunter, bringing her hand to her hip. “What did I just miss here?”

“You heard him.” He was still staring after the jogger. “Apparently he didn’t like being called out on his shit.” He finally met her eyes, the aggression fading. “Are you all right?”

She nodded slowly. “I didn’t hear him say anything except to ask if you were bugging me.”

He frowned. “He wanted to bump into you and knock you down. He said you were a fine piece of ass.”

But the jogger hadn’t said anything like that. At least not out loud…

Suddenly her pulse was pounding in her ears. Clio had recently translated an ancient Greek scroll outlining a prophecy saying that each generation would bring a man marked by the gods to protect his muse. Could Hunter Armstrong be her Guardian?

She needed to see his shoulder.

Nate, Mel’s Guardian and now fiancé, was a police detective. He had a crescent-shaped birthmark on the back of his shoulder, and once he’d met Mel, he’d been able to touch things and get visions. According to Mel, the mark turned red and burned when she was in danger.

Maybe Hunter had just had a vision.

She tried to step around him, but he moved, too. How was she going to nonchalantly ask a patient about a birthmark? She wasn’t his physician.

While she debated, Hunter seemed…shaken. He sat on the sea wall and ran a hand down his face. “You didn’t hear him, did you?”

Callie shook her head. “Sorry.”

But she’d seen the shock on the runner’s face. Normally she’d chalk it up to a coincidence or a delusion, but nothing about her life had been normal since the Muse of Epic Poetry had awoken inside her.

He stared at the boardwalk. “Maybe I’m more messed up than I realized.”

A muscle in his cheek tensed. Not an easy confession.

Callie sat beside him on the wall. “Call my office. Marty can get your appointment moved up.”

He shook his head, his bright green eyes commanding her full attention. “Yesterday I switched to Dr. Long.”

Callie’s jaw went slack for a second. “Herbert Long? He’s about to retire. And he doesn’t—” She frowned. “Why?”

He stood up, a smile creeping over his lips. “Because you don’t date your patients.”

Seriously?

Before she could respond and tell him she had no intention of dating him, patient or not, he kicked his legs over the other side of the wall and dropped down onto the beach.

He snagged his board from the sand and rubbed his wrist as he checked his watch. “Be here this time tomorrow, and I’ll teach you to surf.”

Callie shot to her feet, shouting over the wind. “I’m not coming.”

He turned around, jogging backward for a second. “Then I’ll come to you.”

Heading for the water again, she watched his back. No sign of a birthmark on his shoulder.

She knew she should not be disappointed. But that didn’t change the fact that she was.


CHAPTER 4


After a quick shower, Hunter sent a text to Reed. He had to talk to someone, and it wasn’t going to be his new shrink. The last thing he needed was to tell the Navy he thought he could read people’s minds. They’d lock him in a rubber room, and Briggs would never make it home.

He’d tried to cover up the mind reading—or whatever the fuck it was—so Callie wouldn’t think he was completely insane. But deep down, his confidence in his own mental state was rattled.

Reed was still on his shift at the fire station on base. As long as no emergencies came up, Hunter should be able to spill his guts and see if Reed had any tips to regain his shaky grip on sanity.

Hunter picked up his Special Forces watch and then set it down again. His birthmark was bright red and throbbing. Maybe giving it a little air might tame the rash, so he left it on the dresser, ran a comb through his hair, and headed out.
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Reed came out front when Hunter drove up. After Hunter got out of the rental, Reed grinned and pulled him in for a quick hug before leading him around the back. Damn. He’d missed him.

Reed took a chair, and Hunter sat across the table.

His friend smiled. “What’s up with you? First you’re home and don’t say a word, and now we need to talk right away?” He sobered. “Everything okay?”

Hunter shook his head. “Not really.”

Reed rested back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Last mission mess you up?”

“Probably? I’m not even sure anymore.” Hunter stared at him, weighing his decision to share. But if he couldn’t trust Reed, then who could he trust? God, maybe he really was nuts. He broke eye contact. “I shouldn’t have come over here. Sorry, man.”

Reed leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “Whatever is going on, you can talk to me. Hell, I owe you my life; keeping a secret is the least I can do.”

Hunter rubbed his hands down his face. There was no way he could make this sound sane. But before he could speak, Reed caught his forearm, examining his wrist. “Shit. Did you get this looked at yet?” His gaze shifted to Hunter’s eyes. “Is that why you’re here? Did the doctor give you bad news?”

Hunter pulled his arm back, shaking his head. “No, it’s just a rash or something.”

Reed raised a brow. “No, it’s your crazy-ass birthmark, and it’s never been that color before.”

“You have the same damned mark on your ankle, dude.”

Reed chuffed. “Mine isn’t on fire like that. You better get it checked out. Years in the sun and saltwater make you a perfect target for melanoma.”

“Nah, this hasn’t been getting worse, it just…happened. You can’t get skin cancer overnight, right?”

Reed shook his head. “Not usually, but do me a solid and go see the doctor.”

“Okay.” Hunter paused. It was his last chance to get the hell out of there. Once he said it out loud, there would be no going back. His gut twisted, but he forced the words out. “Sometimes I… It seems like I can hear people in my head.”

A crease formed between Reed’s eyebrows. “Do they tell you to hurt yourself?”

“No.” He cringed, shaking his head. “It’s not like that. Shit.” Hunter leaned back in his chair, staring at the blue sky. “This isn’t multiple personalities. It’s not my voice.”

“So like mind reading?”

Hunter met his friend’s eyes. “Hell if I know. But the few times it’s happened, the other person seemed surprised. Their voices are so clear that I swear I thought they’d spoken out loud.”

“Seriously?”

Hunter nodded.

Reed stared at him for a few seconds. “Okay, tell me what I’m thinking.”

Hunter chuckled. “I wish it worked on cue like that.”

That concerned line formed on Reed’s brow again. “When did this start?”

“I had my first appointment with the psych doctor so I could get signed off as fit for duty. Afterward, I heard her secretary say her first name, but apparently her lips never moved.”

“Maybe you just made a lucky guess.”

He had to give Reed credit. He hadn’t called him nuts yet.

“Her name is Callie. I’ve never known a woman with that name.”

Reed rested his forearms on the table. “Did it happen again?”

“Yeah. This morning. I saw her jogging, and this asshole came by ready to knock her down for a chance to meet her.”

And then it clicked. Callie. She was the common denominator.

Hunter got up. “It’s her.”

“What?” Reed stood. “I’m not following you.”

“I tried to see if I could hear other people’s thoughts in the cantina yesterday and got nothing. It didn’t happen again until…until I saw Callie. I need to talk to her.”

Reed shook his head. “She’s a psychologist. Probably not a good idea for you to accuse her of enabling you to read minds.”

Solid point. Hunter’s mind raced ahead of his surging pulse. “You’re right. Maybe I can’t tell her outright, but she’s connected somehow. I can feel it.”

“Is she also single and beautiful?”

“Yeah.” He nodded, then sobered. “Wait. This has nothing to do with wanting to hook up with her.”

“Are you sure about that?” He raised a brow. “Last time I checked, you were the king of single and ready to mingle.”

“When I first saw her, I’ll admit, I wanted her, and I’d be lying to say that’s changed, but I swear I can hear people’s thoughts when I’m around her. What am I supposed to do with that? This isn’t just an excuse to see her again.”

Reed usually was quick to smile, but his expression was stone cold sober. “Be careful, okay? I’m pretty sure you came over here today because you trust me to keep a secret. This woman works for the Navy and they pay her to figure out who is losing their shit. If you tell her any of what you just told me, you can kiss your fit-for-duty clearance good-bye.”

Hunter rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re right.” He stared at his friend. “But I need to figure out what’s happening. And whatever it is, she’s a part of it.”

“Go to the medical doctor first. Get checked for any brain tumors and have him look at your wrist, too. There’s got to be a physical explanation.”

Hunter nodded slowly. “Maybe if I stay away from her, it’ll go away.”

“Might help, but go to the doc, too.” Reed caught his shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “Keep me posted, okay?”

“I will.” Hunter turned to go. “We’ll catch some waves together soon.”

“You bet.” Reed paused. “I’m right here if you need me.”
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Callie’s week was a blur of patients and planning for the Disneyland bridal shower trip. She was much too busy to spare any time to think about Hunter. He wasn’t her Guardian, and now that he had a new psychologist, she’d probably never see him again.

In spite of those cold, hard facts, she wondered about him anyway.

The last time she saw him, he seemed determined to keep bothering her until she went on a date with him, but as of yet, she hadn’t caught so much as a glimpse of him. Maybe he’d already been declared fit for duty and was on his way back to Coronado.

She checked her phone on the way to her car. No texts, and she had at least an hour before she was meeting Erica to shop for bridal shower gifts for Mel. She locked her briefcase in the trunk and headed for her bench. Watching the waves usually brought her some peace. A reminder that her problems and challenges were tiny in comparison.

The wind tugged at her hair as the sun started its descent toward the horizon. The sky was awash in warm hues as the sunlight sparkled on the waves. She pulled in a long, deep breath, drinking in the serenity of the moment.

“Doc?”

She froze, recognizing the voice in an instant. She turned to find Hunter approaching from her right. “You switched doctors, remember?”

“I know.” He nodded. “I’m not sure what else to call you.”

She raised a brow. “You somehow already knew my first name.”

“Could we start over?”

“Why?” Callie crossed her arms. “Aren’t you headed back to San Diego?”

He approached the bench. “Is this seat taken?”

She stared at the ocean. “Not yet.”

He sat down and held out his right hand. “I’m Hunter Armstrong.”

She rolled her eyes, allowing herself to glance in his direction as she shook his hand. “Callie O’Connor.”

“Great to meet you.” He released her hand and adjusted his wristwatch before meeting her eyes. “Sorry it took me so long to get here.”

She tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

The setting sun shone in his eyes, and her damned heart fluttered in her chest. “I told you I’d come for you if you didn’t show up for a surfing lesson. I didn’t mean to let a week to slip by.”

She did her best to keep her expression neutral. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Can’t say the same for me.” Hunter turned toward the water. “I’ve been through all kinds of medical tests this week, but so far, nothing explains what I’ve been experiencing since I met you.”

She crossed her arms, hoping it would mask the sudden stiffness in her shoulders. “I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

His eyes locked on hers. “And I can’t tell you. At least, not yet.”

She frowned. “Why not?”

His gaze wandered over her face. “Because I left a good man behind on my last mission, and I need to bring him home. That won’t happen if you can’t keep a secret.”

Callie got up, shaking her head. “I’m not your doctor anymore.”

He caught her hand, his touch sending a delicious spark through her veins. “I don’t want another doctor. And if I had my head on straight, I’d walk away and never look back.” He stood, forcing her to tip her head back to see his face. “But I can’t. There’s something about you. Something you’re not telling me.”

She couldn’t bring herself to move, caught by the confusion in his eyes. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she forced out, “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.”

He didn’t have the mark from the gods. She couldn’t tell him about the muses or the prophecy. She could lose her job if anyone found out she believed the Greek muses had been reborn inside of her and her sisters.

He sighed and released her hand. “We’re not getting anywhere like this.”

“I’m not sure where you think we’re going to go.”

He shook his head. “There’s too much at stake.”

Callie pulled her hair back from her face. “I hope you get to bring your man home. But that has nothing to do with me.”

His eyes narrowed for a second, and finally, he backed off, staring up at the sky. “This doesn’t make any fucking sense.”

She raised a brow. “Maybe if you fill in some of the blanks, I can help you.”

He cursed under his breath and unfastened his watch, tearing it free from his wrist. When he lifted his arm, a bright-red, crescent-shaped mark embossed his skin. Her heart stuttered.

She forced herself to look at him. “What happened?”

“I was hoping you could tell me. I’ve had this birthmark my whole life, but it’s never been this color. The doctor has taken blood samples, scrapings, and he can’t find a medical reason for it to turn red like this.” He paused, his gaze locked on hers. “It started burning the day I met you.”

Her Guardian. It was Hunter. But instead of a rush of excitement, dread swelled in her chest. She’d ruined a wonderful man once before and swore she’d never cross that line again. Her muse, with her insatiable hunger for adventure, would never be satisfied with one man or a quiet life, and Hunter had seen enough action. The last thing he needed was to get tangled up with her.

But he didn’t have to. The prophecy said the Guardians protected their muses. Nothing about loving them. If the Kronos worshippers showed up again, a Navy SEAL would be a good friend to have.

She bolstered her emotional walls and pulled out her phone. After a few clicks she handed it to him. “If you give me your cell number, I’ll text you. Maybe we can meet up and talk.”

He took the phone, entered his number, but didn’t give it back. “Six a.m. on the beach tomorrow morning. I’ll bring you a wetsuit.”

“I’m not surfing.”

The corner of his mouth curved into a crooked grin. “We’ll see.”

She snatched her phone from him, biting back a smile. “Deal.”


CHAPTER 5


Hunter couldn’t help but watch her walk away. Her hips rocked back and forth, unapologetic and fearless. He shook his head. He had no business chasing this one. She could ruin everything for him.

He picked up his board and froze.

Dammit. I don’t know who that surfer is, but he’s wearing dog tags.

Hunter scanned the beach. There wasn’t anyone nearby. His pulse kicked up a notch. He swallowed the lump in his throat and stared at the water, straining to hear…whatever the hell it was.

If she’s falling all over this asshole and he turns out to be one of her Special Forces patients, getting her out of the picture is going to get complicated. I need Bryce activated. Now. We can’t afford to wait any longer. This is our chance to take out their leader.

Hunter’s shoulder muscles tensed as he casually turned toward the boardwalk. He didn’t even know what he was looking for. If he was really hearing someone’s thoughts, then they probably weren’t talking to anyone. He narrowed his search to loners. There was a woman on a bike, but the voice was a man’s.

A car door slammed, and a shiny black Caddy pulled out of the lot. He focused on the car, but he didn’t “hear” anything else. The guy driving was wearing dark glasses and took off so fast Hunter couldn’t get a license plate number.

He wasn’t sure what any of it meant, but he had to be the surfer with dog tags, and Callie had to be the one who saw patients.

But why would someone be watching them? And the voice had said something about Callie being “their leader.” What was that about?

Shit, he had more questions now than he’d had before he’d seen her on the bench.

He headed for his rental, passing groups of people and waiting for their thoughts to fill his head. It didn’t happen. Maybe he needed to be near her for it to work.

But she’d left him alone when he heard it this time. Dammit. He was way past ready for something to make sense.
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Ted glared at his binoculars on the passenger seat. This was the second time he’d seen Callie O’Connor with the same man. It would be cleaner to eliminate her if she was alone. He’d been fantasizing about the chaos her death would leave behind. The muses would have to put their plans for the theater on hold while they regrouped.

Maybe he could buy the Order more time.

The doctor had assured him that Bryce, their newest enforcer, would be ready. He’d better be. The Muse of Epic Poetry was a strong leader, and without her, the others would lose their direction and purpose.

If the Order waited too long and this mystery man became a more permanent fixture in her life… Ted didn’t want to think about it. Failure wasn’t an option this time.

When he got to the Belkin Oil offices, he took the elevator down, turning his key for the top-secret lower level access. He found Leo alone in his office.

Ted frowned. “Where’s Bryce?”

Leo finally lifted his head from his paperwork. “He’s upstairs with your father.”

Ted’s heart thudded. “Bryce is my responsibility.”

“Your father is the leader of the Order of the Titans.” Leo shrugged. “When he says he wants to see the new enforcer, I comply.”

Ted stormed out and got in the elevator. It crawled up toward the top floor of Belkin Oil, giving Ted ample time to simmer over his father’s lack of faith in him. He exited as soon as the doors opened, breezed past his father’s assistant, and burst through the door.

Both men turned his way, but Ted’s attention was on his father. “I thought you put me in charge of Bryce.”

Ted Belkin, Sr.’s brow shot up; otherwise there was no outward sign of surprise or concern. “Should I change that decision?”

“No.” Ted crossed his arms. “But you should let me do my job.”

Bryce stood. “I’m eager to get to work.”

Ted turned toward him. “Good, but you need to be initiated into the Order first.”

Ted’s father rose from behind his desk. “Our ceremony is tomorrow night. My son will prepare you, then you’ll be one of us.”

Bryce lifted his chin slightly. “I won’t let you down.”

“See that you don’t.” His father’s gaze shifted his way. “Did you watch the news tonight?”

Ted frowned. “No, I was tailing Dr. O’Connor.”

His tone dropped. “There’s a fire on Oceanus.”

Their off-shore oil rig. The one that was drilling for more than oil. Ted rubbed a hand down his face. “Shit.”

“Crews are there now, and so far, we’ve only had two deaths.” His father went to the window, staring at the world below. “I’ll be doing damage control for the next week. I need some good news.”

The subtext was clear. His father wanted progress on the next target. Ted nodded to Bryce. “We better get busy.”
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Callie groaned at her alarm clock. The sun wasn’t even up yet. She dragged her brush through her short hair. No sense showering since she was going to need another one to get all the salt and sand out of her hair anyway.

She sent Marty an e-mail that her first appointment would have to be rescheduled. She did not tell her why. In truth, Marty would probably be thrilled to hear Callie was meeting a man, but she’d get the wrong idea that this relationship had a future beyond friendship.

Maybe that was why she hadn’t told Erica when they’d gone shopping last night, either. She could’ve pointed out the no-dating pact, but Erica still would’ve been taking bets about how long it would take before she broke it.

But none of them knew about her past with Mark. She’d never told any of them, and she didn’t plan to. That chapter of her life was closed. She’d do her best not to start another doomed relationship. She wouldn’t hurt someone else. Her muse would just have to look elsewhere to feed her need for epic disaster. The problem was, shutting herself off emotionally also kept her from experiencing epic joy.

God, I’m shrinking myself now. She rolled her eyes and pulled sweatpants on over her bikini bottoms. The Pacific Ocean never got very warm, but at six o’clock in the morning in November, it was going to be shockingly cold.

She wasn’t really going for the surf lesson, though. Maybe they’d never even make it into the ocean. Once she told him about muses and Guardians and prophecies, there was a better-than-average chance he’d take off running and never look back.

Zipping up her hooded sweatshirt, she slid her feet into her flip-flops and then grabbed her purse on the way out. All she could do was hope for the best as she drove to the beach.

At least parking was easy at this hour. A few hardcore surfers were already out in the water, riding waves as the sky lightened with the impending sunrise. She parked the car, dropped her keys and phone into the pocket of her hoodie, and sighed. Mel had been the first of them to find her Guardian, and for some reason, it had never crossed Callie’s mind that she would ever run into hers. Now she’d found him and had no idea what to say.

Hunter was easy to spot on the mostly empty beach. He had one board sticking up out of the sand while he was waxing a second one. The wind whipped through his short brown hair, and she wondered if he used to wear it longer, like most surfers, before he’d joined the military.

A runner came down the boardwalk as she crossed to the beach. Hunter’s head snapped up, but he wasn’t watching her. The guy jogging had his full attention. He got to his feet and came toward her. When he finally looked her way, the smile that lit up his features made her knees weak.

He chuckled, shaking his head. “You have no idea the effect you have on men, do you?”

Callie glanced down at her super sexy sweatpants and hoodie, and laughed. “You can’t be serious. I didn’t even put on makeup.”

When she looked back up again, he reached for her hand. “You’re beautiful without all that crap.”

Between his compliment and taking her hand, she couldn’t seem to string words together as he walked her back to the surfboards.

“Here.” He bent down and handed her a wetsuit. “I brought my little sister’s suit and board. They’re a few years old, but they should work. Put this on.”

She glanced around the beach. “Uh, where?”

Hunter grinned. “You’ve got a suit on under those sweats, right?”

Callie nodded.

“So take them off and put on the wetsuit. The water’s too cold for a bikini.”

She raised a brow as she unzipped her hoodie. “And how do you know it’s not a one-piece?”

“Just a guess.” He shrugged. “You don’t seem like the safe type. Whatever you do, I’m betting you take risks.”

A ripple of unwelcome warmth flooded her chest. Had he really been that observant in only a couple of meetings?

He knelt down to finish waxing the board. His wetsuit hung around his hips, treating her to a nice view of his tense shoulders as he readied the surfboard. She laid her sweats on his duffel bag and shivered as she stepped into the cold neoprene.

She struggled to reach behind herself to grab the sleeves. Hunter got up and came to her aid. God, he smelled good. Not like cologne, but clean and fresh, like sunshine.

She glanced over her shoulder. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” His deep voice sent a new wave of goose bumps running down her back.

She zipped the front and turned around to find him closer than she had expected. Tipping her head back, she did her best to keep her expression neutral. “Don’t you want to talk about your wrist?”

He shook his head. “Those waves are begging us to ride them. Talking can wait.”

“I doubt I’ll be able to ride anything.”

“You won’t if we stay on the beach.” He tugged his wetsuit up as he spoke. His abs were even more enticing than his shoulders. “Lie down on the board.”

“Here on the sand?”

“Yeah.” He nodded. “You’re going to practice popping up here first. Then we’ll go try it in the waves.”
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Callie finally lay on the board. His younger sister’s old wetsuit was a little small on Callie, which was more than a little distracting. He forced his gaze away from her ass and up to her shoulders.

“Cup your hands.” He shaped her fingers together. “That’s what you’re going to want to do in the ocean, too. You’re not going to kick. Keep your feet on the board.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

He released her hand and gripped her waist on either side, but before he could give her instructions about lifting her hips, she rolled over, fire in her eyes.

“What the hell are you doing?” Her chest heaved in the tight neoprene, making it impossible to keep from staring at her breasts.

He ground his teeth. “I was going to show you how to pop up onto your feet.”

Color flushed her neck, climbing into her cheeks. He hadn’t been lying before. She didn’t need makeup to highlight her features. Her dark lashes lined her eyes, and her full, rose-colored lips were naturally kissable, and right now they were parting just enough to…

She relaxed back onto her belly. “Okay, show me how to get up on this thing.”

“Board.” He chuckled and gripped her hips again. “There are two ways to get up. You can get on your knees first, then bring one foot forward. Or you can just hop up and put your feet underneath you.”

Before he could help, she was up. “Like this?”

“Yep.” He grinned. “Keep your knees bent and then ride the wave all the way in.”

A smile crept across her lips. Damn, she was beautiful. Probably freezing her ass off, but the fire in her spirit, the fight in her eyes, was intoxicating. His heart raced. Her gaze connected with his, and he caught himself wishing he could hear her thoughts. He’d been trying all morning, and nothing.

He’d heard that jogger thinking about grabbing her ass loud and clear, though.

But for now, Hunter’s fear for his mental state would have to wait. “You think you’re ready to head for the waves?”

She stepped off the board and nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

He scooped up her surfboard and walked toward the waves. She glanced back. “You’re not bringing your board?”

“Nah, I’ll help you first.”

She chuckled. “I’m a strong swimmer.”

“The ocean’s not like a pool.”

The icy water lapped at his ankles as he strode into the ocean.

“Shit, that’s cold!” she said, looking over at him from his left. “My dad worked for the Coast Guard my entire life. I learned to swim in the ocean.”

They waded farther out into the ocean. “But you never surfed?” he asked.

“No.” She shook her head. “My dad always thought it was too dangerous.”

“I won’t let anything happen to you.”

And he meant it.

He laid the board down and held it steady. “Okay, climb on.”
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Callie hopped up on the surfboard, scooting forward on her belly until her feet were on it, too. Hunter was in front of her, keeping it still.

“Ready to paddle out?”

She nodded and started to stroke with her arms, her hands cupped the way they had practiced on the beach. When the water was up to his neck, Hunter grabbed her ankle. Even in the cold water, heat shot through her body at his touch.

“Right here is good,” he said. “That way I can help guide you in.”

She gripped the sides of the board. “Now what?”

“We wait for the right wave.”

She tried not to stare into his eyes and focused on the beach in front of her, instead. “Why was it so important that you got me out here today?”

“I love to surf, and I think you will, too.”

She turned to look at him. She couldn’t help it. “You’ll have to try harder than that to fool a therapist.”

He chuckled, his smile stealing her breath. She never should have allowed herself a glance.

Another wave passed by while Hunter steadied her board. His big hand covered hers on the edge. “All right. Truth is, you have to trust me out here. And if you can trust me, then I figured I could trust you not to think I’m nuts and send a report to my commanding officer.”

“I’m not your doctor anymore.”

He nodded, glancing back over his shoulder. “True.” His voice dropped. “Get ready. This is the one.”

Before she could respond, he released the board, and the swell of the tide propelled her forward. She gripped the sides of the surfboard and hopped up to her feet. For a split second, she thought she had it, then her balance faltered. She squealed as she fell backward into the water.

Strong hands caught her waist, pulling her to the surface. She instinctively held on to his biceps. She’d never intended to get this close to him.

Hunter scanned her face. “Are you all right?”

The adrenaline rush swelled in her limbs, and the muse inside of her fed on it like an addict. Callie’s feet didn’t touch the sand, the ocean lifting her so she was eye to eye with this Navy SEAL. Her Guardian.

She tipped her head back and laughed, the release, the joy of it, overwhelming her. She felt alive for the first time in longer than she could remember.

She filled her lungs with sea air and grinned. “I’m so much better than all right.”

For the next hour, she fell off that board more times than she could count. Each time, Hunter caught her before the waves could drag her into shore and pummel her onto the beach.

More determined than ever, she waited for the perfect wave, then pulled her feet up underneath herself and hopped up. She kept her weight forward, knees bent, and the wave pushed her toward the shore. Her balance shifted, her arms out, her entire body one with the swell of the ocean. She jumped off onto the sand and let out a primal scream to the sky.

Hunter walked out of the waves, and without any pretense, he wrapped her in his arms. She looked up at him, her eyes searching his.

He bent his head lower, his voice a raspy whisper. “I’ve never met anyone like you.”

Her pulse pounded in her ears like a bass drum. She ached to surrender, to taste his lips and run her hands over his body. But as hungry as the muse was for epic emotions, Callie caught herself and stepped back. Hunter’s smile faded, but he didn’t say anything, just picked up the board.

She followed him up the beach, wishing things could be different. He was definitely too vulnerable after his last mission. The last thing he needed was her.

He laid the surfboard down next to the other one and unzipped his wetsuit. “Sorry. I guess I got caught up in the moment.”

She sighed. “Seriously, it really is me. You’re amazing. I’m doing you a favor by keeping my distance. Trust me on this.”

He shook his head. “For a shrink, you have a pretty low opinion of yourself.”

Callie chuckled and smiled up at him. “If it were just me, I’d be all over you.” She lowered the zipper on her wetsuit and slid her hand inside over her heart. “It’s what’s in here that I’m protecting you from.”

He scooped up both boards. “You know that makes no sense, right?”

She shook her head. “Well, we still have a lot to talk about.”

He put the boards in the back of his SUV and handed her a towel. “Let’s get showered, then, and I’ll buy you a coffee.”

She nodded and clutched the towel. “Race you there!”

She was already sprinting across the sand before she got the last words out.

He followed close behind, laughing, the sound making her heart ache. She’d been through this before. The muse would eventually tire of him. No more adventure, no more interest, and she’d bolt.

At the last second, Hunter raced past her and hit the button on the shower. Water sprayed his back, rolling down his chest. “You didn’t think I’d let you win, did you?”

Callie crossed her arms, trying not to grin. “You were such a gentleman in the ocean, I just figured you’d be one on land, too.”

He sobered, hunger in his eyes. “Just because I didn’t cop a feel all those times you fell off that board doesn’t mean I didn’t want to. I’m no angel, Callie.”

Desire pooled low in her belly. She swallowed, unzipping the wetsuit the rest of the way. “We need to talk first. Then you’ll understand.”

He pulled off his wetsuit and turned around to rinse it out. Oh shit. He looked even better in those board shorts than she’d imagined. His calves were chiseled, and his ass… Damn. His shorts hung low, teasing her with the two indents just above the waistline. He turned around to face her again, and she forced her eyes off his chest and up to his face.

“No matter what you tell me—” his lips curved into a sexy smile “—I’ll still want you.”

“But you’ll at least understand why it’s a bad idea.”

He tipped his head back under the water. “Oh, Doc…” He ran his hands through his hair and met her eyes again. “I’m the king of bad ideas.”


CHAPTER 6


After Callie washed the salt water and sand off her skin, Hunter was pretty sure he’d never been so hard in his entire life. Thankfully he’d wrapped a towel around his waist. There was no way to hide a woody in board shorts.

Her curves were begging to be touched, and the chill in the air had her nipples erect, her wet bikini top leaving little to the imagination. But as hot as she was, she had him at her full-body laugh after her first fall this morning. No fear. Only pure joy.

Her spirit was wild no matter how hard she tried to tame it. And it broke free again after she rode that wave all the way in.

He’d meant every word when he told her he’d never met anyone like her before. Granted, he hadn’t had many relationships. His unexpected travel schedule as a Navy SEAL made most women cringe. But he’d never seen a woman as fierce as Callie O’Connor.

When they got back to their cars, she checked her cell phone and glanced his way. “I didn’t mean to stay out there so long. Can you follow me to my place? I can make you some coffee and get ready for work while we talk.”

“You move fast.” He chuckled. “We haven’t even kissed yet, and you’re already taking me back to your place?”

She rolled her eyes. “For coffee.” She pointed to his wrist. “And to talk about your birthmark.”

“And your aversion to men.”

Laughter escaped before she could swallow it. It made him want to make her happy more often. “Trust me, it’s not an aversion. It’s a necessity.”

He locked his rental car and opened her passenger door. She raised a brow. “I thought you were going to follow me there.”

“Yeah, well, if you’re going to the base anyway, I can catch a ride with a buddy back for my car later.”

She sighed, searching for an excuse.

Hunter sat down and reached for the seat belt. “Come on. You’re okay with having me in your house but not in your car?”

“I just thought you should have an exit plan if what I tell you isn’t what you want to hear. If you come with me, you’ll be stuck.”

Flashes of deserts and jungles filled his head. “I can think of worse places I’ve been stuck before.”

She was quiet on the drive, her radio blasting out rock anthems. When she turned into a cul-de-sac, he glanced at the street sign. “Lothlórien Lane?”

She spared him a glance. “Yeah, it’s from—”

“Tolkien. Lord of the Rings, right?”

She nodded, her jaw a little slack.

Hunter chuckled. “Surprised to learn Navy SEALs can read?”

“Yes.” She shook her head, instantly correcting herself. “No. I just thought you’d be more into…fighting. I guess.”

“I do my share of fighting when I have to, but I read to escape it all.”

She parked and he got out. Her house was a single story with an entrance at the front side and security cameras on the corners. Sometimes he wished he could just enter a building, but years of intense training and missions left him developing exit strategies without always consciously realizing it.

“Do you get a lot of break-ins in this neighborhood?” he asked.

She unlocked the door. “No. Why?”

He pointed at one of the cameras as he followed her inside. “Two cameras out front and I’d venture to guess you’ve got a matching pair in back.”

“Yeah.” She nodded and gestured toward her sofa. “I had to get them put in recently, but it’s got nothing to do with my neighborhood and everything to do with that birthmark on your wrist.”

Okay, he did not see that coming. Hunter sat down and took off his Special Forces watch. “What the hell does my wrist have to do with your house?”

“Not your wrist. The mark on your wrist,” she said as she wandered down the hallway. “I’ll be right back.”

From the couch, he took in the space. The kitchen was functional; stainless steel appliances and granite countertops. The dining room had a large table. He wondered if she had a lot of company over, or maybe she had kids. He’d determined she was single, but that didn’t necessarily mean she hadn’t been married before.

His wrist throbbed. Weird.

While he waited for her to come back, he got up. He figured he might as well take a peek at the backyard while she was busy.

Shit. The sliding glass door was ajar. Then he heard a man’s voice in his head: Fuck. She’s supposed to be at work.

In an instant, Hunter’s stature shifted from laid-back surfer to a trained officer. His movements were fluid, dangerous, and silent.

He needed a weapon. Bingo. He drew a knife from the butcher block in the kitchen. Not a giant, murder-movie knife. He chose a smaller blade, easier to hide and equally deadly when wielded by an experienced hand.

But this wasn’t a mission, and he didn’t have his team backing him up. He’d deal with the repercussions later. Right now, all that mattered was protecting Callie.

He was betting the intruder assumed she was alone. He wanted to keep it that way as long as possible to avoid a hostage situation. It would’ve been easier if he knew the layout of the house. As it stood, he had no idea what door led to her bedroom. He paused between two doors and listened. Nothing.

Fuck.

He turned one knob slowly to keep it from squeaking.

Before he could push it open, glass shattered farther down the hall. He hustled toward the source of the noise, his pulse pounding in his ears.

A body hit the wall, followed by grunting. Hunter burst into the room as the intruder, if that was who he was, ran for the only other exit from her bedroom. The guy wore a black robe with a big gold mask.

Hunter rushed to Callie first. She was still in her bikini bottoms, the top swapped out for a bra. He glared over his shoulder. The bastard was slipping out the French door into the backyard. He looked at Callie again, her grip was tight on…a croquet mallet.

“Are you all right?”

She nodded. “Don’t let him get away.”

That was all the encouragement he needed. Hunter raced after the intruder. The guy in the robe was already across the yard. He climbed up and dropped over the other side of the fence. Hunter pumped his legs harder and was up and over the fence in three strides. He landed on the sidewalk just in time to catch the guy in the mask riding away on a black motorcycle.

“Dammit!” The license plate was so small he didn’t get a single number. “Fuck.”

His adrenaline was off the charts. He jogged back around to the front of the house. He locked the door behind him and did the same to the slider by the kitchen. He didn’t want a surprise return visit. When he got to Callie’s room, she had already closed her French door and was sitting on the edge of her bed in jeans and a T-shirt, the color still missing from her face.

Her dark eyes met his. “He got away?”

He nodded. “Yeah. He had a bike waiting on the other side of your fence.”

“And all I’ll have on the security footage is that damned mask of Kronos.”

He knelt in front of her and took her hands. “Did he hurt you?”

She shook her head. “No, but he probably has a couple of cracked ribs. I landed a solid whack with my croquet mallet.”

“Interesting choice in home security.”

She shrugged. “I used to play in college so I always kept it near my bed in the dorm for personal protection. Never saw a reason to give it up.”

He smiled in spite of himself. “Whatever works.” He sobered. “So you recognized the mask?”

“Yeah.” She nodded slowly. “He was trying to sneak out, but I caught him. I don’t know what he was looking for, but it wasn’t me. Not this time.”

He tilted his head. “This time?”

She stood and pulled him up with her. “We need to talk.”
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Callie’s hands were still trembling a little. She wasn’t positive if the tremors were from the shock of finding a strange man in her bedroom, or the Muse of Epic Poetry aching for more. Either way, she did her best to hide it from Hunter.

She gestured for him to sit down at the dining room table. She did the same and stared out the window. “I’m not sure where to start.”

Hunter rested his arm on the table, his birthmark exposed. “Let’s start with why my birthmark is angry, and we can work our way up from there.”

She reached over to run her finger over the red crescent and lifted her gaze to meet his eyes. “I’m your muse.”

He raised a brow. “Excuse me?” She waited for him to laugh and call her crazy. Instead he frowned. “Like you inspire me or…?”

“Let me start at the beginning.” A sad smile tugged at her lips. “Shortly after I turned eighteen, I started having recurring dreams about Greece, a statue of a woman, and the Theater of the Muses, Les Neuf Soeurs. I was away at college at the time and thought I was losing it. All my spare time was spent researching in the library on campus, and eventually I found a photo of a statue I’d never seen before in my life. But it was her. The statue from my dreams—Calliope.”

“Not sure I’m following.”

What sane person would be?

She sighed. “I know this sounds completely nuts, but after I got to Crystal City and found my muse sisters, we put the puzzle pieces together. The short story is that the nine daughters of Zeus—the muses—are reborn to each generation to keep moving humanity forward, inspiring arts and sciences. I’m still me, but I’m also a vessel for the muse. She colors everything in my life whether I like it or not.”

He sat back in his chair and rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, that’s a tough one to believe.”

“See why I thought you should have your own ride?”

He shook his head slowly. “You can’t seriously think I’d leave you here alone after a masked freak was hiding in your bedroom.”

She’d been so concerned about Hunter not believing her story, she almost forgot about her intruder. The gods chose well when they’d marked Hunter as a Guardian.

She got up and went into the kitchen to take out two glasses. “While you’re still digesting that, here’s where you come into the picture… Recently, Clio, she’s also the Muse of History, translated an ancient scroll. It contained a prophecy stating that nine men would be marked by the gods, but his ‘abilities’ would remain latent until he found his muse, so he could protect her.”

Hunter inspected his wrist and lifted his gaze to her face. “You think this is the mark?”

She nodded, filling the glasses with ice water. “I know it is.” She brought them over, setting a glass in front of him before she sipped her own. “Mel, another of my muse sisters, found her Guardian, and his mark looks just like that, only it was on the back of his shoulder. He said it burned as soon as he met her.” She leaned in closer, her eyes on his. “Okay, I laid my cards on the table. Your turn. Are you having visions when you touch things?”

“Visions? Uh, no.” A crooked smile curved on his lips, making her heart flutter. “I guess my cards don’t seem so certifiable now.” He sobered. “But I did hear the guy in your bedroom. That’s why I came in there when I did.”

“Heard him? Did you get super hearing or…?”

He shook his head. “Not super hearing, but I think I’ve been hearing people’s thoughts. That’s how I found out your first name. Your office manager was thinking about how I must’ve gotten under your skin and she thought your name. I heard her so clearly, I would’ve sworn she said it out loud.”

Marty had been right. He was definitely getting to her.

Callie frowned. “Did you just hear what I was thinking?”

“No.” He shifted in his chair. “I can’t hear your thoughts. In fact, I only seem to hear thoughts when they’re about you. Like that asshole jogger…” He reached for her hand. “Someone was also watching us on the beach the other day. His thoughts were loud and clear that he wants you out of the picture. He didn’t like seeing us together, I guess.”

The Kronos worshippers.

Her pulse raced, and the muse inside ate it up. “That guy in my bedroom was wearing a mask of Kronos. Do you know who he was?”

Hunter shook his head. “I haven’t read much Greek mythology.”

She squeezed his hand and pulled away. “Kronos was the leader of the Titans. In school, we all learn the story of Zeus locking up the Titans in a prison in the center of the Earth, but we don’t often hear about the impact of Kronos on humans. When Kronos ruled the Earth, the Golden Age of Man unfolded. The Titans protected the humans, and supposedly, it was all milk and honey.”

She shook her head. “Then here comes Zeus, causing all kinds of drama by comingling with humankind. He fathered bastard children with the other goddesses and even slipped down to earth to seduce human women. With half-human half-god children running around, suddenly the human world was contending with vengeful gods and goddesses. Our best guess is that the guys in gold masks are still worshipping Kronos.”

Hunter took a long drink of his water and stared out the sliding glass door. “Why would they want to hurt you?”

“It’s probably two-fold: they can hurt Zeus by killing his daughters, but even more so, if they really want to free the Titans, they would need to reach the Earth’s core.”

His green eyes met hers. “You lost me again.”

“When we get our theater open, we’ll be inspiring not only the arts but the sciences. More electric cars and alternative energy means—”

“No more drilling?” he finished.

She nodded. “Most likely. And somehow they know we’re the reborn muses. I don’t know how yet, but they do.” She broke eye contact, staring at her glass. “They killed Nia, the reborn Muse of Astronomy. We’re being more careful now. That’s why all the security cameras were installed.”

She waited, but he remained silent. The time on her phone flashed at her. “I need to get ready for work. I probably don’t have to tell you this, but just in case, please don’t tell anyone. I could lose my job, and we can’t complete our work on the theater from a padded room.”

He chuckled. “Who would believe me anyway, right?”
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Bryce slid his key card into the back gate of Belkin Oil and stashed the bike in the warehouse. His heart still hammered against his rib cage. He’d planned to get into her place and steal some of the plans for their theater, a token for the ceremony inducting him into the Order of the Titans. But instead of blueprints, he had a cracked rib or two.

He pulled off his helmet and hung his robe and gold mask on the hooks to the right of the door. Carefully, he lifted his shirt, wincing at the round black-and-purple bruise on the left side of his chest. Bitches. Every last one of them.

Because they… He frowned. Now he wasn’t sure. But he knew they had to die. And they would.

All his life he’d wanted to fit in, and now he finally found a mission and purpose. Tonight he would become the new enforcer for the Order of the Titans. No more graveyard shift for online tech support. Now he had a far more important job: to help bring back the Golden Age of Man.

He shifted himself in his jeans. Just thinking about it gave him an erection.

But first he needed to come up with a story for Ted Belkin, Jr. Bryce couldn’t bear the thought of having his new title ripped from him. No. He didn’t have the theater blueprints, but he had gotten a good look at the man in shorts and dog tags. With some digging, he could probably get a name. And if the soldier got in his way again, then he would kill him, too.

Bryce smiled as he made his way toward the office building. So far, power was a damned fine drug.


CHAPTER 7


Hunter walked Callie into her office and then caught a ride with Reed back to his SUV. His thoughts were jumbled as he replayed his earlier conversation with Callie. Muses, Guardians, and dangerous wackos in gold masks…

“You’re quiet. Everything okay?” Reed asked.

He glanced over at his friend and nodded. “Yeah. I think it will be.”

“Hope so.” Reed pulled into the lot and pointed at the surfboards in the rental car. “Have you been practicing? Little rusty on your board?”

“Even rusty, I could out-surf you.” Hunter grinned and drank in the normalcy. He and Reed had spent all four years of high school on the surf team, and each year they’d alternated bringing home the individual championship trophy.

“Bullshit.” Reed smiled. “I’m ready to prove it anytime.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Done.” Reed parked beside Hunter’s SUV. “Read anymore minds lately?”

Hunter’s gut twisted. He’d already told his best friend more than he should have. “Nah, I think I was imagining it.”

“Maybe you took a serious bump to the head on that last mission.”

“Maybe.” He got out and added, “Six o’clock tomorrow morning, right here.”

“Loser has to buy breakfast,” Reed said. “So bring your wallet.”

Hunter laughed, shaking his head. “Be sure you’ve got enough room on your credit card. I’ve got a good appetite.”

He closed the door and watched Reed drive away. Being off on missions with his team kept him busy, and the pressure made it tough to think about anything else. He hadn’t realized how much he missed his friend. Or his family.

Hunter drove to the base hotel and got out of the car. The boards could stay put a little longer. He needed a shower before he got on with his day. He had promised his Mom he’d come for dinner tonight, too, and the least he could do was show up clean. And according to the text she sent him earlier that morning, his sister and her boyfriend were coming, too.

Now he really wished he’d gotten out of it.
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Callie caught herself watching the clock during her last two appointments. The intruder in her bedroom had shaken her up more than she’d wanted to admit. And even though she gave Hunter a crash course in muses and Guardians, there was still a lot he didn’t know.

By the time her workday finally ended, she was jittery and achy. She pulled out her cell phone and called Mel.

“Hey, it’s Callie. Do you have a minute?”

“Sure, just grading papers. What’s up?”

Callie clicked the end of her ballpoint pen over and over. “That Navy SEAL I mentioned the other night? He has the same mark, like Nate’s, only it’s on his wrist.”

“Uh, shouldn’t this be a good thing?” Mel asked.

“No. Yes. I don’t know.” Callie paused. “One of the guys in the gold Kronos masks was in my house this morning.”

“What?” Shock was plain in her voice. “Did you call the police?”

“No. He ran off before Hunter could catch up to him, and I’m not sure how we can keep our secret with the police digging around.”

Mel groaned. “Callie, I’m marrying the police in a few weeks.”

Callie rocked back in her chair. “You’re marrying one detective. That’s hardly the entire police force.”

“Nate’s not going to let anyone find out about us. Besides, they’d believe we were blood-sucking vampires before they’d believe we’re vessels for the nine daughters of Zeus.” Mel chuckled. “God, it sounds even more nuts when I say it out loud.”

“What would Nate be able to do anyway?” Callie stared at her desk, wishing she could forget the moment she’d found the man wearing the golden Kronos mask in her closet. “He got away and we never saw his face.”

“Nate could dust for prints.”

“He was wearing gloves.”

“What about DNA? Maybe he lost a hair in your house.”

Callie rolled her eyes. “With all seven of you coming over to my place all the time, how would we ever know if we had an intruder’s hair?”

“Fine.” Mel huffed. “I still want Nate to come by. He can meet your Guardian and they can team up or something.”

Callie shook her head and sighed. “I can’t believe this is happening. We’re so close.”

Mel lowered her voice a little. “Hate to break it to you, Cal, but we still don’t have the permit to fix the roof, and then we’ve still got to find a bid we can afford to gut the interior and refurbish everything. We’re not even close to ‘close,’ and right now, we need all the help we can get.”

“And how is Hunter Armstrong going to help us? Think he can hang drywall between catching waves?”

“Hunter Armstrong…” Mel’s tone lightened. “Sounds sexy. Have you broken your no-dating pact yet?”

“No.” Callie shook her head even though no one could see her. “He may be my Guardian, but I’m not planning on dating him. In spite of that, we’re apparently connected anyway. He can hear people’s thoughts if they’re about me.”

“Can he hear yours?”

“No.” Callie smiled. “Thank the gods.”

“You’re not going to date him, but you’re having impure thoughts about him?”

“Trust me, Mel. If you saw this guy in board shorts, you’d know it’s impossible not to have impure thoughts.”

“But you’re not going to date him?” Mel repeated.

“No.” Callie swallowed a whine. It wasn’t Mel’s fault. She just didn’t understand. None of them did. Their muses enhanced parts of their personalities. Hers ruined her life.

Mel paused. “Nate gets off in an hour, and he’ll come by your place to see if he can find any evidence.”

“Okay. I’ll call you when I get home.”

“And Hunter?”

Callie groaned. “You don’t give up.”

“Can’t wait to meet him.”

Callie shook her head, ending the call. Maybe it would be good for Hunter to meet Nate. They still didn’t know how many Kronos worshippers were lurking out there. For all she knew, they were hopelessly outnumbered, but if all of her muse sisters found their Guardians and put up a united front, maybe they could win this.

The thirst for confrontation, for battle, had her stomach churning. She popped a TUMS in her mouth and crunched it up quickly, mentally telling her muse where she could stick it.

She pulled out her cell phone, glaring at it. Ugh. This morning she had rushed into the office so fast, she’d barely told Hunter good-bye, let alone discussing when they might see each other again. At least they weren’t dating, so there were no strings, no commitments.

But if she invited Hunter to her place again, he’d never believe it was just to meet another Guardian. She set her phone down. Yet, if Mel was right and the Guardians could work together… She picked it up again, found Hunter’s number, and punched in a text.

After lamenting over her wording, she finally hit “send.”

Call me when you can.

She packed up her paperwork and removed her purse from the drawer when her phone rang. Hunter’s name flashed on the screen. She steeled herself and answered.

“Thanks for calling me back,” she said.

“No problem. Are you all right?” His deep voice was laced with concern.

“Yeah. I’m going home.”

“Do you…” He hesitated and finally chuckled. “We never talked about what our boundaries are here. In my line of work, if I’m your Guardian, that means I take the lead and enter the building first to clear any insurgents.”

She smiled, grateful no one could see. “Actually, Mel’s fiancé is a police detective and he’s coming by my place to see if the masked man left any evidence behind. I thought you might want to meet him since he’s a Guardian, too.”

“Yeah. We should meet. But…”

He trailed off, and out of the blue her mind filled in the blank. He had a date. She frowned. It was none of her business if he dated. In fact, it would be tough to believe he wasn’t seeing someone. With that confident smile and those bright-green eyes…

She stopped herself and blurted out. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to encroach on your plans for the night. We can do it some other time when you’re not busy. No big deal.”

“Don’t misunderstand.” His voice was calm, soothing her frazzled nerves. “I’d much rather be with you. I’m having dinner at my mom’s house, which would normally be all right. I miss my little sister and I’ll get to see her, but apparently she has a secret boyfriend no one told me about and now my mom wants us to meet. If I don’t show up, it’ll hurt her feelings, but damn, I’m not ready to be the odd man out.”

“Family is important.” Callie stared at the ceiling, blinking back tears. Her family hadn’t spoken to her in years. “We can do it another time.”

“Wait.” He shifted the phone, his footsteps coming through now. “Why don’t you come with me? You’ll be my excuse for bugging out early, and then I can meet your friend.”

Her brain seized up for a second.

“Callie?”

She shook her head vehemently, even though he couldn’t see a thing. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

She sighed. “Your sister will be with her boyfriend. Everyone will assume I’m your girlfriend.”

“Who cares what they think?”

And there it was in the stark light. “I care what you think.”

“Man…” He blew out an exasperated breath. “Do you push everyone away this hard, or is it just me?”

“It’s men in general.”

“No offense, Doc, but you might have some issues all your own.”

She chuckled in spite of herself. “You have no idea.”

“Tell you what? I’ll pick you up from your office. I’m just a couple minutes away.” His car door slammed. “Be my wingman at my mom’s dinner, and you have my word I will not get confused and think you’re interested in me in the slightest.”

“Fine.” Laugher bubbled from her lips, surprising her again. “How can I resist an offer like that?”

She locked up her office and headed out. When she got outside, Hunter was already waiting at the curb in his SUV.

He smiled at her over his sunglasses. She refused to acknowledge the flutter in her belly as she came down the steps and got in.

She buckled her seat belt. “So what’s our cover story for your family?”

“We eloped in Vegas and you’re now Mrs. Armstrong.”

Judging by his expression, her face must’ve paled a few shades.

He chuckled and pulled away from the building. “Ease up. I was just kidding.” His attention focused on the road. “How about I’ve been teaching you to surf?”

“Yeah.” Callie smiled. “That works for me.” She rubbed her hand across her abdomen. “Speaking of surfing, I understand why you have abs of steel now. I hurt all over.”

He glanced her way. “Hopping to your feet over and over like you did this morning definitely builds up your core. You were a woman possessed.”

“Adventure. The muse feeds on it.”

He raised a brow. “And you don’t?”

She shrugged. “I do. Or maybe I did before, but since the Muse of Epic Poetry woke up, adrenaline is like a drug.” She looked out her window, her voice dropping. “It scares me sometimes.”

He made a right turn, eyes on the road. “Why?”

She shook her head and faced forward again. “Because I wonder if the muse will ever be satisfied.”

“But you’re in charge, right? She’s in there, but you’re still you.”

Callie gripped the sides of her seat, suddenly uncomfortable. She’d already shared more with him on this drive than she’d ever told anyone. Probing any deeper would hurt.

“Right.” She struggled to change the subject. “I’m fine. Maybe next time I’ll stay up on the board longer.”

He parked in front of a white single-story house and grinned. “Glad to hear there’s going to be a next time.”

He got out before she could amend herself. Oh well. Surfing again wouldn’t mean anything.

Ah, who was she kidding? She was about to meet his family. How had Hunter roped her into this?

She took a deep breath and got out. They walked up the cement path to the front door. He knocked, and seconds later, a beautiful woman opened the door. Her eyes were a striking green like Hunter’s. No one could miss the family resemblance.

His mother offered her hand. “Hunter didn’t tell me he was bringing…”

“A friend,” Callie finished for her. “He’s been teaching me to surf.” She shook her hand. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

“Of course not.” His mother backed up so they could come inside. “I’m thrilled to meet you. Hunter’s never brought a…friend over before.”

Callie’s gaze cut over to Hunter, but his attention was on his mom as he replied, “Oh come on. Reed used to practically live here.”

His mom swiped at the air. “Reed doesn’t count.”

He grinned. “I’ll tell him that next time I see him.”

They bantered back and forth until Callie’s heart ached. Her father used to tease her like that. She didn’t want to count how many years had slipped by since they last spoke.

She never should have agreed to come here. As they rounded the corner into the kitchen, a slender woman with long, dark hair stirred a pot on the stove with one hand and gripped a crutch in the other.

Hunter stopped so fast Callie almost slammed into his back.

The woman dropped the spoon and opened her arms. Hunter rushed to her, swooping in and spinning her around, her crutch crashing to the ground.

Their mother picked it up, her eyes brimming with tears as she glanced at Callie. “The last time Hunter saw his sister, she was still in a wheelchair. We didn’t know if she’d ever walk again.”

He set his sister down carefully, handing her the fallen crutch. She slid her arm through the clasp.

Her smile brightened her entire face as she looked up at Hunter. “Surprise!”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked.

“Seems silly now.” She shrugged with a sheepish grin. “But I wanted to be able to see your face when you found out. I didn’t realize how long it would be until you came home again.”

For a moment, his brows pinched together, but he recovered quickly. Callie had seen that expression on many soldiers who walked through her door after a long deployment, or several. It was universal—the guilt at not being there and the regret that life had moved on in their absence.

What surprised her was her own reaction, her desire to ease his burden. This wasn’t a professional urge to get him to talk about his feelings. This was personal. Seeing him hurt made her ache inside.

She took a step away, giving them more space, her heart pounding in her ears. Somewhere along the way, she’d missed a line in the sand.

She hadn’t kissed him. She hadn’t slept with him. She’d shut down any flirting.

But it didn’t matter. Somehow she already cared about him more than she should.

Her palms broke into a clammy sweat. She’d nearly destroyed the last man she cared about. The last thing she wanted was for Hunter to be next.


CHAPTER 8


His baby sister was walking. Surprised didn’t begin to describe how he was feeling. He was happy for her, sure, but damn, there was a lot of bitterness brewing, too.

How could they not tell me? I should’ve been here.

Guilt and regret swelled, smothering the anger. He shook his head slowly. “I’m sorry, Alicia. I wanted to come back.”

She blinked back tears. “You’re back now. That’s all that matters.” She turned around and pulled a guy forward. He was a few inches shorter than Hunter, with straight, dark-brown hair and matching eyes. “This is Curtis. Curtis, this is my brother, Captain Hunter Armstrong. He’s a Navy SEAL.”

His sister was beaming, but Hunter couldn’t take his eyes off her boyfriend. This was the man who had stolen her heart. Hunter clasped Curtis’s hand, tight, baiting him to match his grip. He didn’t, but there was a small spark in his eyes.

Good. Alicia deserved someone who would fight for her.

Hunter cleared his throat. “Good to meet you.” He released her boyfriend’s hand, glancing at his mom. “I hear you two met in college?”

Alicia nodded. “Yeah, we kept sitting at the same table in the library for weeks, and finally, Curtis talked to me.”

Curtis’s expression softened when he looked at her. “It took me some time to work up the courage.”

Alicia glanced past Hunter to Callie. “Looks like you have someone in your life now, too.”

Callie was a step behind him. Hunter caught her hand, trying not to smile at the fact that she didn’t smack him for touching her. “This is Dr. Callie O’Connor. She works on the base. I’ve been giving her surf lessons.”

“Surf lessons?” Alicia grinned. “Did Hunter tell you he won the state championship in high school?”

“You should definitely raise your rates.” Callie nudged him with her elbow. “I didn’t know a champion was watching me fall over all morning.”

His sister went back over to the pot. “Dinner’s almost ready.” Her gaze caught Hunter’s. “You’ve got time. Go show her all your trophies.”

His mom joined in. “I haven’t touched your room except to dust since you left for the Navy. The pictures and the poster are still up, too.”

“The poster?” Callie smiled.

Damn, he was a sucker for the mischief in her eyes.

He chuckled. “Yeah, they made a poster of my last ride. It’s no big deal.”

“I think it is.” She squeezed his hand, her touch insistent. “Come on.”

He glanced at the others. Alicia was busy cooking, her boyfriend was engrossed in something on his phone, and his mother was getting plates out of the cupboard.

“Fine. We’ll be right back.”

In the other room, Callie pulled her hand free of his. He did his best not to take it personally. Until this tiny ball of fire came into his life, he’d never been denied a kiss, and he damned sure never met a woman who didn’t welcome his touch. It dented his pride, but at the same time, it also intrigued him. As a SEAL, he knew all too well that “the only easy day was yesterday.” Missions, and training for them, never came easy. You struggled until you had nothing left to give. And something about her determination to keep pushing him away only fired him up to try harder.

Maybe he really did need therapy.

He guided her to his childhood bedroom. Opening the door was like stepping back in time. His surfing trophies and medals lined the back wall. Photos and the poster from the state championships covered the other, with his bed in between.

And tacked to the ceiling over the bed was a bikini-clad bombshell. Heat crawled up his neck making him roll his eyes. He was fucking blushing. What the hell was wrong with him?

Callie walked ahead to look at the photos. He followed her over, shaking his head. “Good thing we’re just friends. I forgot about the blonde over my bed.”

“It’s good to know you have a thing for blondes.” She grinned up at him. “Means I’m safe.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” The way she looked up at him had his blood pumping. Without thinking, he ran the back of his finger down her soft cheek. “See, I met this brunette. She’s smart, beautiful, and she’s got this fire. I saw it in her eyes after she tamed her first wave.”

She didn’t push him away, but she broke eye contact, staring at his surfing photos again. “We should get back to your family.”

He caught her chin, bringing her attention back up to him. “Who is this safe chick in my bedroom?” A flicker of life in her dark eyes. He pressed a little harder. “That woman taking on the waves this morning? She didn’t back down from what she wanted.”

“Stop baiting me.” She pushed him back a step. There was the fire. “I’m saving your ass from heartbreak.”

He raised a brow. “Since when did I ask for your protection?”

“I like you, okay?” She let out an exasperated groan. “You’ve sacrificed for people you’ll never meet. You protect your team and country. I have no doubt you’d lay down your life for your friends, and you deserve a woman who will love you just as fiercely forever.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t get why you push everyone away.”

“This isn’t the time to talk about this.”

“Should I set up an office visit?” He dropped his hands to his sides. “If you’d just give me a straight answer—I’m too tall, my voice makes you queasy, I’m an asshole, you hate Navy men—I could deal with that, but there’s something here. I feel it, and I think you do, too.”

She stared up at him, her expression a mixture of pissed, turned on, and maybe a little regretful. What kind of demons was she hiding?

Finally, she rolled her eyes. “Shit. No woman is strong enough for this much temptation.”

She grabbed his shirt and pulled him down to her. He didn’t hesitate to wrap his arms around her, pressing her body tight against his. Her lips were even softer than he’d imagined, and as she opened her mouth, his tongue found hers.

Damn, she tasted like honey. He’d never get enough.

Backing her up toward his dresser, he tipped his head to deepen the kiss and cleared the photos and signed baseball off the top with one swipe of his arm. He lifted her up, setting her on the dresser so they were the same height. Her fingers tightened in his hair, hungry for more. He nudged her knees apart, sliding his hips between her thighs. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pressing his erection against the warmth of her body. He growled into her delicious mouth. Fuck. He’d never wanted anyone so urgently before.

One of her hands wandered from his hair, molding down his back until she cupped his ass pulling him in even tighter. He rocked into her, and she moaned. He almost lost it.

“Hunter?” His mom’s voice came from the other room like an instant ice-cold shower.

He grudgingly broke the kiss and called toward the door. “Be right there!”

He rested his forehead against Callie’s, staring into her eyes. Her legs slid down from his waist. She was already smothering the fire. Dammit.

He shook his head, his whisper rough and raw. “Don’t talk yourself out of this.”

“You don’t understand.”

He kissed her again, tender and slow. “King of bad ideas here, remember?”

The corner of her full lips twitched as she fought a smile. “You deserve so much better than I would ever be able to give you.”

“That kiss…” He searched for the right words, but there weren’t any that could do justice to the intensity of the connection he’d just experienced. And they still had all their clothes on. “You’ve already given me better than I’ve ever had.”

Before she could argue, he lifted her off the dresser and set her feet on the ground. He gestured to his straining zipper. “I need a couple minutes.”

She pressed her lips together. Not helping.

He went over to the wall of pictures, looking for a distraction from the ache for her. His gaze landed on a picture of him and Reed on graduation day. Seemed like lifetimes ago.

He pointed at it. “This is my best friend, Reed. We were like brothers.” He glanced back as she came closer.

“Are you still friends?”

He sighed, staring at the picture again. “We hadn’t seen each other in a few years until yesterday. But yeah, he’s still Reed.”

She came up beside him. “You have one of the toughest jobs in the world.”

“I still should’ve been here. I…” The image of his dad driving away filled his head before he could push it away. “We better get in there before my mom is knocking on the door.”

He let her pass through before following her out. His high school trinkets were still lying on the floor. He could never go back again, but somehow he had to figure out how to go forward.

He took a seat at the table beside Callie, across from his sister and Curtis, with his mom at the head. After his dad had been gone a year, she’d finally gotten rid of the chair at the other end. Good riddance. At the time, Hunter had been sick of seeing the constant reminder that his dad had left them, not by accident or death, but by choice.

His sister and Callie chatted as the food was passed around, but Hunter had a hard time keeping up. His wrist was throbbing again. Under the table, he unfastened his watch, running a finger over the raised skin.

And then he heard it.

I’m sitting at the same table as a muse.
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Callie put some potatoes on her plate and glanced at Alicia. “Hunter told me you recently graduated from college. What’s your degree in?”

“Liberal Arts,” she answered. “I’m working on my teaching credential now.”

Callie smiled, trying to focus on the conversation, but Hunter had gone completely still beside her. “That’s great. What grade are you hoping to teach?”

Hidden beneath the table, Callie rested a hand on Hunter’s thigh, giving him a what-the-hell-is-wrong squeeze, but he didn’t spare her so much as a glance.

Alicia poked at her food. “I want to teach middle school English. I think it’s a great age to get kids fired up about reading and writing.”

Callie nudged Hunter. “Your sister is going to be an amazing teacher.”

“Yeah.” But his gaze was locked on Curtis.

Curtis typed something into his phone and set it beside his plate before lifting his attention to Callie. “You’re a doctor, right? What’s your specialty?”

“I’m a psychologist. I’m a civilian, but I work for the Navy on the base.”

Hunter’s hand moved to cover hers. “She’s surrounded by armed officers all day.” His voice was deep and tense.

Curtis shifted in his chair, and Callie wondered about Hunter’s odd insertion into the conversation. What was going on here that she was missing?

“And what do you do, Curtis?” she asked.

He looked grateful for an excuse to break eye contact with Hunter. “I’m a historian. I specialize in Greek mythology.”

A chill crept down her spine, but she did her best to keep it from showing. Hunter’s grip on her hand tightened. “That must be…interesting,” she said.

Curtis almost smiled. “I love my work.” Suddenly the phone buzzed next to Curtis’s plate. He checked the message and turned to Alicia. “I’m sorry, but I have that meeting tonight.”

“I remember.” She nodded. “You’ll come back and pick me up afterward?”

He bent over and kissed her temple. “Of course.” He dropped his phone into his pocket and glanced around the table, stopping before he reached Hunter. “Great meeting you, Callie. And thanks for a lovely dinner, Colette.” He took a couple of steps away before he added, “Good to finally meet you, too, Hunter. I’ve heard so much about you.”

Hunter’s eyes narrowed a little. “Funny, I didn’t hear anything about you.”

His mother frowned. “Hunter. We already apologized…”

Curtis headed for the door as though Hunter’s verbal jab had never happened. “See you in a little while.”

Once the door closed, Hunter’s full attention shifted to his sister. “How well do you really know that guy?”

Alicia straightened in her chair, smile fading. “That guy drove me to physical therapy and cheered me on to walk again.”

A muscle jumped in Hunter’s cheek.

Callie cleared her throat. “Not to be a killjoy, but I actually have a repairman coming to my house tonight. It was the only time I could get, so I don’t want to miss him.”

Hunter’s mom frowned. “It’s after six o’clock.”

“I know.” Callie nodded. “Apparently plumbers are busy guys. He told me he’d be there between seven and eight.”

“I’m sorry you have to run,” his mom said.

Hunter got up. “Curtis is hiding something, Alicia. I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“He was nervous to meet you, that’s all. No, wait.” She slammed her hand on the table. “You know what, Hunter? You don’t get a say in this. I’m a grown woman, and I love him.”

He shook his head slowly. “But do you really know him? What’s this meeting he’s running off to?”

“Screw you.” Alicia got up and carried her plate into the kitchen. When she returned, her nose was red. “For your information, Curtis has a meeting once a month with the council on preserving Greek history. He’s a good guy, and you’d know that if you were ever here.”

Callie caught Hunter’s hand, his piercing gaze landing right on her shoulders. She didn’t shy away. “I’ve really got to get home.”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah.” Shaking his head, he sighed. “Sorry for being an ass, Alicia. Just…a lot has changed since I left.”

Alicia came around the table and embraced him. Callie stepped back and waited while he hugged his sister and then his mom.

When he pulled back, he came up beside her, his hand heavy at the small of her back. He waved to his family. “See you soon.”

Hunter was silent all the way out to the SUV. Callie got in and glanced his way as the engine started. “What happened back there?”

He met her eyes, his expression guarded, eyes narrowed. This was the soldier, the warrior. His voice was even, but every word was forced. “My sister’s boyfriend knows what you are. Who you are. How is that possible?”

Her throat closed up for a second. “The Kronos worshippers.”

“That’s not what he called it.”

Her heart galloped. “You could hear his thoughts?”

He nodded. “They were all about you. He was texting them.”

“Who?”

He faced forward and pushed on the accelerator. “The Order of the Titans.”


CHAPTER 9


Sweat ran down Bryce’s face behind the golden mask of Kronos. Ted gave him details about the ceremony during the drive to the remote campsite, but his nerves were still frazzled. The bonfire roared, sending black smoke up into the night sky.

Ted Belkin, Sr., their leader, stood on a raised platform in his black hooded robe, his gold mask glowing in the firelight. He lifted his arms toward the sky, his son standing quietly at his right side.

Their leader chanted in a deep baritone. “We call to our Father Sky, Uranus, and our great Mother Earth, Gaia. Bless us this night.”

The gathered group echoed back. “Bless us.”

Bryce looked over the Order from the shadows. They all wore the golden masks of Kronos. He had no idea who they were, and they didn’t know him. It was freeing in a way. He could be whoever he chose. And they were about to accept him and welcome him.

He’d spent his entire life as an outsider, but not anymore. Now he had a mission and a purpose.

Their leader bellowed to the heavens. “We are closer than we have ever been to releasing your son, Kronos, and your Titan children from their fiery prison.” The bonfire snapped in answer. “We are ready to welcome the Golden Age of Man back to this world.”

He turned toward Bryce. His cue. He stepped out of the shadows to take his place beside their leader. Belkin, Sr. took Bryce’s hand and held it high. “Welcome our new enforcer. He will be your new brother. While we further the mission to free the old gods, he will stop the daughters of Zeus. Les Neuf Soeurs theater will never open.”

Cheers rose up from the crowd, and Bryce smiled behind his mask, adrenaline lighting up his bloodstream.

“The muses will no longer inspire mankind to continue on this path of peace and clean energy. Once the Oceanus rig is repaired, we will keep drilling until the Titans are free once more. We will taste immortality!” More cheers. “The Order will be remembered for generations as the few who returned mankind to a world of milk and honey. The sacrifices we make now will bring back the Golden Age of Man!”

The members of the Order roared, raising lit torches over their heads as Bryce knelt at their leader’s feet. He rested a hand on top of Bryce’s hood. “May the old gods bless you with strength, purpose, and fortitude. Now rise.”

Bryce stood and turned toward the other members of the Order. There were only about a dozen of them, but they were going to change the world. He could feel it.

And he would buy them the time they needed, starting with destroying Dr. Callie O’Connor.
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Hunter pulled up in front of Callie’s house, scanning the street for any signs of danger. His sister’s boyfriend had seemed harmless enough at first. Just a history geek. But his thoughts were anything but. He hadn’t told Callie everything.

Curtis had been texting someone about an “enforcer” and that they would need to monitor Callie to figure out when she would be alone. He sounded just like the guy who had been watching them talking at the beach the other day.

Callie unlatched her seat belt. “Are you coming?”

He pointed to the car in her driveway. “You recognize that car?”

She nodded. “Yeah, it’s Nate’s. He and Mel are waiting inside.”

Callie had told him about Nate—a police detective and a Guardian. He relaxed—a little. Their kiss had left him rattled, even before hearing Curtis’s thoughts. He was trained to deal with danger, but nothing could have prepared him for the surge of emotions that one kiss had ignited.

He had thought that if he finally got what he was after, he could let her go. She’d made it clear that was what she wanted. But holding her in his arms and tasting her lips had the opposite effect. He’d never experienced anything like it. The passion and hunger was off the charts, and there was an unfamiliar recognition, as if he’d finally met his match. As if they’d found each other.

Romantic bullshit.

But now that he’d heard Curtis’s thoughts, it was clear Callie was in danger.

And he would die before he let anyone hurt her.
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Callie’s equilibrium was off. Between that kiss with Hunter and the realization that the Order of the Titans had her in their sights, she wasn’t sure what to do next. And she always figured out what to do next. She was the leader of their group. Strategy was her strong suit. But right now? She just wanted to cry.

Nope. Not happening.

She opened the front door and found Nate playing Go Fish at the table with Maggie. Mel came around the corner with a glass of iced tea in her hand. She smiled at Callie, and then noticed Hunter behind her.

She offered her hand. “You must be the Navy SEAL.”

Hunter raised a brow at Callie, and her heart fluttered. He shook Mel’s hand. “You can call me Hunter.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Mel, and over there is my fiancé, Nate Malone, and our daughter Maggie.”

Maggie grinned, her bright smile now missing a couple of teeth. “They just adopted me! I used to be Maggie Keen, but now I’m Maggie Malone, and Uncle Nate gets to be my daddy.”

Mel chuckled. “Probably more information than you needed, but all true.”

Nate ruffled her hair and stood up. “Be right back. No peeking at my cards.”

She giggled. “Promise I won’t cheat.”

“Peeking is also cheating,” Nate said over his shoulder as he walked toward them.

“Fine!” Maggie crossed her arms.

Nate offered his hand, all business now. “Detective Nate Malone. Good to meet you, Hunter.”

Callie cleared her throat, choking on the sudden rush of testosterone in her living room. “Hunter has the same birthmark as you do, but it’s on his wrist.”

Nate released his hand. “Mel told me.” He almost smiled at Hunter. “Has she filled you in?”

“That I’m a Guardian and now that I’ve found her, I have a ‘gift’? Yeah.” Hunter shook his head. “Have I wrapped my head around all of that yet? Not so much.”

The two of them headed for Callie’s office, keeping the muse talk low. Maggie was only seven and they were doing their best to keep the danger as far from her as possible. She’d already had more than her share.

Mel finished Nate’s game for him, and Maggie won. She was a champion at Go Fish. Callie turned on the television for Maggie, and then she and Mel wandered into the office. Both men turned when they entered. No sign of smiles.

Nate held a hand out to Mel. “Hey, Hunter doesn’t get visions. He hears thoughts.”

Mel took his hand and stood at his side. Callie fought the urge to go to Hunter, too, but kept her distance. The kiss had her more twisted up than she wanted to admit. Yes, she’d had a long dry spell, and yes, Hunter was hot. So hot. But the desire was all-consuming. And terrifying.

She wasn’t his doctor anymore, but she had read enough of his file to know his team returned with one less man on their last mission, and his commanding officer was worried Hunter was carrying around that burden. So in spite of his size, build, and training, Hunter was already hurting. And when her muse was done with him, when he ceased to be an exciting thrill, what then?

Distance was safer.

Hunter kept his voice down, his attention on Nate and Mel. “He called them the Order of the Titans.”

Nate had a notebook out, jotting things down as Hunter recalled all he could.

“His name is Curtis. I’ll call my mom tomorrow and see if I can get a last name.” Hunter swallowed, his green eyes meeting Callie’s. “He told whoever he was texting that the enforcer should wait until I’m not around to eliminate Callie. He also told them I’m a SEAL.”

Hunter rarely used her first name, and hearing it in the context of being marked for death had Callie’s fingers trembling.

“They won’t get the chance.” Hunter’s gaze locked on hers as he closed the distance between them. “Until we get these guys, I’m your shadow. I’m off-duty right now anyway.”

A war raged inside her—a battle between temptation and restraint. And her resolve was wavering.

Nate put his notebook aside. “This is more than we’ve had on this case so far. If you can get me his last name, I can track his movements and see what I find. We can’t make an arrest unless I can make a connection to Nia’s death or the breaking-and-entering, but this is a big start.”

Mel straightened up. “If Hunter is going to stay with Callie, then we can take Maggie home. It’s a school night.”

Nate nodded with a chuckle. “I’m still not used to curfews.” He and Hunter exchanged cell numbers, and they shook hands again. “Good to meet you. If we work together, maybe we can shut these guys down.” Nate bent down to give Callie a hug, his voice soft against her ear. “Are we still on for the Disneyland trip this weekend?”

Mel’s surprise bachelorette party. Gods, she’d almost forgotten. She nodded. “I’ll text you later.”

Once they were gone, Callie collapsed into the chair behind her desk. “I don’t know what to do, and trust me on this, that’s not like me. At all.”

Hunter took the seat across from her, resting his elbows on his knees. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She sighed, lifting her eyes to find him staring right at her. “I’ve got a security system.”

“Which that guy walked right through earlier today.”

“And I sent him running,” she countered.

Hunter chuckled. “I don’t stand a chance with you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She raised a brow.

“It means we’re tiptoeing around each other like that kiss never happened tonight.”

“So we kissed.” Her breath caught. “There’s nothing to discuss.”

“You have got to be kidding me.” Hunter straightened in his chair. “You’re the shrink here.” He got up and was at the edge of her desk in two strides, the heat in his gaze lighting a fire inside her. “And I have a lot I want to say about that kiss.”

She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Like what?”

He came around the desk. “Like, I thought when you finally kissed me, I’d be able to walk away.” He shook his head, his voice lowering to a throaty whisper. “I was dead wrong.”

She stood, unable to fight the urge to touch him. She reached up to caress his cheek, losing herself in his eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

He took her hand and brushed a kiss to her palm. “Then don’t.”

“It’s not that eas—”

His lips pressed against hers until she hummed into his mouth. Her heart raced as her tongue twined slowly with his. He slid his arms around her and lifted her up onto her desk. Once again, her treacherous body molded tightly to his, her legs clasping around his waist. She couldn’t get close enough.

Hunter broke the kiss, his chest heaving for breath. “We need to set the burglar alarm.”

Crap. He was right. In his strong arms, the Order of the Titans had ceased to exist.

She blinked and nodded. “Yes. Good idea.”

She scooted off the edge of her desk and went into the front room to enter in the codes on the security system. Behind her, Hunter was checking the locks on the sliding glass door over by the kitchen and then went down the hallway to check the French door in her bedroom.

He turned around as she walked into her bedroom. The bed was between them like an enormous elephant in the room.

Callie tried to keep her tone light. “Thanks. I guess I better get some rest.”

Hunter ran a hand down his face. “I’ll sleep in the other room.”

He started to pass by to leave, when she caught his wrist and waited for him to meet her eyes. “I do want you. More than I’ve ever wanted anyone.”

“If you’re going to offer me the ‘it’s me, not you’ excuse again, let me save you some time.”

She shook her head, shoring up her courage. “I’ve been in love before.”

His expression lightened, only a little. “Welcome to the club.”

She sighed and led him over to the bed. They sat on the edge. Her feet didn’t quite touch the floor, but she refrained from swinging them.

“I dated Mark through most of high school. We went to college together. We were crazy in love. Our families loved us together, too. Marriage was inevitable.” She swallowed, her voice wobbling. “But then the dreams started about Greece and the muses. I tried to talk to him about it, but he didn’t understand. And as the muse, Calliope, blossomed, it brought out parts of me…” Callie got up, rubbing her hands on her slacks. “I’ve never told anyone any of this.”

He didn’t move. “We’ve got plenty of time.”

She nodded, pacing toward the French door. “When I was little, my dad would take me out in his skiff. My little sister would never go because it scared her when the boat would fly off the swells, but I craved it, that weightless feeling, like I was a bird. I couldn’t get enough. I’d tell my dad to go faster.”

Her eyes welled with tears, but she didn’t allow them to fall. “He used to call me his little daredevil.”

She stared up at the moon, the pain twisting in her stomach. “On my tenth birthday, I got a trampoline, and I thought it’d be awesome to jump out our bedroom window onto it. My sister helped me place it outside. We ran back in, and I jumped first.” She turned around to face Hunter. “Then I coaxed my sister out after me, but she missed the trampoline when she landed. She broke her leg.”

Callie cleared her throat, forcing herself to get the words out. “Later, my dad told me my appetite for adrenaline was getting out of control. He said I needed to become the master of it or the hunger for risk would just get bigger and someone would get seriously hurt.” She paused, pulling in a slow breath. “I took it to heart. No more jumping out my window, no more balancing and walking along the top of our fence, no more riding my bike with no hands.”

She glanced over her shoulder. His eyes were on her, but he didn’t interrupt. She turned toward the backyard again. “But when the muse was reborn inside me, I yearned for adventure even more than before. And Mark…” She shook her head, blinking hard to keep the tears at bay. “He didn’t understand. We were engaged. Both of our families planned a big wedding, and spent lots of money on dresses and venues and food.”

She couldn’t force the rest out. The mattress squeaked behind her, and a second later his arms were around her waist. She didn’t resist, accepting his comfort and leaning back against his chest.

“I was suffocating, and I couldn’t make anyone understand,” she said.

He kissed her hair. “So you ran.”

A humorless laugh escaped her. “I was in my ten-thousand-dollar dress, the organ in the church was playing the bridal march, and my dad offered me his arm.” She swiped a tear away before it could roll down her cheek. “It was the last time I saw my dad.”

She turned around to face Hunter, staring up into his eyes. “I loved Mark. Really loved him. My family loved him. His family loved me. And even with all that love around me, it wasn’t enough. Something is broken inside me, Hunter. I hurt them all. All the people who cared about me most.”

Her voice rose, filling the entire room. “I’m selfish and never satisfied, and I never will be because this freaking muse is always clawing at me, hungry for more. You’ll be fun for a while. Maybe we’ll even live through this mess, but once we get in a routine, once the wildness wears off, you’ll be ready to settle down and make a life, and I’ll be running to the next adventure.”

He stared into her eyes for a long time and then got down on one knee. Her heart stopped, but he shook his head, his lips curving into a warm grin. “Calm down. I’m not proposing.”

She chuckled, shaking her head. How could he make her smile after she’d just revealed the ugliest part of herself?

“Just wanted to give you the upper hand for a minute.” He lifted his gaze to her face. “I’m not a psychologist, and I’ve only known you for a short time, but you are not broken. Not by a long shot.”

Gods, why did he have to be so flipping sexy? She stared down at him, memorizing every angle of his face. “I devastated the man I loved, the man I was going to spend the rest of my life with. My one friend back home who still speaks to me told me he spent a week in the bar. He hates me. I embarrassed him and broke his heart all in one day.”

“Forget about him for a second.” He squeezed her hands as though he could offer her some of his strength. “You said before that the muse enhanced parts of your personality, but you’re still you, right?”

She nodded, trying not to notice his thumb tracing a circle on the inside of her wrist.

“So when you started to get cold feet, did you tell anyone?”

She’d never allowed herself to think about any of this before. Opening the box of memories was too painful. But now…maybe it was time.

“I tried to talk to Mark. He had his eye on a house halfway between our parents’ places. The perfect spot to start a family so the kids could see their grandparents often.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I told him I’d been dreaming of moving to California.”

Hunter got to his feet, bringing his other hand up to her cheek. “Who else did you tell?”

“My dad…” She choked on the words and cleared her throat. “It was always me and my dad against the world. I knew he’d understand and help me.”

“I’m sorry.” Hunter’s eyes softened. “You don’t need to do this. I just hate seeing you hide yourself away with a ‘damaged goods’ label.”

She’d conducted enough therapy sessions to know she’d come too far to back off now. It was time to get it all out. “Dad said everyone gets cold feet and I needed to suck it up. Mark would make a good husband and he loved me. When I told him I wanted to move to California, Dad said it would break his heart for me to go so far away.”

Hunter wrapped her in his arms again, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. His voice vibrated in his chest. “He was wrong to lay that guilt on you.”

“Maybe.” She closed her eyes as a tear spilled down her cheek. “But he thought it was just cold feet. He didn’t know I was drowning and looking for a lifeline.”

Hunter pulled back enough to see her face. “Have you ever told him that?”

“No.” Her chest tightened. “They haven’t spoken to me since I ran out of that church. No one has. I moved away and got busy with the theater and my job.” She wiped her nose. “And I swore I would never hurt another man like that again.”

Hunter scooped her up into his arms as if she weighed nothing and carried her over to the bed. He laid her down and then moved behind her to spoon her, his arm holding her close to his chest. His lips brushed her ear. “Before you push me away, you have my word that once you’re asleep, I’ll go in the other room, okay?”

She covered his hand with hers over her abdomen. His was so much bigger than hers and had probably fired guns, rifles, and god knew what else, but right here, right now, his tenderness broke down her will as sure as any grenade.

Without moving, she whispered into the darkness, “What if I don’t want you to go?”


CHAPTER 10


Being this close to her was a delicious, dangerous temptation. And hearing her admit she wanted him to stay had other parts of him wide awake. He pressed his lips to her shoulder, whispering along her soft skin, “I’m right where I want to be.”

She rolled over to face him, her hands sliding into his hair. “Why are you so kind to me when all I’ve done is push you away?”

His hand trailed down her back. “I wish I could explain it. When you and I first met and butted heads, I saw a spark in you; a wild, strong spirit that you did everything to hide. And I guess it made me yearn to set it free.”

And then she kissed him. Her lips were hot, her tongue hungry for his, and her fingers tightened in his hair until he growled in answer. He cupped her ass, pulling her in tight to his hips. She moaned into the kiss. That sound… He didn’t have words, only needs and desires.

Her shoes thunked to the floor, and he followed suit by kicking off his flip-flops before he rolled her underneath him. She parted her legs, and he sank even closer to her. His erection throbbed, aching for release from his jeans. He rested his elbows on either side of her head, breaking the kiss. He stared down at her. Her chest heaved, her lips were swollen, and the way she looked at him made him feel like the luckiest bastard alive.

“You are so damned beautiful.” He stole one more kiss, growling against her. “And if we’re not naked soon, I’m going to lose my fucking mind.”

Her teeth caught his lower lip as her hands slid up underneath his shirt. “Now you know how I felt seeing you in your board shorts.”

He grinned as he fed on her mouth. When he finally came up for air, his pulse was racing. And they weren’t even skin to skin. Yet.

“I was lucky I had a towel around my waist or the entire beach would’ve seen the effect you had on me when you were rinsing off in that bikini.”

Her dark eyes sparkled. “You should see me without it.”

“Yes.” He pressed his hips into her, enjoying the way her lips parted. “I should definitely see that.”

He forced himself to get up. Without taking his eyes off her, he pulled his T-shirt over his head and unbuttoned his jeans. As he stood in front of her, Callie’s gaze wandered up his body, only this time she didn’t try to hide it or stop herself. She sat up on the edge, freeing the buttons on her top. She dropped it off the bed and reached behind her back to unclasp her black bra.

She slid the bra down her arms very slowly, watching him, seducing him. When she finally dropped it onto the floor, his will was broken. He fell to his knees in front of her, sliding his hands up her back as he took one of her breasts into his mouth. Her fingernails dug into his shoulders, and she arched her back, offering her beautiful body to him.

And he wanted to touch and taste every inch of her.
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Watching Hunter’s hungry lips feeding on her breasts had her writhing, yearning for relief from the building torment. He cupped them and then gave each nipple a slow lick, looking up at her from under his lashes. He rose up to kiss her, his thumbs teasing the sensitive tips.

She ran her hands over his chest, exploring every muscle, every scar. Needing him. Desperate to get closer. He eased her back onto the bed, growling against her lips. “You’re overdressed.”

His mouth drifted lower, down her neck, using his lips, tongue, and teeth to toy with her until she was on the edge of oblivion. He unfastened her slacks and pulled them down her hips, taking her lace panties with them. He knelt on the floor before her, his gaze on her face as his fingers traveled up the inside of her leg, higher and higher. Then he stopped, a fingertip tracing the juncture of her thighs.

Her hips bucked, aching for release. “Stop teasing me…”

“Just making sure you’re ready for me.” He slipped two fingers inside her and she almost lost it, her body rocking into his hand. He retracted them slowly. “No more teasing.”

And then his mouth was on her, his tongue flicked over her core, luring her closer to surrender while his fingers entered her again. Her hands balled into fists, gripping the comforter as she worked her hips. He groaned against her, the vibrations sending her even higher.

“Gods, don’t stop.”

His breath was hot on her skin. “Not until you come.”

And that was all it took. He dove back into her and her entire body tightened up until she was trembling, lost in the pleasure he offered. As the aftershocks sent tremors through her, Hunter kissed his way down her inner thigh. He stood up, his jeans so tight his desire was plain for her to see.

He unzipped his pants and stepped out of them. When he straightened up, his erection throbbed, and she wet her lips. He came closer and slid his arm under her, taking her higher up on the bed with him. He settled over her, rubbing her core without entering her as he claimed her with hot kisses up her neck.

His teeth grazed her ear. “I don’t have a condom.”

She ran her fingernails down his back. “Are you worried about anything other than pregnancy?”

“I’m clean.” He lifted his head. “But we can wait, if you want. I’ll buy a pack tomorrow.”

A breathy chuckle escaped her lips. “I’m on the pill.” She gripped his ass. “And there’s no way I can wait until tomorrow.”
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That fire was in Callie’s dark eyes again, the wildness that Hunter couldn’t resist no matter how hard she tried to push him away.

He rocked his hips back as his lips caressed hers. “Me neither.”

He slid inside her, shuddering as he moaned into her mouth. She was tight and slick around him, made for him. He held her tighter, struggling to keep his thrusts slow and controlled. He wanted to savor her.

He broke the kiss and stared down at her. Words couldn’t do justice for how right this felt, their bodies united, the pleasure smoldering, tempting him to race for release. God, he was aching to pound into her until he couldn’t move.

Instead, he rolled them over so she was on top. Callie grinned. Sexiest damned smile he’d ever seen. She rose up over him, letting him feast on the image of her naked body riding him. He ran his hands up her sides to her perfect breasts, cupping their weight in his palms. He circled her taut nipples, enjoying the way her hips writhed against him.

She caught one of his hands, bringing it to her lips. He traced her mouth with his index finger before she took it inside. Her tongue circled it, sucking gently.

Fuck…

He dropped his other hand to her thigh and slammed up into her. He couldn’t get close enough. When she moaned his name, he almost lost it. He slid his hand between them, finding her sweet spot. “I can’t hold on much longer,” he growled.

She nodded, gasping. “Feels so good…”

So much better than good. She worked her hips into him, her inner muscles clenching as she peaked, until he exploded deep inside her. Callie collapsed onto his chest, breathless. He wrapped his arms around her and breathed her into his lungs.

“Your heart is racing,” she whispered.

He chuckled. “Yeah, that was… I don’t have words.”

She lifted her head just enough to meet his eyes. “I need to tell you something.”

“Okay.” He prayed she wasn’t already going to start distancing herself again.

“I’ve never met anyone like you before, either.”

“’Course not.” The corner of his lips kicked up. “I’m one of a kind.”

Her laughter warmed him all over. She rested against his chest again, and he stared at the ceiling. Protecting and rescuing others were all in a day’s work, but the threat surrounding Callie was a whole new animal. Because every second he spent with her, he cared about her even more. The danger he faced as a SEAL had never been this personal.

He wouldn’t be awaiting orders or thinking about consequences this time. If anyone tried to hurt her, his response would be swift and deadly.


CHAPTER 11


Callie woke to a cell phone alarm. She winced and pried an eye open to find darkness outside her French door. The noise ended abruptly, but she hardly noticed once Hunter’s naked body moved beside her.

It hadn’t been a dream.

His deep voice purred against her ear. “Let’s catch some waves together.”

He had no idea how surreal his words were. In her carefully regimented world, there was a shower, breakfast, business casual clothes, and then off to work. The only adventures were the ones recounted to her by soldiers in her office. Straying from her schedule was risky, an opening to the muse inside her to take the lead.

It was on the tip of her tongue to agree, but she managed to force out a more responsible answer. “I have to work.”

He nibbled at the back of her neck, sending tingles all the way to her toes. “I’ll get you back here in plenty of time for work.” He rolled her over to face him, his bright eyes full of life. “You were getting the hang of it yesterday. Say yes.”

He had her flashing back to the night before when he’d inspired her to cry out yes many times.

A smile spread across her face. “You’re a very bad influence.”

“Nah.” He shook his head. “I just have no problem with living an epic life.”

He kissed her forehead and got out of bed. Hunter and his perfectly sculpted backside walked into her bathroom and closed the door. She rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling.

An epic life.

She ached for it and feared it at the same time. If she surrendered to that part of herself, there would be no turning back.

Before she could psychoanalyze herself fully, Hunter came back into the room. Just the sight of his naked body had hers warming up, hungering to be near him. He picked up his pants and tugged them on commando.

“I’ve got my trunks and the wetsuits in the back of the SUV.” He added with a smirk. “I’m hoping I also have a toothbrush in my bag someplace.”

He strode over to the bed and took her hand. “And don’t be fooled by these pants. If Reed wasn’t planning on meeting me at the beach, I’d be rolling around naked in this bed with you in a heartbeat. I love surfing, but—” his gaze wandered over the thin sheet covering her body before he met her eyes again “—no wave could ever compete with you.”

Callie’s heart melted as he turned and walked out. She blew out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. What the hell was she doing? Thinking with the wrong body parts, that was for certain.

She headed for the bathroom. Her bikini was hanging over the shower rod, and she snatched it and put it on. She brushed her hair and teeth, and then stared into the mirror.

Last night was…amazing, terrifying, and dangerous. And she couldn’t let it happen again. Yes, she hadn’t been in bed with a man in a long time, and true, she’d only had a few short-term flings after Mark, but what she shared with Hunter, the kiss at his mother’s place, and the sex…

Nothing in her past even held a candle to the desire Hunter kindled in her. She had loved Mark. Deeply. But she realized now, there had never been a spark or a surrender. He never overwhelmed her with breathless passion. She settled. He was safe, stable, and kind.

All good qualities.

But she’d showed Hunter the darkest parts of herself, the deepest of secrets that she’d never told anyone before. And instead of judgment or trying to “fix” her, he’d accepted her. All of her. Except she hadn’t meant to let him in.

“Hey, Doc.” His voice came through the door. “I grabbed us a couple towels from the other bathroom if that’s okay. You’re not in there having second thoughts, are you?”

Oh Gods, was she ever. How was it possible he understood her so well already?

She rolled her eyes and opened the door. “No.” She snagged a towel from him. “Did you have a toothbrush?”

He held it up, brandishing it like Excalibur. In spite of her mood, he still cracked her up.

“You should laugh more often.” Hunter grinned. “It’s a great look on you.”

He scooted past her into the bathroom while she pulled a pair of sweats over her swimsuit. She was definitely overthinking all this. There were bigger things to consider, like the Order of the Titans and the theater…and Mel’s surprise Disneyland bachelorette party.

Shit. She’d forgotten again. One night with a hot Navy SEAL and she was already losing her focus. This was why the no-dating pact was important.

She gasped as big hands caught her waist and spun her around. Hunter’s lips claimed hers, and just like that, all her worries, fears, and regrets melted away. Her body molded into his, completely oblivious to her mind’s earlier warnings. When he rested his forehead against hers, his gaze reached all the way into her soul.

“I know there’s a lot of chaos around us. The therapist in you is probably drafting a list of all the reasons this is a bad idea, but when we kiss…” He shook his head, his eyes never straying from hers. “It’s the most ‘right’ I’ve ever felt.”

She swallowed the lump in her throat and took a step back. “I can’t go there right now.”

He didn’t look happy about it, but he didn’t push. “Then let’s go to the beach.”
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Hunter tried not to look at Callie on the drive. Now that he’d slept with her, something new had opened inside him. He’d been in relationships before. He’d even said I love you before. But last night… The intensity, the connection—dammit—he’d never realized it could be like that, and now that he did, he didn’t want to give it up. To give her up.

He had no one to blame but himself, though. She’d been firm, pushing him away at every turn, but he kept pressing, kept pursuing, and now… He glanced over. She was staring out the window. A total mystery.

He parked next to Reed’s pickup. Callie met him at the back of the SUV, and he handed her one surfboard, then grabbed his. “There’s Reed,” he said.

His friend walked up the sand, his wetsuit hanging off his waist. Reed grinned and took Callie’s board. “You must be the psychologist I’ve been hearing so much about.”

She glanced at Hunter and back to Reed. “I’m Dr. Callie O’Connor.” She offered her hand.

“Lieutenant Reed McIntosh.” Reed shook her hand. “Hunter told me you rode a wave your first time out.”

Callie laughed. “Did he tell you I fell off a hundred times before that?”

Reed set her board down beside Hunter’s. “Happens to all of us. Most people give up.”

“Callie is definitely not ‘most people.’” Hunter smiled, watching her slide her arms into the wetsuit.

Her face flushed with a hint of color as she reached for her board. “If I can stay up today, keep in mind I have no clue how to turn, so…”

Hunter came up next to her. “We’ll watch out for you.” He glanced over his shoulder at Reed, needling him. “Dude, the sun’s going to be in our eyes soon.”

Reed shook his head, chuckling. “I’m coming.”

Hunter walked beside Callie, resisting the urge to touch her. They hadn’t discussed the status of their relationship, so he had no clue if she was ready to go public. Probably not. Either way, he didn’t risk giving her another excuse to run.

The saltwater rolled up the sand, covering their feet. She gasped. “Damn, it’s cold.”

He nodded. “Wakes you up, right?”

“Definitely.” She finally lifted her head to meet his eyes. “Reed seems nice.”

“He’s a good guy.” Once they were out far enough, he held the board steady so she could climb on.

She started paddling out. “Is he a SEAL, too?”

“Nope.” He hopped on his board and stroked hard. One duck dive under a wave and he came up to grab her board before she got pulled back to shore. “He’s in Federal Fire. He works the station on the base here in Crystal City. They’re the real heroes. If we come in hot, they’re always on the tarmac, hoses ready. We know we’ll be all right when we see their trucks waiting below.”

She glanced his way, her hair slicked back, her skin wet, the suit molded to every curve. Damned distracting. “I didn’t know Federal Fire existed and I work on the base every day.”

He chuckled. “They don’t get movies and books written about them, but they save lives and keep us all safe.”

Speak of the devil.

Reed came up next to him. “You ready, Hunt?”

He grinned. “More ready than you’ll ever be.”

“Big talk from a guy who’s been practicing in secret.” Reed laughed.

Hunter watched a swell rising fifty feet away. His heart hammered with anticipation. He pointed his board toward shore and shouted, “Callie, start paddling, we’re riding this one.”

She stroked faster as the wave built. He waited for the swell to catch his board, instinct taking over. As it crested, he popped up to his feet, his attention focused on Callie up ahead of him. She was up. Wobbly, but up.

Come on, baby, keep those arms out. You got this.

He rode down the line of the wave until he was close enough to see her smile. She was fucking gorgeous when she let that fire loose inside her. He wrapped his board back into the pocket, getting behind her again as they got closer to shore.

Callie finally toppled over, and he dove off his board, shooting through the water to find her and pull her to the surface. She clasped her hands around the back of his neck, her eyes sparkling like the morning sun on the ocean.

“Let’s do it again,” she said.

“Definitely.” He grinned and reeled in her leash, tugging her board back to her.

Reed came up beside them. “Not bad, Doc. I’m impressed.”

“I have a great teacher.” Her eyes were on Hunter’s, and something inside him, that new part he’d never known existed before, warmed.

Reed clasped Hunter’s shoulder. “Great to see you out there again, dude.”

“Good to be back.”

And finally, being home felt right.
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A man of his word, Hunter hauled Callie out of the ocean, got her home, in the shower, toast in her mouth, and her butt in her office five minutes early. She read over the case file in front of her, an uncharacteristic smile curving her lips.

Marty poked her head in the door and froze. “Is everything okay?”

Callie lifted her head and nodded, her smile brightening. “Yeah. Everything’s great. Why?”

“You look…” Marty grinned, shaking her head. “You’re glowing. Did you win the lottery?”

A vision of Hunter naked in her bedroom filled her head as she shrugged. “Not exactly.”

“Well, whatever it is, it’s working.” She cleared her throat. “Your first appointment is here.”

“Okay, I’ll be just a second.”

Marty closed the door, and Callie relaxed back in her chair. The surfing this morning had taken the edge off her mental panic. She didn’t have to solve everything today. Taming the ocean, working in harmony with the waves, made all her problems seem small somehow.

And seeing Hunter and Reed together, happy and laughing, had done her heart good. She wasn’t Hunter’s doctor, but it was obvious that the camaraderie they shared helped lift the weight he refused to share off his shoulders.

Her phone buzzed as she stood up. She swiped the screen to find a text from Hunter.

I’m outside, eyes on the building. If anything seems off, let me know.

Somehow, he’d even made her forget all about the Kronos worshippers. Until now.

It buzzed again.

You looked hot on that board this morning.

She laughed, the sound surprising her. Her fingers flew across her screen.

Meet you at my bench for lunch. I’ll bring sandwiches.
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Callie’s first three appointments went well. Two of her patients had made huge steps forward in their healing processes during the week. The soldiers inspired her with their efforts, finding new coping mechanisms for the stress of the job. Instead of turning to alcohol to numb their emotions, they were learning to recognize their triggers, and use exercise and healthier alternatives to cope.

One even took his wife out for a date.

Days like this reminded her why she became a therapist in the first place. Callie checked the time and grabbed her purse. Flying out the door, she waved at Marty. “See you in an hour.”

Hunter was waiting for her at the door. Her smile faltered. “I thought we were meeting at the bench by the beach,” she said.

He kept scanning the area as they walked. “If you’re alone, they can make their move. I’m not going to let that happen.”

Callie sighed. “Are you going to be my bathroom buddy, too?”

He finally looked at her. “You don’t have to like this, but you were the one who told me I’m your Guardian. Let me do my job.” He gestured toward the parking lot. “They could be in any one of those cars. If they made a grab for you, we’d never find you.” He cupped her cheek. “Not going to happen. Not on my watch.”

The intensity in his eyes cut her frustration off at the knees. He was right. They could be anywhere. “Have you heard any of them thinking about me?”

“Not today.” They headed for the deli. “I wish I understood how this ‘gift’ worked. I’m guessing it doesn’t work over long distances. I heard the guy watching us at the beach the other day, the asshole runners, other women on the beach this morning, and Curtis across the table last night.”

“Women on the beach?”

He nodded. “Yeah, they all thought they’d be able to surf, too, if I was teaching them.”

She chuckled. “You didn’t say anything.”

He shrugged, holding the door open for her. “I’m trying to get a hold on this. I figured you didn’t need to know everything I hear.”

She hadn’t considered how crazy it must be to have other people’s thoughts echoing in his head without warning.

After they ordered their sandwiches, she caught his hand; her fingers sliding between his was magnetic, instinctive. His gaze snapped to her face.

“I’m sorry. I guess I’m just used to this madness by now.” She searched his eyes. “Sometimes I forget how insane I felt in the beginning.”

He lifted their joined hands, pressing a kiss to the back of hers. “It helps that I’m not alone in this.”

They took the sandwiches out to her favorite bench overlooking the beach and sat down. While she opened hers, Hunter took in their surroundings.

“Everything okay?” She bit into her sandwich.

“I don’t like being out in the open like this.” After a moment, he sighed and gave her his full attention. “The only thing I heard was a girl driving by who thought we were a cute couple.”

He took a long drink of his water. She stared at his profile for a second. Her job was to help people communicate and talk about their feelings and fears, but sitting here with Hunter, she suddenly didn’t know where to begin.

So she dove in headfirst. “Have you gotten your paperwork signed off yet? Are you fit for duty?”

He glanced at her with a raised brow. “Subtle.”

“Sorry.” She straightened up. “I get paid not to dance around issues.”

He looked out at the ocean. “I’m not your patient anymore.”

An emotional wall went up then, so thick she could almost see it. “If you were, I wouldn’t need to ask.”

“I’ve got enough to worry about right now.” Another drink and no eye contact.

Her lunch sat like a rock in her stomach. “When we first met, you couldn’t wait for me to sign that paperwork.”

He shrugged without as much as a glance in her direction. “I’ll get to it.”

“You haven’t even seen Dr. Long yet, have you?”

He finally turned her way, a crease in his brow. “Why are you pushing this? Are you that eager to get me the hell away from you?”

She frowned, but she didn’t back off. “This has nothing to do with me. I’m asking because I know you’re carrying a huge weight on your shoulders, and now you’re adding my safety onto your back, too. You’re only one man, Hunter.”

“I told you, I’m fine.” He got up, running a hand down his face. “That hasn’t changed.”

“You’re learning how to control this gift while you’re trying to avoid dealing with the baggage from your last mission, and now there are people in masks hunting me and you’re my shield.” She shook her head. “Even Superman wouldn’t be fine.”

He crossed his arms, watching the surf hit the sand. Silent.

Ugh. She tossed the rest of her sandwich in the bag and started walking back to her office.

Within two steps, he caught her elbow. “Where are you going?”

She looked at his hand and then up to his eyes. “You’re shutting me out like I’m your therapist, so I’m going back to my office where that’s who I am.”

“What do you want from me?”

“Our paths crossed because you needed someone to talk to, someone to help ease the burden, and now, instead of doing my job, I’ve added to it.” She sighed. “You can tell yourself you’re fine all you want, but ignoring it isn’t going to make it go away.”

He narrowed his eyes. “This coming from the woman who has blamed herself for not marrying a guy who wanted to cage her spirit.”

“Screw you.” Her belly burned with fire as she poked a finger to his chest. “I’m human, just like you. I never claimed to be any better or worse. But you’re standing there pretending you’re some kind of superhero. What’s going to happen when Intelligence gets word that they found your friend over in Afghanistan?”

His gaze shot to hers.

“Yeah.” She nodded. “I read your file. You wanted me to sign that paperwork so you could get back to your base in Coronado and lead your team on a rescue mission to the desert to extricate him.”

A muscle tensed in his cheek, but he didn’t speak.

“And you probably think that will slay the demon weighing you down at night,” she went on, “but what if it doesn’t go the way you’re hoping? What will ease that torment, Hunter?”

He turned toward the water again, but his tone softened a notch. “Why are you doing this?”

The pain in his voice tugged at her heart. She stepped around so she was in front of him, but he kept his attention locked on the waves right over her head. She reached out to touch his forearm, and he finally met her eyes.

“I’m pushing you because I care. You know better than most that there are no guarantees. What if you don’t get the closure you think you need? They could kill your friend, or he could have died from his injuries, or the Order might figure out how to get to me. How will you cope?”

He uncrossed his strong arms and wrapped them around her. She didn’t hesitate to cling to him, closing her eyes.

His heart pounded out a steady rhythm in her ear, and she wished she could ease his pain. Anything to protect him.

Gods, she was in way over her head.


CHAPTER 12


Hunter rested his chin on the top of her head, breathing in the salty ocean air. His head was spinning. She was right. He’d set aside everything to protect her without a second thought. Was it soley the danger, or had he been eager for the shift of focus?

What if he got the call tomorrow? What if they located Briggs?

For the first time in his career, he had a reason not to go. And he was holding her in his arms right now. Without moving, he said, “I want to ask you something.”

She pulled back and looked up at him. “Okay.”

He brought a hand up to caress her cheek. “When this threat passes, where will that leave us?”

A flash of fear shone on her face before she lowered her gaze. “I don’t know.”

He lifted her chin until she grudgingly met his eyes. “I’m not even a trained shrink, and I could almost hear you telling yourself how you’ll be bad for me.”

A tiny smile curved at the corner of her mouth. “I thought you said you can’t hear my thoughts.”

“Don’t have to.” He bent to claim her lips, slow and lingering. When she opened her eyes, he whispered, “If I go talk to Dr. Long, you need to do something for me.”

“What?”

“Trust me.”

She raised a brow. “I told you things I haven’t even told my sisters. I do trust you.”

“I don’t think so. You trusted me with your secrets, now trust me to be strong enough to handle whatever happens between us.”

Her jaw went slack for a second before she shook her head. “I made a promise to myself never to hurt another man like that again.”

“And I’m not just ‘another man.’” He took off his Special Forces watch, exposing his birthmark. “I was marked by the gods to be your Guardian.”

She stared at his wrist and finally up into his eyes. “But what if the muse…”

“What if your muse was saving you, Callie? Your fiancé and your family were trying to make you be who they needed you to be. I’m coming into this embracing that wild spirit in you. I don’t want to clip your wings. I want to fly with you.”

She rose up on her tiptoes, and he met her halfway, humming into the kiss as her lips parted for him. He straightened, lifting her feet off the ground.

His phone chimed in his pocket.

Callie broke the kiss. “Your phone.”

“It can wait.” His lips caressed hers again.

She surrendered for about two seconds. “What if it’s Nate or your commanding officer?”

He groaned and lowered her to the ground. Tugging out his phone, he turned on the screen and frowned. “It’s Nate. I gave him Curtis’s last name this morning. Maybe he talked to him.”

“All right.” Callie nodded. “I need to get back to the office anyway.”

“I’ll walk with you.” He caught her hand. “I’ll call him once you’re inside.”

They walked that way until they entered Callie’s office. Her office manager was at her post when Hunter and Callie walked in. Callie dropped his hand like a live grenade, but not before the older woman noticed and gave him a knowing smile.

He grinned and tipped his head, then headed out. Once outside, he hit Nate’s number and waited.

“Hunter?”

“Yeah, I’m here. What’s up?”

Papers shuffled on the other end of the line. “Not much yet. Curtis teaches history and Greek mythology at Crystal Community College. No infractions on his record. Not even an unpaid parking ticket.”

“My sister said he attends a meeting with some Greek club once a month.”

“That’s got to be the Order.” He sighed. “I have an idea, but I can’t get my partner involved. If I crash and burn, I don’t want to take him down with me.”

Hunter squinted into the sun. “What did you have in mind?”
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Nate was waiting in the parking lot when Hunter pulled up. He didn’t like leaving Callie unguarded, but Reed’s shift was over, so he came over to watch Callie’s building in Hunter’s place. He’d told Reed she had a stalker, which wasn’t too far from the truth.

Hunter got out, and Nate shook his hand. “According to the map, his lecture hall is in this building, and the admin office said his class is over at two thirty.”

As long as everything went smoothly, Hunter figured he’d be back on base before Callie got off work.

“I’ll handle the questioning,” Nate said, as they walked toward the campus. “Then I need you to listen for any stray thoughts that could give us a lead.”

“Got it.”

It was surreal that he was hearing thoughts in his head besides his own, but having a detective not only believe him, but want his help with an investigation pushed it to a whole new level.

They maneuvered around the bustling river of college students flooding out to the parking lot. When they got to the door, Nate grabbed the handle and Hunter followed him inside.

Curtis looked up from his lectern and smiled at Hunter. “Hi. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

Hunter glanced at Nate and took the lead. “This is Callie’s friend, Nate. He’s a detective, and when he told me they were working a cold case that involved a Greek mask, I remembered you mentioning that Greek history was your specialty.”

Nate stepped forward and opened a file folder. He took out a picture of a man lying on the ground in a golden mask with a bullet hole right between the eyes. Hunter had no idea where it came from or if it was even real. He kept his focus on Curtis.

The thoughts came in loud, clear, and fast.

Oh shit. It’s Ben. Can they trace him back to the Order? No. They would’ve already made arrests if they had any evidence. Stay calm. Breathe.

Curtis lifted his head. “I’m not sure what you’re hoping I can tell you.”

Nate pointed to the photo. “Do you recognize the mask?”

“Sure.” Curtis shrugged. “That’s Kronos. He was the leader of the Titans, Zeus’s father.”

Nate jotted a note on his pad. “Any idea why a man in a Kronos mask would be abducting high school English teachers?”

The Muse of Tragic Poetry. Do they know? They couldn’t. Breathe.

Curtis forced a laugh. “Sorry, no. Kronos wouldn’t have had any interest in a human schoolteacher. I wish I could be more help.”

Nate leaned into Curtis’s personal space. “Any idea why there might be a group in Crystal City worshipping an old god like this?”

Fuck, fuck, fuck. Calm down. They don’t know anything. Stay calm, then call Ted.

“No. As far as I know, no one believes in the old gods anymore.”

Hunter couldn’t remain silent any longer. He came a little closer. “Do you?”

“What?” Curtis gasped before he could stop himself. He cleared his throat, shaking his head. “I’m not sure what my beliefs have to do with a cold case.”

Hunter shrugged, doing his best to keep it casual. They needed Curtis to talk until he gave them the information they needed. “Just curious.”

“I think all civilization as we know it now came from the Greeks,” Curtis said, “and all myths are born from man’s reality.”

Nate popped his ballpoint pen. “So you do believe in this Kronos guy? You think he was real?”

“Kronos guy”? Imbeciles. Soon they’ll be bowing to Kronos, and these two jocks can polish my boots.

Curtis narrowed his eyes. “I believe the Golden Age of Man was real, and Kronos was responsible for protecting mankind, so he must’ve done a good job.”

Nate glanced over at Hunter. “Sounds like a non-answer to me.”

Hunter nodded. “What does my sister think?”

“Leave Alicia out of this.” Curtis shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I really don’t have any more time to speak with you.” He reached for his briefcase and handed Nate a business card. “If you find any more Greek clues you need help identifying, I’m happy to help.”

“I appreciate your time.” Nate tucked the card away.

Hunter raised a brow as the professor hustled for the door. “See you soon, Curtis.”

As soon as the door closed, Curtis’s thoughts pounded in Hunter’s mind, so rapid and jumbled that he had a hard time keeping up.

The new enforcer needs to stop the detective. They’re getting too close. Alicia. I need to keep Alicia out of this. Her brother is going to be a problem. But maybe it’ll be okay. Maybe the family will pull together when Hunter is mourning Dr. O’Connor. It can all work. And when the Titans are free, everyone will understand our sacrifice was for the greater good.

The farther away he got, the more fractured the thoughts, until Hunter finally had a clear head again. He sat down rubbing his temples. “Shit.” His head throbbed. “Can I borrow your pen? I want to get this down before it fades away.”

Nate handed him the pad and pen, and Hunter wrote down all he could remember.

When he set the pen down, he groaned. “Doesn’t make much sense.”

Nate scanned the page, frowning. “When the Titans are free?”

“That’s what he said. Any idea what he’s talking about?”

Nate stared at the door, frowning. “If the muses are real, it’s not too big a leap to think the Titans might be, too.”

Hunter shot up from his chair, wincing as the room spun. He needed some Tylenol. Damn. “So you think the Ted guy could have a Titan reborn in him like the muses?”

Nate shook his head. “The Titans were immortal.” He turned toward Hunter, his voice dropping. “We have a working theory that if the Titans really were locked in the center of the Earth, they could be freed by—”

“Drilling oil,” Hunter finished, remembering his previous conversation with Callie.

Nate nodded. “And the man who owns the oil company in Crystal City…?”

He hadn’t lived in Crystal City since high school, but the name still came to him in a flash. “Ted Belkin.”

Nate started for the door. “I need to get back to the precinct. Our other leads were pointing us toward Belkin Oil, but the trail went cold.”

“I’m going back to the base.” One of Curtis’s thoughts kept taunting Hunter, repeating in his mind…When he’s mourning Dr. O’Connor…

No fucking way was he going to let that happen.
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Bryce finished at the shooting range and checked his cell phone. Three missed calls from an unknown number. He swiped over to his voice mail and pressed play:

“This is Curtis from the Order. I had a visit from Detective Nate Malone today. He’s still investigating Ben’s death, and he’s asking about Kronos worshippers. You need to stop him. If you eliminate the Muse of Epic Poetry right now, they’ll connect it to us. They’re too close. I’m calling Mr. Belkin.”

Bryce frowned and started to put his phone away when it vibrated again. He accepted the call. “This is Bryce.”

“Bryce, it’s Ted. I need you to come to my office. Now.”

“Is this about some Curtis guy?” Bryce tucked his phone between his ear and shoulder, freeing up his hands.

Ted cursed under his breath. “How did he get your number?”

“Beats me. He left a voice mail.” He wiped down his pistol and slid it back into its case.

“Get over here as soon as you can. My father is going to want an update.”

“Twenty minutes.” Bryce ended the call and headed for his motorcycle.

Things were about to get real.
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Callie finished her last session and pulled out her purse. No texts from Hunter. Not that she expected any. Not really.

She’d probably pushed too hard this afternoon. Seeing him in pain, knowing she was the cause of it, sucked, but how much stress could one man take?

One thought kept haunting her, though: he wanted her to trust him.

She’d been through enough self-therapy to know the only person she’d ever truly trusted was her father. And when he hadn’t taken her side, when he’d turned his back on her…

She blinked back tears. Yeah, she didn’t want to go there.

Trust was a tricky thing. You couldn’t just switch it on. It was earned.

She stepped out of the building to find Hunter leaning against the back bumper of his SUV. He was in jeans, a distressed T-shirt that hugged his torso, and sunglasses. He took off the glasses as she approached, a crooked smile on his face.

“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” he said.

She grinned. “I could say the same for you.”

He raised a brow but had the good sense not to mention her flirting instead of pushing him away.

She was trying. Maybe he was, too.

He opened the door for her and went around to the driver’s side. Before he started the engine, he glanced her way. “I have an appointment with Dr. Long on Monday.”

That simple sentence crumbled her emotional defenses. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m glad.”

He pulled out of the parking lot and headed for her place. Silence fell between them. Normally, Callie had no trouble getting people to open up, but she’d never met anyone like Hunter Armstrong before.

She glanced over at him, memorizing every angle of his strong profile. “Did you see or…hear from any of the Order after I went back to work?”

He nodded, keeping his gaze on the road. “I went with Nate to talk to Curtis today.”

She blinked, but before she could say anything, he added, “Reed was off work, so he came over to keep an eye on your building.”

She frowned. “You didn’t tell him, right?”

Hunter turned onto her street and parked in her driveway before answering. “You probably didn’t notice it when we surfed with Reed this morning, but we have the same birthmark. It was the first thing that got us talking when we tried out for the surf team in high school.”

She digested the information, frowning. “You’re sure?”

He nodded. “His is on his ankle.”

“So you think he’s a Guardian, too?”

He shrugged. “Maybe? Probably? I don’t know. But he’s my closest friend and the only person I’d trust to keep you safe.” He paused and added, “Maybe Nate, too. I don’t know him well yet, but he seems like a good guy.”

“You haven’t said anything to Reed about…us?”

“You asked me not to, right?” Hunter pulled out the keys and glanced her way. “So no, I haven’t said anything.”

She stared into his eyes. The gods couldn’t have chosen a better Guardian for her.

He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Let’s get inside.”

She unlocked the house and slipped in the door. Hunter secured the perimeter with trained precision while she reset the alarm. When he came back, he took her hand and walked her to the sofa. She couldn’t get over how natural being with him felt.

“Curtis was shaken up to see the picture of the dead guy in the Kronos mask, by the way,” Hunter said. “He kept thinking about a guy named Ted. Nate’s chasing leads and thinks Belkin Oil is involved.” He stared at his hands. “Curtis loves my sister, though. I can tell. She also doesn’t know about the Order, and he wants to keep it that way.”

The shadows in his eyes spoke more than the words on his lips. It didn’t take much effort to connect the dots. If Curtis threatened her safety, Hunter might be put in the position of hurting the man his sister loved. It sucked.

She rested her hand on his thigh. “Curtis isn’t the enforcer, right? Maybe we can get information from him to stop all this.”

Hunter nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced. “Nate’s working on it—”

His words cut off, and before Callie realized what was happening, she was on the floor with Hunter shielding her with his body as glass shattered around them.


CHAPTER 13


Hunter’s pulse hammered in his ears. He’d barely gotten Callie out of the line of fire in time.

He heard one stray thought seconds before the bullet shattered her window: I’ve got a clear shot. I’m taking it.

Two more silent shots entered the room. One hit the sofa; the other exploded her television set. He kept Callie trapped underneath him until silence settled over the destruction.

“Are you all right?” he whispered.

She nodded against his chest.

“Stay down.” He elbow-crawled across the shattered glass, toward the kitchen. Once he was hidden behind the cupboards, he crouched for a better view.

Shit. Did I hit her? And what about the SEAL? If I didn’t get him, I can’t go in and check. I’ll wait. Reload and wait.

Hunter cursed under his breath at the man’s thoughts. They were sitting ducks with the lights on, but if he turned them out, the assassin would have his answer. Hunter’s best chance of catching the bastard was waiting for him to come inside to inspect his work.

But he couldn’t risk it. If the guy came in guns blazing, he didn’t have a weapon to defend them, and Callie’s trusty croquet mallet would be useless against bullets.

He crawled back to the living room, the glass shards tearing the crap out of his arms. Callie rocked onto her forearms and knees.

She’s not in shock. Good.

He kept his voice hushed. “He’s still out there reloading. We need to get the hell out of dodge.”

She nodded. “If we can reach the front door, I can hit the panic button on the alarm.”

“Good idea.” He checked the distance to the door. “That might scare him off. Buy us some time to get away.” He glanced back at the window. “He’s got a rifle scope. Right after I heard his thoughts, there was a red dot on your hair.”

“There weren’t any gunshots…”

“He’s using a silencer.”

Tactical plans were running through Hunter’s head. He needed a distraction. He scanned the room for anything that could be a dual-purpose shield and a way to pull the shooter’s focus. “I’m going to grab the coffee table and toss it toward the kitchen. Hopefully he’ll shoot that while we haul ass out the door to the car. The shots came through the kitchen window so he doesn’t have a clear view of the front door. If we can make it over there, we should be in the clear.”

That fire was in her eyes again. She’d probably blame it on the muse inside her, but that wasn’t how he saw it. Callie O’Connor was a fighter, and she damned sure wasn’t going to curl up into a ball and wait for this asshole to hunt her down. She didn’t have Hunter’s training, but he recognized the indomitable spirit.

He bumped her fist, encouraged to see her lips curve. Then he reached for the coffee table. “Ready?”

She nodded.

“Haul ass.” He chucked the table as hard as he could toward the kitchen and all hell broke loose.
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Glass and drywall erupted around her as silent bullets entered her home. Callie ran with tunnel vision to the front door. She smacked the panic button on the alarm as she passed it, powering her legs to the next target.

The SUV.

Hunter was behind her. The locks popped, and she dove inside. He was already starting the engine and peeling out before she had her seat belt fastened. She watched the side mirror for any sign that they were being followed.

Gradually, Hunter eased up on the accelerator. “Are you okay?”

Callie rested her head on the seat and nodded. “Just scrapes. Well, and I bit my tongue when you knocked me off the couch, but I’m all right.”

He glanced her way. “Nice job on the panic button.”

“You did all the heavy lifting. Although my coffee table is probably toast.”

Hunter chuckled. “I’ll get you another one.”

She grinned, shaking her head. “Nah. Small price to pay for saving my life.”

“You’re not going to like my next suggestion,” he said.

She tensed up. “You’re making me nervous.”

“You need to take time off work until we stop these guys.”

Callie shook her head. “My office is the only place they haven’t come after me. Plus, they’d have to clear security just to get on the base.”

“And for all we know, there are members of the Order who work on base. It’s too risky.”

Callie sighed, trying to picture her office calendar. Tomorrow was Friday anyway, and she did have some vacation time. Wait. Tomorrow was Friday.

“Oh God.”

He frowned glancing her way. “What?”

“Tomorrow we’re taking Mel to Disneyland for her bachelorette party.”

He was already shaking his head. “Bad idea. Postpone it.”

Callie stared out the window, weighing their options. Finally, she crossed her arms. “No. I won’t let these masked freaks scare me. We inspire people. We can’t do that if we’re hiding. Fear is what they want.”

He parked in front of the hotel on base. “What they want, is you out of the picture. That was pretty clear tonight.”

“They won’t even know where I am.”

“So you think.”

She sighed. “I’m not letting them ruin this. Nate will be there, too. He’s bringing Maggie and meeting us at Sleeping Beauty’s castle to surprise Mel.” The more she thought about the joy this weekend would bring, the more determined she became. “We’re not canceling. We’ll be in a public area with lots of people and a police detective.”

“You’re their target, Callie. A crowded place like Disneyland would make it easy to make a grab and hustle you out of the park.”

“I’ll be careful.” She took his hand, a smile curving her lips. “You could come, too. Like, as my bodyguard.”

His gaze wandered over her face, and he shook his head. “This is going to come back to bite me in the ass.”

“It’ll be fun. And you can meet the rest of my sisters.”

He nodded slowly, but he still didn’t look happy. “And what do I tell them?”

She sobered, not sure where the conversation was heading. “I already told them you’re my Guardian.”

His eyes met hers. “But is that all I am?”

A familiar fear coiled in her belly. Before she could answer, the dome light came to life. Hunter got out of the SUV. She sighed and followed him. They entered the hotel and waited for an elevator.

Callie stood beside him, struggling to muster some righteous indignation. Anything to escape the sick feeling of regret for hurting him. The doors opened, and they stepped inside. Hunter pressed a button and resumed his stance, eyes on the doors.

She groaned. “I get why you’re upset. I understand, and you have every right to be.”

His gaze never moved, but a muscle in his jaw tensed. He was listening.

The doors opened, and he exited without checking to see if she followed. When he got to his door, he slid the key card in and held it open for her. She went inside without bothering to look up at him. He wasn’t the only master of the silent treatment.

The door closed behind her, and the safety latch engaged. She crossed to the window looking down at the parking lot below. He came to stand beside her, the heat of his body teasing her with his closeness until she ached to touch him.

His voice was husky and raw. “It’s too late for you to protect me.”

She blinked, focusing on the lights outside. “Last night was a mis—”

Suddenly he had her in his arms, her body pressed tightly against his, stealing her voice. His lips were so close to kissing her that his breath became an intimate caress. “Stop it.”

She lost herself in the intensity in his eyes. “Stop what?”

“Stop trying to convince yourself that I’m better off without you.” He shook his head. “I’m not. I was empty inside until I walked into your office.”

She started to reply, but he kissed her, silencing her until her heart thumped in her ears.

“I’m a warrior, and I’ll defend you with my life,” he whispered against her mouth. “But I want to be more than your Guardian.”

“But…”

His tongue parted her lips. She moaned against him, her hands sliding up his chest and clasping around the back of his neck. His teeth dragged along her lower lip. “It’s too late to protect me, Callie. Too fucking late.”

He scooped her up into his arms, a sob escaping her as he crushed his mouth to hers and carried her toward the bed. God, she wanted this, wanted him… But at what cost? She slid her hands under his shirt. His skin was already hot, his muscles tight. He got up on his knees, stripping off his T-shirt. The sight of his dog tags on his bare chest reminded her again of his sacrifices for others.

His bloodied forearms rested on either side of her head as he held himself over her. He saved her life today, and he fed her soul riding the waves. Everything about this man called to her—not only to her, but to the muse, too. There were no guarantees what the future might hold, but right now…he was all that mattered.

And she wanted him more than she’d ever desired anyone or anything.

His gaze searched her face.

She reached up to cup his cheek. “It’s too late for me, too.”

A spark came alive in his eyes as he bent to kiss her again. Her fingers caressed his back and over the curve of his jeans. His hips pressed forward, his erection throbbing against her.

She gasped between urgent kisses. “Need…you…now.”

He got up, chest heaving as he stripped off his pants and shoes. She followed suit, getting her clothes off as quickly as possible. The hunger in his eyes was already seducing her. Her breasts were heavy, nipples taut, as heat pooled low in her abdomen. He straightened, naked, every part of him hard and chiseled.

Crossing to her, he whispered, “You’re so damned beautiful.”

She wet her lips as she ran her hands up the outside of his thighs. “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you.”

“Good.” He bent his knees and picked her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he slid deep inside her, growling against her shoulder. “You were made for me.” He gripped her ass and thrust up into her. “Mine.”

Her nails dug into his shoulders as she kissed her way up his neck, tasting the salt of his skin. “You make me weak.”

He turned and caught her lips, his tongue invading her mouth. She writhed against him, working into his thrusts. He growled against her lips, gasping. “You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever known.”
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Her smile stole his breath, and her kiss set his world on fire. She slid her hands into the back of his hair as he laid her down on the bed without separating their bodies. He stayed on his feet, standing at the edge of the mattress. He lifted her hips, enjoying the view of his body buried inside hers.

Damn. So hot.

He put her legs over his shoulders while he slowly ground his hips into her, and her gaze moved down his chest to where they joined. Knowing she was watching every inch of him disappear inside her had him throbbing, aching for release. He brought one hand down to her hip, splaying his fingers as he caressed her skin before sliding his finger between them until she shivered.

Yeah. Right there.

Her eyes drifted closed, her mouth open. He rubbed her faster in time with his thrusts, her breasts jarring each time their bodies slammed together.

“Come for me, Callie.”

She opened her eyes, her gaze locked on his as her inner muscles clamped onto him, milking him until he could barely stand it. He erupted deep inside her as she called his name. And for a second, the entire world vanished. They were the only people on Earth. He trembled with the force and intensity of their orgasm.

He stood, frozen over her for a long moment before he slid her legs off his shoulders and joined her on the bed. She rolled over and snuggled against his chest. Damn, he never wanted to move.

She lifted her head, her voice a spent whisper. “I need to get under the covers, but I’m too exhausted to bother.”

He chuckled. “Spent is a good look on you.” Forcing his limbs into action, he got up, taking her with him.

Callie laughed. “I didn’t mean for you to carry me.”

“Please, you weigh half of what my pack does, and I swim with that damned thing.” He yanked the covers back with his other hand, then laid her down. He climbed in with her, sliding his arm around her to keep her close. “Better?”

She nodded. “We should get you to the medic. You need some first aid for those cuts on your arms.”

“Scratches.” He traced his lips along her shoulder. “I’m fine.”

She lifted her head with a playful smile he’d never seen before. “Were you always so tough, or did they teach you that in Navy SEAL school?”

“It’s called training, not school.” He kissed her chin. “And I’m tough when I need to be.”

She rested against his chest again. “Why did you become a SEAL? Why risk your life for a living?”

He ran his thumb along the soft skin of her back. “I didn’t plan on being a SEAL.” He swallowed, an unexpected lump in his throat. “I wanted to open my own surf shop.”

Her lips caressed the spot right over his heart. “So why the detour?”

He fought the knee-jerk reaction to change the subject. “My dad had a car accident. He’d been drinking, and my sister was trapped in the car.”

She must’ve noticed the way his body tensed because she shifted to lay on her side, her dark hair framing her face as she stared down at him. “I’m sorry.”

“We didn’t know if she’d ever walk again.” He looked up at the ceiling. “My dad couldn’t handle it, I guess. He and my mom started fighting. He kept drinking. And she kicked him out.”

Callie’s hand moved up his chest, covering his dog tags. “How old were you?”

“I was a senior in high school when my dad left for good. My sister needed lots of help, and my mom could barely keep a roof over our heads.”

“So you enlisted…”

He nodded. God, he could remember it like it happened yesterday. “It was the only way I could think of that my mom wouldn’t have to pay to feed and clothe me, and I could send her money to help.”

He rolled onto his side, facing her. “But during boot camp, they found out I was a strong swimmer.” He ran a finger down the side of her face. “And I heard I could make a difference. So as soon as the opportunity came up, I started training. Toughest thing I’ve ever done.”

Relaxing onto his back again, he let out a humorless chuckle. “Damnedest thing, though. I hated him for leaving us and swore I’d never abandon my family like he did.” He shook his head. “Then I walk into my mom’s kitchen and see my sister standing up.” He raked his fingers back through his hair. “I realized I did the same fucking thing.”

Callie propped her head on her elbow, staring down at him. “Not even close.”

He met her eyes. “How do you figure? I missed her college graduation and her first time out of that wheelchair. You heard her—Curtis helped her because I wasn’t there.”

“You were away so that you could send them money to put her through college.” She paused. “This is why you’re so determined to get back to the desert for your friend, isn’t it?”

He hadn’t thought of it that way before. He’d been frantic to get out of the rendezvous chopper. If the rest of his team hadn’t held him back, he never would have left. In the end, his team had made the right call. They didn’t have the supplies or the intel to find Briggs right then.

But once they did, if he was alive, Hunter would lead the cavalry to bring him home. “Briggs has a wife. He wanted to start a family. And when I get the call, I’m going after him.” Hunter took her hand. “I’m going because it’s the right thing to do, not because I want to prove I’m better than my father.”

She didn’t look convinced, but she let it go. “I hope they find him soon.” Her gaze fell to his dog tags. “What happens next?”

He lifted her chin to meet his eyes. “Once Briggs is home, then…” His pulse kicked up a notch. “I think I’m ready to retire and put down some roots.” A smile tugged at his lips. “Maybe help rebuild a theater or something.”

She leaned in to kiss him, tender and slow. “You’re a good man, Hunter.”

He rolled her underneath him, his body already aching for the sanctuary of hers. “You make me want to be.”


CHAPTER 14


Ted parked at the curb of the airport, scanning the travelers for his father’s imposing figure. An older gentleman raised his hand, tugging a black roller bag behind him. Ted almost didn’t recognize him. He put the Caddy in park and got out to open the trunk as his father pulled his suitcase over.

He took his father’s bag and stowed it in the back while his father got in the passenger side. Ted came around and slid behind the wheel, gripping it tightly as he merged into traffic.

“How did it go with the Oceanus?” Ted asked. Their off-shore drilling rig had been top secret until now. The fire changed everything. It had been a public relations nightmare with the media hungry to get a new angle on the story.

“Get me back to the office.”

Ted glanced at his father’s profile. His skin looked sallow, his eyes were puffy and red from lack of sleep, and he seemed…frail. He’d only been gone a few days, but somehow he’d aged a couple of decades.

The silence stretched out until they drove through the electric gate at Belkin Oil. His father finally let out a sigh. “We’re so close to claiming the prize our family has struggled to achieve for centuries. Right on the cusp.” He shook his head. “We’ll talk in my office.”

Ted got out and retrieved his father’s bag from the trunk. They rode the elevator to the top of the building. His father staggered as the doors opened.

Ted grabbed his elbow. “Are you all right?”

His father brushed him off. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

The lights came to life automatically as they passed through the doorway. Ted Belkin, Sr. settled into the executive chair behind his desk, some of his characteristic swagger returning. Ted took the seat across from him.

“I need to bring you up to speed on a new wrinkle within the Order,” Ted said.

His father’s silver brow shot up. “What wrinkle?”

“Curtis Christos.” Ted sighed. “Apparently his girlfriend’s brother is the soldier we’ve seen with Callie O’Connor. He’s a Navy SEAL.”

His father settled back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “So we’ll have a man on the inside. This could work to our advantage.”

“Not exactly.” Ted chose his words carefully. “The Navy SEAL brought Detective Malone to see Curtis at the university. They showed him crime scene photos of Ben’s body in the Kronos mask.”

His father nodded, still unfazed.

“I’m not sure what Curtis told them, but the police have been watching him.”

His father scoffed. “They’ve got nothing linking us.”

“Not yet, but somehow Curtis got our new enforcer’s cell phone number. He’s been texting and encouraging Bryce to wait on taking out our target.”

His father leaned forward, resting his arms on his desk. Color flushed his haggard face. “You are the only member of the Order authorized to communicate directly with the enforcer. How did the history professor manage to get Bryce’s identity? We all wore the masks at the meeting.”

“I’m aware of that. We’re still trying to figure out how he made the connection.” Ted forced himself to stay calm. Fighting with his father was a losing battle. “In spite of the distraction, Bryce fired shots at Callie O’Connor’s place tonight.”

A vein pulsed in the middle of his father’s forehead. “Please tell me she’s dead.”

Ted swallowed. “I wish I could.”

“Shit.” His father shot up from his seat, quickly bracing himself on the desk. “Dammit, you had one job. One. If Malone finds a shred of evidence he can tie to us, he’ll have our asses in a sling.”

“Do you think I don’t know this?” Ted shook his head. “Bryce swept the house before he left. They won’t find anything.”

His father settled back into his chair. “She installed cameras.” His tired eyes locked on Ted’s. “The mask of Kronos will be on the security footage.”

“Malone is marrying Melanie Jacoby,” Ted pointed out. “He has to know about the muses. He won’t risk exposing them.”

“That’s a pretty big assumption on your part. He could lose his badge for withholding evidence from his department.”

“Why don’t you just say it?” Ted got to his feet, raising his voice. “I fucked up. And Curtis overstepped his bounds.”

“Everything is not about you.” His father’s voice dropped to a bone-chilling growl. “We have bigger problems brewing.” He rocked back in his chair. “We didn’t build Oceanus with our own money, and now our investors are asking questions. Why have we drilled way below the oil beds? Why do we need new equipment that can stand the heat as we near the Earth’s core? And the few investors who share our interests of freeing the old gods are worried the government will shut us down.”

“We’re so close to busting through the Titans’ prison.” Belkin Sr. shook his head. “I have spent the last few days and nights blowing sunshine up rich jerks’ assholes, and now I come home to this clusterfuck.”

His father narrowed his eyes. “Bring Curtis in. Determine what he’s told the police, and if he’s too much of a liability, we’ll have Bryce finish him. We can’t afford any more mistakes.”

Ted nodded. “I’ll handle it.”

“Good.” His father withdrew his keys from his pocket and unlocked the bottom drawer of his desk. He laid a folder on top and pushed it toward Ted. “This is a list of our overseas investors. Familiarize yourself with their names. The ones in red support our true cause…”

His father’s eyes went distant. Ted went to his side, gently tapping his face. “Dad?”

Ted Belkin, Sr. jolted, his attention snapping back to Ted’s face. “Take the list, and clean up your mess with Curtis.”

Ted hesitated for a second, watching his father’s chest rise and fall. Maybe he was just tired.

Ted scooped up the folder. “Come on, I’ll take you home.”

His father shook his head. “I’ll call my driver later. I need to take care of things here first.”

Ted nodded, but he turned back at the door. His father seemed fine reading over documents.

He lifted his head. “Waiting for something?”

“No.” Ted turned to go. “I’ll handle everything.”

“See that you do.”

Ted walked back toward the elevator, checking the time on his phone. While Bryce tailed Curtis, Ted was going to make a little side trip.

With any luck, both of them would succeed.
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Hunter did his best to hang back and give the women their space in the party limo to Disneyland. He’d briefly thought about riding up separately with Nate and Maggie, but Nate had asked him to stay with the muses. Since the Order murdered Mel’s roommate, the Muse of Astronomy, a couple months ago, Nate didn’t like the women being together unguarded. Hunter didn’t blame him.

After being introduced to all of them at once, he tried to come up with mental tricks to keep them straight. Mel was easy—she was the one with the Minnie Mouse bride veil on. He’d also met her before, so he had a leg up with her.

On the other side of Callie was Erica. She had dark red hair and bright green eyes. Physically, she was the opposite of Callie. Where Callie was short and slender, Erica was taller and curvy—voluptuous maybe? Not his type, but there was something about her. She didn’t talk as much as the others, choosing to observe. Callie told him she was the Muse of Lyrics, and Trinity, the Muse of Music, was her roommate.

But what stuck in his mind was the moment Erica leaned close to add that since Callie enacted the no-dating pact, she’d seemed to have forgotten Erica was also the Muse of Erotic Poetry. “Erato was my muse’s name. She inspired lyrics and passion.”

Yeah, he wouldn’t forget Erica.

Beside Erica was Clio. She was the Muse of History. She was the only one of the sisters who wore glasses. The black frames brought out the bright hazel of her eyes. When she shook his hand, her cheeks had flushed with color, and she managed to tell him it was exciting to meet another Guardian. Her shyness was cute and refreshing.

Trinity played her guitar on the drive, leading the others in a song. Her voice was hypnotic, and he caught himself being sucked in more than once. Easy to remember that she was the Muse of Music.

Beside Trinity were Polly and Tera. Callie told him Polly was the Muse of Hymns and had a healthy trust fund. She was their financial backer for the theater project and was also the only blonde in the group. He hoped her golden hair would remind him of the gold in her bank account.

Tera was more of an enigma. She had long brown hair, and during the drive, the others had braided it for her. She pinned it up into a bun. Her long neck and slender frame made her seem fragile, like a porcelain doll. She was a ballerina and the Muse of Dance. As long as her hair stayed piled on top of her head, he figured he’d remember.

Laughter bubbled up, filling the limo, and it was impossible not to smile. Thalia was the only sister, the only muse this generation, who was actually of Greek descent. Her infectious giggles made it easy to remember she was the Muse of Comedy.

Hunter chuckled and watched the freeway signs pass by. Mel had no idea Nate and Maggie would be joining them. This would be a fun trip if he could shake the shadow of dread.

At least the drive had been good practice to learn to shield the thoughts encroaching in his mind. The second he’d gotten in the limo, every one of Callie’s sisters’ thoughts had pummeled him. Too many voices in his mind all at once had made his head throb, as if his skull was suddenly a couple of sizes too small. Some were thinking he was hot, others thought Callie had been in a much better mood recently, and wondered if he’d helped her break the no-dating pact.

Only Erica had thought he must be epic in bed to keep Callie smiling, then she raised a brow with a cat-who-ate-the-canary grin and said out loud, “Callie told me you can hear thoughts.”

After that, he’d tried to figure out ways to silence the onslaught. So far, he’d found that boot camp songs seemed to help. He could keep them going in the back of his mind and, eventually, he realized the thoughts had become background noise. Then he concentrated on Clio.

Callie is so adorable with her hand on Hunter’s leg. I hope I find my Guardian, too.

He stared out the window, focusing until the thoughts faded again.

Maybe he’d get through Disneyland without a massive headache after all. The trick would be staying alert and keeping Callie close at all times.
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Callie came back from the sales window with all the Park Hopper passes and distributed them. Keeping a group this size together was going to be difficult. “Once we get inside, let’s head for Sleeping Beauty’s castle. I want pictures before we all have wild ride hair.”

Mel led the way as they crossed under the archway. The plaque read: Here you leave the world of today and enter the world of yesterday, tomorrow, and fantasy.

Callie had never been more ready. She glanced up at Hunter. “Surviving the trip so far?”

He chuckled and nodded. “Your sisters are a kick.”

They brought up the rear of the group, so she slid her hand inside of his, marveling at the awareness that shot through her entire body from the simple touch. “They like you.”

“I could hear their thoughts.”

“Yikes.” Callie laughed. “That might’ve been scary.”

“Nothing I can’t handle.” He squeezed her hand. “I think I’m getting better at controlling it. Plenty of practice on the ride.”

As they approached the castle, Callie scanned the area for Nate. He told her he’d put Maggie on his shoulders and photobomb their pic so Mel wouldn’t know they were with us until she saw the image on her phone. But it wouldn’t work if Mel saw them first.

Hunter tipped his head toward the wishing well on the side of the castle. “See him?”

Callie turned just as Maggie waved both hands from atop Nate’s shoulders. Callie grinned and waved back. Nate was on the move.

She smiled up at Hunter. “It’s going to work.”

“Of course it will.” He winked. “You planned it.”

Hunter collected the cell phones to take pictures while Callie corralled her sisters at the drawbridge to the castle. She forced herself not to turn around, not to peek at Nate. Hunter knew the plan. He wouldn’t take the pictures until Nate and Maggie were in them.

Hunter finally held up a phone. “Ready? Say Mickey Mouse.”

He took pictures on Mel’s, Callie’s, and Clio’s phones. He handed Mel hers first. She narrowed her eyes and made the photo larger, then laughed and spun around. “What are you guys doing here?”

Maggie squealed. “We’re surprising you!”

“Well it worked!” She hugged Nate and then nudged Callie. “This was all your idea, wasn’t it?”

She shrugged with a grin. “Nate and Maggie helped.”

Nate took Maggie off his shoulders, and he and Mel took Maggie’s hands. Walking behind their new little family made Callie’s chest tighten. She missed hers…

Hunter’s arm encircled her waist. “Mel looks really happy.”

Callie nodded. “She deserves it.”

He leaned in closer to her ear. “Mel’s pregnant, right? She’s not going to be able to go on the wild rides.”

Callie’s heart pounded, but she tried to ignore it. Her muse craved wild rides, but she’d forgo them for Mel. “That’s okay. I’m fine with the rides in Fantasyland.”

He laughed, the sound warming her all over. “You are such a liar.” He tugged her hand. “Come on. Splash Mountain. Let’s do this.”

Ahead of them, Maggie was tugging Mel and Nate toward the Peter Pan ride, and the rest of the sisters were buzzing about the Jungle Cruise. Callie tightened her grip on Hunter’s hand, dragging him behind her as she wove through the group to catch up with Mel.

Mel turned her way, her face bright with joy. “Thanks for inviting Nate and Maggie. This is her first Disney trip.”

Callie knelt down to Maggie’s height. She didn’t have to go too far. “Want to meet us for dinner inside the Pirates of the Caribbean ride?”

She bounced up and down excitedly and nodded. “Yes!”

Callie straightened up. “I have a reservation for dinner at eight o’clock at the Blue Bayou. Should we tell everyone to rendezvous there?”

Mel ran her fingers through Maggie’s curly ponytail. “Sounds great.”

“I’ll spread the word.” Callie turned to tell the others their meet-up location and time, freeing them to go off as they pleased.

Hunter hung back with Nate, and when Callie returned, Hunter caught her hand. “Splash Mountain?”

“Definitely.”

He held her hand, his fingers twined with hers, and Callie marveled at the way the crowd kept opening for them to pass. At five foot nothing, most people never saw her, but with Hunter’s big frame, the seas parted. Once they were in line, she didn’t let go of his hand.

They hadn’t set boundaries for their relationship. In fact, she still hadn’t admitted out loud that they even had one, but she was way past distancing herself anymore. She cared about him, enjoyed his company, and craved his touch.

He leaned against the railing and squeezed her hand. “Lots of thoughts floating around, but yours are the only ones I want to hear.”

She pulled his shoulder down to her level. Her lips brushed his ear. “Thanks for coming with us…with me.”

He turned his head, stealing a quick kiss. “Nowhere else I’d rather be.”

When they finally reached the front of the line, he climbed into the log first, straddling the padded bench inside. He took her hand, steadying her as she got in. Callie settled between his legs, and he wrapped his arms around her waist, holding her close.

Her heart thudded as his deep voice rumbled through his chest. “The wait in line was worth every second.”

She laughed, tipping her head back to look up at him. “You say that now. Wait until we’re walking around the park soaking wet.”

His teeth teased her ear. “You look good wet.”

Before she could reply, their log took off, floating through scenes of animals singing “Zip-a-Dee-Doo-Dah.” In the dim lighting, Hunter pressed hot kisses along her neck. She was going to need the cold shower by the end of the ride.

She retaliated by shifting her hips against him until he growled. “Careful or everyone will know how bad I want you when we get off this ride.”

When the sun hit their faces, the log was at the top of the summit. The adrenaline rush as they dropped had her laughing and screaming while Hunter held her tight.

Best ride ever.

They plowed into the water at the bottom, the wave shocking her with its sudden frigid dowsing. As they floated to the end of the ride, she shook out her hands, twisting to see Hunter. Unlike her, only his hair and arms were wet.

She glanced at her semi-see-through clothes and nudged him. “I’m the only one soaked.”

His eyes sparkled. “All part of my plan.”

She raised a brow. “Two can play this game.”

“Game on.”


CHAPTER 15


Hunter had been to “the Happiest Place on Earth” a few times as a kid and once in high school, but never in his life had he enjoyed himself like this. Callie was his perfect match for the wild rides, and her threat of revenge for the soaking on Splash Mountain was realized when she dragged him onto the Grizzly Rapids ride in California Adventure. Somehow that raft spun his way for every waterfall.

But seeing her laugh and scream was worth it.

Now his shoes sloshed with each step, and he couldn’t wipe the damned smile off his face. She was smart, sexy, stubborn, and every bit the adrenaline junkie that he was. He never dreamed a woman like her existed.

Even dinner with the muses, Nate, and Maggie ended up being fun. He didn’t know any of them very well yet, but he never felt left out. Some of them asked him about his missions, and he gave the standard line, “if I told you I’d have to kill you,” and then he was part of the group.

Now they were all clustered together for the holiday fireworks show on Main Street USA with thousands of strangers from all over the world. It wasn’t even Thanksgiving yet, but Disneyland was ready for Christmas.

He wrapped his arms around Callie’s waist from behind, enjoying the way she leaned into him. When one random thought echoed through his head and wiped the smile from his face.

Curtis was right. They’re here.

Hunter tensed, scanning the crowd. But for who exactly?

Shit. Unless the guy was wearing a gold mask of Kronos in the park, he’d never recognize him. He could be anyone.

Hunter’s heartbeat was deafening. The lights dimmed and the first firework exploded overhead. He flinched. They had to get the fuck out of there. Now. He kept Callie close, still glancing around the masses.

She looked up at him and frowned. “What’s wrong?”

“My sister wanted to go to lunch today, and like an idiot, I told her we’d be at Disneyland. I forgot she’s dating the enemy.”

Callie turned around to face him. “They’re here?”

“At least one is…someplace. He spotted us.”

They both moved toward Nate. The detective had his daughter up on his shoulders, but all his attention was on Hunter.

When they started to pass by, Nate grabbed his arm. “Trouble?”

“Yeah. Somewhere. Hopefully he couldn’t smuggle any weapons into the park, but we’re getting out, just in case.”

Nate nodded. “We’ll go with you.”

Callie shook her head. “I’m their focus right now. We’ll lure them away from you. Keep Maggie and my sisters safe.”

Nate didn’t look happy about it, but he didn’t try to follow them. “Text me when you’re out.”

“Will do,” Hunter replied as he wove through the crowd.

Callie gripped his hand tightly, and he took the lead. He made eye contact with every person they passed, trying to focus on their thoughts. Most were annoyed that he and Callie were blocking their view of the fireworks, but he didn’t care.

Suddenly Callie’s hand was ripped free from his. He spun around in time to see her being carried away toward the shadows, a gloved hand over her mouth. Hunter shoved people out of his way, pursuing them while the fireworks boomed overhead, drowning out his screams to stop that man.

The only saving grace was that Callie was struggling like a wildcat. If that asshole had a Taser or another kind of weapon, she’d be out cold by now.

When Hunter plowed over a Disney security officer, he finally had some backup. “That guy is trying to kidnap my girlfriend.”

The officer followed him, mumbling orders into his radio. Hunter lost sight of Callie. Fuck. He searched the crowd. She had to be there. They couldn’t just vanish.

“Hunter!”

His head snapped in the direction of her voice. He bolted toward her. They were headed for the exit, but Hunter’s backup had the gates swarming with security. The guy dropped Callie on her ass and ran for the empty entrance turnstiles instead.

Hunter raced after him as the asshole vaulted over the turnstile. Hunter followed, but the courtyard between the parks was full of tourists ogling the explosions of light overhead. The guy vanished into the crowd.

“Goddammit!”

A mother covered her child’s ears, glaring at him.

“Sorry, ma’am,” he said. He turned back as Callie rushed through the exit. He pulled her into his arms, breathing her in. “Did he hurt you?”

She stepped back, shaking her head. “No, but I kneed him in the nose when he had me over his shoulder. Whoever he was, he’ll have two black eyes by morning.”

“So he was alone?”

She nodded. “At least in the park he was.”

He took out his cell phone and sent Nate a text that Callie was safe and the guy was out of the park. Then he stuffed it back in his pocket and reached for her hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

“The limo isn’t going to be here for another couple hours.”

He shook his head, fingers trembling. He’d almost lost her. “We’re not waiting for the limo. We can take the train back.”
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Bryce followed Curtis from a distance. He couldn’t get too close. A sedan was tailing Curtis, too, and Bryce would bet money it was the police. He’d gotten a text earlier that Curtis’s lead on the muse being at Disneyland tonight had panned out. If they caught her, maybe their leader would change his decision and let Curtis live.

It wasn’t Bryce’s call. But the fact the police were watching the history professor didn’t do him any favors.

Bryce turned down an alley. He had the advantage of maneuverability on his side. Being on a motorcycle meant he could follow more discreetly than the tail in the sedan. Curtis pulled into his garage and closed the door behind him. The sedan parked across the street from his house.

In the shadows, Bryce sent a text to Ted.

I’m in position. Police are watching his house. Next move?
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Exhaustion weighed down Hunter’s limbs, but he stayed alert on the train while Callie dozed against his shoulder. He’d been enjoying his day with her so much that he’d let his guard down. That slip could have cost him everything. He glanced over at her sleeping face, and his pulse thrummed.

The announcement for Crystal City came over the loudspeaker, rousing her. She straightened up with a yawn. “Our stop?”

He nodded and helped her up. Together, they stepped onto the platform.

Callie took out her phone. “I’ll get an Uber.”

“All right.”

When she finished, they walked over to the pick-up area and waited. She looked up at him. “Are you okay?”

“I will be.” He rubbed his hand down his face. “I’m sorry about tonight. I should’ve been paying more attention.”

“None of that was your fault.” She ran her hand up his chest, the simple touch easing his anxiety. “Until that jerk grabbed me, I was having the best time with you. Don’t let him steal that.”

“Me, too.” He slid his arm around her waist. “But if you hadn’t screamed when you did…” He shook his head. “I was losing my mind.”

“We’re going to stop these guys,” she said, voice full of conviction.

He huffed out a long breath. “I know you kind of explained it already, but tell me again why these assholes are willing to kill in order to stop your theater from opening? Why are they so determined?”

“It’s going to be more than a theater. People will come from all over the world, the greatest minds in art and science will join together. We’ll inspire them to find new ways to help mankind move forward.”

She rested her head on his shoulder. “You’d think people would be excited, but if this Order is full of fanatics who truly believe they can bring back the Golden Age of Man, then they’d have to free the Titans. As long as we need their oil, they have the money to dig even deeper into the Earth.”

“You sure there’s not more to it? Something more personal?”

“Not that I know of.” She shrugged. “They killed Nia. She was the Muse of Astronomy and one of the sweetest people I’ve ever known. She was all light.”

“Who was the dead guy in the Kronos mask that Nate was showing Curtis?”

“Nate said they identified him as Ben Rodgers. His last job was apparently six months ago. He was a real estate agent. Beyond that, he’s an enigma. Nate can’t tie him to anyone.”

[image: * * *]

Bryce scanned the interior of the sedan across the street with his night vision binoculars. Definitely a cop. His phone buzzed, and he checked the text.

Grab Curtis’s girlfriend. She’s our leverage. Bring her to the plant, basement. Alive. I’ll meet you there.

He raised a brow, staring at the house when his phone buzzed once more.

Don’t get caught.

Bryce pocketed his phone and pulled on a black ski mask. The mask of Kronos would be a giveaway if Curtis saw him. He was careful coming through the back gate, staying out of the yellow light of the streetlamps. He had no idea why Ted wanted the girl, but it wasn’t his job to think.

He tried the back door by the garage. Locked. He moved on to the sliding glass door. It rolled open. He smiled behind the ski mask. Easy.

He slipped inside and withdrew his Taser. Voices were coming from above. He had just started going upstairs when heavy footfalls moved down the staircase. Bryce scrambled down as silently as he could, hovering around the corner of the stairs.

Curtis got to the bottom and headed for the kitchen. Bryce stared up the staircase. This was his chance. Quietly, he hurried up. When he found their bedroom, his target was on the bed, the TV blaring. The other lights were off. He peeked once more, checking for an escape route. There was a window and a door. There had to be a balcony out back.

He hadn’t brought rope, though. How would he get them down?

Shit. One problem at a time.

Taking a slow breath, he emptied his mind, focusing only on the task at hand: get the girl and bring her back alive.

Bryce spun around, rushing into the room. He tackled her on the bed and covered her mouth as he stuck the Taser in her side. It took three shocks before she was lying still. He got up and rifled through the closet. He grabbed three of Curtis’s ties to bind her wrists and gag her.

He listened at the bedroom door. Curtis was humming downstairs.

Good.

Bryce went back into the closet, searching for anything that might get them off the balcony. Coming up empty-handed, he went into the bathroom. An extension cord was wrapped up under the sink. It would have to do.

The girl started to struggle until he held up the Taser and whispered, “Be good or I’ll use it again.”

The fight drained out of her. He pulled her to her feet, and she crumpled to the ground. He frowned. Had he shocked her too much? She whimpered on the floor, and he dragged her up.

“Walk or I’ll carry you,” he growled.

Her eyes flicked to the bedside table. A crutch leaned against it.

He groaned. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” He shook his head. “No time.”

Bryce bent down, lodging his shoulder into her waist. When he straightened, he had her torso over his back like a sack of potatoes. He carried her out the sliding glass door onto the balcony. She shivered as he set her down.

“Hold the rail or fall down, I don’t give a shit.” At least now he knew she couldn’t run away.

He tied the extension cord to one of the posts of the railing around the edge of the balcony and tugged. Hopefully it would bear their weight. He marched back to her, trying to figure out how he could hold her and the cord at the same time. He had to bring her back alive.

His gaze fell to her bound wrists and the spark of an idea formed.

“Put your arms up.” She started to refuse until he removed the Taser from his belt again. She lifted her hands over her head. He slid his head and one arm through so she hung across his chest like a messenger bag. She wouldn’t be able to strangle him, and with any luck, he’d be able to get them down without killing her.

He rose to his full height, taking her weight with him. She squealed into the gag, but the binding at her wrists held. He grunted with the extra weight as he climbed over the railing. He wrapped the extension cord around his gloved hands and slid down. The post groaned but it didn’t break. He inched them down until they reached the end of the cord, dropping the final three feet to the ground.

Pain lit through his ankle, but he could still walk. He couldn’t say the same for his hostage. He shifted her weight a little and slipped out the back gate to his motorcycle. In the distance, Curtis was screaming for Alicia.

He put her on the bike and got in front. Turning back, he grinned. “Alicia is a pretty name.”

All she did was cry.
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Callie flopped onto the bed in Hunter’s room. He wished he could collapse beside her, but there was no way. His mind was racing. Usually he had intel and his team worked together to plan attacks. Flying blind like this was making him nuts.

“You’re not still beating yourself up over this, right?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I’m trying to figure out how we stop them.”

“We have to find them first.” She got up behind him, running her hand over his back. Her touch helped ground him.

“I’ll talk to Nate tomorrow.” He stared at the door. “Maybe we can squeeze Curtis for more information.”

Before she could answer, his cell phone rang.

Hunter frowned. “It’s almost midnight…” His words drifted off. “Huh. It’s my sister.” He answered the call. “Alicia?”

“No. It’s Curtis.” He was out of breath, panting. “They took her.”


CHAPTER 16


Hunter shot to his feet. “Who took her?”

“Just come over here,” Curtis said. “I’ll explain. Hurry.”

Hunter wrote down the address and got up. “Those assholes have my sister.”

“I’m going with you.” Callie started putting her shoes on.

He rubbed a hand down his face, calling on the well of SEAL training to combat the exhaustion fogging his head. “You’re who they want. That’s probably why they took Alicia.”

“We have two choices.” She rested a hand on her hip. “We can call the police, or I can come with you.”

He sighed. “Curtis won’t talk to the police.”

“You’re not going over there alone.” She took his hand. “Not happening.”

“I don’t have time to argue.” He went into the closet and came out with a small black duffel bag.

Callie frowned. “What’s that?”

“Weapons.” He unzipped it and checked the boxes of ammo. Satisfied, he lifted his head. “Let’s go.”

He drove to the address Curtis gave him but parked a few houses down the street.

Callie looked over at him. “Isn’t it up there?”

He nodded. “Yeah, but if this is a trap, I’m not walking you to the door. I need to know what we’re getting into first.”

Outside the SUV, he opened the duffel and put on his utility belt. Hooked to sides were two knives, extra ammo, and a sewing kit in case of injuries. Next, he attached his shoulder and ankle holsters. He dug a little deeper into the bag and handed Callie a ZAP STICK. It had more juice than a stun gun, and she could wield it like her croquet mallet.

“If anyone gets close to you,” he handed her the stick. “You hit them with this and then you run your ass off back to this SUV. This is our rendezvous point. Got it?”

She nodded, taking the weapon. He stared at her, caught off guard for a second. She was five feet of ferocity. His chest burned with a sudden realization. He could love her. Not like the “loves” he’d had before. This was a primal, visceral, hungry love. This wasn’t “you’re fun to be with” love; this was “you change my world; you make my heart beat” kind of love.

He swallowed, shaking his head. “Stay behind me.”

Turning to go down the street, his pulse surged. Fucking epically bad timing to realize he loved Callie O’Connor. He needed to focus. His sister was in danger, and he could be walking them right into a trap.

He boxed up the turbulent emotions and struggled to make a plan. As they neared the address Curtis had given him, Hunter put his hand behind him, signaling for Callie to stop and stay low.

Then he remembered she wasn’t part of his SEAL team. His hand signals weren’t going to mean shit to her. Hunter whispered over his shoulder. “Wait here and take cover. I’ll wave you over once I’m sure we’re clear.”

“You have ten minutes, and then I’m coming after you,” she replied.

He moved toward the house, an inappropriate smile curving his lips. He’d half-expected her to argue with his order, but he did not expect her to already have a countermeasure ready.

That primal emotion clawed at his chest again.

Setting his Special Forces watch for ten minutes, he ducked low and ran. Against the front wall of the house, he slid up, peering into the window. Curtis was on the couch, head in his hands. Hunter scrambled for the next window. All clear. He hunched over and hustled around the back. He rounded the corner and peered through the window at an empty kitchen. He couldn’t see the upstairs rooms, but the extension cord hanging off the deck and the still-open sliding glass door made him believe Curtis’s story.

The Order of the Titans had Alicia.

Rage exploded in his gut. Some asshole had abducted his sister right off her balcony. Alicia must’ve been terrified. He pushed the thoughts away. Anger and fear made you sloppy. For now, he needed to keep a clear head.

He came around the front and ended the timer on his watch, waving Callie forward. She jogged over and followed him to the front door. He knocked, hand resting on the butt of his Glock. Ready.

Curtis opened the door and checked both ways before letting them inside. His eyes were red and swollen. Alicia had been right about one thing: Curtis did love her.

“You have to get her back,” he choked out. “If they hurt her because of me…”

Hunter cut right to the chase. “I know about the Order of the Titans.”

Curtis’s head snapped up. “What? I don’t know—”

“Oh spare me!” Callie stepped up beside Hunter. “Did you know your little Greek history club killed my friend? Nia is dead, and they tried to shoot me last night.” She brandished the stick without pointing it directly at the professor. “Save us all some time and tell us where they are so we can get Alicia out of there.”

Curtis gaped and then stood up, pacing and mumbling, but Hunter was hearing him loud and clear.

Would they have taken her to Crystal Peak? No. It’s too open. So where? The enforcer follows Ted’s orders, maybe he took her to Belkin Oil… But I can’t tell them that. I’d be as good as dead. But if they don’t find Alicia in time…

The house phone rang. Curtis flinched and rushed to answer. “H-hello?”

He frowned, the color draining from his face, and Hunter knew who was on the line. He crossed the room in less than a second and ripped the receiver from Curtis’s hand, growling into the handset. “Where is my sister?”

A muffled voice replied, “Bring us Curtis and the muse, and you can have your sister.”

Hunter ground his teeth. “Where?”

“There’s a boat docked in the harbor, the Tartarus. Your sister is on board.” He paused and added, “Bring Curtis and Dr. O’Connor to us alone or your sister dies. Slowly.”

The line went silent.

Hunter turned around and slammed Curtis into the wall, his battered forearm pressed tight against the professor’s neck. “You stupid prick. If anything happens to Alicia, you won’t have to worry about your Kronos freaks coming after you because I’ll kill you myself.”

Callie came up beside him. “Hunter. We need him.” She squeezed his bicep. “Hunter!”

Her voice snapped him out of the blind rage. He stepped back, leaving Curtis to bend over and gasp for air.

Hunter jerked a chair out from the table, spun it around, and then straddled it. “She’s on a boat, the Tartarus.”

“Like the prison where they locked up the Titans? That Tartarus?” Callie shook her head, glaring at Curtis. “You’ve got bad taste in friends.”

His voice was reduced to a hoarse whisper. “You don’t understand. This is bigger than all of us. The Titans would end all wars. They protect humanity and punish those who don’t.”

Hunter narrowed his eyes. “So your band of murderers should be first on their list.”

Curtis sighed. “Sacrifices have to be made for the greater good.”

Hunter struggled to keep from shaking the man. “Does my sister know about this ‘greater good’ you’re willing to kill for?”

“I haven’t killed anyone.” Curtis shook his head vehemently. “I just donate time and money, and support the cause with my research.”

Hunter grabbed Curtis by the shirt and yanked him in close. “You may not have pulled the trigger, but you told that ‘enforcer’ about me and Callie, and if I hadn’t been there last night, she’d be dead. Don’t think your hands are clean. These aren’t faceless statues of muses. These are living, breathing women. Killing innocents isn’t going to change the world.”

“Just save Alicia. Please.” Curtis gripped his wrists. “I’ll cut my ties to the Order. I swear. Just help her.”

Hunter shoved him back. Fanatics like these Kronos worshippers wouldn’t allow Curtis to just quit and walk away. He knew too much. But Hunter kept that to himself. Curtis had dug his own grave. All Hunter wanted right now was to save his sister.

He turned to Callie. “Our advantage is that she’s on a boat. Underwater tactical is my specialty.”

Callie glanced at Curtis and back to Hunter. “What can you do from the water? You can’t blow up the boat.”

“No, but I can steal their leverage.”
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They put Curtis in the back of Hunter’s SUV and Callie pulled out her cell phone. The plan would go better if Curtis wasn’t in on it. They also needed Nate.

Hunter was used to heading into war zones to extricate hostages, but this wasn’t a military-trained team. These were misguided, probably wealthy, fanatical citizens. Callie had no intention of seeing Hunter charged as a murderer.

Nate answered. “Callie? Everything okay?”

“Not exactly.” She stared at the car. “Are you back in Crystal City?”

“Yeah.” Maggie was giggling in the background. “What’s up?”

“The Order has Hunter’s sister. He’s got a plan, but we need your help.”

“If they’ve kidnapped someone, I can make an arrest.”

Callie nodded. “That’s what we’re hoping.”

She laid out the plan. Nate wasn’t a huge fan, but he didn’t have any better ideas.

Callie slid her phone back in her pocket and turned to Hunter. “He’ll be there waiting for us to give him the signal before he comes on board.”

Hunter took her hand. “I don’t want you anywhere near that boat.”

She stared into his eyes, her stomach tied in knots. “They’ll be watching the dock, and if I’m not with Curtis, they’ll hurt Alicia.”

He rubbed his forehead, cursing under his breath. “Nate’s going to be ready, right?”

“He’s set. And he’ll have his sights on me. You just worry about your sister.” She rocked up onto her tiptoes, and he wrapped her in his arms, kissing her as if she were the air in his lungs.

When he stepped back, his voice was barely a whisper. “When this is over, we need to talk.”

She started to ask what he meant, but he was already getting into the driver’s seat.

As they neared the docks, Hunter pulled over and cut the engine. He twisted around to glare at Curtis in the backseat. “You try anything with Callie and you’ll wish you were dead when I get through with you.”

Curtis held his hands up in surrender. “I’m not a violent man.”

“Wish we could say the same about the company you keep.” Callie shook her head and got out.

Hunter handed her the ZAP STICK. “Don’t forget: If Curtis tries anything, you fry his ass.”

She stared up at him. His forearms were battered and scabbed, and his muscles were tensed. If anything happened to him… She didn’t allow herself to finish the thought. In spite of the danger of the past couple of weeks, she’d never felt so alive, so comfortable in her own skin.

It wasn’t therapy that brought on the transformation. It was Hunter.

Could she go back to living her controlled, safe life again?

She gripped his hand. “Be careful, okay?” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I…” Her voice drifted off, the words not coming.

Hunter nodded slowly, his eyes locked on hers. “Me, too.”

He bent to kiss her and whispered, “Let’s show these assholes epic.”

Her lips curved into a smile as she claimed one last taste of him. “Let’s do it.”

She turned around and waved Curtis over. “Okay, we’re heading to the harbor. Ready?”

He shook his head no but came to her anyway. “You think this will work?”

“It has to.” Her eyes were on Hunter’s back as he jogged into the shadows. She sent up a prayer to the gods and then headed the other direction with Curtis.

When they neared the docks, she noticed Nate’s unmarked police sedan down the block. She kept walking, the electric stick tucked behind her back for now.
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Hunter swam silently like a predator through the anchored yachts and sailboats until he came up next to one with Tartarus painted on the bow. He pulled his knife from his utility belt and clenched the blade between his teeth. He had no eyes on deck so he needed to be ready for anything.

The plan was simple: get on board, grab his sister, and get her back in the water. Without a hostage, they had no leverage. And once they took Callie and Curtis, Nate would move in and make arrests for kidnapping.

According to Curtis, the Order had been around since the rise of Zeus. Family lines passed the mission down to their children and kept the group small; the only way they could remain hidden for centuries.

Hunter’s plan hinged on the only muscle on that boat being the enforcer and the leader. It also depended heavily on Nate getting there before they could hurt Callie.

The only way to find out for sure how many people guarded his sister was to case the ship. He built up momentum in his legs and shot up from the water, catching the anchor line. Walking his hands along the rope, he finally reached the bow. Slowly, he pulled his body weight up, peering from one end of the deck to the other.

Clear.

He quietly climbed over and grasped his knife. Callie’s voice caught his attention at the other side of the boat. “We’re here. Let Alicia go!”

Hunter held his breath as a man’s voice answered. “Where is the Navy SEAL?”

Curtis spoke up. “I knocked him out and brought you the muse. I just want Alicia.”

The other man laughed. “You expect me to believe a history geek took out a SEAL?”

Hunter moved into the cabin of the small yacht.

“I used a Taser, then hit him with his own gun,” Curtis replied.

“I’m impressed, Curtis. You must love this crippled girl. She felt like dead weight to me when I carried her out of her bedroom.”

Hunter ground his jaw but kept searching. He entered the storage pantry, and a gasp came from the floor. He strode forward and pulled back a tarp, finding Alicia, bound and gagged. He cut the bindings and slipped off the gag, signaling her to be quiet.

“We’re getting off the ship,” he whispered.

She frowned, tipping her head toward the voices. Hunter leaned in close. “We’re not taking the front ramp.”

Her eyes widened as he scooped her into his arms and hustled out.
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Callie kept her head up while walking onto the boat. As long as she stayed out on the deck, Nate was covering her, and the longer she could keep the man in the Kronos mask out here, the more time she bought for Hunter to rescue his sister.

He grabbed Curtis’s wrists, shaking his head. “Hold still or your girlfriend dies.”

Curtis winced. “You’re hurting me.”

“Good.” The masked man zip-tied Curtis’s wrists together. “You idiot, you’ve put us all at risk.”

“No,” Curtis whined. “I didn’t tell them anything. My loyalty is to the Order.”

Callie tightened her grip on the stick behind her back as the masked man straightened up. “Killing me isn’t going to slow down my sisters.”

“Don’t you bitches see?” He pulled out another plastic zip tie. “The world is getting worse. It’s broken. Your inspiration isn’t helping. There are wars, terrorists, famine. The old gods can cure this world, heal it. But we need more time, more oil, more fracking. We’re going to set them free from their prison.”

“This is insanity,” Callie countered. “We don’t even know if the Titans are really down there. You’re going to destroy the environment and murder people, for what, an old story?”

“It’s not just a story.”

The man in the Kronos mask wheeled around toward Callie, and she lashed out with the ZAP STICK from behind her back. He crumpled onto the deck, trembling. She shocked him once more and dropped the weapon.

She reached for Curtis. “Run.”

They turned around to find another man in a Kronos mask blocking their exit. This one had a gun pointed at her head. “Curtis, please help our enforcer up.”

Curtis grunted. “My hands are tied.”

“My god, you’re useless.” The masked man pointed to his hands. “They work fine. Grab his robe and drag him inside. Now.”

Curtis groaned as he struggled to move the other man’s body with his wrists bound in front of him. Callie raised her arms, wishing she hadn’t dropped the stick. Her heart pounded in her throat. Nate would see the signal. Her hands were up. He’d be here any second.

The masked man shouted, “Now.”

The floor rumbled as the engine fired up. He kicked the boarding ramp off the dock and into the water. In the distance, Nate sprinted toward the boat. He drew his gun, but the man in the mask snatched Callie, holding her in front of himself like a shield.

She struggled, bashing her head back into the mask. Her captor purred near her ear. “That’s it. Keep fighting. You deserve an epic death, don’t you think?”


CHAPTER 17


Hunter’s lungs ached as he pulled his sister through the water. When he could finally stand, his chest heaved for oxygen. He helped Alicia onto the breaker rocks at the edge of the marina.

“Wait here. I’ll be right back.”

She nodded, shivering. Her thin pajamas were soaked and the bite of the cool night air wasn’t helping. He needed to get her dry clothes.

Suddenly, a boat engine turned over.

“No!” He spun around, scanning for movement. “No, no, no. Fuck!”

He left Alicia and dove back into the marina, swimming back toward the Tartarus. He was lighter now without Alicia’s extra weight, but his muscles ached and his lungs were straining.

But none of that mattered. Callie was still on that boat.

He stretched his arms, cupping his fingers to get more power, propelling him through the water. Ahead, the white yacht was on the move, sliding between two docked boats. If they got out to the open ocean, he didn’t stand a chance. He had to stop them. Now.

He needed to kill the engine somehow. But with what? He’d find something. The marina was just over twelve feet deep. He could make that dive in his sleep.

While the boat turned and bobbed through the anchored skiffs, Hunter pushed, digging deeper for one last surge of adrenaline. He sucked in a breath, filling his lungs, and shot down to the rocky bottom of the marina like a torpedo. Feeling around the darkness, he found what he was looking for. He gripped the mossy scrap of wood and pushed up to the surface.

He broke through, gasping for air as he turned to locate the boat. It was still idling through the other vessels anchored in the harbor. This was his chance.

Kicking his legs, he swam closer, still gripping the waterlogged two-by-four. He prayed to whomever might be listening and took another deep breath.
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Callie stopped struggling, her gaze locked on the discarded electric stick on the deck. If she could get to the weapon, it might give her an opportunity to escape. Even if she had to dive overboard, her chances of survival were better in the water than on this damned boat.

Another man in a gold mask came out of the cabin. His voice was an octave lower than the one holding her arms behind her back.

“The girl is gone. Search the boat. If the soldier is still on board, shoot on sight. We’ll dump the bodies out in the ocean. There will be no ties to us.”

Callie’s heart banged against her ribs. Hunter had gotten Alicia. But they hadn’t planned on the boat leaving the marina. Nate was still on the dock, and Hunter was in the water. Maybe he was already onshore with his sister. Hopefully.

Either way, she was on her own. A pang of regret bubbled in her stomach. The irony that she hadn’t realized how much Hunter meant to her until it was too late was a bitter pill to swallow. This wasn’t how she’d imagined her life ending. Not by a long shot.

Her captor and the “enforcer” disappeared into the cabin, leaving her with the deep-voiced masked man and Curtis. Now that Alicia was out of danger, she had no idea if she could trust Curtis. He could be back on team Kronos already, for all she knew.

She stared at the masked man and took a casual step toward the railing. He crossed the deck and wrapped his fingers around her upper arm in a painful vise grip. “It’s much too soon for you to leave us.”

With his other hand, he withdrew a silver pistol, aiming it at Curtis. “And I’m afraid you’ve become a liability, Professor.”

Curtis’s eyes widened. “No. I didn’t tell them anything. I just didn’t want Alicia to be hurt. That’s all…”

The masked man fired a single bullet into Curtis’s chest. The shot stunned Callie, the sound making her ears ring. She closed her eyes, not wanting to see. But the masked man dragged her toward Curtis’s body. She started to struggle, but he turned the gun in her direction.

“We could have a murder suicide,” he warned. “Maybe you two were secret lovers…”

She froze.

“Good girl.” With his gloved hand, he placed the pistol into Curtis’s lifeless one, closing his fingers around it as he admired his work. “I’m sorry it had to end like this, Curtis, but you understand. Sacrifices have to be made for the greater good.” He straightened up with a sigh. “That was my favorite gun, too. Pity.”

Suddenly the boat jerked forward, the motor whining before finally shutting down. Black smoke plumed from the engine room below.

“What’s going on?” the man holding her arm shouted into the cabin.

Another voice answered, “Something’s wrong with the motor. It froze up.”

“Well, fix it. Now! We need to get to the open sea.”

While he was distracted, Callie wrenched her arm free of his grip and darted for the stick. She tumbled onto the deck, snatching the handle in the process. The masked man rushed toward her as she tipped the live end toward him. He couldn’t stop in time, hitting the stick. He moaned as the voltage hit him, collapsing onto the deck, shaking. Callie’s hands trembled, but she got to her feet.

She eyed the gun in Curtis’s hand. It was an option, or she could just abandon ship right now. She started for the railing when a soaking-wet Navy SEAL pulled himself up over the side.
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Seeing her alive, gripping the ZAP STICK… Holy shit. There weren’t words for the relief that washed through him. He’d heard the gunshot and feared the worst. But there wasn’t time for a reunion. Not yet.

“How many on board?” he asked.

Tears flooded her eyes, but she held herself together, her voice steady. “Curtis is dead. I shocked that one over there, and there are two more checking the motor. That’s all I’ve seen.”

Hunter snagged one of his knives from his belt. “I jammed the engine propellers, so they’re not going anywhere anytime soon.” He took her hand. “Let’s bail. Nate can come aboard and take care of these guys.”

She clasped his hand as he led her back toward the rail. Behind them, the man on the deck groaned, and she looked over her shoulder to see him clutching his chest. Suddenly, the other two masked men emerged from the cabin. Hunter shoved Callie behind him as one of them landed a solid punch to Hunter’s abdomen. The wind rushed from his lungs, his entire chest aching. He swiped at his attacker with his right hand, and the knife caught his robe.

While the guy was distracted by covering the wound on his arm, Callie rushed from behind Hunter with the stick, shocking the bastard until he sank to the deck, trembling.

Across the deck, the other man had removed the mask off the fallen member of the Order and started modified CPR on him. Hunter tried to tug Callie toward the railing, but she didn’t budge.
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Callie recognized his face. The man who shot Curtis, the one she’d zapped, was none other than Ted Belkin, Sr. She couldn’t believe that one of the richest, most influential men in Crystal City was part of the Order of the Titans.

The other masked man kept beating his chest. “Don’t you die on me. We need you. You can’t abandon us. Not now. Come on. Breathe!”

She gasped under her breath. “Could that zap have given him a heart attack?”

“Sometimes tasers can cause cardiac arrhythmia. Maybe he had a weak heart.” Hunter tugged her arm. “It’s not your fault. He was going to hurt you. We need to go.”

The masked man lifted his head, his eyes boring into her through the mask. “I’ll kill every one of you. This just got personal, you bitch.”

Before she could respond, Hunter grabbed her around her waist. “Time to go.” He propped her up on the railing beside him. “Jump. Now,” he ordered her, holding her hand tightly.

She screamed as they splashed into the cold water. Somewhere in the darkness, Hunter found her, hauling her back toward the surface. When they burst through, he put his finger to her lips and pulled her in close to the hull of the vessel. Around them, something pelted the water. No noise.

He whispered against her ear. “Silencers.”

They quietly moved around the yacht to the other side. Hunter ventured out, staying low in the water. When he was satisfied, he waved her over. They swam underwater to keep from splashing. When they were just a few boats away, sirens were screaming through the night.

Hunter treaded water. “Are you all right?”

“I’m not injured. Not sure about being all right, though.”

He nodded. “Not injured is good enough for now. Can you keep swimming?”

“Yeah. Where’s Alicia?”

He pointed toward the dock. “She’s on the rocks over there.”

They swam in that direction. She followed Hunter, relieved when her feet finally touched bottom. She stood up and walked out of the water as Alicia hobbled to her feet, arms outstretched for her brother.

Hunter embraced her and scooped her up. “We all need to get dry.”

Callie nodded. The swim still had her heaving for air, but it wouldn’t be long before she’d be shivering like Alicia. Hunter made his way up the rocks with his sister cradled in his arms. Callie followed, the shock of the evening starting to give way to clear thought.

Curtis was dead. Alicia had seen the masked men. How much did she know now? Did they tell her about Curtis being a member of their little “club”?

Once they made it to the pier, the paramedics were already there. Nate must’ve heard the single gunshot and called them. Callie sat on the bumper, waiting as they worked on Alicia.

Hunter came over and stood next to her. “I’ve been in a lot of scary, dangerous places, but I’ve never been truly terrified until tonight.”

She caught his hand, lacing her fingers with his. “I was afraid I’d never see you again.”

He stared down at her, his emotions unreadable. He bent over and brushed his lips to hers. “I need to tell Alicia that Curtis is dead, and we’ve got to tell Nate what happened on that boat.” He swallowed and ran a finger along her jaw. “But once that’s done…”

She knew exactly what he meant and nodded slowly. “Yeah.”

They definitely needed to talk. But he was right. Finishing up this mess came first.

Hunter pressed his lips to her forehead. “You take Nate. I’ve got Alicia.”

Callie stepped back, pulling the wool blanket more tightly around her. “How did you stop the boat?”

The spark in his eyes, the life, Gods how it fed her soul and her muse.

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Like I said, I jammed the propellers. They’re not fond of wood instead of water.”

She shook her head. “You’re amazing, Hunter Armstrong.”

“Right back atcha, Doc.” He winked, and in spite of the hell she’d just survived, an exhausted smile curved her lips.

“See you soon.” She walked toward the flashing red lights, struggling to keep her head up and her expression cool and collected as she stepped right into the thick of the police investigation.


CHAPTER 18


Hunter stayed focused on Callie until she vanished from view. Then he straightened and went to his sister’s side. She was dry now, but her skin was still pale, her eyes distant.

He turned to the paramedic. “I’m her brother. Can I take her home?”

He looked up from the chart. “She has a contusion to her hip and a welt from the Taser on her side. We’d like to run her to the hospital for observation.”

“No.” Alicia came to life, shaking her head. “No, I have to get home to Curtis. He’ll be worried about me.”

Hunter’s gut twisted, but this wasn’t the place to drop that bomb on his sister. He glanced at the paramedic. “Sounds like she wants to go home.”

Alicia signed the paperwork, and Hunter lifted her into his arms. His sister was only a few inches taller than Callie and maybe ten pounds heavier, but he labored carrying her back. Every muscle screamed, aching with fatigue.

But instead of dwelling on his own pain, he focused on Alicia. Not only had she been kidnapped tonight, she also had no idea she’d never see Curtis again. At least not alive. Hunter hadn’t been onboard when it had happened, but he’d seen the aftermath. The pistol had been in Curtis’s hand, of course, but that didn’t necessarily mean he’d killed himself.

It was definitely meant to look like he did, though.

How it really went down wasn’t important at the moment. He got Alicia into the SUV and retrieved his cell phone from the glove box. He wasn’t leaving until he was sure Callie was safe with Nate.

He picked up after the first ring. “Detective Malone.”

“Nate, it’s Hunter. Is Callie with you?”

“Yeah. She’s here.”

Hunter’s shoulders relaxed. “Good. I’m taking my sister home.”

“I’ll bring Callie back to my place. I’ll text you the address.”

He nodded. “Good plan. Thanks, man.”

Hunter ended the call and started the SUV. He glanced at Alicia. “I’m taking you over to Mom’s.”

She shook her head. “I know you don’t like him, but Curtis has to be worried out of his mind. I need to go home.”

Hunter gripped the steering wheel tighter. “I’ll explain everything when we get there.”
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By the time Hunter parked in front of his Mom’s place, it was after two in the morning. The house was dark, but his mom wouldn’t want Alicia to be alone and he had no intention of leaving his sister at her place where the Order could find her.

She crossed her arms. “Why are we waking up Mom? Please, Hunter, I just want to go home.”

He turned her way. “Curtis helped us find you tonight.”

A crease lined her brow. “How could he possibly have known where I was?”

“He called me when he realized you were gone. The guy who abducted you worked for the group he meets with once a month.”

“His Greek club?” She frowned, shaking her head. “That makes no sense.”

“It may not make sense, but it’s still true.” He didn’t want to out Callie and her sisters, but trying to figure out how to explain all of this without some important details was getting tougher by the second.

The less Alicia knew, the safer she’d be.

He cleared his throat. “This group wasn’t exactly a Greek club, but for all his faults, Curtis did love you. Without his help, I wouldn’t have found you.” He took her hand. “In the end, all Curtis cared about was finding you and bringing you home safe and unharmed.”

“Cared? Where is he?” Her eyes welled with tears. “Why isn’t he with us now?”

A tear rolled down her cheek. On some level, she already knew. He could see it in her eyes. And he wished like hell he could ease that pain.

“He’s dead, Alicia,” Hunter said softly.

“No!” she shrieked, ripping her hand free of his. “You liar. I want to know where he is. Tell me.”

Hunter shook his head, his voice gravelly. “He’s gone.”

She grabbed his shirt and shook him. “That’s not true. It can’t be true.”

He wrapped her in his arms, holding her as she wailed, sobs wracking her body. He kissed her hair and stared into the darkness, wishing things could be different.

Gradually her breath hiccupped, her cries became whimpers, and then, finally, she wiped her eyes. “Did you see him?” she asked, her voice shaky. “How do you know?”

“I saw him. He was on the deck of the boat.”

“How did he…?” She didn’t finish.

Hunter didn’t have the details, but she didn’t need to know right now anyway. Running his hand up her back, he met her gaze. “I don’t know how it happened yet. He was already gone when I got back onboard. Once the police have it sorted out, though, I’m sure they’ll tell us.”

She nodded, her lower lip quivering. “What do I do now? We had plans. We were going to get married after I got a teaching position.” More tears ran down her cheeks. “He was the one who believed I’d walk again even when I didn’t.”

“I’m so sorry, Alicia.”

A sob escaped her lips as she swiped another tear from her cheek. “I think I need to lie down.”

He nodded. “I’ll get you inside.”

Their mom, wrapped in her robe, answered the door then, worry lining her face as Hunter carried Alicia inside.

She closed the door behind them. “What happened? Was there an accident?”

He set Alicia on the sofa. “Curtis is dead, Mom,” he said.

Their mom was at Alicia’s side in an instant, her arms wrapped tightly around her. She kissed Alicia’s hair and set her tired eyes on Hunter.

He shook his head. “Sorry. I didn’t know where else to go.”

His mom held one hand out to him, and he came over to the couch. He sat on the other side of Alicia and took his mother’s hand.

A sad smile curved her lips. “I’m glad you came here.” Her gaze never strayed from his. “Doesn’t matter where you go or what you do, you’re both my babies. Always.”

He wrapped his arms around both women and closed his eyes tightly as heat built behind them. “I’m sorry I haven’t been here for you two.”

Alicia whispered through her tears. “You saved my life tonight, Hunter.”

“If I had been here sooner, maybe things would’ve been different,” he said.

His mother shook her head. “Can’t change the past. You’re here now, and that’s enough.”
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The Coast Guard towed the Tartarus back to its slip at the pier while Callie quietly gave Nate a rundown of what happened on board earlier.

He frowned, keeping his voice down. “You’re sure it was Ted Belkin, Sr.?”

“Positive.” She glanced at the boat and back again. “I hit him with the ZAP STICK and he collapsed, clutching his chest. I think he had a heart attack.”

“And he shot the history professor?”

“Yes. Then he put the pistol in Curtis’s hand to make it look like he’d shot himself.”

Nate made a few notes on his pad of paper. “Did you see the other two assailants?”

“They were both wearing gold Kronos masks. I have no idea who they were.”

Once the boat was tied, Nate walked toward the edge of the pier. He stared down at the Tartarus and then over at Callie. “I thought you said Ted Belkin Sr. was on the deck.”

She came forward to stand beside him. She blinked, struggling to believe what she was seeing. Curtis’s bloody corpse was all that remained.

She looked up at Nate. “He was there. Maybe they dragged him into the cabin?”

“Stay here.” Nate climbed aboard, gun drawn. Another officer followed, and Callie held her breath, her gaze wandering over the silent marina. So many boats. So many places for them to hide.

She crossed her arms, wishing she had her cell phone. A man in black slacks and a light-blue button-down approached her. “Are you Dr. Callie O’Connor?”

“Yes.” She tensed. “And you are?”

She looked up just as he tipped his gaze down. Callie started to smile as the realization dawned on her. “You’re Nate’s partner, right? I remember you from Maggie’s barbeque.”

“And you’re Mel’s friend. I didn’t realize you were a doctor.” He held out his hand. “Detective John Gilman.”

He glanced at the carnage on the yacht and then turned back to Callie. “Seems like you ladies are being targeted.”

Callie had no idea how much John knew. She shrugged, wishing Nate would get back up here. “I already gave Nate my statement.”

“Good.” His dark eyes met hers. “Nate won’t let this one go. We’ll get them.”

As if on cue, Nate came back out of the cabin, holstering his gun. “They’re gone.” He got off the boat and nodded to his partner. “Can you have them sweep the boat? Prints, DNA, whatever they can find. They had to leave something behind.”

John pointed to the body. “What about the vic on the deck?”

“Looks like a self-inflicted gunshot,” Nate said, “but the medical examiner should be able to give us a definitive answer.”

Callie kept her expression even. She’d already told Nate who had shot Curtis, but if he was playing it close to the vest, she trusted he knew what he was doing.

John sighed and shook his head. “I’ll get the boat’s registration in the system and see what we can find from that angle. Maybe we can interview the owner.”

Nate nodded. “I’m going to run Callie back to my place. Keep me informed?”

“Will do.” John met her eyes. “Let us know if you think of anything else that could help with the case.”

“I will. Thank you.” She turned and walked down the pier with Nate. When they were out of earshot, she glanced up at him. “You didn’t tell him about Curtis.”

He sighed. “I’m stuck in the middle between the black-and-white legal system and this…whatever this muse-and-Guardian world is.”

“Yeah, the paranormal isn’t so black-and-white.”

“Right.” He nodded. “If I can find a way to tie Belkin Oil to this Order of the Titans group, we can expose the cult without dragging you and your sisters into the spotlight. I just don’t want Mel—or any of you—to lose your jobs and God knows what else if it comes out that you believe the Greek muses have been reborn inside of you. I still have a tough time wrapping my head around it. The media and the general public aren’t going to embrace it.”

Callie’s chest tightened. As a psychologist, she had no trouble reading the writing on the wall. She’d be locked up in group therapy to discuss her delusional connection to Greek mythology. No, thank you.

“I appreciate you protecting us.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m sure keeping our secret isn’t easy.”

He unlocked his car and opened the passenger door for her. “I told Hunter I’d take you back to our place. For now, the Order doesn’t know where Mel and I live.”

“Works for me.” She got in and buckled her seat belt. Once Nate started the car, she looked over at him. “What happens next?”

“We wait to see how they play it. If you’re right and Belkin, Sr. is dead, they’ll have to make an announcement so his son can take his seat on the board of directors. But maybe he’ll try to cover it up for a while. Hard to say.”

Callie stared into the darkness. “It may have been his son behind one of those masks tonight. He told me he’d kill us all and that it was personal now.”

Nate shifted his grip on the wheel, his knuckles turning white. “I’m doing all I can to get to the center of this web. We’re getting closer. We know it’s a group and we know they call themselves The Order of the Titans. Hunter heard Curtis thinking they might have taken Alicia to Crystal Peak, so I’ll head up there tomorrow and have a look around. And my partner is checking to see who the registered owner is for the yacht. If you’re right about Belkin Sr. being on that boat, maybe he owns it. We could finally have something concrete to tie the Order to Belkin Oil.”

Callie nodded. Her adrenaline rush was gone now, leaving her entire body heavy and ready to collapse. She leaned back against the headrest and faded into the peace of oblivion.
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“Callie?”

She flinched, blinking and squinting against the bright daylight. Hunter was kneeling in front of her. She looked around, disoriented for a second. How did she get to Mel and Nate’s place?

Then it all came flooding back. She wrapped her arms around Hunter’s neck, and before she could stop herself, the dam broke. He pulled her close as she sobbed against him.

He cradled the back of her head and kissed her hair. “Shh, it’s all right, baby. I’m right here.”

All the fear, frustration, and shock poured out of her all at once. When she could finally draw an even breath, she wiped her eyes and lifted her head from his shoulder. “Sorry…”

He shook his head. “You don’t need to apologize for being human.” He caressed her cheek. “I know you’re the doc here, but I think this might call for some ocean therapy.”

Her lips twitched, aching to smile as she searched his eyes. “When did you get to be such a good shrink?”

He grinned. “You’re rubbing off on me.”
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Hunter parked on base and walked with Callie over to her favorite bench. Holding her hand shored up his resolve. Last night was a huge wake-up call. Life was too short to waste time hiding his feelings. Callie was worried she’d break his heart, but since when had he ever taken the safe route?

He wasn’t going to start now.

They sat down, and she rested her head on his shoulder. Their hands were joined and resting on his lap. His heart was full.

“Thanks for bringing me here.” Callie spoke without moving. “The ocean makes my problems seem smaller.”

He brushed his lips against her temple. “I also brought you here because I need to say something and I didn’t want to be interrupted.”

She straightened, her dark eyes meeting his. “I need to tell you something, too.”

He kissed her to keep her from talking, but then she tilted her head, her lips caressing his as she opened to him. His fingers slid through her hair. She tasted like the sun on the water. So damned beautiful that words weren’t capable of describing it.

Her hand moved up his chest, her touch igniting a fire in his soul. If he didn’t stop now, he’d put her over his shoulder and take her back to his room.

He broke the kiss, struggling to catch his breath. “I need you.”

She nodded, her voice barely a whisper. “Let’s go back to your place.”

“We will. But first I’ve got to get this off my chest.” He caught her chin, his gaze locked on hers. “I love you, Callie.” He searched her eyes, ready for that flash of fear. “I’m not telling you this because I expect anything in return. I’m telling you because whatever happens from this moment on, I want to be sure you know that you’re it for me and I will follow you on every adventure…” He chuckled. “Hell, I’ll even lead you on some. And every breathtaking moment of this life, however much of it we have left, I will love you with every fiber of my being.”

A single tear rolled down her cheek, and for a second, he couldn’t breathe. Shit. Was she seriously going to try to push him away again?

He shook his head and lifted their joined hands to his lips. “I’m not letting go of your hand, so if you’re thinking you need to run as far from here as possible to ‘save’ me, think again.”

She shook her head slowly, her lips curving into a smile that stole his breath. “I’m done protecting you.” She raised a brow. “I gave you fair warning.”

He nodded. “Over and over again.”

She rolled her eyes, and gradually, her smile faded. “Last night, I was so scared they were going to find you and hurt you.” She swallowed. “Or worse.” Her gaze wandered over his face. “I’ve heard soldiers tell me there’s no greater gift, no greater love, than to lay down your life for another, but I never really understood.”

“Last night…” She paused, shaking her head. “I would have sacrificed everything to save you. I don’t know when that happened. I’ve spent my whole life trying to rein in this wild spirit inside me, but you set me free.”

She kissed him so tenderly his eyes burned with emotion. When her dark lashes lifted, she whispered, “I love you, too, Hunter. With everything I am, I love you.”

He scooped her up off the bench so fast, she gasped into his kiss. But if he didn’t get her back to the room right now, he’d take her right on the beach.


CHAPTER 19


The second the door latched behind them, Callie was unbuttoning Hunter’s jeans. They helped each other out of their clothes, leaving a trail of discarded garments all the way to the bed. She laughed into the kiss as they fell onto the mattress, Hunter’s tongue exploring her mouth. His big hands clutched her to him, one at the back of her head, the other on her lower back with fingers splayed open, keeping their bodies pressed together tightly. She slid her legs up, wrapping them around his waist.

He lifted his head, staring down at her with mussed hair and passion in his eyes. “I love you.”

His deep voice and the honesty in his gaze made the words into more than a statement. They became an oath, a promise. How had she gotten so lucky?

That doomed wedding day that used to haunt her had now become a turning point. No one had thrown her a lifeline. She’d saved herself that day.

And this warrior with a playful smile finally showed her the truth and helped her to believe it. He set her free from the fear and guilt.

“I love you, too,” she whispered.

He pressed his hips forward, entering her slowly. A satisfied moan escaped her as he bent to kiss her lips, growling into her mouth. “You feel so damn amazing.”

Dragging her nails down his back, she rocked into his thrusts. He burned a trail of hot, hungry kisses down her neck, his hand sliding up her thigh. Holding her tight, he rolled them over.

She smiled, her teeth nipping at his shoulder. “I like being on top…” She sat up, riding him slowly as her gaze moved up his chiseled torso. She ran a finger along his abs, eating up the heat in his eyes. “I like the view.”

His grip on her tightened as he worked up into her. “Me, too.”

He slid his hand up her side to cup her breast, teasing her nipple until she arched into his touch. She let her head fall back, eyes drifting closed as she surrendered to the pleasure he offered. Suddenly he sat up, his hot mouth on her breast. She writhed in his lap, threading her fingers through his hair as she opened her eyes, watching his tongue circling each taut tip.

No man had ever set her on fire like this. She wet her lips as he gazed up at her from under his thick lashes. He growled against her skin, pulsing inside her.

His hand shot up into the back of her hair, as his teeth brushed her ear. “So fucking sexy.”

With his other hand, he slipped his fingers between their bodies, searching for that perfect spot. She gasped as he rubbed until her hips moved of their own power, aching for release as she worked into him. Her nails dug into his shoulders as she teetered on the edge. When he moaned her name, her muscles clenched around him, her orgasm burning through her bloodstream.

His lips fused to hers as he erupted deep inside her, his warmth adding to the passion boiling over until he groaned into the kiss. Hunter trembled in her arms. This warrior, who had single-handedly stopped a yacht to save her, was weak in her embrace.

She opened her eyes, losing herself in him as their lips brushed together, slow and lingering, until they breathed as one. If she could stop time, this was the moment she’d choose. The rest of the world didn’t exist. They were the only two hearts in the universe.

He tucked her hair behind her ear, his gaze caressing her face. “I don’t have words…”

She nodded. “Me neither.”

He stole one more kiss. “I’m so glad I switched doctors so you’d go out with me.”

She busted up, giving his shoulder a playful smack. “Don’t bring up Herbert Long when we’re naked.”

“You were the one who said his name.” He laid back, pulling her with him and then rolled over so she was pinned beneath him. Grinning down at her with that spark in his eyes that set butterflies off in her stomach, he slid his hand down her side. “I will never get tired of hearing you laugh.”

His erection pulsed, and he rocked his hips slightly. She raised a brow, running her hands down his back to the curve of his ass. “And I will never get tired of making love to you.”

“Good to know…” His words faded away as his lips met hers.
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Hunter woke with a start. Callie was still dozing, but his cell phone was buzzing across the room in his discarded pants. He slipped out of bed and retrieved it. His shoulders tensed at the number. His commanding officer. He had to take it.

He went in the bathroom and closed the door, hoping he wouldn’t disturb Callie.

“Armstrong here.”

“We have a location for Briggs. And confirmation that he’s alive. We need you here ASAP. I arranged air transport at 1800 from the Crystal City base.”

He swallowed the lump in his throat, running a hand back through his hair. “I’ll be there, sir.”

“See you soon, Captain.”

The call ended.

Hunter set his phone on the counter. Resting his hands on either side of the basin, he stared into the mirror. So much had changed in the past few weeks. He’d never dreaded a mission before, but now…

He opened the door to find Callie wide awake, a sheet draped over her. Her smile faded. “What’s wrong?”

He came over to the bed and sat down. “They found Briggs. I’ve got to be at the airstrip in two hours.”

The mattress shifted behind him as Callie sat up. She settled beside him, staring at her feet. “Wow. I’ve never done this before.”

He lifted her chin until her tear-filled eyes met his. His chest tightened. “I haven’t, either.”

A wrinkle creased her forehead. “You’ve gone on plenty of missions.”

“I don’t want to go.” He cleared his throat, swallowing the ball of emotion choking him. “That’s never happened to me before.”

She cupped his cheek. “I don’t want you to go, but I’m guessing we don’t get a say in that.”

He shook his head. “No.”

She took his hand, and he watched the way her slender fingers laced with his, suddenly needing to memorize every moment.

Her gaze locked on his. “You better come back to me.”

He bent to kiss her, breathing her into his lungs. When he pulled back, he squeezed her hand. “Be safe while I’m gone. Stay close to Nate. Until he nails those bastards, I should be here, protecting you.”

Guilt, fear, worry—these were all foreign emotions for him. Usually his head was clear when he reported for a mission, ready to focus and do what had to be done.

But now? Damn.

He stared into her eyes. “I’m serious. If anything happens to you, I’ll be so fucked up, no amount of therapy will fix it.”

A sad smile curved her lips. “Right back atcha.”

He blew out a frustrated breath. “I better get it together.”

He could pack, but he didn’t think anything would be together again until she was back in his arms.
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Callie followed Hunter to return the rental SUV. She gripped the wheel, watching him talk to the attendant. It was hard to believe that a couple of hours ago he was naked in her arms, and in a few more, he’d be half a world away from her.

She blinked hard. He didn’t need tears. Tears were a distraction, and where he was headed, his focus needed to be on his mission. She wanted him to be safe, to come back to her unharmed.

Over the years, she’d counseled soldiers and heard their stories. It was tough for them to leave home. They worried about their families, about not being able to support them or keep them safe.

And since Hunter had saved her life as recently as the night before, he had reason to be concerned. He came toward her car with his duffel in hand. She’d never seen him in uniform before. His camouflage fatigues had Armstrong across his chest and his SEAL patch proudly showed the traditional anchor crossed by a trident.

Pride swelled inside her. She’d known from day one when he stepped into her office that he was a SEAL, but seeing him in uniform, ready to drop everything to save a brother-in-arms was different. Real.

She didn’t want him to go, but the fact that he would, made her love him even more.

He put his bag in the back and got in the passenger seat. The drive was spent in suffocating silence. He’d already called his mom and let her know he was going to miss Thanksgiving after all, and he texted Reed to meet him at the airstrip.

There wasn’t anything left to do except say good-bye.

She parked, sighing as she killed the engine. Reed straightened up, heading their way. Hunter got out and set his duffel on the ground, then embraced his friend tightly. Callie stayed back, trying to keep from crying.

“Thanks, man.” Hunter pulled away.

When he turned to her, the spark was gone from his eyes, replaced by a cold mask guarding his emotions. “Reed is going to give you his cell number. Anything you need, or if Nate wants extra backup, call him.”

She nodded. He had to be able to believe she was safe, and she wanted his mind to be on his mission, not worried about her. “I will.”

“Good.” He pulled her into his arms. She breathed him in one last time, clinging as tight as she could. His lips caressed her ear. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” The words were the most honest she’d ever spoken. She forced herself back far enough to see his face. “Wait, there’s something else I need to tell you about my muse, about Calliope.”

He brought a rough hand up to caress her cheek, and a glimmer of that spark lit in his eyes. “She married the God of War.” Callie’s jaw went slack, and his mouth curved at the corners. “Told you I read.”

She shook her head, an unexpected smile creeping up on her. “Just when I thought I couldn’t love you any more.”

He watched his finger slide along her jawline. “I’ve known since you told me about your Muse, but I didn’t bring it up because I didn’t want to point out we were meant to be and then watch you bolt for the hills to protect me.” He sobered, his eyes on hers. “This is my last mission. Then I’m going to come home to you, Callie. Whatever happens, keep this in your heart: I won’t quit until you’re back in my arms.”

Her eyes welled with tears. “They’ll be right here, wide open and waiting for you.”

He kissed her lips and whispered, “Be back as soon as I can.”

Without another word, her warrior walked away.


CHAPTER 20


Three months later

Callie chucked another piece of drywall into the giant dumpster. Since Hunter had left, she’d thrown herself into the theater renovation. Her sisters thought her hardheaded determination drove her crazy work ethic, but deep down, hard labor was the only thing that helped her pass the hours each day.

At least now she could Skype with Hunter. The first eight weeks had been radio silence, and it had nearly killed her. Going through the holidays and then facing all the happy faces at Mel and Nate’s wedding while not knowing if Hunter was dead or alive was a tough lesson in faith and trust.

Hunter was the best of the best or they wouldn’t have sent him. That was her mantra.

Last month, he finally touched down on US soil, his mission accomplished. When Hunter had called her, the sound of his voice had brought her to her knees. Briggs was in the hospital, but the doctors expected him to make a full recovery.

And now, she just needed to keep busy. He still had debriefings and paperwork to file for his retirement from the military, but hopefully he’d be home soon.

The Order of the Titans had been quiet since Ted Belkin, Sr. died, and Nate was keeping a close eye on Belkin Oil. A news story went out after the incident at the marina that reported that Ted Belkin, Sr. had fallen ill and was being tended by his personal physician. So far Nate had no idea why his death was being covered up, but it couldn’t be good, and since Callie didn’t have physical proof of his death, Nate couldn’t do anything.

Curtis’s death was ruled a homicide by the medical examiner. Although the only fingerprints on the pistol were his, his hands didn’t have any gunpowder residue.

Callie could’ve told the police Ted Belkin, Sr. was wearing gloves and a robe when he pulled the trigger, and maybe force the Order’s hand when the police showed up to interview a dead man, but Nate decided against the idea.

There had to be a reason they hadn’t announced his death, and Nate didn’t want to poke the hornet’s nest until he had more evidence.

While the Tartarus was registered to Belkin Oil, it had been reported stolen that same night Alicia was kidnapped. Given the evidence the police had so far, anyone could’ve shot Curtis, and if she told them it was a dead man on his stolen boat, no one would believe her.

But one thing had changed.

It had started small with contractors cancelling appointments, but now no one in town would take money to work on the theater. Although the permits came through for the roof, suddenly no contractors in the entire county had time for the project. She shifted her focus to replacing the plumbing and hit the same wall.

It wasn’t much of a leap to imagine Belkin Oil had something to do with it. They had money, connections and lobbyists at their disposal. If a contractor wanted a shot at a lucrative contract with Belkin, they might be persuaded to steer clear of working on the theater.

What else could explain the sudden refusal to accept their money?

The fight with the Order of the Titans did seem to be more personal now. None of them had lost their jobs yet, but the possibility it could come to that was ever present. Belkin Oil had their fingers in many pies in Crystal City.

But fear wasn’t going to get in the way of inspiration. They started the demolition on their own, renting a dumpster, which thankfully was delivered. Callie spent most days after work with a sledgehammer, knocking out old drywall and hauling the remains to the trash.

Her cell buzzed in her pocket. Clio sent a text with a new link. Right now wasn’t the best time. Callie started to pocket her phone when it rang.

“Hello?”

“Did you get my text?” Clio’s voice was clipped, tight. “You need to watch the press conference. Now.”

Press Conference? Callie nodded. “Okay. I will.”

“Call me back.”

“Will do.” Callie ended the call and set down her tools to watch the video. It was a live news feed. Ted Belkin stood at the podium.

“…I will be stepping into the role of CEO of Belkin Oil.”

At the bottom of the screen a newsfeed announced Ted Belkin Sr., founder of Belkin Oil, had passed away of a heart attack.

“At this time, I’m proud to introduce our new Chairman of the Board, Mikolas Leandros.”

A tall man with black hair and dark eyes stepped forward to the microphone. “It is my honor to lead Belkin Oil into a bright future.” His accent was definitely Greek, and his designer suit reeked of money and power.

Ted Belkin took the podium again, staring directly into the camera, directly at her, and added. “Thank you for respecting our privacy during this…very personal tragedy.

In that instant, she recognized his voice. He was the one in the mask trying to revive Ted Belkin Sr. that night. He was the one who promised retribution, her actions making the battle with the Order personal.

Callie closed the app on her phone. She sat on a paint bucket and called Clio back.

“Hey Clio.” Callie’s stomach tied in a knot. “It’s him. Ted Belkin was one of the masked guys on the boat that night. I killed his father.”

“What?” Clio’s tone rose a couple notches. “How do you know?”

“It was the way he said ‘personal’. Exactly like that night. I’d recognize it anywhere.” Callie got up, unable to sit still. “And I bet Ted Belkin is even more pissed his father left the Chairman’s spot to an outsider.”

Clio sighed. “It can’t be a coincidence that the new guy is also Greek.”

Callie frowned. “You think he’s part of the Order, too?”

“It would make sense, right? Why wouldn’t the Order of the Titans have factions in other countries, especially Greece where it all started?”

“Gods, you’re right.” Callie ran a hand down her face. “This can’t be good.”

Clio paused. “You’re not at the theater alone again, are you?”

“I’ve got my ZAP STICK and a sledgehammer, Nate on speed dial, and it’s broad daylight. I’m fine, Clio.”

“Okay, be careful anyway. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Before she could pull her work gloves back on, her cell phone rang again. She ripped it from her pocket, about to vent her frustrations on Clio.

A man’s voice surprised her. “Hi, Callie.”

Reed. She rubbed the back of her neck, trying to release the tension. “Hey, Reed. What’s up?”

“I’m trying to find people to help with the FOD walk this afternoon. Can you make it?”

She glanced down at her clothes, which were covered in drywall dust. “What the hell is that?”

“It’ll be fun,” he promised. “Just meet me at the airstrip in an hour, okay?”

She couldn’t go. She needed to call Nate, to let him know about Ted.

“Callie?” Reed interrupted her jumbled thoughts. “I really need the help. FOD walks don’t take long.”

Damn. Maybe it would give her time to get her thoughts in order. She could call Nate afterward. “All right?”

“Good. See you soon.”

The call went dead. FOD walk?

She shook her head and opened the contacts on her phone. Reed was a nice guy, but it felt weird meeting him for a walk all alone. He hadn’t called it a date, and he’d never crossed the boundaries of friendship with her, but still. She’d feel better with a wingman.

She scanned the list. Mel was too pregnant, while Polly and Tera both worked weekends. Thalia was a possibility, but since Hunter had left, Callie had been keeping her distance. She wasn’t in the mood to laugh.

Her finger hovered over Clio’s name, but at the last second she dialed Erica instead.

“Hey, Callie, what’s up?” Erica answered.

“I got volunteered for some kind of walk at the airstrip in an hour. Want to come?”

She chuckled. “Sounds tempting, but I’m writing right now.”

“Please?” Callie sighed. “Reed invited me, and I don’t want to show up alone.”

“Reed, as in Hunter’s hot surfing friend?”

Callie laughed. “The firefighter, yeah.”

Erica clucked her tongue. “You should have led with that. I’ll pick you up in twenty.”

“I’m at the theater,” Callie said.

Erica paused. “I’ll bring you a change of clothes and a hairbrush, too, then.”

Callie smiled. “Thanks. I owe you one.”
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Reed brought them through the building and out onto the airstrip. Callie had to elbow Erica twice to get her to stop staring at Reed’s ass. She should’ve remembered before she invited Erica. Callie was quick to call her the Muse of Lyrics and forget that Eros was also the Muse of Passion, Erotic Poetry.

Bringing Erica to a function where there were a lot of hunky servicemen was probably not Callie’s best decision ever, but she was grateful for Erica’s calming influence. After seeing Ted Belkin on the live feed and recognizing his voice from the night on the Tartarus, she’d been wound up and jittery. Erica was quick to point out that we didn’t know if the new Chairman had any idea about the Order. Clio made that leap, but it didn’t mean she was right.

The Order had made it nearly impossible for them to get a contractor to take their money, but otherwise there hadn’t been any break-ins or physical threats.

Gradually the anxiety faded. Callie decided she’d call Nate later and see if he was looking into Mikolas Leandros. She could also let him know she recognized Ted’s voice.

When they got onto the airstrip, there were about twenty-five people in uniforms and a couple without. Reed handed each of them a bag, and Callie raised a brow. “What kind of walk is this?”

He smiled, gesturing down the runway. “Foreign Object Damage takes out jets and can hurt my Federal Fire guys here on the ground, too, so before the next plane comes in, we’re going to walk the airstrip and pick up everything. Little rocks, bottle caps, screws, nails—whatever could get in a tire and flipped up into the engine needs to go into your bag.”

Callie rolled her eyes. “I dragged Erica over here to pick up trash?”

Reed extended his hand, and Erica grabbed it.

“Good to meet you, Erica.” He released her hand. “I’m Reed McIntosh.”

Erica glanced at Callie and back to Reed. “Great to meet you. Callie said you’re a firefighter?”

He nodded. “I am.” He turned and pointed to the two fire trucks on the sides of the airstrip. “Those are our trucks.”

“Maybe I could get a tour sometime,” Erica purred.

Callie gave her a gentle elbow. “Let’s get this done so we can get back to the theater.”

“Work, work, work.” She smiled at Reed. “Before she met Hunter, she had a strict no-dating policy.”

“Erica.” Callie narrowed her eyes.

Reed chuckled, not ruffled in the slightest. “Let me know if you find anything interesting.” He checked his watch and called down the line. “Ninety-minutes and then we need to clear the runway.”

By the time they were finishing up, Callie’s back was screaming. Erica brushed her hair back from her face. “Even with hot guys in uniform, this job sucks.”

“Yeah.” Callie stretched out her back. “Reed owes us.”

Speak of the devil…

He came toward them but stopped just shy. Frowning, he knelt down and rubbed his ankle. When he stood up again, he rotated his foot, shaking his head as he came over. “Callie, can you help me collect all the bags?”

He took Erica’s sack of debris and smiled. “Thanks for helping us out. You can wait inside. I’ll send Callie in once the plane lands.”

Erica’s lopsided smile meant trouble. “For that much bending over, I should get more than just a ‘thank you.’”

Reed grinned. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Erica headed for the building, her curvy hips turning heads. Callie chuckled under her breath. Erica was full-figured and unapologetically sexy. She owned it. And while Reed and the other guys were watching her backside, very few, like Callie, were the real lucky ones, because Erica was even more beautiful inside.

There was a reason Erica had come with Callie to the FOD walk, and it wasn’t because of men in uniform. But she rarely shared that private part of herself. She hid behind her looks and embraced the passion of her muse.

Callie cleared her throat, and Reed flinched, facing her again. She did her best not to smile. “So why didn’t I get sent inside?”

“Let’s finish collecting the bags, then I’ll fill you in.”

They gathered up the bags of debris and carried them to a trash can. Reed lifted the lid for her, then deposited his bags inside, too. She started to ask what was going on, but he was already headed back to one of the trucks. The first truck was on the move by the time they got to Reed’s.

He stepped onto the side and reached for her hand, but she pulled it back. “What the hell is going on here?”

“Sorry I had you come out for this. FOD walks are hard work, but it was the only thing I could think of to get you on the airstrip.” Reed smiled, his eyes shining. “We’re doing a water salute for a retiring soldier—a Navy SEAL.”

“Hunter?” A sob caught in Callie’s chest. “Hunter’s coming home?”

He nodded. “He wanted to surprise you. I was supposed to get you to your bench at the beach and he was going to be waiting there.”

She raised a brow. “He doesn’t know anything about all this?” She pointed toward the fire engines.

“Right.” He put his hand out again. “So get up here. I’ll fill you in on the way.”

She wiped her eyes and climbed up. The wind tossed her hair as they drove down the airstrip. The fire engine took a spot directly across from the other truck and parked. The crew got busy unloading hoses, and Reed showed her the pump panel.

“We have to be sure we’ve got the water pressure up on the tanks in the trucks so the stream of water from the hoses will shoot high enough to clear the plane.”

Callie shook her head, trying to take it all in, but all her brain could focus on was that she was going to be in Hunter’s arms again. Soon.

“What’s a water salute anyway?” she asked.

Reed smiled. “It’s pretty amazing. Probably better to see it than for me to describe it to you.”

“All right.” She shielded her eyes, looking up into the sky. “Where should I be?”

“Let me get everything set here, and I’ll walk you over to a safe spot. Once the plane is stopped and he’s down the steps, he’s all yours.”

Callie grinned, tears welling in her eyes again. “I’m so ready.”

A few minutes later, the radio came to life in Reed’s engine, and he turned around. “Showtime. They’re in their final approach.”

He helped her down and walked her about fifty yards away from the fire trucks. She met Reed’s eyes. “Thanks for bringing me here.”

“My best friend loves you something fierce.” He shrugged. “I just figured you should be the first person he sees.”

She squeezed his hand. “Thank you.”

He nodded and pointed down the airstrip. “Here they come.”

Sure enough, a small aircraft came out of the clouds. She had no idea what kind it was, only that it was bringing Hunter home to her. The wheels touched the pavement, flaps popping up to slow it down.

Her heart raced, and suddenly the hoses on the trucks fired water in a huge arch over the runway from either side. The plane rolled slowly through the curtain of water, the body coming through the other side.

Tears filled her eyes at the massive spectacle, at the respect offered to the man who sacrificed so much for others.

Finally, the plane came to a stop. The seam in the door moved, and she started walking toward the plane, drawn to it. The wind gusted, blowing cold water from the fire trucks in her direction, but she barely noticed.

The stairs lowered, and for a moment, her forward progress stopped. She held her breath.

And then there he was.

Hunter stood tall at the top of the stairs in dress whites, his medals and ribbons pinned to his chest. The moment his gaze locked on hers, the rest of the world faded away. He stormed down those steps as she ran toward him. He caught her up in his arms, her feet leaving the ground as he swung her around, holding her so tight it was hard to breathe.

She looked into his eyes, surprised to see that she wasn’t the only one with tears on her face. He didn’t bother to wipe them away, he just whispered, “God, I love you.”

She smiled, murmuring against his lips, “I love you, too.”

His tongue found hers, and she moaned into the kiss. He slid his arm under her knees, cradling her as he walked her off the runway without breaking the kiss. She never wanted to stop touching him.

Reluctantly, he set her feet on the ground and whispered, “To be continued.”

She laughed, surprised at the sound. “Definitely.”

He turned to Reed and pulled him into a tight hug. “Thanks for the salute, buddy. That was amazing.”

Reed stepped back with a grin. “Just didn’t want you to be pissed at me for changing up your surprise plan.”

Hunter stared at Callie, shaking his head. “This was a much better plan.”

Reed clasped his shoulder. “I’ve gotta get the trucks back to the station so we can refill them. Let’s catch waves soon.”

“Sure.” Hunter nodded, but his gaze never left Callie’s face.

Reed hustled over to the trucks, leaving them behind. She reached up to cup Hunter’s face. “You came back to me.”

He turned his head, pressing a kiss to her palm. “Sorry it took so long.”

She smiled, shaking her head. “You’re back now. That’s all that matters.”

He bent down to kiss her again, growling against her lips. “Let’s get out of here. I want you all to myself.”

When he straightened, the playful spark was back in his eyes and heat pooled low in her belly. “You look amazing in your uniform, but if memory serves, you look even better out of it.”

He raised a brow. “Only one way to find out.”
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Hunter woke up with Callie’s head on his chest. For a second, he held his breath, soaking it in. This wasn’t a dream. He was home with Callie in his arms.

He stroked her hair back from her forehead, memorizing the peaceful expression on her face. He wanted every day to start like this.

For the rest of his life.

Her lashes fluttered, and slowly, she opened her eyes. A sleepy smile curved on her lips. “Good morning.”

“Didn’t mean to wake you.”

She lifted her head to prop her chin on his chest. “Waking up to you naked in my bed? Not a chore.”

Her legs were tangled with his, her body already turning him on all over again. Damn, he could not get enough of her.

He smiled, running his hand up her back. “I have something for you. Forgot to give it to you last night.” He forced himself out of bed and dug through his bag. He came back with an envelope and handed it to her. “Go ahead.”

She tore it open, her eyes widening. Her smile was worth every cent he’d paid and every e-mail he’d tossed back and forth with Mel and Erica.

“Hawaii? Seriously? I’ve never been! It’s on my bucket list.”

“I confess that I had some help from Mel and Erica. I told Mel I wanted to celebrate my retirement with you someplace special, and she said Hawaii was your dream spot.”

Callie nodded, opening the itinerary. Her smile faded. “This is for tomorrow.” She lifted her gaze to his face. “I have work. I can’t just leave. Can we change them?”

He shook his head. “Nonrefundable.” Before she could reply, he added, “This is where Erica came in. She did all the leg work, and now you have two weeks of vacation approved, starting tomorrow. Marty already rescheduled all your appointments and referred the ones that couldn’t wait.”

Her jaw dropped. “What? No one said anything.”

“Because it was supposed to be a surprise.”

She grinned. “Mission accomplished.”

He sobered at the mention of a mission. “When I was back in the desert, I ached for you, to see you smile or hear you laugh. But no matter how bad things got, I knew the end game would be in your arms.” He paused, struggling for the right words. “I thought it would make me weak, but loving you made me stronger.” Tucking her dark hair behind her ear, he swallowed hard. “Whatever comes our way in the future, I’ll be here when you need me.”

She pressed a kiss over his heart. “I love you.” Her lips brushed his skin, her hot breath a caress, as she looked up at him from under her lashes, whispering, “And I need you…now.”

He rolled her over, smiling as he claimed her mouth. Loving Callie O’Connor was nothing less than epic.

And he was the luckiest damned bastard alive.

THE END
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