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Foreword

If you like Ruthless Peril, you won’t want to miss Mortal Peril, the FREE Prequel to Stealth Security. Exclusive content as free gift for new subscribers!

Ex-Navy SEAL Travis faces mortal peril to protect his pregnant wife Melanie.
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CLICK THE LINK AND CLAIM YOUR FREE BOOK:

MORTAL PERIL

I hope you enjoy the suspenseful romance! 

Emily


Chapter 1

Tessa Pate moved to music that pumped through her headphones. She looked forward to another day in the office at Stealth Security. She hummed along to Dusty Springfield, taking in the beach scene, before heading to one of the most elite private security companies in the City of Angels. Living in Santa Monica meant easy access to the beach, where she could soak in the tranquility of the waves lapping at the sandy shore.

Tessa had been with Stealth Security since college. When she’d joined, she hadn’t known exactly what she was in for. In the years she’d been there, she’d taken control of the office, and lifted the burden from Travis Hewitt’s broad shoulders. She may have started out as the receptionist, but now she managed the office, oversaw the finances, booked jobs, and kept the guys organized.

The company founder, Travis Hewitt, had set up his team of ex-SEALs to take advantage of their training and experience. It took a special kind of personality to deal with them, both as a manager and sometimes a confidante. As the only woman in the office, Tessa had been nervous at first, but became more competent in her work and settled into the office routine.

She admitted that working with the guys, in the circle of their protection, was the safest place to be. Travis looked out for her like an older brother would, and the guys had shown her a few advanced moves to supplement her self-defense training.

Tessa checked her watch; she was early for a change. She’d set her alarm to allow for a visit to the shore before another week began. Often she worked on projects over the weekend, so needed a stroll along the water to clear her mind. She turned toward the boardwalk. The morning was beautiful, and she breathed in the smell of the salt air blowing off the Pacific.

Stepping onto the boardwalk, she felt lighter. The wind whipped her long hair over her shoulders and she took a deep breath, then leaned her elbows on the weathered wooden planks of the railing. James Brown sang in her ears about payback, and she tapped her fingers on the wood as she stared out over the sparkling water.

It was early enough that the walkway wasn’t crowded, but there were a decent number of joggers. And strolling the walkway were new mothers in expensive yoga outfits pushing strollers, several dog walkers, and other people like her, who were in search of a little solace before getting behind a desk.

On the sand below, a small dog frantically ran after a Frisbee, whipped up into the air by the wind. The young man who threw it glanced up at her. Then he jogged through the sand, heading her way, with the Jack Russell barking at his heels. Tessa’s good mood began to fade.

Can’t a girl just look at the damn ocean in peace? With a frustrated sigh, she adjusted her headphones tighter over her ears, then turned away from the eager young man. She heard a muffled shout, but didn’t turn around. Instead, she lengthened her strides.

A hand gripped her shoulder, and Tessa spun around, knocking it aside with her forearm. “What the hell?” Annoyance surged through her as she came face to face with the guy she had seen with the Jack Russell on the beach. She narrowed her eyes at him and noticed a jagged scar over his left cheek, marring his face.

Tessa seemed to recall the man from someplace, but she couldn’t be sure. She smelled his cheap cologne. His mouth moved to the tune playing in her ears. She didn’t have time for this. She gave him a warning look then turned away.

But the man reached out and grabbed Tessa’s wrist, jerking it to get her attention. She twisted her arm out of his grip. Hours of practicing the move made her confident in her motions, and surprise flickered in the man’s dark eyes.

She pulled her headphones down around her neck and glared at him, planting her feet solidly on the boardwalk. “This better be good, buddy. Make it quick…if I’m late for work because of you, I’ll be really pissed off.” Tessa kept her voice loud; she wasn’t going to let this guy off the hook easily. He looked embarrassed, and Tessa let him wallow in it. “Well?”

“I’m sorry…you just looked like someone I know, or at least someone I thought I knew. I was trying to talk to you, but…” He held out a small bundle of gray fabric. “You dropped this. I wanted to give it back to you.”

Tessa glanced at the object in his hands. He was using that as an excuse to talk to her, but she despised being manipulated. As if she would fall for a stupid trick like that. “I didn’t drop anything. You need to work on your pickup lines.” She pulled her headphones back up over her ears. “And don’t touch me again.” She turned on her heel and marched away from him with a determined stride.

There was an eerie tone about the man’s presence, and it bugged her. It wasn’t only that he’d approached her and interrupted her alone time. His demeanor was suspicious, his appearance sleazy. It put her on guard, and she sped up her pace. The sooner she was away from the idiot, the better.

She was definitely going to be late, but at least she had a good story for Travis. He would be proud of her for using the move he’d taught her; it was simple but effective. Hell, she was proud of herself too. But she would be lying if she didn’t admit that she was a little bit shaken by the whole experience.

Instinctively, she looked over her shoulder, but she couldn’t see the man in the crowd. The Jack Russell was sitting on the boardwalk, next to a blond woman who snapped a lead to its collar. Tessa shook her head and brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. Ridiculous. Only on a Monday. She straightened her back and adjusted the straps of her laptop bag over her shoulder.

She made the commute to the downtown building. Since they didn’t advertise, there was no need for a flashy storefront. Travis had offices on the upper floors. Their security analyst Ripley McConnell, affectionately called Rip, liked that it was easy to secure. And the guys appreciated it because there was a kitchen, and more importantly, a shower and a bed to crash in if they were working an especially intensive case or client.

She’d spent a night there once or twice herself, and it was no secret that often she felt more at home in the office than she did in her apartment. When she stepped toward the entrance, the automatic doors slid open. She hustled inside with one more look over her shoulder before the frosted glass door closed behind her. The street was busy with shoppers and tourists, but she didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

Tessa considered telling the guys about the occurrence at the beach, but decided against it. The team had enough on their plate. Besides, it had just been some weirdo. No big deal. She shuddered at recalling the man’s hand on her. He better not come near her again, or he’d regret it.

When the elevator opened at her floor, the security camera whirred then swung in her direction. She waggled her fingers at it and stuck out her tongue, then mouthed, “Good morning, boys.”

She dug her keys out of her bag and swiped her key fob against the security pad that Rip had installed, before pressing her thumb over another sensor. She pulled her headphones down around her neck as the door beeped softly three times then swung open. 

Travis was in the kitchen looking over some of the logistical plans she’d typed up over the weekend, then emailed over a secure line. Garrett Flynn was across from him, and appeared deep in thought. It hadn’t been that long ago that Tessa had attended his wedding in New York. She thought of how handsome he’d looked in a tux. And his bride Marlene had looked like a fairy-tale princess.

The guys waved without looking up, engrossed in their work. One of the guys, Cooper Brennan, wasn’t in the office to assist. He was the resident computer expert, but was attending an all-day seminar, scoping out the latest technology. In the bodyguard business, it was vital to stay on the cutting edge of advancements.

Tessa’s office was down the hall from the kitchen, so she deposited her bag then returned for a caffeine fix. She covered the reception desk, but had her own office too.

“You know, you’re going to go deaf if you keep your music that loud.” Travis had a tone of teasing admonishment, and Tessa realized that her headphones were still blasting.

As she fumbled for the volume control, a pair of strong hands grabbed her waist and spun her around. She found herself staring at the solid wall of Hunter Davis’ chest. He pulled her around in a faux two-step to the tune booming from the depths of her headphones.

Tessa shrieked in fake annoyance as he swung her around the kitchen, while Travis and Garrett turned to watch.

“We’re trying to work here, Davis…could you and Tessa hit the ballroom somewhere else?” her boss said.

Hunter laughed. “Oh, come on, Travis, you probably know a few moves too. Don’t be shy.” He spun Tessa across the floor again, and this time she pulled her wrist out of his grip with the same move she’d used that very morning on her erstwhile boardwalk beau. She found the volume on her iPod and fixed Hunter with a glare that she didn’t really mean.

It was hard to be mad at these guys in a serious way. They were rough and tough on the outside, but she knew deep down they were kindhearted. She’d known Travis and Rip the longest, but had become friends with Garrett and his wife Marlene, too.

On the other hand, Hunter was newer
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