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To protect all the endangered wildlife around the world—it is surely our responsibility to save them.








CHAPTER ONE










SUMMER HURRIED PAST the shop windows and café doors, all closed up for the night, her sneakers tapping a quiet tattoo on the concrete path. Glancing behind her, she let out a tight grunt of relief when she saw the street remained empty. She chanced a quick peek at her watch—just past nine p.m.—then silently cursed herself for getting too carried away photographing the gorgeous sunset over Lake Union and not concentrating on the time. Even this early in the season, the nights in Seattle were staying lighter for longer. Which was great, because it allowed her to take some amazing photos. But it also meant that temptation had prompted her to break her own self-imposed curfew—never walk alone after dark.


With a sigh of relief, she reached the front door that led to her block of flats, checking behind her before punching the entry code into the keypad. Taking the stairs two at a time, Summer began mentally ticking off her list of things she needed to complete tonight. Tomorrow she was due to head out on a three-day field trip with a group of photographers from Wildlife Defenders, going to the Flathead National Park in Montana to see if they could document a small population of an endangered large cat, the lynx. Their work would help in the preservation efforts of this beautiful animal, and Summer was excited to have been chosen. Almost packed, she had all the stuff she would need on this excursion already neatly laid in her large backpack on the floor next to her bed. She was planning on taking her Nikon, of course. And her Canon—currently slung around her neck—as a backup. But even now she was debating whether to take her Hasselblad film camera. This project required still photos only, and her Hasselblad was heavy, adding to the weight she’d have to carry.


Summer reached the landing of her fifth-floor apartment, puffing only slightly. Taking the keys out of her jeans pocket, her movements automatic and familiar, she was still considering the pros and cons of what equipment to pack. If she took her Hasselblad and recorded the Lynx on film, that could be priceless. It would be the first time she’d ever captured this graceful, elusive creature on film. But if…


Summer drew up short as she went to put her key into the lock. The door was ajar, and on closer inspection, it looked as if the bolt had been broken.


“What the…?” Summer stepped back and surveyed the landing, eyeing the three other apartment doors on this level, which were all closed up tight. She shifted her focus to the elevator doors in the far corner, but they too were shut, the digital readout next to the button displaying that the elevator car was all the way down on level one. There was no one up here, and she’d seen no one on the stairs either. But that didn’t mean they hadn’t used the elevator to make their getaway when they’d heard her coming. She returned her gaze to her door, unsure whether to go inside or hightail it back down the stairs. Who would want to break into her apartment? No one should be able to get into the building without a code. Did that mean it was another resident? She cast a sideways glance at Tad’s door, opposite hers in the far corner. No, even he wouldn’t stoop to that.


All her cameras were in her flat. Had some thief broken in and stolen them? She had to go in and find out. Gingerly, she pushed the door until it swung open. Her hand flew up to cover her mouth as she gasped at the destruction laid out in front of her. Her once-beautiful apartment looked like a bomb had exploded inside it. Chairs were tipped over, the glass coffee table had been smashed, and books and knickknacks had been swept from shelves, forming piles on the floor beneath. The bunch of daisies she’d bought only yesterday were shredded and strewn all over, the water from the vase leaving a wet puddle in the middle of the rug. Her bicycle, which had been sitting on its training stand in the corner window, had been overturned, the spokes on the front wheel twisted and bent as if they’d been stomped on. Even her sofa hadn’t been spared, the cushions thrown across the room, scattered heaps of stuffing creating small white clouds on the wooden floorboards.


This wasn’t just a break-in. Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to trash the place. Or they were looking for something and were in an extreme hurry.


But why? What had she done to provoke such wanton destruction?


She had no enemies. Everyone liked her, didn’t they?


Careful not to step on the broken glass shards from the coffee table, she edged her way past the upturned furniture and detritus of her life to where the door to her darkroom stood open. She always left that door closed. Always. Which meant only one thing. Whoever the thief was, they knew what they were after. Her cameras. Carefully, she poked her head around the doorframe, expecting the worst, but was surprised to see most of her equipment still in the room. They’d been taken down from their cupboards and scattered on the bench top, but all were here and intact. With a single notable exception. Her big Nikon was missing.


A thought struck her, and she swiveled on her heels, heading for her bedroom. Oh, please let it still be there.


She barely registered that her room had also been wrecked as she dropped to her knees next to the far bedside table, pushing the baseball bat she always kept under her bed out of the way, and placing her Canon and backpack on the bed as she did so. Opening the small cupboard door, she let out a sigh of relief when she saw the safe hidden inside, untouched and unopened. With lightning-quick fingers, she punched in the code and peered in. Lifting her head to the sky, she touched the tiny cross at the base of the throat and sent up a silent prayer. Thank the Lord they hadn’t found her Hasselblad. The old film camera had cost her a pretty penny and was her pride and joy; it was almost irreplaceable. Unlike a lot of photographers, she wasn’t a collector of camera paraphernalia, but she had a few curated pieces. And this was the pinnacle of her collection. Her newer Hasselblad, the one she was contemplating taking on her field trip, was also an expensive item of equipment, but nothing compared to this beautiful old piece.


A sudden noise made her lift her head to peer over the top of the bed. The door to the wardrobe that filled the wall on the other side of her room was open. Hadn’t that been closed when she came in? Then she heard the unmistakable sound of booted feet crunching across broken glass.


Someone was in her apartment.


The thief was still here.


Had they been hiding in her cupboard all along? Her hand clasped the baseball bat. This was the exact reason she kept it under her bed. Everyone told her she was crazy, that she lived on the fifth floor and no one was coming in here. And yet… Leaping to her feet, she gave a banshee yell, brandishing the bat above her head and sprinted around the end of the bed, getting to the doorway just in time to see a figure in a dark hoodie clutching her Nikon to his chest, run through her front door.


“Hey, stop!” she shouted. “Give that back.” She launched herself after the dark figure.


But when she reached the exit, he’d already vaulted down the first set of stairs and was on the fourth-floor landing. “Stop, thief,” she yelled over the railing at him. For a split second, the tall guy looked up at her, and she glimpsed a large, hooked nose and two beady, almost black eyes staring at her. Then he was taking the steps three at a time, sprinting downward.


Not thinking, Summer took off after him. No way was this bastard getting away with her camera. Especially after he’d just trashed her apartment. Gripping the railing, she flew down the stairs after him, hoping she didn’t misstep and break her ankle. But all her years of running, and swimming, and biking stood her in good stead. She was fit and athletic, and could most likely outrun this guy in a race. If only she could overtake him. In her haste, she dropped the bat on the third-floor landing but continued the chase without it.


The man barreled through the front door and took off down the street while she was still descending from the first floor. Determined to catch him, she put on an extra spurt of speed as she made it to the entryway and pushed the double doors with all her might, stumbling out onto the pathway.


Straight into a solid wall of muscle.


The air left her lungs, and she gave an involuntary grunt of surprise. She and the man who’d appeared from nowhere went down together like a sack of potatoes. Somehow he maneuvered himself in mid-air, so that he was the one who landed on the concrete first, with her on top of him. Which caused him to give an involuntary grunt of pain.


“He stole my camera,” she yelled. “I have to catch him.” She struggled to untangle her legs, to get up so she could give chase. The stupid idiot, what was he doing standing in front of the door? Now the thief was getting away.


By some miracle, the man managed to disentangle himself and stand up, reaching a hand down to help her up. “Are you okay?” His tone was terse, worried frown lines crisscrossing his forehead as he did a clinical perusal of her body, presumably looking for injuries.


“Yes, I’m fine,” she snapped, then turned to stare down the now empty street. “But that bastard stole my camera.” She took off in a half-hearted dash in the direction the thief had been running.


“No.” A hand landed on her shoulder, and she came to an abrupt standstill. “You wait here; I’ll see if I can find him.” His deep voice held such an air of authority that Summer found her feet coming to an automatic halt, and then she watched him jog smoothly away down the street, her mouth opening and closing like a goldfish, unable to come up with a retort. Who did he think he was, ordering her to stay as if she were a trained show dog? She was of half a mind to follow him. But the gap between her and the stranger was widening quickly as his tall form flitted between the intermittent pools of light cast by the street lamps, and she knew that even on her swift feet, she wouldn’t be able to catch him now. She’d have to come to terms with the fact that the thief and her camera were long gone.


Retracing her steps, she retreated to the well-lit area in front of her building to stand and wait, on the slight chance the stranger might return with her precious possession.


If he wasn’t some kind of accomplice, that was.


The sudden thought jolted her, and she backed up against the glass door, welcoming its solid feel against her spine, head swiveling at every real and imagined noise. That man could’ve been standing guard on the street, waiting for his thieving friend to appear, and now he’d gone off to join him, both of them laughing at her gullibility. Maybe that’s why he hadn’t stopped the burglar, and instead stepped in to slow her down.


Blast, she was a pea-brain. Now, as she digested the ramifications of what she’d just done, her hands began to shake. What the hell had she been thinking? She’d chased a felon out into the street. Would’ve kept chasing him if that big lug hadn’t got in her way. It would’ve been her alone, running down the deserted roadway after an intruder, perhaps with another criminal hard on her tail. What a stupid, stupid thing to do. She’d acted on instinct, white-hot anger driving her on. But now… In the light of her adrenaline withdrawal, she could see how foolish she’d been. Not even her Nikon was worth putting herself in that kind of danger.


Summer startled and almost let out a scream as the tall stranger materialized out of the darkness by her side. Blast, where had he come from? She’d been so caught up in her own self-recriminations, she’d forgotten to keep watch. Either that, or he was good at moving quietly. She shrank away from him, toward the safety of the doorway, her fingers already reaching for the access panel.


“Sorry, I could find no sign of the man who stole your camera.” He had a strong accent that she couldn’t place, with a stilted way of speaking.


Summer lowered her hand from the keypad, tilting her head to look up into his face, and was arrested by the strange color of his eyes. They were so light blue; they were almost silver. A tad disconcerting. Together with the prominent touches of gray at his temples and forehead in his otherwise dark hair, it made a compelling combination. Her friend Bianca might’ve called him a silver fox, but then he surely wasn’t old enough to fit that category. He looked to be Summer’s age, perhaps a few years her senior.


His mouth tilted down as a concerned frown hovered on his brow. He didn’t strike her as a criminal, but that meant nothing; she was often a poor judge of character. He was smartly dressed in dark blue jeans, black trainers, and a simple black T-shirt that stretched over impressive biceps. Now that she took the time to study him, the rest of him was impressive as well. Tall, with lean hips and broad shoulders.


“Are you okay?” he asked again as he leaned in to search her face for signs of shock or hurt.


But she tilted away, and replied curtly, “Of course I am. I’m just pissed that guy got away with my camera. And he trashed my apartment,” she added with a sour grimace.


The man’s features hardened. “You need to call the police.”


“I left my phone upstairs,” she responded, not letting on that she didn’t really want the law involved. In her experience, they weren’t to be trusted and were next to useless when it came to tracking down the perpetrators of a crime.


He pulled a cell from his back pocket. “What is the number you American’s use? 911, is that it?”


“Wait, no…” she grunted in surprise but was too late; he was already making the call.


“My name is Mårten, by the way,” he said as he handed the phone over and she took it from him reluctantly. “I’m a police officer from Sweden,” he added just as a tinny voice asked what her emergency was. So that’s why he’d been so keen to chase down the thief, and then report the theft. It would be second nature to a cop; he was just following procedure. She eyed him suspiciously as she spoke into the cell, wondering what he was doing so far from home, and his reasons for standing out the front of her building at that time of night.


After Summer had related the robbery and ransacking of her apartment, and been told a unit would be there soon, she handed him back his phone, strangely tongue-tied. A stab of shame coursed through her when she remembered she’d thought he might be connected to the lowlife who’d robbed her, when he’d genuinely been trying to help. But now that she knew he was in law enforcement, she still couldn’t bring herself to regard him with anything more than a flawed distrust.


“Umm, thank you,” she said, then stared up at him, unsure what to do next. Annoyingly, her hands continued to shake, and she tucked them into the pockets of her leather jacket, hoping he hadn’t seen.


“I think I should wait with you until the police arrive,” Mårten said as he replaced his cell in his back pocket.


Damn, maybe she hadn’t been as good at hiding how rattled she was as she’d hoped. Summer bit her lip, then shook her head and opened her mouth to speak, but he interrupted before she could decline his offer.


“Break-ins like this can be quite shocking. I know; I deal with the victims of crime all the time. You should have someone with you when you return to your apartment. Trust me.”


She hesitated. Oh, she knew exactly how it felt to be the victim of a violent crime. And this was nothing compared to what she’d experienced back when she was seventeen. But she wasn’t about to tell him her life story. However, now that she thought about it, the idea of facing her wrecked apartment by herself was a little daunting. Perhaps having someone with her, even if it was a stranger—a foreigner and a cop moreover—might be better than the alternative. An officer of the law would be used to dealing with these kinds of situations. And although she didn’t trust most cops, he did seem to be sincerely concerned.


“It’s the least I can do, seeing as how I stopped you from catching your thief,” he said with a lopsided half-grin.


Summer considered him for a few seconds before deciding. “Thank you, that would be nice. My name is Summer, by the way,” she added, before ducking her head and pushing open the doors, leading him upstairs, her need for moral support overcoming her need to keep this handsome stranger at arm’s length. She just hoped she was making the right choice.










CHAPTER TWO










MÅRTEN FOLLOWED THE woman up five flights of stairs to the top floor, watching with interest as she retrieved a baseball bat from the third landing. Had she chased the man using that as a weapon? His respect for her went up a few notches. Now, she hovered by the open doorway; her determined footsteps faltered. He’d seen enough cases of people in shock to know what it looked like, and this woman was definitely suffering the effects, even if she was trying to hide it. She’d been as white as a ghost after he’d returned from chasing the felon, and her hands had been shaking badly before she tucked them in her pockets. Reality might be setting in now, but a few moments ago she’d shown just how kick-ass she could be when she’d run after that guy down the stairs and out into the street without a thought to her own safety. Courageous as well as a tad foolish. He wondered what she would’ve done if he hadn’t stepped in her way. How long would she have hunted the thief down the street? And what would’ve happened if she’d caught him? He shuddered to think. That robber could have been carrying a knife, or even a gun. Perhaps it was destiny that he’d been on the street at that exact moment.


Mårten had been taking an evening stroll, checking out the neighborhood, and giving his friends, Jacob and Nikki, some time to themselves. Even though they continued to tell him how welcome he was in their house, their love affair was still fresh, and they could barely keep their hands off each other, although they tried to hide it whenever he was in the room. Jacob had given him an appreciative tilt of the head when Mårten had said he needed some fresh air and that he’d be back in a couple of hours; he could just imagine they’d made a beeline for the bedroom as soon as he’d shut the front door.


His visit was almost at an end, and he was due to fly back to Sweden in four days. This was his first trip to the US, and the three of them had had a great time doing the tourist thing, even flying down to Las Vegas for a quick weekend jaunt. Mårten had been surprised at how beautiful and unaffected the state of Washington was.


The real reason for Mårten’s visit was never discussed, however; to check out this woman who’d lured Jacob away from his family, friends and career. But he could find no fault in her. As a matter of fact, Mårten was trying not to be jealous of his friend and ex-police partner’s good luck. Nikki was an amazing person, and Jacob was lucky to have found her, even if he’d had to move halfway across the globe to be with her. Less than six months ago, Nikki had been the target of two hitmen, who’d been trying to stop her testifying in a court case against Diàoyú, a Chinese fish farming company. Thanks to Jacob’s heroics, she’d survived to give her evidence, but they still hadn’t tracked down the ultimate villain responsible for ordering the hit on her life, which was both frustrating and annoying. But after all they’d been through together, it wasn’t surprising they’d discovered love along the way.


So, it was indeed mere coincidence that Mårten had been walking down this exact street at this exact time. He’d seen the man in the hoodie dashing out of the door right in front of him and had stopped and turned to see what he was up to when the woman had careened into him, both of them ending up in a heap on the pavement.


He disliked being taken by surprise. Being a trained cop, he looked unprofessional at the very least. And it was one reason he’d offered to go upstairs with Summer, to atone for his lack of awareness and reaction to a sudden threat. A reason, but not the only one. She might’ve been putting on a brave face, but he could recognize vulnerability and fear when he saw it. She was in need of protection right now, and he was just the guy to give it. It didn’t matter that she had an alluring, sultry pout to her mouth that intrigued him. Nope. That had nothing to do with why he followed her pert, jean-clad backside up the stairs. Nothing at all.


“I’ll go in first, if you like,” he offered, seeing her hesitate.


“No, it’s fine.” She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, tossing her long ebony ponytail over her shoulder. She was petite, small and slim, the top of her head not quite reaching the middle of his chest, dressed casually-hip in a black leather jacket over blue jeans and white Adidas. Downstairs, she’d stared up at him with dark, haunted eyes. But even in the face of her trauma, he’d noticed how sensuous those eyes were, causing his heart to kick like a mule behind his rib cage. He’d heard her give her name to the police on the phone as Summer Pérez, and he guessed she was of Latino heritage. He liked her determination. Liked that she was prepared to chase a criminal into the street in pursuit of her property. She seemed distressed at the loss of the camera, and it made him wonder why it held such value for her.


Following close behind, he turned into her apartment and was shocked to see the complete state of disarray. She wasn’t wrong when she’d said the burglar had trashed the place. Immediately, his instincts were on high alert. It was unusual for a mere thief to cause this much damage. This person was either looking for something or making a statement. Or perhaps both.


Summer kicked half-heartedly at some of the debris scattered on the rug with the toe of her Adidas and stared forlornly at the mess. She bent down to pick up an overturned plant pot, and he shook his head. “No, leave everything just as it is, so the police can see what happened.”


“Oh, really?” She recoiled and stood up quickly.


“I know your first impulse is to clean up, but trust me on this matter.”


Her cheeks had regained some of their pink quality on the way up the stairs, but now all color again drained from her face, as she took in the utter destruction of her home for the second time.


Mårten laid a comforting hand on her shoulder, the leather jacket butter-soft beneath his palm. She turned to stare up at him.


“Thanks,” she said. “I didn’t know.”


“Of course you didn’t,” he replied as he raked his gaze across the ruined apartment. It was compact. He noted the floor-to-ceiling corner windows would let in copious amounts of light during the day, and even at night still afforded a lovely view over the rooftops and down the street all the way to the bay and the city lights twinkling in the distance. This large room comprised what would have been a cozy sitting area, decorated with natural fibers, and muted, warm colors. But now, all the cushions were scattered haphazardly around the space, smashed glass trinkets lay on the floor, and upturned plant pots had spread dirt in every direction. In amongst the mess he could see a bicycle on a stand had been tipped over.


A full kitchen filled the section to his left as they walked in the door, with state-of-the-art appliances and stone countertops. He also noted a corridor and assumed it led to a bedroom and a bathroom. “Come on, let me make you a coffee,” he offered, steering her behind the kitchen bench, and flicking the switch on the machine. “Where are your mugs?” he asked, opening a cabinet next to his head.


“Up there.” She pointed to the second cupboard along, but didn’t move to give him a hand. She had a glazed, vacant look that so many victims took on. Shock turning to dismay as she processed everything that’d happened. Mårten knew that a hot, sweet drink often helped in cases like this. A dash of something harder also wouldn’t hurt, but after opening a few more cupboards he gave up looking for alcohol. He busied himself making them both a coffee, monitoring her in his peripheral vision.


When he and Jacob had worked together, Jacob had accused Mårten of being the good cop in their partnership. The one who kept a cool head and was always easygoing, while Jacob was the brash, reckless one. Mårten wasn’t sure he agreed with his friend’s assertion; Mårten could be just as uncompromising and even violent if the situation called for it. But he also understood that compassion and empathy got you equally as far in the long run. It was one reason he’d joined the police force, wanting to help people who were in trouble. Wanting to right the wrongs in this world. His older brother, Erik, had once told him he had an unhealthy compulsion to fix other people’s problems, but he preferred to think of it as having a strong moral compass.


He liked to be of service. But really, it was just a nice thing to do—make this poor woman a hot drink and try and take her mind off the terrible catastrophe that was her apartment.


She was still staring blankly out the window a few minutes later when he put a coffee on the bench next to her. “Here you go,” he said. Wrapping his palms around his own mug and leaning back against the countertop. A glint of gold caught his eye from a delicate cross on a fine chain sitting in the hollow of her throat beneath the collar of the leather jacket. He’d noticed that she’d touched the necklace just before she’d stepped through her doorway earlier; a habit or an entreaty to God to protect her, he wasn’t sure which. She wore no other jewelry that he could see; no rings adorned her fingers. She had her hands clasped in front, but she repeatedly rubbed her right thumb across the palm of her left hand in an unconscious movement that hinted at her agitation, even as her gaze finally focused on him.


“Thank you.” For a fleeting second, he was trapped within the depths of her dark eyes as she regarded him seriously. Equally dark lashes framed her eyes, giving them a sensual vibe that was hard to ignore.


Forcing his gaze back to his cup, he took a careful sip, before asking, “Is there someone I can call for you? To come and be with you? Family perhaps?” No one should have to go through this alone. And he knew he must be a very poor second to having kin or perhaps a boyfriend here.


Summer shook her head. “My family all live in San Jose. I moved up here to go to uni, and well…” she gave a delicate shrug that made him wonder if there was more to the story.


“Blast it! I have to get that camera back,” she said, placing her mug on the countertop with a bang. “It’s my primary camera; I need it to carry out my work.”


That piqued his interest. It sounded like she was a photographer of some kind. “Was it expensive? Is that why they stole it?” he asked.


“Yes,” she agreed. “It’s a top of the range Nikon, worth over $5000.” Her shoulders slumped. “I was scheduled to leave on a research trip to Montana tomorrow to help document a population of lynx cats. They’re very rare, practically endangered. I’m going to have to tell them I can’t make it now.” Her eyes became hard and brittle as she stared down at the mess on her floor. “I guess I’ll be cleaning this up instead. And sourcing a new camera.”


“So you’re a wildlife photographer?” he asked, hoping to redirect her anger, but also genuinely interested. “And you earn a living from it?” The only photographers Mårten knew captured weddings or portraits. Not animals in the wild. And they often struggled to make ends meet.


Her focus returned to him, and some of the heat went out of her gaze. “Yes, I generate a good income, actually.” Looking around the apartment, he decided she must be right. He was no guru on rent prices in Seattle, but even he could tell this was a nice place. Perhaps someone targeted her for that reason? Had the thief tried to break into other apartments in this block? He made a mental note to ensure the police checked that out when they arrived.


“At least I had my computer in my backpack with me, so they didn’t have a chance to take that. My life’s work is on that laptop,” she mused. “And I’m insured, so I can replace the camera he stole, but…” she tapered off at the sound of footsteps on the stairs. At last, the officers in blue had arrived. Mårten placed his cup on the countertop and turned to greet them. He wished he’d thought to put his police shield in his pocket before he left the house this evening, so that he might prove beyond a doubt his credentials. As it was, the Seattle cops would just have to believe him.


A female dressed in the traditional dark-blue uniform knocked on the open door and stepped through without waiting for an invitation, an older, more rotund male following close on her heels.


“Are you Miss Pérez? The owner of this residence?” the woman asked in an efficient but not unkind tone that Mårten recognized. He adopted a similar approach when he was attending to victims of crime.


“Yes,” Summer confirmed.


“My name is Constable Susan Moreland, and this is Senior Constable Downy.” She gestured to the middle-aged man behind her.


“And is this your boyfriend?” Moreland asked when Summer looked at her expectantly, forgetting to introduce him.


“Oh, gosh, no,” Summer spluttered. “I only met him half an hour ago. He was on the street when I chased the guy outside. His name is Mårten,” she added.


Mårten wasn’t offended by Summer’s vague description; she was still coping with the traumatic situation. Leaning forward, he offered his hand to the constable. “Mårten Viskten. I’m an inspector with the Swedish police. I’m over here on holiday, and just happened to be standing in the street when everything went down. I pursued the thief, but he eluded me. Then I offered to accompany Ms. Pérez upstairs and waited with her until you arrived.”


Mårten stood up to his full height as both officers turned to stare at him, evaluating him in a new light now they knew he was one of them. He seemed to be acceptable to both, because Constable Moreland reached for her small writing pad and pen in her top pocket, and the senior constable inclined his balding head in Mårten’s direction by way of acknowledgement, then said, “Sounds like it was a good thing you were there.”


Mårten stood out of the way while the constable took down Summer’s statement, and Downy perused the room, his sharp, blue gaze missing nothing. The guy might be overweight, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t skilled at what he did. Mårten had met his kind before in the Swedish force, and they always made up for what they lacked in physical prowess with mental astuteness. Mårten waited until the officers had finished collecting their evidence, and the constable was talking quietly to Summer just outside the front door, making sure she had an appropriate description of the thief, before he approached Downey.


“Have you had many home invasions in this area recently?” he asked.


“No, this is a good suburb normally,” Downey conceded.


“So, do you think this might be a targeted break-in?” He kept his voice low, not wanting to spook Summer any more than she already was.


The senior constable met his gaze with his own steady one. “It’s a distinct possibility,” he answered quietly, lifting an eyebrow. “The amount of damage done would suggest this is more than just a break-in. Also, Ms. Pérez has a lot of expensive items in this apartment. That bicycle over there, for instance, is specialized for triathlons and is made of titanium, worth over $10,000. And she told me some of her other cameras are much more valuable than the one he stole.” Mårten let out a low whistle as Downy stopped and drew in a breath. “If I were to hazard a guess, it seems as if they were looking for something in particular,” Downy added. Funny, because Mårten had decided the same thing. He pursed his lips in agreement, but said nothing as Summer turned a quizzical look in his direction. “I don’t think she should stay here on her own tonight,” the senior constable muttered out of the side of his mouth. Mårten liked the way this officer thought. He was careful in his collection of the fine details, but also considerate of the victim’s feelings as well as their personal safety.


“I agree.” Mårten nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll see what alternatives I can come up with.” But what was he to do if she rejected all of his suggestions? Summer struck him as not only a kick-ass woman, but a decidedly stubborn one too. He gave a heavy sigh. If she refused to leave, then he might just be spending the night in her apartment. Because one thing was for sure, he wasn’t leaving her alone.








CHAPTER THREE






SUMMER CLOSED THE door behind the two police officers with a sigh. She didn’t hold out much hope that they’d find the thief. He’d disappeared like a ghost into the ether. She’d never get her camera back now. The young female constable had seemed compassionate, as though she wanted to be of assistance, but Summer knew through harsh experience that was most likely just a front. They weren’t going to help her. They’d smile and say the right things, but in the end it would all come to a big fat nothing.


Why had the burglar targeted her apartment, though? And why had he taken only one of her cameras? Was it because she’d caught him in the act and it was all he could get away with? It was strange and surreal, and she could barely wrap her head around it. To top things off, Senior Constable Downy had knocked on all the nearby doors, but no one had heard a thing. At least not until she’d started shouting and chasing him down the stairs, but by then it was too late. Convenient. Also highly unsatisfactory, as well as quite unsettling. How had the guy even got into the building? Someone must’ve let him in. Either that or he had the code, and both options were equally disturbing.


She turned away from the door to see Mårten’s tall frame lounging against the kitchen countertop, and her heart did a silly little flutter. He was good-looking; she’d give him that much. But it was high time to send him home so she could deal with this mess.


She thought she’d got used to the sight of her trashed apartment, but it still stole the breath from her lungs when she turned around and took it all in again. Dirt from her many potted plants was all over the floor and ground into the rug; a lot of her keepsakes and ornaments, some of them precious heirlooms from her grandparents, lay broken and smashed. The thief had even taken a knife and slashed her couch cushions, so they’d need to be replaced. Where was she going to start?


Steeling herself, she tried to put the shambles from her mind and turned her thoughts to getting rid of Mårten. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me tonight.” She took a few steps toward him. “But you must have somewhere else to go. I’ve held you here long enough.” She remembered now that he was visiting from Sweden, and she was mortified that he might have someone anxiously waiting for him, a girlfriend or a family back in a hotel somewhere. She clapped a hand to her mouth. “Oh blast, I hope I haven’t kept you from anything important.”


“No, it’s fine. I called my friend Jacob earlier and told him what was going on. I’m staying at his place a few blocks over from here, it’s all good.”


“Oh…great.” She sank against the countertop, overcome with heavy fatigue. Then her stomach rumbled loudly, reminding her she still hadn’t eaten, and it was now nearly midnight, but she was too tired to bother. There was no way she could cook anything in her destroyed kitchen anyway.


She noticed Mårten had made no move to leave. “Will you be alright to get back by yourself?” she queried, wondering why he was still lounging in her flat and not high-tailing it out of the door like any normal male whose job was now finished might’ve done.


“Of course, I’ll be fine. But…” he hesitated, and she had the distinct impression he was trying to find a way to couch his next words in the best style possible. “But… I don’t think you should stay here tonight. Not on your own, anyway.” Mårten’s disconcerting silver eyes fixed on her. “Do you have somewhere you can go? A boyfriend? Or a friend’s place?”


She was about to argue and tell him she’d be fine by herself, but another glance at the mess surrounding her and that cold fatigue settled more heavily on her shoulders, a lump as big as stone forming in her stomach. This chaos felt so overwhelming.


Summer freely admitted that she was a bit of a neat freak, but some of her friends went so far as to joke occasionally that she had a touch of OCD. That wasn’t the case; she just liked everything to be in its correct place. And she liked her life to run on schedule. She appreciated routine, and if she couldn’t have routine, then she preferred planning, lots and lots of planning. She usually took weeks to plan a field trip or a photo shoot. Like this one to Montana, she’d been asked two months ago to join the team and had been prepping for the trip ever since. Spontaneity wasn’t one of her strong suits. So, this upending of her home made her feel as if she’d lost all control over her life. And she needed to get that authority back. She was like a boat adrift at sea without it. But right now she was stuck, as though she were in limbo, unable to move forward or back. Maybe Mårten was right; she needed to get out of here, at least for tonight, gather her wits and return tomorrow recharged.


She twisted her hands together while she contemplated an answer to Mårten’s question. “No boyfriend,” she acceded, staring out the window. And wasn’t that an understatement; she hadn’t had a proper boyfriend since Marco. The few times she’d dated in the twelve years since had all ended after only a few weeks. No man was worth the risk. The risk to her heart or the risk to her well-controlled life.


As Marco’s name entered her mind, images of him swam to the surface. Of his eager, youthful face, so full of promise and vitality. But more gruesome memories soon replaced them, of blood and screaming and pain. Summer grimaced, then shrugged off the visions, forcing her mental walls to slam back into place, keeping the echoes of that time locked safely away.


Returning to the present, she remembered Mårten’s question about friends. “Bianca is in the Arizona desert on location, filming for her next production. She’s my best friend,” she added when Mårten raised an eyebrow. If she were going to call anyone in an emergency, it would be Bianca. She was the person who understood her the most. It wasn’t like she had no one else to call on, however. And so she mentally went through the list of her other close friends. 


Josie and Mark were planning their upcoming wedding in three weeks, and while they’d welcome her into their home without question, Summer was loath to impose. Josie’s mother had flown in a few days ago to help with the million and one things that had to be finalized, and Josie was already moaning that her mother was driving her crazy with her pathological need to make everything perfect. While Mark had taken to spending more and more time holed up in his study to avoid the two bickering women. The last thing they needed was a distraught bridesmaid on their doorstep. No, she couldn’t call them.


Trent would be here in a flash if she asked. He’d take her into his arms and fuss over her, even give up his bed for her if necessary. But he was out on a first date tonight with the hot man he’d been talking about for weeks, and Summer didn’t want to interrupt the possibility of new love, fragile as it could be.


There were others, Serena and Mayte, who she knew she could reach out to, but they’d both be busy with their own lives this late on a Friday night. Either in bed fast asleep, or out on the town having fun, and Summer hated to inconvenience them. Mayte often said Summer was too self-sufficient, and she was always reminding her that friends were there to lean on, to care about her and for her to care about in return. But even though she was in a plight, Summer still hesitated to call them.


She’d already mentioned to Mårten that her family lived in San Jose. God, she missed her sisters every day, all three of them, including when they were all talking at once and she couldn’t get a word in edgeways. She missed her mother’s calm aura, a balm to her sensitive soul. She even missed her father’s gruff manner and grizzled face; he was a man of few words, but he had a heart of gold underneath. But it’d been her choice to move away, and she had no one else to blame but herself. So, although she wanted her family right now, they weren’t an option.


No, she’d get through this on her own, like she always did. Independence meant freedom. Not having to rely on anyone else for your emotional or physical needs meant freedom. And freedom was what she craved most of all. Freedom gave you control. And when you controlled your own destiny, then nothing could ever hurt you.


“I’ll be fine here on my own,” she said quietly, but with determination. This was her choice, and she’d get through it unaided.


A sudden twinge of pain made Summer look down at her hands. Her left palm was chafed where she’d been rubbing her thumb over and over the old scar criss-crossing from one side to the other, leaving it inflamed. She closed her hand into a fist, hoping Mårten hadn’t noticed. It was a bad habit, a behavior she couldn’t seem to break.


“What about a neighbor?” he asked. Summer shuddered at the idea. Of the four apartments on the fifth floor, the only other tenant she knew by name was Tad, across the landing. And that was only because he’d tried to flirt with her on so many occasions when she first moved in, with such determination, that she’d had to say mean things to get rid of him, and he now ignored her. But he was still a creep, and she was aware that he ogled her butt whenever he climbed the stairs behind her.


Summer lifted her chin and looked Mårten straight in the eye. “I’m not friends with any of my neighbors.” Why did that sound a little sad, like she was some kind of lonely hermit who had no one special in her life and lived an isolated existence?


“Okay, so not a single person available you can stay with then?” Mårten asked, as if finding it hard to believe she had nobody she could call on.


Summer shook her head defiantly. “I’ll be fine, really,” she said again.


“Hmm.” Mårten closed his eyes and tapped a finger to his forehead. Lifting his head, he fixed her with his silver gaze.


“No pets we should worry about?”


“No.” Summer hated to think what the lunatic might’ve done to any animal she had in her care. “I travel too much,” she added, then immediately regretted her words. He didn’t need to know that about her. Didn’t have to know anything more about her private life than she’d divulged so far.


“Right then, there’s one other alternative. You can come and stay with my friends tonight. Jacob and Nikki would be more than happy to have you.”


“Nope, not going to happen. No,” she repeated more firmly. “I will not impose on you and your friends. You’ve already helped enough.” The idea of staying with strangers wasn’t appealing in the slightest.


Mårten placed his feet squarely on the floor, standing up to his full height, looking suddenly imposing. Until now, Mårten had been compassionate and helpful. But in that second she glimpsed Mårten, the hardened cop. And he wasn’t a man who was used to being trifled with. “You either come with me, or I’m staying here with you. It’s your choice.”


“What? No!” she declared, more loudly this time.


He said nothing, merely stood his ground staring down at her, eyes glinting dangerously, his generous lips thinned into a firm line of determination. He looked like he could stand there all night, as if he were made of stone. Oh blast, what a frustrating man. The urge to stamp her foot was overwhelming, but she knew her childish gesture would get her nowhere while he was in police mode. Instead, she tried to reason with him.


“There’s no place for you to sleep,” she said, indicating the ruined couch. And even if she managed to remake her bed with clean sheets, there was no way she was sharing it with him.


He considered her for a few heartbeats. “I’ll have to sleep standing up then,” he replied, a wicked smile spreading slowly over his face.


Wow, that smile. He could light up a room from fifty feet with that smile, and it set her stupid heart to thumping in her chest. It showed off a set of straight, white teeth and lit up lots of gorgeous crinkles around his eyes. She was so enamored of his smile she almost forgot to be angry at him.


She stared back at him, hands on hips, her mouth forming an unconscious pout as she considered her options. Perhaps she should call Mayte. Even though she hated the idea, it might be better than going with this annoying cop. But then—


“Well. What is it to be? I can stand here all night,” he said, interrupting her train of thought. In that moment, she believed him. She wouldn’t get any peace until she did what he wanted.


“Fine,” she spat. “I’ll come with you. Give me a second to pack a few things. She stomped off down the hallway toward the bedroom, hoping to make it clear how unhappy she was with his ultimatum. “As long as you phone and make sure it’s okay with your friends,” she retorted. There was no way she was turning up unannounced on a stranger’s doorstep. It was bad enough admitting she needed someone else’s help, but she’d at least do it with a bit of decorum; her mother would never let her live it down.


A few minutes later she returned with her computer backpack slung over her shoulder, into which she had stuffed a change of clothes, her running shoes and shorts, and her toothbrush. At the last second
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