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Chapter One
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Savannah sat at the empty bar where she worked, counting the night’s money for a second time. Rain pounded the large windows of The Cove, a swanky yet rustic restaurant on the affluent coast of Rye, New Hampshire. She took another sip of her dirty martini and started over. She couldn’t concentrate. Her mind was elsewhere, stuck on her ex who was probably, at that moment, gambling away his so-called paycheck at the casino up north in Maine.

“I can’t believe I did it again,” she groaned. 

Why did she always fall for the bad ones?

She blamed her name. 

If her mother had named her Eleanor or Noreen, something strong and classic, her life would have turned out so differently. 

Barbara and Mary didn’t date guys called Chase or Diesel or Axel. 

But Savannah Honey did. 

She had dated them all—the brooding, quiet loner; the smooth womanizer; the rich, confident playboy; the angry sex god; the anarchistic rebel. With a name like Savannah Honey, she was destined to be a magnet for silver-tongued bad boys, who promised nights of thrilling, dangerous passion, and her last boyfriend, Roman, had been the rotten cherry on the day-old cake. 

“Seven months,” she muttered, shaking her head. 

Seven months wasted on him and his lies. 

Wincing, she slid her black, patent-leather work clogs off her feet and stretched her toes. Then, she leaned over the bar, resting her head in the crook of her folded arms. 

Such a shitty day. 

Right as the dinner rush had kicked off, she received a text from her now ex. 

Heading up to the casino for a few nights. Just me and the guys. Back Wednesday AM. 

Whatever. 

She thought gambling was a waste of money, but then again, she worked hard for hers; whereas, Roman skelped concert tickets for a living. But it wasn’t his gambling or his ridiculous excuse for a job that ended their seven-month relationship—although both were ample reasons to have ditched him long ago. It was the next text she’d received from Amy that put Roman on the chopping block. 

Hi Savannah. I got Heather to cover my shifts. Heading up to the Casino with the girls. 

Bullshit! 

Amy was nineteen, a college freshman, completely naïve when it came to men, and one of The Cove’s hostesses, and after receiving her text, Savannah could add liar to Amy’s list of accolades. 

“I’m such an idiot!” She took another heart-numbing, mind-dulling sip.

Savannah had noticed Roman ogling Amy whenever he came into the restaurant. Recently, he’d even begun to linger by the hostess stand whenever he dropped by. After catching him whispering in the teenager’s ear, making her blush, Savannah confronted him about it. But of course, he had eased her fears with a few smooth words about how Amy was just a little girl, not a woman like Savannah. 

Total bullshit! 

Clearly, Roman had Amy wrapped around his silver tongue. 

Not that Savannah had any right to criticize her...well, except for the lying, two-faced part, but Savannah couldn’t claim to be any better in her judgement of character. 

“But you are!” she said out loud to herself. “You’re better than this.” She tossed back the rest of her martini. It burned her throat as it went down, searing a path to her mangled heart. 

Damn them all!

Sitting straighter, she began counting the restaurant’s money with new resolve. 

Enough was enough.

No longer would she be tricked into love. 

From now on, she would date the nice guys—men with bank accounts instead of safes, and actual jobs instead of addictions. 

After fumbling a few bills, her diminished motor-skills finally came through. “Thank God,” she whispered when, at last, the numbers on the cash-out receipt matched the restaurant’s earnings for the night. She pressed her palms determinedly on the bar and stood, only to be struck by a rush of dizziness an instant later. Sitting back down, her gaze settled on the blurry martini glass. How many of those had she drunk? As the glass came into focus, so, too, did her memory. 

Three martinis. 

Way too many to drive home. 

She glanced out the window at the pounding rain and groaned. Tourist season was in full force. She’d have to fork over a hundred dollars to get a room for the night. 

Roman had already broken her heart, she wasn’t going to let him break her wallet, too. 

Grabbing her phone, she scrolled through her contacts, looking for the right friend to call.

“Shit.” She set the phone down, remembering that she had to open the restaurant in the morning. Anyone still awake, who wouldn’t mind picking her drunk ass up, wouldn’t be thrilled about bringing her back so early. 

Standing up, she steadied herself, then carefully crossed the room to the small balcony, which gave second-floor diners a place to smoke, and slid open the door. The black sky unleashed sheets of pelting rain. Savannah expelled a long breath and stepped outside with her face upturned. The salty air imbued every breath she took. Arms outstretched, she invited the drenching rain to course down her whole body as if it might wash away all the assholes who had ever left her high and dry.

She was sick and tired of being dry. She thirsted for more.

For once in her life, she wanted a love she could count on, a faithful love who wouldn’t ditch her for something prettier or thinner or younger or just plain different.

Jagged lightning cut the sky, briefly illuminating the coastal town around her. Her gaze was drawn, in that fleeting moment, to the three-story, million-dollar home situated beyond the parking lot of the restaurant. It sat on tall posts entrenched deep within the sand, surrounded by long tufts of seagrass, bent low by the barreling winds. 

Joe’s house.

Joe Wilder was her boss, her former lover, and a ruthless combination of smooth womanizer and rich, confident playboy— totally irresistible until you scrape away the thin veneer of gorgeous, successful business man to the shallow asshole beneath. 

Exactly the kind of man she was swearing off for good. 

Joe’s claim to fame was that he was descended from a minor German baron: Baron Von Wilder, which he touted as if he were crown prince of New England. Joe worked his wealth, bedroom eyes, chiseled jaw, and this miniscule connection to royalty to his fullest advantage.

Women fell at his feet.

And Savannah had been no exception. 

He was the epitome of the bad boy and broke her heart worse than the rest—though he didn’t know it.

Three years ago, she had been the new pretty face behind the bar. At first, like most women, she had found Joe to be completely irresistible with his velvety smooth tones and carefully executed compliments. It took him all of three shifts to invite her up to his fabulous house on posts. 

She remembered the very moment when he’d won and she’d lost...

They had been standing on that same balcony, enjoying an after-work cocktail. The moon shone high in the sky. The rhythmic crashing of the waves added a sensual soundtrack to the moment when he leaned close, his eyes warm and intense, and rasped, “You’re different, Savvy. Different than all the rest.” He reverently stroked the backs of his fingers down her cheek. “You make me feel alive.” He licked his bitable lips. “For the first time in my life, I can imagine being with only one woman.”

Done. Game over. Joe won. 

And she thought she’d won, too, until he hired Brandi Bush (Her parents didn’t do her any favors in the name department either). 

Joe couldn’t resist a shiny new toy or, in this case, a shiny new bush. 

Brandi replaced Savannah; that is, until the next new hire. And as much as Brandi and Savannah regretted dating the boss, their mutual dislike of Joe became the basis of a wonderful friendship. 

Savannah squared her shoulders and narrowed her eyes on the New England palace when it flashed into view a moment later. Joe was old news. She was certainly not going to waste her time thinking about him.  

With no family to call but for her ailing grandmother, she resigned herself to call an Uber, although she preferred not to ride alone at night. Turning back inside, she paused, suddenly struck by a sinfully fabulous idea. Excitement shot through her as she crossed, zigzagging slightly back to the bar and grabbed the stack of cash before heading upstairs to the office. Her three martinis and the newly fluttering butterflies in her stomach made her hands shake so that it took three attempts to get the safe open. When, at last, the small door swung wide, she added the night’s earnings to the stack of money in the back and began sifting through Joe’s numerous envelopes and loose papers. 

For a moment, her conscience panged her. Joe would be furious if he knew what she was planning. Sure, he was a fair boss—paying his staff above industry-average wages and providing stellar benefits to ensure very little turnover, but that was business Joe. Business Joe was smart. Personal Joe was selfish and didn’t like to share.

“Yes,” she exclaimed when she found what she’d been hunting for—the envelope with Joe’s spare house key and the code to his alarm system...

And the boss was out of town!

A few days ago, Joe had flown to England to visit friends he’d met during his semester abroad. Before he’d left, he made Savannah the closing and opening manager for the duration of his impromptu vacation, which, by his own account, could be characterized as a ten-day stretch of British debauchery. Savannah imagined him stumbling around London’s top clubs with a group of English bad boys in Church’s leather brogues, messy hair, custom-made shirts from Jermyn Street with cufflinks, and accents that would curl her toes.

“No,” she said out loud.

Still, there was something so hot about an English guy.

She caught her reflection in the small mirror on the office wall. “No! No more assholes. Not even ones with accents!” 

She turned to head downstairs and tripped on the chair. It took a moment to regain her balance, and when she did, she realized she had almost left the safe open.

Too many martinis! Damn Roman!

After securing the safe and carefully making her way down the stairs, hand firmly gripped on the rail, she pushed open the back exit. The heavy door slammed shut behind her. She loved that sound. It meant work was done.

Taking a deep breath, she invited the salt air into her lungs before setting out through the rain toward the house, which beckoned her with vivid brightness when lightning slashed the sky. Trudging through Joe’s yard, the wet sand dragged her down. She stumbled more than once, but soon, the towering posts and broad stairwell rose up in front of her. The house was more windows than walls with stunning panoramic views of the coast—this she knew as she had often stood gazing out at the setting sun, wrapped in Joe’s deceptively warm embrace. 

Her stomach growled when she climbed the white, wooden steps to the wrap around porch, reminding her that she’d been too upset earlier to eat her shift meal. Inserting the key into the lock, she opened the oversized door and let it slam shut behind her. Darkness surrounded her. Rain pelted the house from all sides, making a symphony of pitter-patters on the glass. Inside, the air felt thick and warm after several days of the windows being shut tight.  

Fumbling around in her purse for her phone, she pulled it out and used the flashlight to avoid turning any lights on. Then, without hesitation, she crossed to the stainless-steel fridge. Not surprised by the sparse contents, she considered her options—beer, old takeout, and a block of white cheese. Seizing the cheese, she brought it to her nose, inhaling the smoky scent before reading the label. 

“Twenty-seven dollars a pound!” Gripping the cheese possessively, she kicked the fridge door shut. 

Screw Joe and his high-end cheddar. She would eat it all if she could.

Digging around the cupboards, she found some crackers, a chopping block, and a cheese knife...but she wasn’t done. 

Setting everything down on the end of the island that stretched the full-length of the kitchen, she went to Joe’s wine closet. Here she knew she had to tread more carefully. He was a huge wino—connoisseur, in his words. Some of the bottles could have cost hundreds, even thousands of dollars. She doubted that he would miss a block of cheese upon his return, but the absence of an expensive bottle of wine would certainly be noticed. Using her flashlight, she skimmed over the numerous labels and settled on a bottle of Tuscan red they often carried at The Cove. It was costly, but normal expensive, not—I’m descended from freaking royalty—expensive.

As she headed upstairs, she had no trouble finding her way in the dark...

Unfortunately, she was well acquainted with the location of Joe’s bedroom.

“Bad girl,” she muttered to herself, knowing she’d been an idiot to date the boss to begin with. 

A part of her had known he was a player from the start, and still she’d clung to his promises, despite how her own intuition had thrown her a lifeline of reason. As always, she ignored her gut, believing, foolishly, that she could be the difference—the woman that could turn the bad boy into the good man. 

If only she had learned from her mistakes with Joe, she never would have fallen for Roman’s silken promises.

Walking into the spacious room, she shined her flashlight on the king-sized, four-poster bed and sighed with pleasure at the comfortable sight. Then her gaze was drawn to a momentary glimpse of ocean outside the glass balcony doors, illuminated by a flash of bright lightning. She set the wine and her midnight snack on the nightstand and shivered despite the warmth of the room. From head to toe, she was clad in Cove blacks, which were soaked through to her skin. Turning the flashlight back on, she crossed to the closet and opened the double doors. 

Her whole bedroom could fit inside. 

She shut the door and turned the closet light on. Shaking her head, she considered his well-ordered world. Then a giggle burst from her lips as she lunged toward his extensive shoe rack. Carefully arranged by color and type, she mismatched the lot—sneakers next to dress shoes, flip flops beside winter boots, toes pointed out and in. Then she saw his lucky work shoes, which she seized, her mind spinning with ways of how to destroy them forever. But catching a glimpse of her greedy expression in the mirror caused her to hesitate. After all, the object of her fresh scorn was Roman, not Joe. 

She started to return his favored work shoes to their rightful place, but then, she stuck her tongue out at herself before hiding them behind his stack of cashmere sweaters.

“Take that, Joe Wilder!” 

She shivered again and remembered why she had ventured into Joe’s closet in the first place. After shuffling among numerous drawers, she pulled out a navy-blue t-shirt that she recognized from one of their dates and groaned. Joe really was ridiculously hot. 

Taking command of her thoughts before they conjured memories of Joe’s sinewy naked body, she quickly put the familiar shirt away, resisting the urge to bring the fabric to her nose. She already knew it smelled good. 

Joe always smelled good. 

Stripping off her work shirt and skirt and removing her bra, she pulled another t-shirt on, but as the shirt cascaded around her, she inhaled deeply, drinking in Joe’s scent.

“Damn it!” She always was a glutton for punishment. 

Shutting the closet doors, she made her way toward the bed, her bare feet padding across the plush carpeting. She pulled back his butter-soft duvet and climbed beneath the covers and sighed, feeling as though she lay on a cloud, surrounded by more clouds. In short, it was heaven...well, almost. 

She sliced several pieces of cheese and poured herself a glass of wine. Now, it was heaven. 

Lying for some time in a delirious fog, she listened to the rain tap dance on the roof and sipped her somewhat expensive glass of wine while occasionally giggling at the idea of Joe’s pained expression when he saw his shoes.

After a while, the rain stopped. She climbed out of bed and opened the balcony slider to let in the fresh sea-breeze. The air rushed into the room, pungent and salty, and the sound of crashing waves reached her ears. 

With a smile, she retreated back to the oversized-bed and plopped down, pulling up the soft duvet and closed her eyes, relishing the prospect of an amazing night’s sleep, surrounded by luxury beyond what she dared dream to one day possess. But just as she began to doze off, a soft noise forced her eyes open. 

She jerked upright. Blood rushed to her head, pounding in her ears. She glanced at the wine, wishing she had made a lovely cup of chamomile tea instead. The room started to spin. Groaning, her hands gripped her head, but then a shadow on the balcony streaked past the billowing sheer curtains. She gripped the blankets and held her breath the instant before a tall, shadowy, masked figure stepped into the room. 
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Sucking in a sharp breath, she lunged for the brass lamp on the nightstand, yanked the plug free from the wall, and held it like a sword at the ready. Her heart thundered in her ears. 

The masked man took a step forward. 

Still wielding her improvised weapon, she pressed her body against the wall, bracing herself for an attack. 

But he did not come at her. 

She dared not blink as she kept her gaze trained on the intruder who stood, unmoving, watching her. 

Was he toying with her? 

He was tall and sleek and dressed in black SWAT gear with a gadget laden belt around his trim waist. She could see the glint of his eyes, but not their color in the dark room. Her gaze narrowed on him. 

Still, he did not move. 

Her mind raced. Terror tightened her shoulders and made her breaths shallow...for she knew it was only a matter of time before the man made his depraved intentions known. She raised the lamp higher like a batter in the big leagues. Her palms were sweating, forcing her to adjust her grip. Holding her breath, she steeled her courage against the attack she knew had to be imminent.

At any moment, he would lunge for her.

His gaze remained trained on her, his body tense.

Her hands started to shake. She squeezed the lamp tighter to steady her grip. 

Would he hit her? Beat her until she was a bloody lump incapable of fighting off his never-ending blows?

Was he armed?

Still, he stood, unmoving, staring.

She couldn’t take it!

“What do you want?” she cried, tears stinging her eyes. 

His silence terrorized her. Her mind pummeled her heart with images of what he might do to her...rape, torture. What if he took her and locked her away in some rotting cabin in the woods where he could use her to satisfy his ugly needs whenever it suited him?

“I’ll scream,” she blurted. 

Still, he said nothing. 

“Aren’t you afraid I’m going to call the police or something?” she cried, her heart racing faster than ever.

He stepped toward her. “I’m not afraid, and you shouldn’t—”   

A sob tore from her lips at the sudden sound of his voice. She dropped the lamp, scrambled off the bed onto the floor, and wedged herself in the corner between the bed and the wall.

He stopped in his tracks and reached out a calming hand as if she were a spooked animal he was trying to soothe. “I’m not going to hurt you.” His rich voice held a beseeching note. Raising one hand above his head as if in surrender, his other hand unsnapped something on his belt. “Watch.” 

Her gaze followed his hand as he pulled out a gun. 

“No,” she screamed and buried her face in her knees. She didn’t want to die.

“I’m not going to shoot you.” The words rushed from his lips. “Look, I’m putting the gun on this bureau, and now I’m stepping away. You don’t need to be afraid of me.” 

Her breaths came in short, hot heaves. She peeked out from beneath her arms.

“Don’t be afraid,” he told her softly.

She hugged her arms around her legs, making herself as small as possible, and resisted the urge to blink, terrified to let him out of her sight for even a second. “You just broke into my boss’s house!”

Slowly, he walked toward her.

“Don’t come any closer!” 

He stopped at the foot of the bed. “Your boss? So, Joe Wilder isn’t your boyfriend?” 

She shook her head, her breaths ragged. She reached up and yanked down the duvet, piling the blanket on top of her as though it suddenly held the powers of Kevlar.

“You’re alone.” His deep voice penetrated her shield, his words sounding more like a statement than a question.

Swallowing hard, she wished with all her heart that Joe was there. 

Sure, he was an arrogant asshole, but at least he didn’t carry guns and wear masks and break into people’s houses. “Joe should be right back!”

“You’re lying,” the man said without hesitation.

Peeking out, she saw him take another step toward her. A noise like a whimper got run-over by a squeal came unbidden from her lips. This wasn’t supposed to happen. All she needed was a place to crash for the night. Now, she might not make it out alive. 

This was all Roman’s fault. If he had not driven her to drink four martinis, she would be asleep, safe and sound, in her own bed.

Damn Roman!

Slowly, the masked man circled around to her side of the bed and sat down on the far edge. “My information says he’s out of town. No one is supposed to be here.” 

He was right! She wasn’t supposed to be there. And if Joe hadn’t been such an asshole, she never would have felt justified in using his place without asking.

Damn Joe!

The man shifted on the bed, angling his body toward her. “I’m never wrong, which forces me to ask—does your boss know you’re staying here?”

“Yes,” she said too quickly.

“You’re lying again. He doesn’t know you’re here, which means you actually broke into his house.”

She sat straighter and glared at him over the tufted duvet. “I have a key.”

“Did he give it to you?”

Her self-righteous scowl faltered. Her gaze dropped. “No.”

He lifted his shoulders. “So then, I think it’s fair to say that we both broke into your boss’s house.” 

The duvet fell away from her face as she covered her mouth with her hand. He was right. She had stolen her boss’s key and his alarm code and entered his home, knowing he never would have given her permission. If he found out, would he fire her? The gravity of what she’d done suddenly hit her like a blow to the gut. The knots in her stomach tightened. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Let’s just calm down. There’s no need for that.” He stood up, circled around to the other side of the bed and grabbed the bottle of wine from the nightstand. “Shall we have a drink?”

“A drink? What is this, a social call now?” Her hands released their death grip on the blanket. “What’s going on?”

Without a word, he filled the glass on the table and offered it to her. 

She’d never been so confused. “You can’t expect me to take that?”

He set the glass down. “Feel free to change your mind.” Then he crossed to one of two overstuffed chairs near the balcony and sat down. She held her breath as she strained in the dim light to watch his fingers begin to lift his mask. The moonlight revealed a smooth chiseled jaw and strong chin, then full lips. She waited for more, for his nose, to see the shape of his eyes, but his hand dropped away.  A moment later, he brought the bottle to his uncovered lips and took a healthy swig. Then he looked at her, watching her like a casual observer. “Come out of hiding. You’re not Bambi and I’m not the Big Bad Wolf.”

“Don’t you mean Little Red Riding Hood?”

A slow sideways smile curved his lips. “Doesn’t she kill the wolf?”

She nodded.

“Then no, I don’t mean Little Red Riding Hood. Come on,” he urged her, patting the chair next to his. “Relax a little. You’re making me feel guilty.”

“You are guilty.”

“We’ve already established that we’re both guilty.” He stood up, walked over to the table, picked up the glass, and crossed to where she sat on the floor and slid down next to her. 

Now, she was pinned against the wall. There was no place to go. He was so close. She breathed in his clean, musky scent.

“Listen, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m not even going to rob your boss anymore.”

That caught her attention. She licked her lips, suddenly wanting that glass of wine more than anything...well, actually, she would have preferred something much harder. “Why not?”

“Your finger prints are all over this place now. If I carried out the job, you could be blamed.”

He was right. 

More confused than ever, she took the glass from his hand and downed the lot. “That’s very considerate for a thief.”

“I’m always considerate.” 

Wiping her hand across her chin to catch the dribble, she remembered the gun on the bureau.

Maybe she could make a play for the weapon. 

Once more, she shifted her head to face him. In the dim light, she could barely see the glint of his eyes. Still, his gaze was unwavering.

“What were you going to steal?” she asked to keep him talking, giving her time to think. 

“I wasn’t going to steal anything. It’s my client who’s interested in your boss’s property.” 

“Your client? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m a thief-for-hire.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?”

He tipped the wine bottle upside down. “We need more wine,” he said casually as if they were old friends.

Now was her chance. 

She pushed the blanket off her legs and jumped to her feet. “Getting booze is my job. Leave it to the bartender,” she said in a rush and scrambled over the bed toward the door, but then she turned, lunged for his gun on the bureau, and whirled around, aiming the barrel at the intruder. 

He didn’t flinch.

“You’re a vision,” he said softly. 

She glanced down at her thighs barely covered by Joe’s t-shirt. “Stay back,” she snapped as he stood and began walking toward her. “I mean it!” 

He closed the distance between them in two strides and seized the gun right out of her hand. “Before you do something we’ll both regret,” he said, his voice gentle, sliding the gun in the holster at his waist.

She hid her face behind her hands, her whole body shaking. She had known she could never pull the trigger the moment the cool metal filled her hand. His arm came around her. She screamed as he lifted her. “Put me down,” she cried, lashing out, but he pinned her arms to her sides, his masked face a breath from hers. “Shhh,” he crooned softly while he crossed to the chair, cradling her like a child. “You really don’t have to be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you. You have my word.”

His gentle rocking, the martinis and wine, her fear and confusion, the warmth of his body, the touchless caress of his soothing voice, and her fatigue from the day all combined, in that moment, into one hazy, indistinguishable emotion, lulling her to rest her head on his chest—for a breath, a moment. Then she jerked upright, adrenaline winning out over the alcohol and met his gaze. His eyes glinted in the dark. “Can you just go away!”

He released a slow breath, the warmth of which penetrated his mask and touched her skin. “You’re still scared,” he said, slowly reaching out his hand. She flinched as he grazed the back of his gloved fingers down her cheek. “I wish you wouldn’t be.” His voice was tender. He stood up, holding her close. “I understand—the whole mask and gun thing. I get it, but don’t worry, I’m not offended.” His soft chuckle revealed the smile, his mask would not let her see.

He stood with her still in his arms, crossed to the bed, his gaze holding hers captive, and laid her down. “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do,” he said, leaning down to grab the duvet off the floor. He spread it over her bare legs, then pulled it up to her shoulders. “I’m going to tuck you in, but I’ll resist giving you a kiss goodnight.” He cupped her cheek. The leather from his glove felt cool. She stayed frozen in place, her gaze transfixed by his. After several moments, he stood. “And now I’m going to leave; that is unless you’ve had a change of heart and you want me to stay. We could be like Bonnie and Clyde. Two thieves in the night.”

She scowled. “I’m not a thief.” 

“Of course you’re not.” His tone was soothing as if she needed reassurance of her innocence. Then he reminded her that she wasn’t as innocent as she believed in that moment. “Remember to clean up after yourself.” 

In her mind’s eye, she saw Joe’s disheveled shoe rack and knew she would have to set things right. 

He backed up toward the balcony, his gaze locked with hers. “You don’t want the boss to know you broke into his house.” 

The next instant, he pulled aside the curtain. “Farewell,” he said as if he was the hero of a story rather than the villain. Then he stepped out onto the balcony, disappearing into the night.
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Before Damien threw his legs over the side of the balcony, he took one last glance at her. Again, he was struck to his core. His heart pounded. 

It was her! 

He had no doubt. 

Her wide eyes and blonde curls, framing the heart-shaped face that had been etched into his memory.   

Taking a deep breath, he lowered himself, hanging from the balcony, then swung, wrapping his legs around the closest post, which he slid down, his boots landing with a soft thud on the wet sand. Removing his mask, he climbed into the unremarkable blue van he’d chosen for the job, and drove away in a haze of adrenaline and memory. 

He could almost smell the disinfectant filling the air of the dormitory in the children’s home where he had lived from his fifth birthday to his eleventh. It was there, in that lonely place, on a cold winter’s day when he’d first seen her. 

He had awoken that morning with a slight fever and was confined to bed. At the time, he didn’t mind because the neighboring public-school was paying the home a visit. The last thing he wanted was to be a freak show for curious children who could not imagine what it meant to not have a happy family at home. 

The sisters who ran the place had told him the visit was an opportunity to make new friends, but he didn’t want to meet them. The arrival of public-school kids had caused his thoughts to wander to dreams he thought he’d already dismissed as impossible. 

But there he was—with a heart full of longing that forced tears to drip from his eyes. His one consolation was that no one else was in the dormitory to see him cry; that was, until she appeared... 

“Why are you crying?”

Damien sat up in bed, brushed the back of his arm across his nose, and looked around. Standing in the doorway, staring at him expectantly, was a girl with blonde curly hair. 

He scowled and swiped at his eyes, wiping away any evidence to support her claim. “I’m not crying.”

She scrunched her doll-like features at him and frowned, showing her disbelief. 

“What are you doing here?” he snapped.

“I had to use the bathroom,” she responded nervously “I lost my way.”

“Are you new?”

She shook her head while biting her bottom lip. Her sea-blue eyes gazed back at him with curiosity. “I’m visiting with the school.”

Damien rolled his eyes at her. “Oh, I get it. Well, here you go,” he said, extending his arms to encompass the rows of small beds. “Take a good look, then get the hell out!”

“What are you talking about?”

“You came to gawk at the poor orphan kids.”

Her hands went straight to her waist, and she raised her chin defiantly. “That’s not true.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, his scowl deepening. “Then why’s your school here?”

The girl dropped her gaze, clearly trying to figure out what to say. “We made you pies,” she said at last.

He shook his head, amazed by the school’s insignificant gesture. “Why pies?”

She dropped her arms to her sides and shrugged. “I don’t know. It wasn’t my idea.” Her gaze traveled over him while she continued to chew her bottom lip.

He shifted under her scrutiny. “What are you looking at?”

“You,” she said. “I like your eyes. They’re golden.”

“Amber, actually. So what?”

She shrugged. “They’re pretty.”

This he hadn’t expected.

He wasn’t used to compliments. “Thank you,” he said after a while.

She drew closer then and sat down next to him on his bed. 

He stiffened, uncomfortable at her close proximity. 

“Why were you crying anyway?” she asked. “Were you missing your parents?”

He shrugged. “I never knew them. You can’t miss what you never knew.”

“Then why?”

Damien shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. It’s stupid.”

She put her hand on his. What felt like a bolt of lightning sliced right through his chest. He stared down at her tiny hand. 

“Tell me,” she insisted.

Mesmerized by her touch, he spoke, only half aware of his own words. “I was thinking about this kid Matthew. He got adopted the other day.”

“That’s so great!”

Damien cleared his throat and nodded. “Yeah. Matthew wasn’t one of those kids in the nursery who get adopted all the time. He’s ten, like me.”

“But why did such good news make you cry?”

He lifted his shoulders. “When his new parents came to pick him up, his new dad hugged him.” 

“Is that all?” she asked softly. “You cried over a hug?”

His gaze moved from her hand to her eyes. He lost himself in the warm turquoise sea. “I’ve never had one before,” he said absently.

Her eyes widened. “You’ve never been hugged?”

Her surprised tone brought his thoughts back to reality and he realized how open he was being. “No, I—”But before he could take his confession back, her arms circled around his torso. His breath caught. He stiffened with surprise. Warmth poured from her arms into him. He melted. As if of their own accord, his arms wrapped around her and squeezed her back. His heart raced. He buried his face in the crook of her neck. Peace came to him, gentle, lulling, forgiving. But an instant later, an unwanted sound pushed through his thoughts, pulling him away from heaven, back to life’s harsh realities.

It was the clip clop of sensible shoes echoing in the hallway. 

The noise grew louder, clattering toward the dormitory. A moment later, the door swung wide. Sister Maria entered, but froze, her eyes wide when saw the girl on Damien’s bed, their arms entwined. Quickly overcoming her shock, the nun hastened toward them.

“Miss, you shouldn’t be in here!”

A pang sliced Damien’s heart when the girl’s arms slipped away. She scurried to her feet. “I’m so sorry,” she blurted and without a glance at Damien, she nearly sprinted for the door.

He didn’t blame her. Nuns made normal people nervous.

“I’m assuming that was an innocent meeting,” Sister Maria said pointedly to him after the girl had left.

He didn’t look up as a flood of heat warmed his cheeks. “I’m ten,” he said simply. “And I’m pretty sure that girl is younger than me, so I wouldn’t worry.”

“Still, you're supposed to be resting,” she scolded.

He lifted his shoulders. “I feel fine.”

She came to his bedside and felt his forehead. Before the girl had hugged him, one of the sister’s hands checking for a fever was the closest thing to affection he’d ever known.

“You do feel cooler. If you want to join the others, you can. The public-school children are still here. You may take part in the ice cream social.”

His eyes brightened. Normally, he would have faked a stomach ache to keep from having to join the other kids, but now, he couldn’t wait. He would be able to see her again. 

The nun pulled back his covers, but he’d been so distracted by the idea of getting to join the others, that he didn’t move his hand out of sight fast enough.

“What do you have in your hand?”

He clenched his fingers, refusing to reveal his prize.

“Damien, you will show me.”

“It’s nothing.”

“You will open your hand, or I will bring you down to Mother Helen’s office so that you can show her.”

He tightened his fist around his treasure, but there was no denying that he was caught. Heart pounding, he slowly uncurled his fingers, revealing a delicate silver bracelet. 

“Where did you get that?” 

He pressed his lips tightly together and kept his gaze locked on the ground.

“Does this belong to that girl?”

Still, he said nothing.

“Stand up,” she said sternly. “To the cafeteria.”

He had stolen it, but only because he wanted something to remember her by.

Now, she would hate him. 

He stood there, wishing—just as he had done so many times before— that he would just fade away into nothing.

“Come along, Damien,” Sister Maria commanded.

He followed her from the dormitory, down the hallway to the cafeteria, which was packed with more kids than he had ever seen, all greedily eating ice cream sundaes, piled high with whipped cream and sprinkles.

He held his breath, hoping the girl was in the bathroom, but moments later, she was standing in front of him.

“I’m sorry, miss,” Sister Maria said to her. “But I’m afraid, Damien took something that belongs to you.”

He glanced up at her and met her gaze before shame stole his courage, forcing his gaze back to the ground.

“I’m sorry, Sister, but you’re mistaken,” he heard the little girl say.

He froze. His breath stopped. Slowly, he looked up, and once again, met her warm, turquoise gaze. She reached out her hand, dangling the bangle from her fingertips. “I gave it to him,” she said softly. 

He extended his hand and uncurled his clenched fingers. The cool silver filled his palm. Her fingertips grazed his skin, and, once more, the contact felt so warm and deep, it was as if she touched his very heart.

Damien forced his thoughts back to the present as he parked his van on the side of the narrow road that ran along an old wharf and got out. A warm breeze rushed off the river. He closed his eyes, letting the air caress his face as he pictured the beautiful woman with chin-length blonde curls who had just stared down the barrel of a gun at him. 

What a sight she’d been, her tousled hair, firm thighs. A smile played about his lips as he continued to picture her. 

She could threaten his life anytime. 

But then his smile faded when he remembered the blind fear in her eyes. 

If he had ever dared hope to see her again, he never would have imagined an occasion with SWAT gear, guns, and high-end robbery—a far cry from their first meeting surrounded by orphans and nuns. 

But now what?

“Now nothing,” he said out loud before turning his back to the river and walking toward the crumbling brick building he temporarily called home. He couldn’t try to see her again. It was too dangerous. He would just have to be satisfied with the glimpse he’d had that night.

His phone dinged. Without even looking at the text he knew it was about the job he didn’t just pull off. But at that moment, he didn’t care. The job could wait. 

“Damn it!” he stopped walking, resisting the urge to head back toward his van. He clenched his hands into tight fists. She was so close. All he wanted to do was see her again, hold her, make sure she was all right.

But he couldn’t. He was no good for her. 

She deserved a nice guy with a normal life and a legitimate profession. If he had even a shred of decency in his soul, he would put this night out of his mind...

But how could he forget about her now when he’d never been able to since they first met seventeen years ago? 

Expelling a long breath, he hung his head back and looked up at the stars. Again, he saw her, lying beneath the thick blanket that he had tucked around her, staring up at him with wide, beautiful eyes. Trusting eyes.  

“Enough,” he admonished himself, dropping his gaze to the dull ground.

At best, he would break her heart. At worst...

He shook his head, not wanting to consider what the worst would be. 

Reaching for his phone, he read the new text. 

Done?

No, he typed.

When?

When I decide.
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Chapter Four
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The Cove was packed. Music pulsed around Savannah as she reached for the bottom-shelf rum. She tipped the bottle for a four-count, then slung it back in the rack before she turned and grabbed the fountain gun, filling the rest of the glass with soda.

“Seven dollars,” she said to the guy whose eyes were positioned south of her own. 

He scowled, meeting her gaze. “Last time it was six.”

She glared at him. “Added tax for looking at my tits all night.”

Over the last couple weeks, the thin, lanky man had become a regular, showing up almost every night. Everything about him skeeved her out, the way he looked at her, and spoke to her. He seemed like the kind of guy that would slow his car down in front of a high school to watch the girl’s field hockey team practice in their short skirts.

“What’s wrong tonight, baby doll? You can tell Steve.”

She shuddered. “You didn’t just say that.” Before he could answer, she turned away. Skeevy Stevie was just too much for her to handle at the moment.

“Savannah!” 

She turned, looking expectantly at Heather, the new hostess, who was beckoning Savannah to the other side of the bar with a frantic hand. 

“What now?” she groaned. The night was turning out to be a total shit-show. “Is the kitchen still backed up? I told you to slow down the seating. Just because a table is open, doesn’t mean the kitchen can handle the order.”

“No, it’s not that; I promise my pacing is better. It’s Brandi.”

Savannah ducked under the bar. “What’s wrong with Brandi? Is she not coming in? Laura already called out; Brandi has to come in!”

“She’s here, although she probably should’ve called out.” Heather paused, her brows drawn. “Jason broke up with her.”

“Shit!” Savannah glanced at the full bar. If only Roger, her usual bar-mate on weekend nights, worked Mondays. He could have handled the bar on his own. She signaled to one of the bussers. “Pull one of the bartenders from upstairs to cover down here.” Then she turned to Heather. “Where is she?”

“In the bathroom.”

Savannah set off in that direction. “How bad is it?”

Hastening to keep up with Savannah’s quick pace, Heather answered, “Tears but stoic tears, not the sloppy, uncontrollable kind.”

Savannah took a deep breath. “That’s a good start.”

She swung open the bathroom door and spotted Brandi sitting on the sink, her head bowed. “Hi darlin’.”

Brandi looked up. Flooded, golden-brown eyes locked with Savannah’s. Brandi’s complexion under normal circumstances was porcelain-white and flawless, but tonight her face had a ruddy appearance and was streaked with tears.

Savannah crossed the room and pulled her friend close, wrapping her in a warm embrace. After a few moments of back-patting and gentle rocking, Savannah pulled away slightly. “I’d say I’m sorry, Brandi, but I’m not. Jason didn’t deserve you.”

She sniffled. “I’ve dated better.”

“Yeah, but darlin’, to be honest, that’s not saying much.”

Brandi bristled at Savannah’s bluntness. “Like you’re one to talk. Roman was no hero.”

“I fully admit to my bad judgment over Roman...and every other guy I’ve ever dated.” Savannah straightened, taking on her best power poise—legs spread, arms akimbo. “Listen, you and me, we can’t keep dating these assholes. We’ve got to find nice guys.”

“Nice guys,” Brandi said brightly, swiping at her wet cheeks. “Wouldn’t that be a change.” Then her eyes narrowed. “Wait, aren’t nice guys the ones that sweat when they try to ask you out and learn how to dress from their mothers?”

Savannah shook her head. “That’s just a myth; probably made up by the same asshole who spread the myth that bad boys can be redeemed by the love of a good woman.” Savannah clasped her friend’s hands. “We are good women. Smart, hardworking, good for a laugh, kind, loyal. We deserve to be treated with respect.”

Brandi pulled away, sniffed, and threw her shoulders back, tossing her long black braid over her shoulder. “You’re right, Savvy! From now on, only nice guys.” A moment later, her shoulders drooped back down. “But for tonight, can I just hate all men?”

Savannah smiled. “Whatever you have to do to get through this shift.”

Brandi tied her apron around her waist, checked her makeup in the mirror and turned to face Savannah. “Done. Let’s get out there.”

“That’s my girl,” Savannah said approvingly.

While Brandi crossed the busy dining room, heading toward the back of the house, Savannah hurried in the opposite direction. 

The night had barely begun and there was already a line out the door. Heather stood at the hostess stand, scribbling on the wait sheet and handing out buzzers.

Taking a deep breath, Savannah entered the first floor bar. 

Having spotted her coming, Bryan, a Cove lifer who was forty and a hardworking family man, hastened from behind the bar. Sweat beaded his brow. He raked his hand through his short salt and pepper hair. “Upstairs is slammed with the wait. Lauren’s gotta be dying up there by herself.”

“Thanks for coming down.”

“Miss you.” He kissed her on the cheek as he passed but then stopped and looked back. “Hey, what’s up with the skeevy guy?”

Savannah groaned. “I was hoping he’d be gone when I got back.”

“Excuse me,” a woman with straightened, bleached hair, who was sitting on the far side of the bar, called out while waving her empty pint glass in the air. 

Skeevy Stevie forgotten, Bryan rushed away while Savannah hurried back behind the bar. 

Still waving her empty glass, the woman scowled at her. “We ordered like twenty minutes ago. Where’s our appetizer?” 

“Give her a break,” the guy at her side said.

Savannah smiled at her would-be defender, but then his eyes trailed over her like she was the plate of long-awaited nachos. 

Rolling her eyes, Savannah turned and poured the woman another light beer and hurried over to the service bar—the waitress’s tickets were getting backed up. 

“Five frozen mudslides!” 

Why couldn’t people just drink beer? Beer was easy. 

“Damn it.” She swore under her breath while scooping ice into the industrial blender.

“A mudslide sounds good. I’ll take one.” 

She shuddered at the sound of Steve’s voice behind her. “Coming up,” she gritted out, resisting the urge to grab the gun and chase him out of the bar with a powerful stream of soda water.

She couldn’t wait for the night to be over. 

“Savannah?”

She jerked around to the side bar entrance where Wally, the head chef, was standing. His whites were already grease spattered, and his sandy-blond hair was covered by a red bandana.

“What?” she snapped, erasing the smile from his boyishly handsome face.

He threw his hands up. “Don’t shoot. I’m just here to tell you to eighty-six the special. We’re out of salmon.” When he walked away, she heard him mutter ‘what the hell is up with her’, which she knew she deserved. 

She never lost her cool, no matter how intense the rush or dysfunctional the night. But at that moment, she was only adding to the evening’s chaos. Completely distracted, she was snapping at the staff and forgetting orders. 

Still, if anyone knew what had happened to her the night before, they wouldn’t hold her moodiness against her.

What had actually happened? 

Once again, she sifted through her memories of the previous night. 

Terror. Confusion...and something else, a feeling she couldn’t quite name.

She tried to keep her mind fixed on the criminal act—she’d been the victim of a break in...well...sort of...but invariably, her thoughts drifted to the way the intruder had tried to soothe her and make light of the moment. When he had held her, he did so tenderly, gently laying her down on the bed. She closed her eyes, remembering the feel of his gloved hand grazing her cheek.

“Enough,” she snapped out loud.

What was wrong with her? She should be terrified of him, not ridiculously turned on. Who the hell got turned on by armed robbery? Savannah freaking Honey, that’s who!

And after the emboldened speech she had given Brandi earlier about swearing off bad boys, now she caught herself thinking about a man who was potentially the baddest boy of all—an actual criminal, mask and all. Usually, the men she dated hid behind falsely-sincere smiles, not actual balaclavas. 

But, there was something about him, something almost...comforting, something—

“What the hell,” she exclaimed, catching herself again. 

He was a criminal!

Determined to put him out of her mind, once and for all, she focused on the frozen drinks she was making. For at least another few nights, the restaurant was her responsibility. She had to get a grip.

Another hour passed when, finally, there was a lull in the orders.

“Cover for me,” she said to her bar-back, Sam—a gangly senior in high school with red hair and a smattering of orange freckles across his nose—who was stocking the beer cooler. Too young to serve alcohol, she told him to offer free soda, if someone came in. “This will only take a minute,” she said before ducking beneath the service counter and hastening across the main dining area into the kitchen.

Leaning under the heat lamps, she said to Wally’s back as he manned the meat-laden grill, “Sorry I’ve been in such a foul mood today.”

Wally turned, spatula in one hand and a set of tongs in the other. His whites looked like a Jackson Pollack painting. He bent down to see her under the lamps. His furrowed brow disappeared, replaced by what she knew to be a heartfelt smile. Setting the tongs down, he reached out, squeezing her offered hand. “Forgiven. Now, can you fix Brandi so she’s not coming back here to ream us out every ten minutes?”

Savannah lifted her shoulders. “Not much I can do about that—she hates all men right now.”

“Oh, we know. She’s made that clear on several occasions tonight.” Wally turned his head, looking down the line. “Hey guys, what was the last insult from Brandi.”

A heavy-set, short man in his late thirties stood at the fry station, scratching his dimpled chin thoughtfully. “I think she said that our balls were all the size of peanuts.”

“No,” Wally chimed in. “That was earlier. I think the last one was that she hoped we all died penniless and alone.”

“Oh God,” Savannah groaned. “Sorry guys, but I’m afraid you’re just going to have to ride out the night.”

A slow sideways smile curved Wally’s lips. “Come on, Savvy. We’re all nice guys back here. We don’t deserve this.”

Savannah rolled her eyes. Then she set her hands on her hips. “How many innocent Cove hearts have you broken?” She scowled at the other cooks, all insatiable flirts with dirty thoughts that seldom went unexpressed. “The only nice guy I see back here is William.”

William looked up from the salad station and gave her a slight smile before returning his attention to his work. 

“Please, Savvy,” Wally beseeched, once more plying her with a smile. “No one can manage Brandi like you.”

She sighed. “Fine. Let me think.” Chewing her lip, she considered her options. Then, it came to her. “William, come here.” 

“What’s up, boss?” the young man said, coming out from behind the line. He was tall and slim. There was nothing rugged, overtly sexy, or even notable about his looks. He would never make a woman’s mouth drop open when he walked into a room. But he was handsome enough, and his eyes were a lovely shade of blue.

“You’ve got plans tonight?”

He shook his head.

“Good. The next time Brandi comes back here, ask her out.”

William’s baby blues flashed wide. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“But...but...” he stuttered. “She’ll never go out with me.” 

Savannah smiled at William, remembering Brandi’s earlier comments about nice guys being nervous and sweaty when they asked her out. Savannah had told her that was just a myth, but as evidenced by the sudden sheen on William’s forehead, Savannah realized that she may have been mistaken. 

Still, even with his lanky frame and beads of perspiration, William was ten times the man than any of the gorgeous assholes Brandi had dated in the past. Going on a date with William would do her good.

“You never know,” she said coyly. Given that her friend currently hated all men, perhaps William didn’t have a shot. Brandi was painfully beautiful, and despite their bathroom pep talk about ditching bad boys, she may take one look at William—all skin and bones, and only twenty-two—and turn her lovely nose up at him. Or...

Savannah lifted her shoulders. “Brandi just might surprise you. Anyway, she needs a nice guy to ask her out. I don’t know if she’ll say yes, but the compliment should improve her mood and soften her a little.” She smiled. “Brandi just needs a boost, and you can give her that, which will, in turn, give everyone a break from her attitude. And hey,” she said, flashing William a smile. “You might just get lucky.”

Behind her Wally laughed. “Very lucky.”

Savannah winked at the head chef before she turned on her heel and headed back to the bar. 

The rest of the night finished off smoothly. Savannah was upstairs in the office when Brandi turned in her cash.

“How did you do?” Savannah asked, accepting the thick wad of bills wrapped in Brandi’s cash-out slip. 

“I’m walking with one twenty.  Not bad for a Monday night.”

Savannah nodded. “Not bad at all. How are you feeling?”

Brandi smiled and tossed her long, dark hair off her shoulder. “Great, but I can’t chat. I have to run. I’m going out.”

Savannah suppressed her smile. “Oh, with who?”

Brandi shrugged. “Just one of the guys from the kitchen. You wanna grab a drink with us?”

Savannah held up her glass of wine. “I already have one, but thanks. I still have to finish the money and input the specials for tomorrow. I’ll be here for a while.”

Brandi bent at the waist and gave her a hug. “Sorry I was a handful today.”

Savannah squeezed her back. “No worries. We all have shitty days. Go have fun with William.”

Brandi pulled away, her eyes wide. “How did you know?”

Smiling, Savannah winked at her. “Nothing goes on around here without me knowing. He’s a nice guy. Have fun.”

Brandi perked up. “Look at me dating a good guy for a change.” 

“Let me know how it goes,” Savannah said. “I’ve been thinking about trying one of those myself.”

“Will do. I’m the last woman standing, by the way. Everybody else has taken off. Have a goodnight, Savvy.” 

“Hold on,” Savannah said, causing her friend to pause. “Do me a favor. Leave by the back door, but double check to make sure the front door is locked. The new hostess can be pretty forgetful.” Savannah raised her eyes to the ceiling while her arms slumped at her sides. “Speaking of forgetful, what’s her name?”

Brandi smiled. “Heather, and I’ll double check the doors. See you in the AM.”

Savannah watched Brandi head out of the office with an extra skip in her step and sighed.

Great. 

Savannah crossed her arms on her desk and buried her face in her elbow. Brandi was going out with a nice guy while all she could do was fantasize about an actual bad guy—not just a bad boy with a reputation for breaking hearts, but a legitimate criminal.

She sat up. “I suck,” she said out loud.

“I beg to differ,” a deep voice said.

Savannah jumped out of her chair and threw herself against the side wall, her heart pounding. “Who’s there,” she blurted, eying the open door to her office, which led out into the dry-storage area. Her heart was pounding. Brandi had said that everyone had already left. An image of Skeevie Stevie and his leering smile flashed in her mind. 

“Oh God,” she gasped and snaked her hand out, seizing the phone. She dialed 911 the instant before a familiar masked face appeared in the doorway. 

She froze. “It’s you!” 

“This is 911. Where’s your emergency,” a woman’s voice said through the receiver.

Savannah sucked in a sharp breath and slammed the phone down. “Sorry!”

He casually leaned against the doorframe. “Don’t apologize. I broke into your restaurant. You’re supposed to call the police.”

“I...I...” She had no idea what to say or do.

He started to walk toward her. 

She leapt to her feet and swiveled her chair in front of her like a shield. “You shouldn’t be here,” she blurted.

“I know.” He took another step closer. 

She pressed up against the wall. “How did you get in here?”

“Very carefully,” was his only answer.

She swallowed hard. “What do you want?”

“I came to see you.”

She pressed her hand to her chest. “Me?” 

His mouth was covered by fabric. Still, she could feel his smile all the way to her toes. 

“Yeah, you.”

Her heart pounded as he leaned closer. He was tall and strong, yet slim and elegant, and when he moved, he did so soundlessly, effortlessly as if gliding.

He leaned against the edge of the desk, crossing one foot over the other. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

She straightened, released the chair, and smoothed her hair with her hands. After working a double, she no doubt smelled only slightly better than she looked.

“I’m...ah...I’m fine,” her voice trembled, betraying her nerves, despite how she tried to sound calm. 

He stood and reached out his hand, clearly to graze his gloved fingers down her cheek, but she flinched. His hand dropped to his side. 

“You’re still afraid,” he said simply.

“Wouldn’t you be?” she breathed. 

His gaze held hers. Her stomach flipped. For the first time, she could see his eyes. They weren’t smoky grey after all.

“Your eyes are like fire,” she blurted. 

“They’re amber,” came his simple reply.

She swallowed hard. “Maybe you are the big bad wolf.”

He took another step closer. “I don’t bite.”

She strained further away.

Silence hung between them. Somehow it was louder than even her heart pounding in her ears. His gaze bore into hers, smoldering and intense. She wanted to see him, the man beneath the mask. Without looking away, she crossed her arms over her chest, feeling suddenly exposed—as if she were naked to his gaze while she could still only see his amber eyes.

“Um...would you like a drink?” she said awkwardly.

“I won’t be staying.”

“But you just got here.”

He tapped the phone receiver. “We won’t be alone for long.”

Her hand flew to her mouth. “Shit! The police are still going to come even though I hung up.” 

“Don’t worry,” he said calmly. “After I go, just call them back and tell them you thought you’d heard someone in the kitchen but you were mistaken. They may still come to check things out, but they won’t stay long.”

She nodded. “I’m sorry. If I had known it was you, I never would have called the cops.”

He straightened up, tension suddenly filling his shoulders. “I shouldn’t be here.” His voice sounded agitated.

“I really am sorry.”

He grabbed her waist. “If a guy like me ever gets close to you again, you call the police. Understand?”

Before she could take her next breath, he pulled her flush against him. His masked face hovered above her hair, and then slowly, she felt his full lips press against her cheek through the mask. She closed her eyes as desire shot through her.

“Forget I was here,” he said softly. “Forget all about me.”

His touch vanished, and when she opened her eyes, he was gone.
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Chapter Five
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Savannah ’s Tuesday double couldn’t have gone fast enough. Just thinking about her masked visitor made her heart race harder than it ever had before. She knew she was behaving ridiculously. No longer a naive teenager, she was a woman grown with twenty-five years of bad boy experience under her belt. Still, she had always wanted what she shouldn’t crave. And what could possibly be more forbidden than...the man in black? Zorro? No, her masked man was definitely no hero—he was a thief-for-hire.

While she finished wiping down the bar she thought of his lean build and smoldering eyes. For all she knew he could be hiding some kind of Phantom-of-the-Opera deformity behind his mask. She froze mid-wipe. Maybe that was why he was a contract thief—he believed he was too hideous to live and work in ordinary society. She shook her head at herself. Now, she really was being ridiculous.

She looked up as Sam, the young bar-back, swung a rack of clean glasses onto the service counter. 

Savannah smiled at him. “Right on time. Your tip-out is by the register. Great work tonight. Just finish wiping down the tables; then you can head out. I’ll be upstairs in the office if you need anything.” She grabbed her purse and ducked beneath the service counter.

“Thanks, Savannah,” Sam called after her, flashing a goofy smile that dimpled his freckled cheeks. “Have a good night.”

She gave the young man a wave before she crossed through the empty dining room and into the kitchen. Heading off to the right, she climbed the stairs, but instead of going straight to the office, she made a sharp right into the back of the dry storage area where the kitchen staff changed. 

Shoving aside the cook’s whites, she uncovered a full-length mirror and took in her reflection. Considering she’d just worked a double, she didn’t look too bad. She pulled out the bobby pins holding her long bangs back and freshened her curls with a little serum. Then she reapplied her deodorant and a fresh coat of her favorite lipstick—pink blush. Whisking her black work shirt over her head, she straightened the plain white tank top she’d worn underneath, all the while the same question bombarded her mind. 

Would he come to her again? 

Her heart started to race harder as nerves twisted her stomach. 

He had told her to forget him...Maybe he wouldn’t come.

She was giving her curls an extra tousle when Brandi appeared behind her in the mirror. “Hey, I thought you said you weren’t going out tonight?”

Savannah’s gaze darted down to her purse. She quickly put her lipstick back and zipped it up. “I’m not. I’ve just been working since last Monday, and I’m sick of feeling like a piece of smelly shit.”

“That’s a bit harsh, Savvy. Anyway, you could be dipped in shit, and you would still be gorgeous.”

Savannah smiled. “Thanks.” Then she noticed Brandi’s fresh makeup and her body hugging dress. “Where are you off to tonight?”

“William is taking me for a walk on the beach.”

“A second date? Wow!”

Brandi smiled. “And do you know what? He didn’t even make a pass at me last night, even though I got pretty buzzed.”

Savannah’s heart warmed for her friend. “Aww, you found a gentleman.”

“Yup, he’s straight out of a Jane Austin book.”

“You’re right,” Savannah exclaimed. “And his name is William, not Will or Willy, which proves my theory about names. His parents may as well have called him Mr. Darcy.”

“What theory about names?” Brandi asked.

Savannah shook her head. “It’s nothing. I was just thinking out loud.” She pulled Brandi into a quick hug. “Have fun and be safe. Remember, Mr. Darcy, wasn’t always a gentleman.”

Savannah watched her friend disappear down the stairs. Suddenly, she felt very alone. She looked at her reflection. “You’re pathetic.” She wiped off her lipstick on the back of her hand and headed into the office to finish her work. 

No doubt the masked avenger wouldn’t show again, especially after she called the cops on him. 

More than that, she shouldn’t want him to come!

But she did.

Sliding into the office chair, she printed out the money owed and compared that with the staffs’ cash-outs. When the numbers lined up, she stood and stretched. Exhausted, she turned out the office light. After making it part way down the stairs, she realized she’d forgotten her purse. 

“Damn it,” she breathed and dragged herself back up the stairs, across the room, passing stacks of napkins and to-go containers, and opened the office door. She flicked on the light the instant before an involuntary scream fled her lips.

He was sitting in her chair, holding her purse. 

“Don’t worry. I didn’t take anything,” he said, handing her the bag. She could hear the smile in his voice.

Her heart still pounded in her ears. “How did you...I’ve been up here the whole...” Setting her purse on the desk, she slumped down in the chair across from him, feeling dizzy. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I.” His voice was a caress. Then he rolled his chair closer to hers. “I tried to stay away.”

She swallowed. “You did?” She felt completely entranced by the fire she glimpsed in his eyes, still the only part of his face she could see.

“The problem, Savannah—” 

She sat straighter. “You know my name.”

“I do, Savannah Honey.”

Swallowing hard so that her next question was barely louder than a whisper, she asked, “What’s your name?”

He hesitated. Moments passed, breaths, and then, finally, he said, “Damien. My name is Damien.”

She threw her hands up. “Of course your name is freaking Damien.”

“What do you mean by that?” he asked.

She wanted to tell him that Damien was just a couple letters away from Demon, but she thought that might be rude. Still, if her name theory was right, no name could be more foreboding than the one belonging to the masked, admitted criminal sitting across from her. 

Just one more flashing sign, telling her to run like hell! 

She met his gaze, ignoring the symbolic neon light. “I think you were about to tell me about some problem before I interrupted you.”

His shoulders tensed. “The problem is that I can resist anything.”

Her heart pounded harder. He spoke in riddles and allusions—another bad boy trademark. “What does that even mean?”

“It means, I lead a simple life.”

She cocked her brow at him. “That I seriously doubt.”

He leaned closer. “My associations are few, as are my possessions. I am detached from everyone and everything.” A note of bewilderment entered his voice. “And yet, here I am, once again in your office. I can’t remember the last time I was in the same room twice.”

He reached out and grasped the sides of her chair. She started to roll toward him. The closer she rolled, the faster her heart pounded. White knuckling her knees, she sat frozen, unable to draw breath as he spread his legs and pulled her chair right up to his. His eyes bore into hers. She shifted in her seat beneath the weight of his scrutiny.

“Do you want me to go?” he blurted as if the questioned pained him.

She swallowed hard. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know what she wanted.

“You should tell me to go. You don’t want to have anything to do with me. Tell me to go,” he commanded.

Get away from him, her brain screamed, but her body and her heart didn’t want to be anywhere else in the world.

He leaned forward and seized her waist between his hands. “If you tell me to go, right now, I will. You’ll never see me again.”

Do the right thing, Savannah! The guy is telling you he’s bad news!

But bad guys didn’t warn girls off. 

How could he be all bad, if he was giving her an out? 

“I can’t,” she whispered.

He stood abruptly, pulling her out of her chair and crushed her against his hard chest. The fabric of his mask puffed from his quick breaths. “This is your last chance to send me away.”

Her breath caught. “I’ve been waiting of you,” she said, her voice tremulous.

He spun her around and pressed her back flush against his hard, lean body. She could feel the power in his arms as he held her close. Slowly, his hand trailed down her waist and over her hip. His leather-gloved fingers caressed her bare thigh below the hem of her black skirt. Then he turned her around so that they, once again, faced each other.

She gasped. The danger. The feel of his hands on her body. The mystery. It all pulsed through her, intoxicating and forbidden. Her fingers trembled when she slowly reached up to touch his cheek through his black hooded mask. “Can I see your face?” she asked softly.

He shook his head. “Not with the cameras running.”

She stiffened. Brows drawn, her eyes darted around the office. “What are you talking about? What cameras?”

“Your boss has cameras all over this place.” Then he motioned to the vent in the ceiling. “Watch.”

She stared up at the vent. After a moment, she saw a red light flash on the inside.

“That bastard,” she snapped. “Brandi and I change in here all the time.”

His hand wrapped around her waist. “Not all bad guys wear masks.”

“Joe definitely fits that bill.” She looked up as the light flashed again. “I just didn’t know how bad he actually was until now.”

“Aren’t you worried you’re going to find out how bad I am?”

“I know I should be terrified of you, but I’m not. There’s something about you...I...I don’t know—you make me feel...” Still, she had no words for how he made her feel...safe—no. Comfortable—no. In fact, she felt reckless and awkward. She had never felt so confused, and yet, somehow she knew exactly what she wanted to do at that moment. Rising up on her tiptoes, she pressed her lips to his. Despite the fabric that separated them, she could feel the heat of his mouth.

Pulling away, she met his gaze. “Do you trust me?” she whispered. 

His gaze glanced up at the camera, but after a moment, he nodded slightly.

It was all the encouragement she needed. Slowly, she unzipped the very top of his black cargo vest and found the end of his mask. She eased the fabric up, revealing a chiseled jaw dotted with black stubble, and full, soft lips. She swallowed hard, then rose up on her tiptoes and brushed her lips against his. Her eyes widened in surprise as he suddenly crushed her against his body and hungrily kissed her, bending her back onto the desk. She closed her eyes and held on tight, losing herself in the heat of his kiss. Then, suddenly, he released her and thrust her away from him. Dazed, she opened her eyes. He slowly came into focus. He was backing toward the door, pulling the folds of his mask down. His eyes seared her very soul. “This isn’t goodbye,” he promised.

And, once again, he was gone.
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Chapter Six
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Savannah crossed to the service side of the bar and snatched the new ticket off the printer. “Coming right up,” she said to Esme when the waitress slammed her tray on the counter. Esme’s features were delicate and pretty, even when she scowled.

Savannah quickly poured the light beer and set it on Esme’s tray. “Hey, you okay tonight?” she asked softly.

Esme’s big blue eyes filled with tears. She rubbed her hand over her freshly shaved head. “I just want to work and forget about everything, but my customers keep asking me why I shaved my head. I don’t want to tell them its because chemo has made my little sister’s hair fall out in chunks.”

Savannah leaned closer and put her hand on Esme’s. “What you did was selfless and brave.”

Esme shook her head bitterly. “I’m not brave. It’s Eva who’s the brave one.” Tears streamed down Esme’s cheeks. 

“Your sister is fighting like hell. She’s going to beat it.”

Esme took a deep breath and swiped at her eyes. “I know she is,” she said, her voice regaining its strength. “I just don’t think I’m going to make it through the night, if I have to explain to one more person why I shaved my head.”

Savannah scowled. “Screw them. They shouldn’t be so nosy.”

Esme shrugged. “Well, they are.”

Savannah chewed her lip while she considered how to help Esme get through the night. “I’ve got it,” she said brightly. “If anyone asks about your hair, tell them that you’re leaving soon for a six-week sojourn in a Buddhist temple in Bhutan.”

Esme burst out laughing. “A six-week sojourn in a Buddhist temple in Bhutan? Can I really say that?”

Savannah lifted her shoulders. “Why not?” 

Esme reached across the bar and wrapped her arms around Savannah’s neck. “You’re brilliant. I’m doing it.”

Esme lifted her tray above her shoulder. “Bhutan, here I come.” She turned toward the dining room, but then stopped and glanced back. “Where the hell is Bhutan?”

Savannah laughed. “Near Tibet.”

“What’s near Tibet?” Brandi asked as she passed Esme. 

“Long story,” Savannah said before she read the new ticket. “Another drink special—girl, you’re on fire tonight.”

Brandi smiled. “This should be a good night. All my tabs have been over a hundred dollars. Hey, speaking of good nights, I’ll close for you tonight.”

Savannah glanced sidelong at Brandi while she poured tequila into a chilled pint glass. “Don’t you have plans with Mr. Darcy?”

Brandi shook her head. “No, William has a paper due in the morning.”

Savannah grabbed the grapefruit juice from the fridge and filled the glass just under halfway. “Thanks,” she said as she put the cap back on the juice. “But Joe said he didn’t want anyone closing but me while he was away. Anyway, this is it. Joe’s back tomorrow and I have the day off.”

“Lucky you,” Brandi said dryly. “You only opened and closed ten days in a row. That man sucks. Right now, he’s probably rubbing elbows with some duke while we’re here keeping his business running. I hope his plane crashes.” Brandi’s eyes widened. “No, I didn’t mean that. I don’t want everyone else to have to die, too.” 

Savannah smiled. “How about, instead of a plane crash, the Earl of freaking Sandwich calls his sorry ass out for a duel and runs him through.”

Brandi smiled. “Yes! Or maybe a peasant uprising. Decapitation should take his ego down a few notches.”

Laughing, Savannah poured the mix into an oversized martini glass, then added a squirt of soda before setting it on the service counter.

“Thanks,” Brandi said as she garnished the glass with a slice of blood orange. “By the way, Savvy, you look really good. You’ve had this glow about you the past couple days. If I didn’t know better, I would say you had a new man in your life.”

“Yeah,” Savannah said weakly. “Like I’ve had time for men.”  

“At least you’re staying out of trouble, especially after that last asshole you dated.”

Savannah hated lying to Brandi, but there was no way she could tell her about her thief-for-hire. “Yup, just doing my thing right now. Actually, I’ve sworn off men altogether, both naughty and nice.”

“Oh God,” Brandi grimaced. 

“What,” Savannah said defensively. “It’s not forever.”

“No, it’s not that,” Brandi said quickly. Then her voice dropped. “Don’t look now, but Skeevy Stevie just walked in.”

“No,” Savannah groaned. She looked up at the clock. “Only ten minutes until last call, too.”

“You don’t have to be nice to him,” Brandi whispered before hurrying away with her drink.

“Trust me, nice isn’t even an option.”

She looked at the newcomer from the corner of her eyes. As always, his thick hair was parted on the side and slicked down. Dotting his jaw was the shadow of a beard. He sat hunched over, his curved shoulders clad in a nearly sheer yellow button-down shirt. She shuddered as she glimpsed the white tank top underneath. Pushing his thick, brown frames up the bridge of his nose, he considered the cocktail menu.

“Hey, Savvy,” he said, smiling at her when she approached.

She froze. Her eyes narrowed on him. “Only Brandi can call me that.”

“Fine, Savannah,” he said like a petulant child.

She tensed her shoulders against the overwhelming urge to call Wally from the kitchen and have him thrown out, but creepiness did not warrant expulsion. She decided she would have to talk to Joe about expanding their no-serve policy to include creepy men, but then she realized that would blacklist the voyeuristic owner of The Cove, himself. “Hey Brandi,” she called after her friend. “Hold up.”

Brandi hastened back to the service bar. “What’s up?”

Savannah leaned close. “Listen, I think Joe might have a hidden camera in the office.”

“What?” Brandi gasped.

“I’m going to talk to him when he gets back, but obviously, no more changing in the office.”

“Such a scum bag!”

“I know!”

Brandi rolled her eyes, jerking her head toward the bar. “Speaking of scum bad, Steve’s tapping his fingers on the bar.”

“I’m gonna scream!”

“Take a deep breath, Savvy. Remember, it’s last call. The night’s almost over.”

Inhaling deeply, she turned to face her least favorite customer. “What will it be, Skeeve? I mean, Steve,” she said, not feeling in the least bad about her subtle jab. If he got to stare at her chest for the next twenty minutes, then she could at least release some of her pent-up aggression.

“Rum and soda, top-shelf, not that shit you gave me last time. I’m wise to you, Savannah. I know all your secrets.”

Her stomach twisted in disgust as she turned away and quickly made his drink.

“Seven dollars, and this is it. It’s last call.” Then she turned away and cupped her hands around her mouth. “Last call,” she shouted to the remaining customers.

After making the last few drinks, she motioned for Sam to join her behind the bar. “You can finish your side work after we’re closed, cover the bar for me. I’ve already done last call. All tabs are paid. I’m going to head up to the office early.”

She didn’t give Skeevy Stevie another glance as she headed through the dining room. They had stopped serving food an hour earlier, so the room was mostly empty. Out back, the servers were just finishing their side work.

She pushed open the kitchen door. “How was your night, Wally?”

Wally looked up from scrubbing the grill. “Glad it’s over.”

“That good, huh?” 

Then she noticed William behind the line. “Good luck getting your paper done.”

“I finished it during lunch.”

She smiled. “Big plans tonight, then?”

He blushed pink and lifted his shoulders. “Maybe,” he said, then dropped his gaze and continued washing the counter, a smile playing at his lips.

“He doesn’t kiss and tell,” she said to Wally. “Take note.” Then she called out to all the kitchen guys. “I challenge you all to be more like William. When you are with a woman, think W.W.W.D?—what would William do?”

She turned on her heel and was struck by a new acronym: W.W.B. B. D? What would Brandi Bush do?

Just then, her role model came bounding down the stairs. She was dressed in a pair of cutoffs, a tank top with a sweatshirt tied around her waist and flip flops.

“You look cute,” Savannah told her. “Where are you and William off to? He wouldn’t tell.”

Brandi smiled, happiness seeping from her every pour. “Really? He’s so sweet. That’s just like him. Well, he may not kiss and tell,” she began under her breath before she grabbed Savannah and pulled her into the corner. “But I’m going to. Savvy, he is amazing. We did it for the first time last night, and I cannot begin to tell you how incredible it was. Tender, romantic.” She groaned. “And so hot!”

Savannah stole a quick glance at William who was scraping the fat off the grill. She had a hard time believing that his tall, lanky form could incite such a reaction from Brandi.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Brandi said. “But what he lacks in muscle size, he makes up for in other ways.” A squeal came peeling from her lips. 

Savannah raised her brows in surprise. “Who knew?”

“Right?” Brandi beamed. She started to walk toward the line, but then she stopped and gave Savannah a playful look. “Oh, and did I tell you, he runs marathons. Marathons,” she said again with emphasis. Then Brandi darted forward, goosing Wally as she passed and wrapped her arms around William’s neck.

Savannah threw her hands up as she turned her back on the passionate new couple and headed up to the office. 

After the last server dropped off their cash, she waited, listening to their feet drum down the stairs. And then she heard the distant thud of the heavy backdoor shutting. She closed her eyes, and for a moment just listened to the silence. 

She was alone. 

Her heart started to race.

Would he come?

She held her breath waiting, wanting for him to be there so much. 
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Chapter Seven
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Savannah stared at the clock in the office. It was almost two-thirty in the morning. She’d finished her closing duties an hour ago, but still she lingered, waiting...for him.

Last night, he had said it wasn’t goodbye. If that was true, then where was he?

Then an idea occurred to her that made her heart race even faster, but not for a good reason. 

What if a job went wrong and he got caught? What if he was, at that moment, sitting in jail?

She groaned. Why the hell was she worrying about a guy who could have been busted for armed robbery. 

What was wrong with her?

She wasn’t a stupid girl. She was pretty smart, actually. She had a degree in English. She was well-read and reasonably well-traveled thanks to her college summers spent backpacking around Europe. She was a manager at a successful restaurant in an affluent town with a steady income and a savings account. She had even started investing her money. 

Hell, she had a 401k. 

She wasn’t an idiot. But still, all evidence at that moment said otherwise. She was alone, holding her breath, desperately wishing for an admitted criminal to break into her place of employment and kiss her through his freaking balaclava.

It was official. 

She was a bad, stupid girl.

She pressed her hands against the table and stood. Then, with determination imbuing her stance, she crossed the room, grabbed her purse, and left her office. Ignoring the little voice inside her that begged her to stay and wait so that she could feel his hands on her body again, she carried on, down the stairs and out the back door. When the sea air hit her face, she took a deep breath. 

She had done it. 

She had walked away from the bad boy.

Hopping into her Jeep, she headed out onto the main beach drive toward her cottage. She smiled, feeling that special sense of pride one only feels when they’ve triumphed over an addiction. Like when she quit smoking or that time she refused to go to Vegas with Brandi, knowing the short excursion would just end up draining her savings and adding more notches to her bedpost. 

Yes, she, Savannah Honey, had made the hard choice and won against her strongest enemy—herself.

When she arrived home, she unlocked the door and stepped into her small mudroom. Dropping her keys and bag on the slim antique side table she had refinished to shabby chic perfection, she headed into the galley kitchen and reached for the bottle of red on the counter. But then she stopped, and instead, grabbed the small kettle on her back burner and filled it with water. 

She was going to have an alcohol-free, caffeine-free, bad boy-free chamomile tea. And more than that, she was not going to stay up until dawn binge watching teen-vampire shows. She was going to sip her tea and go to bed, so that she had energy to enjoy her first day off in nearly two weeks.

If it hadn’t been three in the morning, she might have even called her nonna to tell her how awesome her granddaughter was.

With her steaming mug clasped between both hands, she crossed into her living room and sat in her cozy chair by the window. Bypassing the women’s fashion magazine that was only going to make her feel like her healthy curves weren’t skinny enough, she took up her favorite book that she’d read a million times. Running her hand down the worn cover, she glanced at the many dog-eared pages visible in the binding, but then her smile vanished. 

She narrowed her gaze on the cover of Wuthering Heights, starring the ultimate bad boy—Heathcliff before she dropped it back on the table, deciding she needed a new favorite book. No longer was she going to be Catherine racing across the moors in the rain, her heart aching for her tortured love. What she needed was an Edgar Linton type—kind, tender, loving. She was going to take a page from Brandi and find herself a sweet guy in possession of hidden treasures. 

She finished her tea and put the cup in the sink before stepping into the bathroom. It was a good thing she wore her blond curls in a bob. Her water heater was small, and the pressure was rubbish. Still, she loved her near-the-beach cottage...although, one day, she hoped to be wealthy enough to buy actual beach-front property, a sail boat, and expensive linen drawstring pants and barely-there tank tops.

Smiling at her future self, she climbed into the shower and rinsed off the day. Inhaling her peach-scented shampoo, she bade goodbye to The Cove’s signature seafood fragrance. Scrubbed clean, she stepped out, dried off, and wrapped her towel around herself before crossing back through her narrow kitchen. Despite the warmth of the night, as she left her steamy bathroom, goosebumps dotted her arms. Shivering, she padded quickly across her living room floor, then up the stairs into her bedroom. 

Shuffling through her dresser, she sought her favorite, feather-soft t-shirt when, suddenly, a hand covered her mouth from behind.
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Chapter Eight
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Heart pounding, she clawed at the hand.

“Savannah, it’s me,” a soft voice breathed in her ear.

She froze. The hand dropped away from her mouth. She turned around. Her face was a breath away from a familiar black mask.

“It’s you,” she said, her heart pounding. “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to be with you in a place with fewer cameras.” He crossed the room to her door and took down her robe from the hook and handed it to her.

Her hands shook as she swept the soft, white cotton over her shoulders. She shimmed her hips, wiggling out of her towel before she cinched the tie around her waist. 

“I waited for you at the restaurant. I thought something happened to you.”

“I’m sorry I worried you.”

“When did you get here?”

“Sometime ago.”

“Why didn’t you come out when I first arrived?”

“I didn’t want to intrude upon your tea.”

She blew out a long breath. “Once again, you’re very considerate for a thief.”

What was she doing? She had been ready to get a good night’s rest. For pity’s sake, the man had broken into her house! She should be kicking him out, or better yet, calling the police. 

But that’s not what she did... 

“Take off your mask.” The words came out in a rush.

“Okay,” he started to reach for his mask, but her stomach flipped. 

“Stop,” she squeaked. Clearing her throat and composing herself, she continued, “I mean, I didn’t think you were actually going to go through with it.”

He made of show of scanning her room. “Why? Do you have cameras? Not that I would be opposed to a little video in the right context.” Again, she could hear the smile that his mask hid.

“Do you want me to keep it on?”

She swallowed hard. “No, it’s not that. It’s just...I’m nervous.”

He reached for the zipper of his vest and began to inch it down. “What if I do it slowly?”

She covered her face with her hands. “Oh God.” She took a deep breath. “Okay.” Peeking through the V’s of her splayed fingers, she watched him slowly lift his mask. First, his familiar chiseled jaw and full, nibble-worthy lips came into view. Then he whisked the dark fabric away. 

They locked eyes.

He was devilishly handsome. She drank in the sight of his mussed black curls and deep-set, amber eyes, framed by thick black brows. There was a passionate strength in his square jaw and the elegant lines of his face.

He looked at her expectantly, almost hesitantly. 

Not knowing what to say, she stared at him awkwardly.

Then he seemed to relax as he took a step toward her. His powerful, well-muscled body moved with easy grace. She opened her mouth to say something, anything, but it was, suddenly, so dry. She licked her lips, watching him come closer and closer. He stopped in front of her. She craned her neck back, never wishing to look away. His intense eyes held hers captive.

Then a slow smile spread his lips wide, revealing even, white teeth. “Hi,” he said.

She blushed and cleared her throat. “Hello.”

He reached out and gently grabbed her waist, pulling her toward him. 

“I can’t.” She thrust her hands against his hard chest, stopping him. “I have this new rule, and you’re against it.”

A smile tugged at his full lips. He shrugged. “Some rules were made to be broken.”

“Maybe, but not this one. You see, I’ve sworn off guys like you,” she confessed as what little resolve she had crumbled beneath the weight of his fiercely sexy gaze.

“What kind of guy am I?” he asked softly while his thumb grazed her bottom lip. 

She groaned. “The kind that breaks into your apartment and comes up behind you when you’re wearing nothing but a towel. You know...the bad kind.”

A wicked smile upturned his lips. “You mean, good guys don’t do that?”

She shook her head, her heart ready to beat right out of her chest. “No, they don’t.”

He pulled her closer. “Well, they should,” he said, fingering the ties of her robe. “Cause, they’re missing out.”

He leaned close and pressed a slow, soft kiss to the hollow of her throat. She closed her eyes, reveling in the sensual touch. Her knees trembled. Then his mouth moved over hers, claiming her lips. Standing on her tiptoes, she wrapped her arms around his neck, and returned his kiss with all the hunger that had been building within her, aching for release. His touch charged through her veins, burning a path straight to her pounding heart. 

His demanding lips continued to explore and devour her, which she returned with a passion all her own. Scooping her into his arms, he laid her down on her bed. He stretched over her, brushing a wayward curl from her brow. “You are infinitely beautiful,” he whispered.

His gaze bore into hers, his amber eyes alight like twin flames. She reached up, her heart filled with both elation and sorrow. “You’re gonna break my heart worst of all.”

He softly stroked her cheek. “I could take anything in this world I wanted, Savannah.” His lips brushed against hers as he spoke. “All I want is you.”

Done. Game over. 

She wrapped her arms around his neck and crushed him close, kissing him with all her passion, her need, her strength, her desperation, her flaws, and her perfections. In that moment, she knew exactly who she was and what she wanted. 

And what she wanted was Damien.  

Slowly, he broke their kiss, his teeth gently tugging her bottom lip until he pulled away all together and sat up. Then he reached out and stroked her cheek, his fingers traveling down to her neck and lower still. His hand curved around her breast where he lingered, slowly caressing and teasing her nipple through the fabric of her robe. A soft gasp fled her lips. She pressed into his touch. Then his hand skimmed down to her waist where he grasped one length of the tie securing her robe. 

Her breath caught as she watched him pull it, slowly releasing the knot. Then, his gaze locked with hers, his amber eyes burning through her as he folded back the sides of her robe, exposing her freshly scrubbed body. Cool air caressed her skin, making her nipples hard. A slow smile curved his lips before his gaze left hers to take in the sight of her. 

“So beautiful,” he said softly, reverently. 

She arched her back into his touch as he cupped her breasts. Then he mouth closed over her nipple drawing on the hard peak, tasting, teasing. Her body burned for him while his hands raked her the curve of her hip, exploring, his lips nibbling. Breathless, she gripped his shoulders. The ache within her grew, sweet, agonizing. She pulled at his shirt. 

“Let me see you,” she pleaded. “Let me feel you.”

He climbed off the bed and pulled his shirt over his head and slid his jeans off. She drank in the sight of his sleek strength. 

“So beautiful,” she whispered, echoing his reverence. 

His gaze intense, he stretched over her. She spread her legs, wanting, him, needing to feel him inside her. He pressed into her, his body filling hers. She cried out, wrapping her legs around his waist. He ignited a fire deep within her that quickly spread to her heart as she lost herself to his every thrust. She clung to him, her body desperate with desire, need, climbing, wanting, aching. She cried out as tremors coursed through her. His own cry of pleasure reached her ears. They soared, raw, passionate. And together, they found their release.
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Chapter Nine
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She woke up and felt the bed next to her. 

It was cold. 

Her smile vanished. She opened her eyes. Soft morning light slanted through the gap in her sheer ivory curtains. Sitting up, her heart felt compressed by the silence of her empty house. 

Falling back onto her pillow, she grabbed the one next to her and smooshed it over her face, but then she breathed in Damien’s scent. 

“Damn it!” She threw the pillow across the room.

Tears stung her eyes. “No!” She shook her head, refusing to shed even one. 

Sitting up, she threw the covers off and made herself stand, or else she probably wouldn’t get up for the next week. She’d hide under her soft duvet and cry him away. Standing, she crossed to her dresser and slipped on a pair of white cotton panties and a white tank top—at least she could dress the part of an innocent, instead of a pathetic rule-breaker. 

Looking in the mirror, she shook her head. 

She had double-crossed herself and let a man into her life who could have held up a sign that read ‘I will break your heart.’

“I’m changing my name,” she said out loud.

“I love your name. Why would you change it?”

She whirled around. 

Damien was standing in the doorway to her bedroom, holding a drink caddy with two to-go cups and a white paper bag.

In that moment, the emotion she’d been holding back pushed it’s way up her throat as a knot she couldn’t swallow down. Tears flooded her eyes. She whirled away from him and silenced the sob of surprise and disbelief by pressing her hand over her mouth.

In a breath, he was at her side. His hand gently rested at her waist. “Was coffee a bad idea?” he asked softly.

She turned and shook her head, swallowing hard. “Coffee was a brilliant idea.”

He held up the bag. “And éclairs.”

She smiled, nodding her approval. 

“I noticed you have a balcony,” he said, pointing to the sliding door.

“A balcony, yes,” she said, her heart and mind still trying to catch up to the fact that he hadn’t discarded her. “A view, definitely not.”

He cupped her cheek. “I have all the scenery I need, right here.”

She blushed and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Let me grab my robe.”

After she wrapped her cotton robe around her waist and slipped on her flip flops, she followed him out the door onto the balcony.

He chuckled. “You weren’t kidding about the view.”

Below them was the back parking lot to a set of condos on the right and a small Chinese takeout on the left. Beyond that, there were rows of cottages and small streets until, in the distance, the strip of sand and ocean could at last be seen.

“The restaurant’s dumpsters are never going to be the subject of a great still life, but their egg rolls are really good.”

He inhaled deeply. “Smells good.” He shifted his gaze back to her. “How long do I have you for?”

Her stomach flipped. Forever. She cleared her throat. “What do you mean?”

He pulled her chair closer to him. “I mean, what time do you have to go into work?”

“I have the day off.”

He gave her a skeptical look. “You get those?”

“Well, my boss got home last night.”

“Ah, yes, Joe Wilder returned on Virgin flight 528 last night from England.”

“How do you know all that?”

“I do my research before I rob someone.”

She closed her eyes against the pummeling of reality that struck straight through her heart. The gorgeous, funny, coffee-bringing, hottest sex-ever guy sitting next to her was still a criminal. 

“Talking about my work makes you uncomfortable,” he said, his face unreadable.

“Well...you are a thief.”

He lifted his shoulders. “Technically, I’m not.”

She flashed him a quizzical look. “Come again?”

“The person who hires me is the thief. For me, it’s just a job. I don’t possess anything that isn’t mine.”

“But your...er...customers pay you.”

He nodded. “They do.”

“So then it’s kind of like you steal an item, then sell it to your client.”

He shrugged, a smile playing at his lips. “I never said there weren’t any holes in my logic.” He leaned closer and took her hand. “I can see I’m making you uncomfortable. Maybe we shouldn’t talk about work. Why don’t you tell me about your family?” 

She dropped her head.

“Was that a bad question?”

She took a deep breath. “I’ll give you the cliff notes, then let’s just move on. I’m an only child. My parents died in a car accident when I was eighteen, the summer after I graduated from high school. My mom’s mother is still alive.” She smiled. “My Nonna. I used to take care of her, but she’s in decline now and has around-the-clock nursing. But she’s it, my only family. She’s everything to me.” Before he could respond, she blurted. “So, what about your family?”

She was relieved that he took the hint. She didn’t want to talk about her family. It would only lead to crying and she had no wish to turn into a snotty mess.

He shrugged. “You know, your typical all-American family. I have a younger sister. She’s married and has two kids. My parents live in a small town in Indiana.”

“Do they know what you do?”

He smiled. “What do you think?”

“So how does a boy from a typical all-American family become a thief-for-hire.”

Again that sideways smile assaulted her senses. “It’s what I’m good at.”

“Come on,” she said, raising a skeptical brow. “You’ve got to give me something more concrete than that.”

His nostrils flared a little, and he gave her an assessing look. “Fair enough.” He cleared his throat. “After high school, I joined the army. In the midst of war, I quickly moved up the ranks and became a military intelligence soldier. I was honorably discharged two years ago.”

She canted her head to the side as she studied him. “So you started out good but...what happened?”

His eyes became hard; his whole body tensed. “When I was in the army I did things I know were good.” A shadow fell across his face. “I also did things I was told were good, but looking back on it...” He shook his head and expelled a long breath. His face softened. “There aren’t good guys and bad guys, Savannah.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean everyone has the capacity for good, for selfless nobility, for heroism.” He raised his shoulders. “But we can all be cruel and self-serving—there are no exceptions. We are all too human.”

“So then, you think there’s a little good and a little bad in everyone.”

“I know there is.”

She wanted to ask him why he gave up. Why he stopped striving for good, letting the bad win out. But she stopped herself. What right did she have? She could only imagine the horrors of war, when he had lived them. And clearly, he continued to live it through regret. Instead she asked, “So, do you just rob anyone?”

He shook his head, his expression lightening. “Let’s just say, I deal in high-end exchanges.”

“So rich people stealing stuff from other rich people.”

“Exactly.”

“What were you going to steal from my boss?”

A little smile played at his lips. “It’s better for you, if we just gloss right over that.” He cleared his throat and gestured toward the sliding door behind them. “Do you want to head back in. I think the exhaust is getting to me.”

She smiled. “Are you sure? If we hang out for a while longer, we might see a drug deal or someone take a leak.”

“Tempting—”

“Look,” she said, pointing to a truck that just came into view, pulling a sail boat towards the beach. In between cottages, she glimpsed the gleaming wood and shiny metal. “One day, I will have one of those.” 

“What would you call it?”

“Working Girl,” she said and smiled at him. 

“Working Girl,” he repeated as if tasting the name. “I like that.”

She looked with longing at the sail as it disappeared from view. “One day,” she murmured again.

He smiled at her. “That’s definitely going on my list.”

She looked at him curiously. “What list?”

“My list of things you love.”

She smiled. “I truly do. I grew up sailing.” Memories of her youth flooded her heart. “My parents used to take me every weekend in the summer. We had a boat mooring in Portsmouth.” She blushed. “I used to race, you know.”

He leaned in. “Did you win any?”

She smiled. “I’ve won my share of regattas.” Her smile faltered like it always did when she remembered those days. During her senior year of high school, she was offered a sailing scholarship...but then her parents died...

She shook her head to chase her thoughts away and stood up. “Now what would you like to do?”

He set his coffee on the balcony floor before he stood. Then he met her gaze, his amber eyes held a hungry glint. He grasped the bottom of the coffee cup she held. “Have you had enough?”

Her heart started racing as a slow smile curved one side of his mouth. “Yes,” she answered.

He took her cup and set it beside his, his burning gaze never leaving hers. “I haven’t,” he rasped. Then he scooped her into his arms. She squealed as he carried her back inside and gently eased her on the bed.

She looked up at him. “I can’t think of a better way to spend my first day off in nearly two weeks, then to make love to you all day.”

His sideways smiled curled her toes. “I am going to kiss every inch of you, again and again.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Make sure you let me have a turn, because I want to taste all you.” She pressed herself against his hard length. “All of you.”
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Chapter Ten
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“Hey, Savannah, check me out, girl!”

“Hold on...almost there.” Savannah finished pouring a shot of tequila before she glanced over at Roger, her usual partner in crime on Friday and Saturday nights. 

Roger grabbed the bottle of near empty coconut rum by the neck and snapped it out, away from his body. It did one rotation in the air before falling back into his hand, perfectly positioned to pour. 

She smiled. “You’ve been practicing. Well done.”

Roger flashed her his megawatt smile. “Nothing to it,” he said as he seized the top-shelf vodka.

“No,” she called out but was too late. Roger snapped the bottle. It didn’t fly. Instead, it thudded to the ground on the rubber floor-mat. 

“The trick doesn’t work on full bottles,” she reminded him.

He bent down and picked it off the floor. “This does,” he said, tossing the bottle high in the air, then spun around, his lean muscular body on exquisite display in his fitted Cove T-shirt. Without looking up, he caught the bottle and poured. 

“Nice,” she said.

He gave her his best bitch face. “That’s it? That’s all I get?”

“What more do you want from me?”

Roger smiled. “For now, your undying devotion, but in a little while the new guy I told you about is coming in. I need you to talk me up. Tell him how wonderful I am. Tell him this place couldn’t function without me.”

“Roger, you work two shifts,” Savannah said dryly.

“Two important shifts,” he shot back.

She had to concede on that point. “Yeah, but where were you this last week when I really needed you?”

Roger turned away, placing the cocktail on the bar in front of a striking woman with pale skin, shiny, long red hair and a black fitted top. Her gaze was fixed on the door. “Here you go,” Roger said, drawing the woman’s attention. Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes as she said thank you and took a sip before she once again shifted her gaze to the door.

“She’s being stood up,” Savannah said under her breath. Then in her normal voice she continued, “Just like you stood me up this week.”

He arched a brow at her. “I’m in school all week, remember?”

She stuck out a pouty lip. “I know, but I missed you. I had to deal with Skeevie Stevie all on my own.”

“That guy is still coming around?”

“Yeah and his vibe has not improved.”

“Well, I can make you one promise—this weekend will be an improvement over last week.” His breathtaking smile once more filled his face. “Roger’s here, baby.”

She took a deep breath, letting relief wash over her. No one kept a cool head like Roger, not even her. No matter how busy they were, he never got in the weeds. If she could have him on the fulltime staff list, she would, but he was a business major at the University of New Hampshire, doing an accelerated program on a full scholarship. He didn’t need the money he made at The Cove, but he liked to have fun—just not too much. So, he bartended on the weekend to keep himself out of trouble. Savannah couldn’t help but admire his self-control.

“Roger, you are such an unbelievable catch—you don’t need me to sell you to this guy. Those chocolate eyes, mocha skin, and panty-melting smile do the job all on their own—not to mention you’re brilliant and, of course, there’s your promising future as a bazillionaire. If this guy doesn’t fall on the ground and worship at your feet, then he’s an idiot, and you should ditch him on the spot.”

Roger flashed her another smile. “You’re too good to me.”

“Stop that,” she said, pretending to scowl. “My panties are melting already.”

“Hmmm...I’m strangely turned on and horrified all at the same time.”

“You’re not the first guy to say that to me,”  she said, laughing as she moved toward the register at the center of the bar. “Can you take over service for a while. The wait staff is doing great pushing the drink special, but if I have to make another freaking mojito, I’m going to lose it.”

“You got it, boss.”

“Yay, Roger!” Brandi beamed, jumping up on the service counter to give her new bartender a kiss on the lips. “Now our drinks will come out on time.” Then she called out to Savannah. “No offense, Savvy.”

“None taken,” Savannah shot back, flashing Brandi a smile. 

Esme appeared behind Brandi. “Hi Roger!”

Roger’s eyes widened. “Look at you, girl. I have more hair than you now. Are we paying homage to the musical stylings of Sinead O’Connor?”

Esme winked at Savannah. “Actually, I’m leaving soon to take a six week sojourn in a Buddhist temple in Bhutan.”

Roger threw his head back, laughing. “I’m gonna have to call your bullshit. Bhutan restricts tourism. No one is allowed to visit for six weeks.”

“Savannah!” Esme said accusingly.

Savannah just shook her head. “Don’t worry, only Roger and his off the charts IQ is going to know that...and geographers...and the occasional anthropologist, but what are the chances of an anthropologist coming here for a plate of fish and chips?”

Roger reached over the service bar and squeezed Esme tight. “I know why you shaved your head. I’m proud of you, and you’ve never looked lovelier.”

Tears flooded Esme’s eyes. “Thanks, Roger.”

“Less talking, more drink making,” Joe said, appearing at the bar, looking fiendishly handsome in a tailored jacket over a crisp white button-down. Brandi and Esme hastened away, holding drink-laden trays above their shoulders.

“Greetings, your majesty,” Roger said, bending in a mock bow. 

Joe smiled, his painfully gorgeous smile.

“He actually is royalty,” Roger said to the pretty red head sitting on the bar stool in front of him.

“Really?” she said, hope filling her gaze. She turned and smiled at Joe, patting the empty seat next to hers. “Tell me more.”

Joe smiled and offered the woman his arm. “It’s a beautiful night. Join me out on the balcony.”

Without hesitation, the woman slid her arm through Joe’s. “Keep up the good work,” he said, flashing Roger a smile.

“You’re welcome,” Roger called out. Then he turned to Savannah, “How can one man be so slick and such a freaking moron?” 

“That sums up Joe perfectly—well, if you also added womanizing asshole somewhere in your question. You didn’t do that woman any favors.”

“You’re wrong. Nothing sucks more than being stood up.”

“How about being tossed aside after three dates.”

Roger shrugged. “Joe could always surprise us. Maybe she’s his ‘Ms. Right’.”

“Yeah, Ms. Right out the door.”

Roger cupped his hands and shouted after their boss, his voice carrying over the din of the packed bar. “Hey Joe, I’ll be at your house later to steal your newest royal heirloom.”

Joe flashed Roger another smile before leading his newest conquest upstairs.

Savannah stiffened. “What are you talking about? What royal heirloom?”

Roger raised a brow at her. “Didn’t you see his Facebook post a couple weeks ago about his great uncle dying?”

Savannah shook her head. “You know I’m not a social media girl.”

“Joe posted a photo of himself standing next to a painting his uncle left him in his will. It’s hanging in his living room above the mantle.”

Savannah shrugged, trying to appear only partially interested. “Sounds like typical Joe. I bet he posts those workout selfies to show off his abs, too.”

Roger smiled. “I see nothing wrong with those, but you’re missing my point. I looked into it. The painting is worth a lot of money.”

“How much are we talking?”

“I don’t know, maybe a million dollars, and there it is for anyone to see.” Roger started waving his hands in the air and continued in an attention-seeking tone. “Hey, look at me and my priceless painting, and here is exactly where interested parties can find it, in case any thieves are looking for a good art heist.”

Her heart drummed in her ears. Now, she knew what Damien must have been planning to steal.

“I’ll take another,” a guy with a medium build in a navy Polo shirt said from the corner of the bar, drawing her attention. Happy for the distraction, she nearly sprinted toward him.

“You got it,” she said, whisking his empty away. 

He looked at her through trendy, horn-rimmed glasses. “Just another lager.”

She pulled a chilled pint glass from the cooler and poured his drink. “Here you go,” she said, placing it down in front of him. 

He smiled, revealing an adorable gap in his front teeth. “Keep the change.”

She turned to the register and cashed out the bill, putting the change in the tip jar. It was then she noticed, they were low on quarters. Lifting the drawer out, she reached toward the back to grab a new roll.

“Can I order a drink?” someone said behind her.

“Yeah, just give me a minute,” she called out impatiently, straining to reach the roll that was lodged in the back.

“Thanks, Savannah.”

She sucked in a sharp breath and whirled around, the quarters forgotten, along with every other thought in her head.

Piercing amber-brown eyes locked with hers. She swallowed hard. 

Dear God above, he was gorgeous. 

Damien’s dark hair fell carelessly across his brow. His strong chin was sprinkled with dark stubble. His lips were so full and soft and so very kissable. 

“What are you doing here—” she’d started to say, walking away from the register, but she’d forgotten the drawer was balancing on the edge. It fell to the ground with a clatter.

“Oh, crap,” she said, blushing.

“You, okay,” Roger asked, glancing over his shoulder at her, two finished mojitos in his hands. 

“Yes,” she said, bending over to pick up the coins that had fallen out. She stood straight and slid the drawer back in place, then shut the register. “I’m fine.”

Roger gave her a skeptical look. “Are you sure?”

“Yup. Totally fine. Better than fine,” she said, glancing at her thief. Then she turned away and took a deep breath to calm her racing heart, but when she caught her reflection in the mirror that lined the back of the bar, she grimaced.

“Damn it,” she whispered as she quickly smoothed her blond curls that had gone all frizzy. Grabbing a cocktail napkin, she blotted the moisture from her face. Then she seized her lip gloss near the register and dabbed a little on before turning around to face Damien.

“Hi,” she said awkwardly, not knowing what to do with her hands. “I didn’t... you know...” She tucked her hair behind her ear again. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“I thought I’d surprise you,” he said, his voice deep and silky.

She smiled tremulously. “It worked.”

Roger slid next to her and rested his chin in the palm of his hand, smiling at Damien. “Hi, gorgeous.”

Damien smiled and offered his hand to Roger. “I’m Damien. It’s nice to meet you.”

Roger shook his hand. “Good grip,” he said to Savannah. “I like that. Take your break, boss.”

Savannah raised her brow at him. “The rush is about to start.”

Roger’s gaze held hers. “You don’t think I can handle it?”

She smiled. “I know you can.”

Roger pointed to an unclaimed two-top in the corner. “Take this gorgeous man and go sit down. I’ll call you over if I need you. And when my guy comes in later, you can do me the same favor.”

Savannah lifted her shoulders and smiled at Damien. “I guess I’m taking a break.”

“Thank you,” Damien said, nodding his head to Roger.

Roger smiled, but then his smile vanished. He straightened to his impressive full height and flexed his well-muscled neck from side to side. “Be nice to her or I’ll fuck you up.” Savannah watched as Roger held Damien’s unreadable gaze. An instant later another smile appeared on Roger’s face. “I’m just joking, lover.” Then his smile gave way to a fierce scowl, furrowing his black brows. “No, I’m not.”

“That’s plenty, Roger!” Savannah hurried around the bar and took Damien’s hand, leading him toward the empty table. “Sorry about that.”

“Don’t be,” he replied. “I like knowing you have someone watching your back.”

“Roger’s always been my champion. The only villain he can’t save me from is myself.” A slight smile curved her lips. “Then again, Roger and I have the same taste in men. He needs saving as much as I do.”

Damien’s gaze shifted over her head. “I believe your friends are lining up to wipe the floor with me.”

“What do you mean?” Savannah turned to look behind her. Sure enough, Wally and Brandi were standing in the door of the bar, staring at them. Savannah motioned them over. “What are you guys doing?”

Wally narrowed his gaze on Damien. “We were just making sure everything was cool.”

“Damien, this is Wally, our head chef and Brandi, my best friend.”

Damien motioned to the table next to them. “Pull up a chair and join us.”

Savannah smiled but shook her head. “We’re filling up. Wally needs to get back to the line before all hell breaks loose.”

Wally leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. “You know where to find me if you need me.”

As Wally headed back to the kitchen, Brandi reached for a chair. “I don’t mind if I do.”

“What about your tables?” Savannah asked.

“All good,” came her quick reply. “So...I didn’t know you were dating anyone,” she said, giving Savannah a pointed look.  

“Sorry,” Savannah grimaced. “I’ve been meaning to tell you, but I’ve been a little busy.”

“I know,” Brandi began. “I mean you’ve barely left the restaurant for days. How did you two even meet?”  

Damien turned and smiled at Savannah. “Go ahead, honey, tell her how we met?” 

She raised a coy brow at him. “Gladly,” she said sweetly. Then she turned to Brandi. “I haven’t had any time to do laundry. So, a few mornings ago, I ran into Victoria’s Secret to pick up a new bra, and Damien came up to me and asked whether I thought he was too hippy for a thong.”

Damien threw his head back with laughter. He caught Brandi’s eye. “You look skeptical. Why? Do you think I can’t pull off a thong?”

“You’re both full of shit,” Brandi said, throwing a handful of peanuts at them. “If  you want to keep how you met to yourselves, that’s fine.” Once again, her gaze settled on Damien. “How about you tell me where you’re from?”

“Here and there. I’m former military so I’ve lived in a lot of places.”

Brandi raised her brow at him. “Because I’m grateful for your service, I’ll accept your answer, but don’t think I’m not aware of how vague you’re both being. Let’s try another...what do you do for work?” 

Damien took a sip of his drink before answering in his effortlessly smooth voice, “I’m in acquisitions.”

Brandi seemed to consider him. He held her unwavering gaze with gentle ease. At length, Brandi said, “So he’s vague but smart.” She ran her finger over Damien’s watch. “Well-to-do, and gorgeous.” She smiled her approval at Savannah and stood. “Don’t let Joe see him. He’ll get all jealous and turn into an asshole.”

After Brandi left to check on her tables, Savannah turned to Damien. “Acquisitions?”

He shrugged. “She seemed satisfied.”

“You can be very convincing.”

“Can I convince you to leave?”

She shook her head. “No, but I might be persuaded to meet up later. Where are you staying? I can head to yours after work.”

“I have a better idea. I’ll pick you up. There’s a place I discovered today. I want to take you there.” He leaned close. “When will you be home?” He kissed her, slowly, tenderly, before she could answer.

When he pulled away, looking at her expectantly, it took her a moment to remember his question. “Eleven,” she said breathlessly and closed her eyes as he once more leaned close, his lips claiming hers.
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Chapter Eleven
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Savannah hugged Damien’s waist as they wound through narrow roads on the back of a vintage Harley. Passing clusters of small beach cottages, they drove out onto Route 1A, a winding thoroughfare that hugged the curves of the coastline. The moon hovered low over the ocean. With her cheek resting against his back, she watched the frothy waves race toward shore and savored the feel of his warmth, his closeness, and the thrill of the ride. 

She was surprised when he slowed down and turned onto a gravel-walking trail lined with willow trees. They reached a gate with a No Trespassing sign, but Damien just steered around it. At the bottom of the trail, he parked and turned the bike off. A beautiful expanse of beach stretched out before them. The sand shone silvery in the moonlight, and the softly lapping waves were a deep midnight blue fringed with silver froth.  

She turned away from the magnificent view. “It’s beautiful, Damien, but this is a private beach.” 

“I don’t believe in private beaches.” His voice was velvety smooth.

Her gaze darted nervously up at the nearby multi-million dollar homes. “Your personal ideologies aside, it’s still private. They could see us and call the police.”

“Don’t worry. I checked it out. Those houses are empty.”

“How do you know that?”

“They’re owned by prominent families from New York. To them, these are rustic cottages they visit the last week of August. For the rest of the year, they’re forgotten, along with this beautiful strip of shoreline.”

“Yeah, but we’re still trespassing.”

“True, but only because they’re too greedy to open it up to residents. Consider this an exercise in civil disobedience.”

“Are you Gandhi now?”

“No, I’m just some guy who wanted to surprise his girl with a romantic walk on the beach. There’s no finer strip of coast in New Hampshire. Anyway, just because someone has money, it doesn’t give them permission to be an asshole.” He pressed his hand to his chest. “I have money. I’m not an asshole.”

“You’re a thief!”

He smiled. “All right, so I’m a partial asshole.”

“Are you rich?”

“Filthy.”

“Gross or truly disgusting.”

“Truly disgusting.”

“Can I see where you live?”

“No,” he answered without skipping a beat. “I don’t live anywhere, at least not permanently.”

Her shoulders tensed. “Where are you staying then?” 

“Here and there,” he answered.

Bad boy alert! 

Why wouldn’t he tell her which hotel he was staying at? Probably because he had a penthouse suite with a harem of gorgeous models at his disposal. 

“Why are you frowning?” he asked.

“Why are you being so secretive?”

His lips curved in a slight smile. He squeezed her hand. “Remember what I told you. No one knows where I live.”

“No one?” she asked skeptically.

He nodded.

She raised her brow at him. “Not even your string of other women?”

He took her hand and pulled her close. “There are no other women, Savannah.” He slowly lowered his head, gently pressing his lips to hers. The whisper-soft caress made her breath catch. Then he deepened his kiss, his tongue claiming hers with languid, rhythmic strokes that sparked a sweet ache deep within her. Her heart started to pound, and then a new sensation intruded upon her burgeoning desire. Something was vibrating against her leg. He pulled away and reached into his pocket. 

“Is that a pager?”

He nodded and looked at the little screen before putting it back in his pocket.

She tucked her hair behind her ear. “I didn’t know people still used those.”

He cupped her cheek. “I have to go.”

Her stomach dropped out. A sudden sense of foreboding made her chest tighten. “Is there any point in my asking where you’re going?”

“Only if you want to be an accomplice to a crime.”

Her eyes widened. 

“I’m joking. I just have to make a call.”

She pulled out her cell phone. “You can use mine, if you don’t have one.”

“Thank you, but I have a special phone I’d rather use.” He stood up and offered her his hand. 

She slid her hand into his. “And by special, you mean untraceable.” 

He shrugged and gave her a lazy smile that made her knees weak. “I’ll take you home.”

From her front door, she watched him get on his bike and drive away. When she lost sight of him, she grabbed her keys off her side table and rushed out the door.

“I’ve lost my mind,” she muttered as she got behind the wheel. It was a quiet night. She wished it was busier so that she could stay closer to him, but she trailed back, making sure she only glimpsed his bike when he turned through the side streets. Once they cleared the coast, passing into the business district, the roads stretched out, growing wide. 

After a half an hour, the affluence of the seacoast gave way to one of the old mill towns, once prosperous hubs of the working class, but no longer. The factories and workers had been abandoned for cheap labor overseas. The mills were either crumbling or had been turned into industrial-chic apartments for yuppies. 

Moonlight glimmered off a river, which came into view in the distance. It was then she saw him pull off the main road, down a narrow alleyway to what was once a thriving wharf.

She followed, keeping her distance. He stopped in front of one of the old brick buildings. Turning off his bike, he pushed it forward, then disappeared from view. Parking, she hurried after him on foot. Along the river-walk, she passed a mill that had been made into offices and apartments and then a few others that had suffered damage in a fire years ago. It was the last derelict building into which he’d disappeared. 

She pushed against the battered door and it opened. Beam and piping covered the ceiling. The surface of the brick walls were crumbling in areas. And then she spotted a loft in the back, most of which was covered in heavy, translucent plastic through which emanated the glow of a soft light.

Barely breathing, she tiptoed across the floor, picking her way over chards of glass and debris toward the loft. Slowly easing aside the heavy plastic, she found a ladder that was missing several rungs. With a deep breath, she climbed, carefully testing each rung before placing her full-weight on it. When she was high enough, she peered over the loft floor. There he was, in the back of a vast, stark room, sitting on a rolled-out pallet, his back against the wall, a small mug in hand while he spoke in a hushed tone on the phone.

When he ended his call. He set the phone down on a sleek, black case. A moment later, he turned his head and they locked eyes. “Aren’t you going to come in?”

She sucked in a sharp breath and almost lost her footing. In an instant, he appeared in front of her, reaching to help her finish her climb.

“You knew I was following you?”

He raised his brow at her before he began to dust the newly acquired dirt off her pants. “You have a few things to learn about moving unseen.”

She scanned their shabby surroundings. Beside his pallet was a stack of books, a small camping stove, and the small tin mug he’d been holding. “This is not what I was picturing.”

He held up a bottle of wine. “Would you like a glass,” he began, “or rather a cup?”

She nodded, while her gaze scanned the lonely space. 

As he topped up the one mug, he asked,  “What were you expecting?”

She dropped her gaze and blushed. “You don’t want to know.” His run-down loft was a far cry from the swank hotel room filled with gorgeous and willing women she had imagined. Canting her head, she ran her finger down the spines of the books and stopped when she reached Wuthering Heights. “My favorite,” she exclaimed, sliding it out of the stack. She thumbed through the worn pages. 

“Mine as well.” 

She glanced up at him skeptically. “Is it really, or did you just do your research on me, too?”

A smile upturned the corner of his lips as he leaned close and cupped her cheek with his strong hand. “If you ever looked at me once with what I know is in you...” he quoted Ms. Bronte in a husky voice. “I would be your slave.”

A shiver shot up her spine. Her mouth ran dry. His gaze bore into hers. She stared transfixed before she had to look away, or else she was going to pledge her undying devotion right then and there. 

Clearing her throat, she gestured to their dismal surrounding. “I don’t understand how you even found this place.” 

“Charlotte found it for me?”

She jerked around, locking eyes with him once more. “Who’s Charlotte?”

“My personal assistant,” he answered.

“But I thought you said no one knew who you were.”

“That’s true. Charlotte doesn’t know my name. I’ve never met her. She lives in L.A. She’s the liaison between me and my clients. When she has a job for me, she pages me, and I call her on a special line for the details. Then she uses satellite images to find me places to stay when I’m on a job, like this abandoned mill.”

“But what about your family? Your sister? How do they reach you when they need you?”

He looked at her thoughtfully for a moment. Then he handed her the mug and sat back. “I lied to you,” he said simply. “I’ve never had a family. I have no idea who my parents were. I was abandoned when I was baby.”

“You were...abandoned?”  

He nodded. “I grew up in foster care and children’s homes. When I turned eighteen, I joined the army.”

“Why did you lie to me?”

He lifted his shoulders. “I’m not very practiced at getting to know people. And, honestly, I didn’t want to dump my personal tragedy on you.”

She expelled a long breath. “I know what it’s like to not want to talk about your sad story, but you shouldn’t have lied to me.” 

“You’re right,” he answered without hesitation. “And I’m sorry. From now on, I will tell you anything you want to know, as long as it doesn’t put your safety in jeopardy.”

She had so many questions about his past, but, first, she wanted to fully understand his present, starting with the other woman in his life. “How did you meet Charlotte?” 

“As I’ve said, I’ve never actually met her, but I knew her by reputation. She is the daughter of a wealthy businessman who also happens to be a senator. Charlotte has connections and a rebellious heart. Working for me is her way of getting back at daddy.” 

She bit her cheek, taking it all in. Her gaze once again scanned the derelict loft. “So, is this how you always live?”

He scanned the barren space and lifted his shoulders. “I’ve never had a home. If it makes you feel any better, I don’t know what I’m missing.”

Her heart ached for him, but she also still felt wary. What sort of man was he—the kind with more good than bad or the other kind, the kind she was trying to avoid? But that’s not the question that fled her lips in a rush. “Do you do this often?”

“Do what?”

“You know, break into girls’ houses and sleep with them.”

He looked at her, his expression unreadable. “What do you think?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know what to think.”

“I enjoy women when I wish to, but no, I don’t make a habit of dating women. But that isn’t what you really want to know.”

“It’s not?”

He shook his head. “What you really want to know is whether you can trust me.”

She didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. 

He was right.

“I’m not going to hurt you, not intentionally anyway. But I’m also not the boy next door, nor will I ever be. My years in the army have left their mark on me. And let’s face it, my chosen profession makes me a danger to you. I’ll admit right up front that I’m not a catch.”

She looked around the space. “I’ve never wanted the boy next door,” she said honestly and took a sip of wine. Her eyes widened. “This is amazing.”

“It’s a Chateau Lafite Rothschild.” 

She took another sip before saying, “I’ll have to tell Joe about it so we can carry it at the restaurant.”

An easy smile curved his lips. “It’s a five-hundred-dollar bottle.”

Her eyes flashed wide. “Or maybe not.” Smiling, she took another sip and sat back against the wall. “So, you live in broken-down warehouses and drink five-hundred-dollar bottles of wine.”

“I usually only stay in one place for a night, maybe two.” He smiled. “But there’s just something about this place. I can’t seem to bring myself to leave.”

Knowing that he stayed for her, she blushed, but then a thought occurred to her. “Isn’t it risky? I mean, staying in one place?”

He gave a careless shrug as if safety was his last concern. “Don’t worry about me.”

“How can I not?”

“Did you see your grandmother this morning?” he asked.

She smiled at his obvious attempt to change the subject. “I did. I made her breakfast, scrambled eggs with Swiss cheese and ham, and toast with lots of butter. Every morning she eats breakfast in bed. It takes her a good two or three hours to finish.” Chuckling, she added, “After an hour passes, I always offer to reheat her food, but she says it’s perfect as it is.” 

“She seems happy.”

“I think she is. Her short term memory is all but gone. She won’t remember what happened two days ago, but if you ask about December 13th, 1945, she could tell you what she wore. I love her stories.” An ache filled her heart. “I miss her though. The way we used to be before she really started to decline. We would cook meals together, listen to old records, and I could tell her what was in my heart. Now, I keep my troubles to myself. I don’t want to worry her.” She suddenly felt self-conscious and dropped her gaze. “This must all seem pretty boring to you.”

He shook his head. “On the contrary, you’re giving me a window into a world I’ve never experienced.”

They locked eyes. It felt like electricity moving from his gaze into hers, slow and steady, and so very warm. She blushed, feeling awkward in the face of his effortless calm. Looking around, she said, “So no TV, huh?”

“No, but I do take in a movie every now and then.”

“Really? It’s hard for me to picture you doing something normal like that.”

He took a swig from the bottle before standing. Then he offered her his hand. “Speaking of normal, would you like to take a walk by the river?”

She let him help her to her feet. “I would love to.”

Following him to the edge of the loft, he climbed down first and spotted her descent. Then, together, they carefully made their way through the rubble. Once outside, they walked hand in hand along the wharf, talking about books and movies. He told her about his travels around the world. And when they made it back to his warehouse, she looked up at his gorgeous face and asked, “Why me? I’m this mess and you’re so cool and calm and smart.”

He raised his brow at her. “I’m twenty-seven. I’ve never had a real home. I rob people for a living, and our brief trip to the beach this evening was my first real date—and you think you’re the mess?”

“Was that our first date?”

“I suppose it doesn’t count since it was cut short, but I do believe a walk on the beach is one of the most sought after first dates, unless romantic comedies have misled me.”

She laughed, rising up on her toes and wrapping her arms around his neck. “I think a river walk counts.” She glanced at the run-down mill. “Are you going to ask me up to your place?”

He grimaced. “It’s being fumigated. Why don’t we go to yours?”

When they pulled up to her house, Brandi was sitting on her front step. Savannah got out of the car and rushed to her friend’s side. 

“What’s happened?”

Brandi’s cheeks were streaked with black trails of watery mascara. “William’s more like Mr. Darcy than we thought. But not in a good way,” she sobbed.

Savannah wrapped her arm around Brandi’s waist and walked her inside. “Start from the beginning.”
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Chapter Twelve
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Sitting together on the couch, Brandi explained to Savannah that she and William had been watching a movie earlier that evening when his mother had stopped by his apartment unannounced. 

“You should have seen how uncomfortable he was. He didn’t even ask her to come inside or introduce us. He basically just shoved her out the door. But before she left I heard her ask him if he had remembered to get his tuxedo dry-cleaned for the wedding this weekend...” Brandi covered her face with her hands and sobbed harder than ever.

Wrapping an arm around her friend’s waist, Savannah asked. “What’s so bad about that?” 

Taking her hands away from her face, Brandi straightened and wiped her nose on her sleeve. “He lied to me. He told me he was going to some kind of school conference thing.”

At that moment, Damien appeared in front of them and set two steaming cups of tea and a box of tissues on the table. Savannah mouthed the words ‘thank you’ to him as she handed Brandi a tissue.

“His family owns one of those big houses right on the coast, along with half a dozen other properties. They’re loaded. His oldest brother married old money from Delaware. And the wedding this weekend is for his other brother who’s marrying a freaking Vanderbilt. That’s right, a freaking Vanderbilt.” Her face crumpled. “He’s embarrassed of me, Savvy. Because I’m not some kind of Ivy league debutante.”

“Is that what he told you?”

She shook her head and wiped her sleeve across her nose. “He didn’t have to. I grew up in a freaking trailer park, Savvy. To people like them I’m trailer trash.”

Savannah gasped. “Did he say that?”

Brandi shook her head.

“Good! Because I was about to track him down and beat him senseless. Well, what did he say?”

Brandi sniffed. “Nothing. I didn’t give him a chance to say anything.”

“You mean you just left without talking to him about it?”

“He lied to me, Savvy! I mean, I thought I’d finally found a nice one, but it turns out he’s just like all the rest.”

“A wedding is a big deal, Brandi. It means meeting not just his family but extended family. You should have heard his side of the story. Anyway, William’s a good guy—you know he is, but you can’t expect perfection.” She turned then and met Damien’s gaze. “He’s all too human, just like the rest of us.”

Damien nodded his head encouragingly but remained supportively silent from where he sat across from her.

First sweeping her long dark braid off her shoulder, Brandi then dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “You’re probably right.” She lifted her shoulders. “I guess I just freaked. I’m not gonna lie. When I found out about his family’s money, I got a little insecure. I mean, what the hell is he doing with me?”

“He’s with you because you’re warm and smart and fun,” Savannah stated. “But what I don’t get is if his family is so rich, why is he working at The Cove in the first place?”

She lifted his shoulders. “He’s slumming it, I guess.”

“Don’t say that,” Savannah scolded. “You are worthy Brandi Bush. Now, take a few minutes and get yourself together, then call him.”

Brandi took a deep breath. “Okay. In a few minutes I’ll—” A knock sounded at the door cutting off her words. 

Savannah’s eyes flashed wide. “It’s after three in the morning. Who could that be?”

“My guess is it’s Mr. Darcy,” Damien said as he stood and headed into the kitchen. He returned a moment later with William following close behind. 

William’s stricken blue eyes lit up when he saw Brandi. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Are you all right?”

Brandi shook her head, tears again flooding her eyes.

William’s eyes darted to Savannah and then to Damien. Clearly, he was feeling the pressure of the spotlight. With his arms hanging helpless at his sides, he shifted his gaze back to Brandi and bravely pushed on. “Why did you just leave like that?”

“You lied to me, and...” Brandi took a deep breath before she continued. “And I thought you were embarrassed of me.”

William closed the distance between them, sat down on the couch, and took her hands in his. “I’m not embarrassed of you. I’m embarrassed of my family. They’re shallow and small-minded. Don’t get me wrong—I love them. They’re my family, but they can be pretty lame.” He reached out a tentative hand and tucked loose strands of Brandi’s shiny dark hair behind her ear. “I just didn’t want you to think I was like them, because I’m not. That’s why I’m trying to make my own way.” 

Brandi sniffed. “Really? You’re not just lying to smooth things over?”

William straightened his back and said in a firm voice, “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I could never be embarrassed of you.” 

A beautiful smile broke across Brandi’s tear-streaked face. “Do you mean it?”

William nodded sincerely. He pulled her close. “And if you don’t mind an evening spent listening to my sister-in-law complain about first-world problems and my mother picking apart every other woman’s dress choice and my dad talking down to the catering staff, then I would be honored if you would come to my brother’s wedding as my date.”

“I will,” Brandi squealed and threw her arms around William’s neck.

“I’m sorry, baby,” Savannah heard William say in a hushed voice. 

Damien appeared at her side and took her hand. “Shall we give them some time alone?”

She nodded and followed him upstairs to her room and collapsed on the bed. “I’m so relieved, relieved and exhausted.”

He stretched out alongside her. “Tonight was definitely not the perfect first date that I had planned, but it certainly proved eventful.”

She smiled and stroked her finger down the black stubble on his cheeks. “I’ve had lots of  perfect first dates with guys with very imperfect intentions. Tonight was unforgettable.”

He leaned close and pressed a gentle kiss to her lips. “You should sleep.”

She nodded. “I have to be up in a few hours to make Nonna breakfast. Will you stay?”

He whisked his shirt over his head, revealing his steely shoulders and the cut ridges of his stomach. 

She smiled, her gaze devouring the sleek contours of his beautiful body. “So, that’s a yes.”

He laughed. “Yes, I will stay.” He pulled back the covers and laid down while she stripped down to her bra and panties and climbed in beside him, resting her cheek on his strong chest. 

He pressed a kiss to her head. “Rest, Savannah Honey and dream peaceful dreams.”

With a smile curving her lips, Savannah drifted off to sleep.

Feeling as if she had only been asleep for a few minutes, Savannah sat up with a jerk and gripped her head with her hands.

“Are you okay?” She heard Damien say.

She opened her eyes and met his gaze. “Yeah, I’m fine. It was just a waitressing dream.”

He gave her a questioning look.

“Everyone in the industry has them, at least everyone I know. Basically, it’s like the worst shift imaginable where everything goes wrong. They suck because you wake up feeling like you never left work.” She noticed then that he was sitting on top of the blankets and there was a glass of water on the bedside table. She frowned. “Why are you awake?”

He shrugged a little. “I just couldn’t sleep.”

She gave him a skeptical look. “Your calm exterior says ‘there’s no problem, baby,’ but I can see it, right there in your eyes.”

He stroked his hand down her back. “What can you see?”

She lifted her shoulders, trying to match the right word to the feeling she glimpsed. “Pain,” she said simply.

He expelled a quick breath and scrubbed a hand over his face. “All right, Savannah Honey. You got me. I had a bad dream, too.”

Brows drawn, she took his hand. “What was it about?” 

He shook his head, a sad smile curving his lips. “You don’t want to hear about my dreams.”

She scooched closer. “I do. Please, tell me.”

A distant look came into his eyes. When he spoke he did so with his usual calm and a matter-of-fact tone. “I dreamt about the time I saw a whole city block go up in flames.”

The weight of his words broke her heart into a million pieces, but she did not try to think of what she could say or do to make him feel better. It could never be better. Just like no one could ever make her feel better about her parents being killed in a car crash. She rose up on her knees and pulled him close and hugged him with her whole heart. She felt him melt into her, his arms coming around her with a ferocity that stole her breath. It was all there in that moment—their humanness...raw and real, flawed and desperate, vulnerable and broken. But there was also something else—hope. 

They stayed like that until light penetrated the sheer curtains and her alarm went off.

He slowly pulled away, his gaze meeting hers. “Time to visit Nonna,” he said softly.

Brows drawn, she cupped his cheek. “I don’t need to go. I can call one of the nurses.”

He shook his head. “You go. Enjoy your time with her.”

She took a deep breath and shifted, stretching her legs out. “I have to work after but just a lunch shift.”

His mouth eased into a devastatingly gorgeous smile. “I’ll be here when you get back.”

She rose up on her knees. Her heart started to race at the prospect of coming home to Damien. “Do you promise?”

He grabbed her, pulling her into his arms. “I promise,” he said and kissed her in a way that erased any doubt from her mind. 
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Chapter Thirteen
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Savannah opened the door to her nonna’s condo and breathed deep, drinking in the familiar smell. Instantly, Savannah was transported back to happier days when she had always felt cared for and secure—to a time when her parents were still alive and her Nonna lived in a beautiful Victorian home on the North Shore. Vines had crawled up its teeming brick exterior, curling around turreted rooftops, convincing a young Savannah that her nonna lived in a castle. 

Glancing around, Savannah sighed—the same could not be said of her nonna’s simple, townhouse-style condo, although the inside was just as magical as ever. It was filled with books and replicas of famous statues and paintings. Regrettably, the scent of rich marinara and meatballs no longer radiated from the kitchen and never would again.

A pang struck her heart. Taking a deep breath, she called out, “Hi Nonna,” and set her bag on the catchall near the door before passing a large ornate mirror, which filled the entryway wall. It seemed out of place in the small, white-toast condo compared to its former place above the grand mantle of the Victorian fireplace.

She found her grandmother just where she had expected—sitting in her recliner, watching an old black and white movie.

“Hi, Nonna,” she said, pressing a kiss to her softly perfumed cheek. 

“You’re here,” the old woman exclaimed. She fumbled for the remote control and turned off the TV. “How’s my granddaughter? Anything to report?”

Smiling, Savannah shook her head. “Nothing new. How are you feeling?”

The old woman shrugged her shoulders. “Fit as a fiddle.”

Savannah’s eyes widened. “You just lied to me.”

Nonna arched her brow. “You lied to me first. I can tell you have something on your mind, Savannah. Your worries are there on your face, plain for anyone to see.” 

Savannah stood and sighed, collapsing onto the couch. “Fair enough. All right...I’ve met someone.”

Nonna sat straighter and beamed. “I should have known it was a man. So, what’s he like?”

“He’s really nice and smart.”

What was the harm in telling Nonna the truth—the whole truth? She would just forget about it in a few hours.

“And...well...he’s a thief, Nonna.”

Nonna clasped her hands together. “And he’s stolen your heart!”

Savannah cleared her throat. “Well, yeah, he has, but I mean, he really is a thief. He robs people for a living. Well...not exactly. He is hired by people to steal something they want. He doesn’t actually steal anything for himself.”

“Does he make a decent living?”

“Nonna!” Savannah exclaimed, shocked by her grandmother’s casual response to her confession. “I’m telling you that he’s a criminal.”

She shooed the air with her hand. “A thief? That’s nothing. When I was growing up in Brooklyn, my first boyfriend was in the olive oil business, if you know what I mean.”

“Nonna!” Savannah cried. “You dated someone connected to the mafia?”

She lifted her shoulders. “We were Italian in Brooklyn in the 1940s, what do you expect? Anyway, I adored Tony.” She shrugged. “I didn’t blame him for what he did. It was the only life he had ever known.”

“What happened?”

A dark shadow crossed her face. “The war happened. He died in Normandy.” Nonna’s eyes clouded over, and then she looked up, her face confused. “What were we talking about?”

Savannah squeezed her hand. “I was just about to tell you that the Italian boy-band you love so much is supposed to be on TV this morning. Shall I put it on?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, her face brightening. “Please do.”

Savannah turned on Nonna’s program, then went into the kitchen to make breakfast. While she cooked Nonna’s favorite oatmeal, she thought about her grandmother’s forgiving words. It was the only life he had ever known.

Savannah stirred in some cranberries and walnuts before removing the oatmeal from the heat. After pouring it into one of her nonna’s lovely china bowls, she sprinkled a generous spoonful of brown sugar over the steaming oats, then went out to the living room. “Here you go, Nonna,” she said, smiling.

“Oh, my, thank you!” Nonna beamed. Taking up her spoon, she looked up at Savannah and gave her a mischievous smile. “I see that glint in your eye, Savannah. What’s his name?”

Already Nonna had forgotten their conversation about Damien. Savannah pressed her lips together to hide her sadness. Then she leaned over and kissed her grandmother’s cheek. “There is no man, Nonna. I’m just so happy to see you, that’s all.”

“Oh, look!” Nonna exclaimed, peering around Savannah’s shoulder at the TV. 

A trio of handsome, suavely dressed teenage boys took center stage on PBS, belting O Sole Mio in deep, rich voices that belied their age. 

Savannah smiled. “Enjoy your program. I have to get to work. Ellen will be here soon.”

“Who?” 

“Ellen, she’s one of your nurses.”

A vague look entered her grandmother’s eyes. “I don’t know an Ellen.”

Savannah’s chest tightened against the all too familiar flood of sadness as she watched the mix of confusion and fear constrict her nonna’s features. Imbuing her own face with warmth, Savannah placed her hands on the arms of her grandmother’s chair and leaned close. “Nonna.”

Right away, her grandmother sat straighter and locked eyes with Savannah. 

“Everything is all right. You’re safe and loved. Do you understand?”

Nonna’s eyes crinkled as a smile slowly spread across her face. She reached out, her gnarled, yet still elegant hands, cupped Savannah’s cheek. “Of course, I do. I’ve got you.”

Savannah kissed her grandmother’s warm cheek and squeezed her tight, savoring her familiar scent. Then she straightened. “I will see you either tomorrow or Thursday. Okay?”

“All right, my dear.”

“I love you. You’re my woman.”

Nonna smiled. “You’re my gal.”
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Chapter Fourteen
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Work had flown by. Nothing could bring her down from Cloud Nine—even Skeevie Stevie who had ordered frozen mudslides all afternoon—because she knew that Damien was at home in her near-the-beach cottage, waiting for her. 

When she walked through the door, he surprised her with homemade carbonara, nearly as good as her grandmother’s and another bottle of velvety smooth wine. After their early supper, he swept her into his arms and gently eased her down on the bed. Caressing, tasting, and teasing his way across her body, he unleashed her raw passion.

Afterwards, she stretched her arms over her head and elongated her naked body, while the sea breeze from her open balcony doors and his strong hands continued to caress her skin. 

“We’ll have to put carbonara on the Special’s list for tomorrow night, so that I can relive tonight every time someone orders.” 

“Why the Special’s list?” he asked. “Why not the main menu?”

His question tore at her insides. She sat up, her duvet bunching at her waist. He ran his hand down her spine. “Because, just like our special’s menu, you have an expiration date?” Taking a deep breath, she asked, “So, when do you get eighty-sixed?”

“Excuse me.”

She turned and looked at his puzzled expression. “When food or a drink at a restaurant is sold out, the crew spreads the word that the item has been eighty-sixed. You know, ‘eighty-six the drink special, eighty-six swordfish, eighty-six the ridiculously hot and complicated thief-for-hire.’”

He put his hand on his chest. “So you’re asking when I’ll be sold out?”

She shrugged. “Or missing.” She turned away. “Listen, Damien. I’m a realistic girl—or at least I’m trying to be. You’ve already told me that you’re not about to buy a condo on the beach and get some kind of nine to five.”

He nodded. “Yes, that is highly unlikely.”

She lifted her shoulders. “So, when do you get eighty-sixed?”

“I don’t know. I’m in unknown territory here. Normally, I leave a place after I do the job.” 

She turned to face him. “Are you still going to steal his painting?”

His eyes widened slightly. “How did you know about the painting?” Then a knowing smile curved his lips. “You saw his Facebook post.”

“Social media,” she grimaced. “I never touch the stuff, but Roger mentioned Joe’s post of his newly inherited prize a few nights ago. Roger seemed to think it was wildly stupid of Joe to post a picture of it.”

“Your Roger is correct. Joe’s wildly stupid post is how I came to be hired for the job. Your boss really needs to rethink his privacy settings.”

“There is nothing discreet about Joe. He loves to crow about his wealth and lineage.” She laid back down on her side, resting her head on her hand. “But he has a lot of expensive art. What’s so special about this piece?”

“It’s by Johannes Vermeer, a Dutch painter.”

Savannah shook her head slightly. “I’m not familiar with his work, but Roger said that it could be worth a million dollars.”

“More like ten million.”

Her eyes widened. “Holy shit!” 

“Now you understand why I was sent here.”

But then she frowned. “Any lingering respect I may have carried for Joe as a pretty fair boss went spiraling down the drain when you pointed out his hidden camera in the office. Still, I’m glad you’re not going to finish the job.” 

His head canted to the side. “Why is that?”

She shrugged. “I was brought up to appreciate my roots. In his own egotistical way, so was Joe. I’m sure this painting has been in his family for generations, and—”

“No, it hasn’t,” Damien interjected. 

“Trust me, it has. Anyone who has spent more than five minutes in Joe’s company knows that he is a descendant of Baron Von Wilder.”

“That may be what he told you. It may even be what he believes, but that’s not the truth.”

She leaned closer. “What do you mean?”

“Joe’s ancestor, Pieter Weber, wasn’t the baron; he was the baron’s manservant.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “His servant?”

Damien nodded. “After the Archduke Ferdinand was assassinated, the real Baron Von Wilder instructed Pieter to conceal the Von Wilder’s most valuable family heirlooms, jewels, and money in a cave on the outskirts of the family’s property.”

“Why?”

“The baron knew war was coming. While his so-called faithful servant was safeguarding his wealth, the Baron was making arrangements for his family to emigrate to America, which at the time was easier said than done. Because of his political connections, the baron essentially had to smuggle his household out of Germany. On the night the baron had meant to flee the country, Pieter was nowhere to be found. So reluctant was the baron to leave without his trusted manservant, he delayed his plans, but in the end, he had to do what was best for his family. Together, his household secreted away under the cover of darkness, but when they arrived at the cave. It was empty.”

Savannah gasped. “Oh, no!”

“Oh, yes. Pieter had betrayed the baron. He stole it all—money, all the family’s belongings—and upon arrival in New York, he stole his master’s identity as well.”

“You can’t be serious!”

“The baron was left nearly destitute and trapped in Germany. He was later captured and died in prison; meanwhile, Pieter Weber, or rather Pieter Von Wilder, came to America and became Pieter Wilder. He then went on to marry an English woman named Alice who, prior to meeting Pieter, worked as a prostitute in New York—”

“Wait, wait, wait! Hold on a minute. Are you telling me that Joe isn’t royalty?”

“He is not,” Damien confirmed. “In fact...when you think about it, he is actually descended from a thief and a whore.”

“Oh my God! How did you find out about this?”

“There are resources at my disposal.” 

She jumped off the bed and grabbed her phone. “Wait until Brandi hears this!”

He reached out and gently took the phone away. “How are you going to say you came by this information?”

Her shoulders slumped. “Oh, you’re right.”

“And when the painting goes missing, how will it look if you just told someone where it originally came from?”

She faltered. “When it goes missing? But I thought you said you weren’t going to steal it anymore.”

“When a priceless piece of art suddenly turns up as someone’s Facebook status, interested parties take notice.”

“Parties as in plural? Your client isn’t the only one who’s interested?”

“I do not doubt that Joe has attracted both lawful and unlawful attention to himself.” 

“What do you mean lawful?”

“The FBI has an art crime team made up of a dozen or so agents. I fully expect one of the agents, hoping to catch a thief like me, is already here in Rye or will be soon. I’ve kept an eye out, but I’ve yet to confirm the presence of anyone other than myself. But it’s only a matter of time, and by that I mean hours or days, not weeks.”

“Holy crap!” She expelled a rush of air. “This is intense.” Then she sat up. “How much were you getting paid for the job?” 

“One point two million dollars.”

“Holy shit! Who is paying you that much for the painting?”

“I can’t tell you who hired me.”

“Why? Don’t you trust me?”

“It isn’t a matter of trust. It’s a matter of safety.”

At the mention of safety, her chest tightened. “You have to be careful,” she told him. 

“Joe is the one that needs to be careful. Other parties interested in acquiring that painting probably aren’t as nice as me.” He pulled her close. “I’m losing you right now, aren’t I. You’re thinking...what the hell am I doing with this guy.”

She shook her head, circling her arms around his neck. “You’re giving me way too much credit. I’m actually just worried about losing you.”

“Since, I am still in-stock, and you actually have the night off, what would you like to do this evening?”

Savannah smiled, happy for the subject change. “There is someone I would like you to meet.”

~ * ~
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SHE SQUEEZED DAMIEN’S hand. “Are you ready?”

He smiled softly. “I am.” But then his smile faltered. “You’re certain she won’t remember me?”

She nodded. “Not even a little.”

His brows drew together. “I’m sorry, Savannah. I can only imagine how difficult her memory loss has been for you.”

She lifted her shoulders. “In a way it’s a blessing. Before, my nonna could have been described in many great terms, kind, strong, discerning, intelligent, curious, imaginative, beautiful, generous, but never would anyone have called her sweet. Her dementia has softened her, making her rather agreeable, which isn’t a bad thing when you rely so heavily on others for your care. Her nurses love her. They all say they’ve never had such a sweet patient. I laugh because as dear and lovely as she is with the nurses, two years ago, if one of them had told her it was time for bed or that she had to do her exercises, she would have given them an arthritic but well-manicured middle finger.”

He chuckled. “So, what sort of reception am I to receive now?”

She smiled. “Nonna will love you, and she would have loved you before, too. Having listened to the accounts of her beaus from the past, you would have been just her type.” 

She led him inside. From the entryway hall, she could see the back of her Nonna’s favorite chair and her full head of white curls peaking out over the top.

“Hi, Nonna,” she called loudly as she entered the room. “It’s me, Savannah.”

She came around to the front of her chair and pressed a kissed to Nonna’s soft cheek. “You look beautiful. Amanda must have washed and set your hair.”

Nonna slowly lifted her hand and gently patted her curls. “She did, indeed. It took most of the afternoon. She just left a few minutes ago. Such a sweet girl.” But then her voice dropped to a whisper. “Although I find it hard to trust her.”

Savannah’s eyes widened. “Why? What happened?”

Nonna motioned for Savannah to lean closer. “There’s a story there,” she whispered.

“What do you mean?” Savannah whispered back.

“She’s too beautiful to be a nurse.”

Savannah straightened. “What the heck are you talking about, Nonna?”

“She is one of the prettiest girls I’ve ever seen.”

“True,” Savannah agreed. Amanda was, indeed, lovely. She was the kind of beautiful seldom glimpsed outside magazines. Her perfectly symmetrical features were delicate. She was slim and petite but had a huge rack. She had definitely won some kind of gene lottery. “But what do her looks have to do with trusting her. She is highly experienced and came with excellent references. She’s kind, smart, and capable. What more do you want?”

“Girls like that don’t need jobs. She could have her pick of wealthy men. In my day, the only reason a girl like that washed old ladies for a living was because she was hiding something.”

Savannah shook her head and smiled. “Nonna, it’s not 1942. These days, the most beautiful women have all manner of jobs, even washing adorable old ladies. Trust me when I say, Amanda is an excellent nurse.” 

Nonna patted her hand. “If you say so, my dear.” Her faded blue eyes crinkled at the edges and a heartfelt smile lit her face. “I’ve missed you,” she said. “Where have you been?” 

“I was here yesterday, Nonna.”

“Oh my stars, Really?” A shadow crossed her beautiful, creased face. “It feels like it’s been weeks.”

Savannah smiled and squeezed her nonna’s hand. “An army of ninjas couldn’t keep me away from you. You’re my woman.”

Nonna’s smile returned. “And you’re my gal.”

Savannah looked up and met Damien’s amused amber eyes. “Nonna, I brought someone to meet you.”

Damien came around to stand at Savannah’s side. 

“Nonna, this is Damien.” Then Savannah’s gaze shifted to his. “Damien, this is Isabella Soldani.”

Her grandmother beamed. “You can call me Nonna.” 

Damien clasped the old woman’s offered hand. 

Nonna tugged on him. “Come down here so I can see you properly.”

Damien leaned over, bringing his face closer to the old woman’s.

A smiled played at her lips as she scrutinized him. “You remind me of someone.” Her gnarled hand cupped his cheek. “It’s in your eyes.”

“Who?” Savannah asked.

“I can’t think of who,” Nonna said before waving her hand dismissively. “Let’s have some ice cream.” She held out her arms to Savannah. Having shrunk to below five feet and never having weighed more than a hundred pounds in her life, Savannah scooped Nonna in her arms, carried her over to her dining table, and placed her in one of the cushioned, high-backed chairs. Then she headed into the small galley kitchen and grabbed the gallon of pecan and caramel praline ice cream from the freezer and scooped out three servings. When she stepped back into the dining room, Nonna was scrutinizing Damien’s palm.

“Nonna has psychic abilities. She read palms during the depression to earn extra money,” Savannah explained, flashing Damien a thank you-for-humoring-my-grandmother smile. 

“What do you do for a living?” Nonna asked absently while she traced the lines on Damien’s palm.

He raised his brows in question to Savannah.

“Go ahead,” Savannah said, knowing that in the morning Nonna would forget ever meeting him. 

“I’m a thief-for-hire,” he said simply. 

“That explains why I see so much shadow.” She trailed her thumb across his palm, but then she gasped and slammed her other hand on the table. “Sister Maria’s favorite pupil! That’s who you remind me of. She showed me his picture once. You have the same eyes.”

“Sister Maria?” Savannah asked. “I don’t remember ever meeting her.”

“Well, if you hadn’t stopped going to church when you were twelve, you might have,” Nonna scolded before continuing, “She led the church choir on Sundays, but she was also a teacher at the children’s home in town.”

Damien cleared his throat, drawing both their gazes. But his eyes did not lock with Savannah’s. It was her nonna’s gaze that he held.

“It’s you, isn’t it?” Nonna asked softly.

He nodded.

“What?” Savannah exclaimed. 

“I lived in a children’s home not far from here,” he answered.

Nonna smiled. “Sister Maria spoke of you often. She adored you.” But then a soft gasp fled Nonna’s lips. “Oh my, I remember she told me that you had been abandoned at birth.” Her brow furrowed, creasing her forehead. “You were thrown away.”

“What?” Savannah gasped.

Damien’s face showed no emotion as he nodded. “I was discarded in a dumpster and saved by a homeless man who heard me crying.”

Tears stung Savannah’s eyes. “You...you said were abandoned, but I never thought...” her voice trailed off. She couldn’t say the words out loud. Her mind was racing and her heart breaking. She met Damien’s gaze. “You were thrown away.” Tears rushed down her cheeks.

He gently squeezed her hand to comfort her. “I told you I was abandoned as a child.”

“I know, but I had assumed you were left on a doorstep or something.”

“Tears cannot undo the past, Savannah,” Nonna told her as she continued to inspect his palm. “You grew into a strong man, educated, well-traveled.” Then her smile faltered. “You’ve risen out of shadow but you’re still afraid of the light.” Her voice trembled. “You’re broken, aren’t you?”

He reached across the table with his free hand and patted Nonna’s arm soothingly. “You can’t break what was never whole.” 

Savannah wanted to go to him, to pull him into her arms and hold him as if he were still that abandoned child, but he wasn’t that child anymore. His emotionless face told her that he didn’t need her comfort, nor did she want to upset Nonna by causing a scene. She choked back her tears before asking Damien, “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“He was waiting for you to remember,” Nonna said knowingly. Then she said to Damien. “Sister Maria told me the story about you and the little girl. That was Savannah, wasn’t it?” 

He nodded.

A glint of excitement shone in the old woman’s eyes. “He has something of yours,” she said to Savannah who turned and looked expectantly at Damien. 

He stood and reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a silver bracelet.

Savannah’s gaze darted from Damien to her nonna, and then to the bracelet. Confused, her brows drew together, and then suddenly, she was awash in a flood of memory. A soft gasp fled her lips. She remembered...the field trip to the children’s home, getting lost when she went to the bathroom, and then the sound of a child crying...“I remember you,” she whispered.

His lips curved in a slight smile. “I remember you, too. I remembered you the first moment I saw you standing on the bed, wielding that lamp like a sword.”

“Sister Maria thought the world of you,” Nonna interjected, drawing Damien’s gaze. 

He nodded. “She stayed in touch with me, even after I was placed in foster care. I doubt I would have finished high school had it not been for her encouragement.”

“Clearly, my granddaughter thinks the world of you, too.” Nonna gave him an assessing look. “You’ve not lived up to your potential.”

“I know,” he said simply. 

“It’s not too late.”

Damien squeezed the old woman’s hand. “I will be a better man. I promise you.” 

Nonna smiled approvingly.

Savannah witnessed their exchange, dumbstruck. She shook her head, at last finding her voice. “I...I can’t believe I didn’t see it.” She continued to shake her head in bewildered awe, and then she was struck by a new realization. “No wonder I couldn’t keep away from you. I’m not just some weak glutton for bad boys. Somehow, I knew...I knew we had met before.” She took the bracelet from his hand. “I remember now.”

“I never forgot.”

They locked eyes. For a moment, he was the little boy and she the little girl. She reached out, took his hand, and turned it so that his palm faced up. Then she placed her bracelet in the center and closed his fingers over it. “I gave this to you once. I’m giving it to you again.”

His gaze held hers. “Thank you,” he whispered. 

Savannah’s heart brimmed fuller with every passing moment. Then she stretched on her toes and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I can’t believe its you. I always wondered what happened to you.”

He flashed his devastating smile. “I never stopped wondering about you.”

“This calls for a celebration,” Nonna exclaimed. “Music, we need music.” She held up her gnarled hands. “What I would give to play the piano again, but my fingers refuse to cooperate these days.” Then she pointed over to where her piano stood, covered in family photos and stacks of sheet music and said to Damien, “I’m certain it’s out of tune, but would you humor an old woman?”

Savannah smiled. “Nonna, I don’t know if he plays.”

Damien laughed. “That’s because you’re not psychic.” Then he turned and dipped his head to her grandmother. “It would be an honor. Have you a particular piece in mind?” 

Nonna didn’t hesitate. “Moonlight Sonata.”

Breathless, Savannah’s gaze followed his tall, sleekly-muscled body as he crossed the room, folded back the piano lid and sat on the bench. His back straight and long fingers extended, he closed his eyes and began to play.

Slow, anguishing beauty poured forth from his fingertips. Savannah had heard the haunting melody a hundred times before, but that night it’s sadness struck her to her core. She watched him play, taking in his beautiful profile, his nimble, confident fingers. What a life he had known. She could not get the image of a baby being thrown into a dumpster out of her mind or the image of him as the little boy in the vast, cold dormitory. Her heart broke over and over again with each mournful note. 

After the final notes faded, Damien surprised Nonna with a lively Italian folk song. It was a magical evening, and for the first time in more than a year, Savannah wished that Nonna would remember every detail. 

When it was time to leave, Savannah carried her to bed and tucked her in and said what she always said. “Your overnight nurse, Janet, will be here soon. I love you, Nonna. You’re my woman.”

“You’re my gal,” came her grandmother’s practiced reply.

As she and Damien stepped out into the night, she wove her arm through his. “So really, we’re like old friends.”

He smiled. “We certainly are.” Then his expression grew serious. “After I took my mask off, I waited to see if you recognized me. When you didn’t, I just thought it might be best to make a fresh start.”

“You don’t need to worry. I’m not mad. I love that we have a history. It also makes me feel way less reckless, which is a massive relief.”

A grin played at his lips. “Because now you can say, you’re dating a guy you met in your youth, instead of the guy who tried to rob your boss.”

She laughed. “Exactly. History is important. Knowing where you come from helps show you where you want to go. Nonna always used to tell me that, and she’d sit me down and show me old photos and—” Just then she was struck by an idea. “Hey, speaking of history and robbing my boss, do you know what I’m thinking?”

“After everything your nonna bewitched from my past, I cannot even begin to guess.”

“I think we should steal the painting.”

His eyes flashed wide. “That was unexpected.”

“I’ve had to sell a lot of my nonna’s things to pay for her care, but the heirlooms that mean something to her, I would never consider selling. I would get another job first. I bet the true ancestors of Baron Von Wilder would be thrilled to have their missing painting returned.”

Damien shook his head. “They probably don’t even realize they’re missing it.”

“But we do. We can set things right.”

“So, you want me to steal the multi-million dollar painting from your boss’s house to give it back to the rightful owners.”

She nodded. “You must think I’m crazy.”

“No, I think you are good.” He cupped her cheek. “There is goodness in you that I’ve never experienced before, except maybe from Sister Maria.”

Savannah laughed out loud. “That’s the first time I’ve ever been compared to a nun.”

Damien smiled. “Laugh all you want, but it’s true. You don’t even realize how good you are, because you’re always punishing yourself. But you give of yourself so fully—to your work, to your friends. You love without agenda or expectation, and that is a beautiful and rare thing to witness, Savannah Honey.”

She blushed. “You give me far too much credit.” Then she shrugged. “It was a silly idea. And I’m sure impossible. Anyway, it would take time and planning and you’re probably not interested in sticking around long enough for that.”

He gave a cool shake of his head. “It won’t be me who’s eighty-sixed around here.”

“What does that mean?”

He stepped forward and clasped her body tight to his. “You’re eighty-sixed from the restaurant, from New Hampshire.”

“What are you talking about?” she asked skeptically, wrapping her arms around his neck.

“When I go, come with me.”

She froze and looked him hard in the eye. “Don’t say that if you don’t mean it. Don’t bullshit me. I’ve been hurt too—”

His kiss silenced her defense. She softened against him. Then, he pulled a breath away and looked down at her, his gaze unwavering. “I never, as you say, bullshit,” he promised. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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The next morning, Savannah woke up to the smell of hot coffee. She found Damien taking the eggs out of the refrigerator. 

“Good morning,” he said and pulled her close, kissing her tenderly. “You were supposed to stay in bed so I could surprise you.”

She smiled. “I’m like a vampire smelling fresh blood when anyone presses the brew button on a coffee pot. Nothing can keep me away.”

He chuckled and quickly grabbed a mug. “Let me pour you some before the frenzy for caffeine becomes too great to contain.” 

She laughed, accepting the cup. “Speaking of frenzy, do you know what I’m craving.”

“If you mention human blood again, I may become a little suspicious.”

“Fried dough,” she exclaimed. 

He gave her a curious look. “How did frenzy bring you to fried dough?”

She smiled. “Hampton Beach, of course. I’m only working the dinner shift tonight. We can walk around all the weird shops and do some people watching and eat fried dough.”

“I’ve heard about Hampton Beach but I’ve never actually been.”

She gave him a skeptical look. “Do you mean to tell me that you lived in southern New Hampshire, but you’ve never been to Hampton. How is that possible?”

“Can you picture nuns walking around a place that can be associated with the term frenzy?”

She smiled at the image. “Now that you mention it, I’ve never seen any nuns on the boardwalk. It’s definitely the less polished side of coastal living. You’ll love it,” she promised. 

After they dressed for the day, they left behind the mansions of Rye and ventured further south to Hampton Beach. Noisy, crowded, unconventional, and less affluent, the brief strip of coast was known for its seasonal storefronts, which unapologetically boasted outlandish goods from motorcycle club vests to tie-dyed bandanas to beach towels that could make you look like a mermaid or a cowboy. 

Although fine dining could be found, most people flocked to the strip for fried dough, cotton candy, and loaded sausage subs. But Savannah’s favorite storefront was one she had never actually entered before. Flanked by an arcade and a pizza place, was an old time photo and costume shop where clientele dress up in period clothing.

“I’ve always wanted to go in there,” Savannah said, pointing to the painted plywood store front with a sign that read Portraits in Time.

Damien stopped and looked at it for a moment. She could see his gaze quickly take everything in. She imagined he was casing it—making sure he noticed everyone nearby. At length, he offered her his arm. “Shall we?”

Her eyes widened with surprise. Whenever she had pointed out the shop to her other boyfriends, they had just laughed at her whimsy.

Nodding, she allowed him to lead her inside.

A man with thinning sandy blond hair, a blue t-shirt, and khaki shorts greeted them when they entered. 

“Welcome,” he said. “I’m Ted. Are you both ready to go back in time?”

Damien simply dipped his head to acknowledge the man as he started to scan the surrounding photos—couples, families, and other groups dressed in everything from cowboy chaps to Victorian gowns to medieval regalia.

“To which time period are we going to travel?” Damien asked her.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “There’s so many to choose from.” She looked at the wall of photos, then stopped in front of an image of two lovely young women who were clearly sisters. They wore fringed flapper dresses and sequined headbands adorned with decorative plumes. It made her think of The Great Gatsby. “This one,” she said, showing Damien.

He simply nodded. And motioned for Ted to join them. “We would like to do a photo from this period.”

Ted smiled. “My family has owned this booth for two generations. When I was a kid, this was my favorite time period, because the costumes made me look like my grandfather.”

“It must have been fun growing up here,” Savannah said. 

The man smiled. “It certainly was. Now, come with me, Miss. I will show you what dresses we have.”

Savannah twirled in front of the mirror. She wore a rose-gold shift-dress covered in layers of tassels, which shot straight out as she spun, revealing sheer burgundy thigh highs held in place with garters. Kitten heels and a feathered headband completed her outfit. She gave her chin-length blond curls a tousle. 

Then Damien walked back into the room, drawing her gaze. He wore a buttoned gray vest over a crisp white shirt and a striped tie. Black and white wing tips peaked out beneath straight-legged trousers. A grey fedora completed the look. When he tipped his hat to her, her stomach fluttered. His quiet, effortless confidence took her breath away. 

She smoothed her hand over his broad shoulder. “You’re the only man I’ve ever seen appear more dangerous in a suit.”

He chuckled softly, drawing her close. “You look like a felony waiting to happen. He slowly ran his hand up her inner thigh. “Just checking for a hidden flask.”

She smiled and angled her body, then drew her skirt high, showing him the outer part of her left thigh. “You just have to know where to look.”

“Are you ready to pose?” Ted said as he entered the room. He pulled down a background photo with a black Ford model A.

Damien laughed, the sound deep and rich.

“What’s so funny?” she asked.

“We’re Bonnie and Clyde. All we need are the guns.”

“You mean like these,” Ted called out, his voice muffled as he shuffled through the contents of a jam-packed closet. An instant later, he turned, holding two plastic old-fashioned gangster machine guns. 

Savannah wrinkled her nose at them. “Not so much.”

“Perhaps a glass of champagne as a prop for the lady and a pretend cigar for me,” Damien suggested. “You can be Daisy Buchanan and I’ll be Jay Gatsby.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Savannah beamed.

“Wait for it,” Ted said excitedly as he began pulling down a new backdrop. 

Savannah squealed when she took in the painting of a lavish room with black and white tiled floor, gilded mirrors, and an extravagant chandelier. 

“Welcome to Long Island,” Damien said to her, his amber eyes filled with warmth. He cupped her cheek. “Your joy is always so immediate. You wear your heart on your sleeve, Savannah. That takes courage.”

She rose up on her toes. “Call me Daisy,” she purred, pulling him in front of the backdrop. 

Ted dragged a faux leather arm chair into the frame. Damien sat down and reached for her. She perched on his lap and accepted the pretend glass of champagne from Ted. 

“Shall we smile?” Damien asked.

She shook her head. “We have to look bored and completely tortured all at the same time.”

A smile upturned the edges of his lips. “Bored but tortured. Got it. Ted, we’re ready when you are.”

When they were done, it felt strange, leaving the dimly lit world of make believe and stepping back out into the bright sunshine and onto the busy boardwalk. She glanced down again at their picture. Perched on his lap, she absently fingered the long strand of plastic beads that hung down to her waist. Her head was tilted back, showing the elegance of her long neck. To her pleasure, she really looked “too cool to care” but with a secret glint in her eyes. Then her gaze shifted to Damien. The sight of him made her heart pound. Unlike her, he looked exactly like he always did. Effortlessly confident and impossible to read. 

“This is an interesting place,” he said at her side, drawing her gaze away from their picture. 

She glanced around at the vendors selling fried foods and a trio of tattoo artists working right out on the boardwalk. “I have to be in the right mood, but I love coming—” She felt him stiffen at her side and stopped talking. 

Following his gaze, she spied a small black SUV slowly moving toward them on the crowded main drive. He clasped her hand and quickly led her toward an arcade.

“Friends of yours?”

“No, but I know who those men are.” 

He stopped just inside the entrance, then turned. From a distance, they watched the car park.

He looked at her pointedly. “It would appear that Joe’s post has started trending.”

“What do you mean?”

“I told you, my client wouldn’t be the only interested party.”

She strained to see through the distant tinted glass. “Well, maybe it’s just a coincidence. Maybe they’re here to enjoy the beach and attractions. People come up here in droves from the big cities.”

The car doors opened, and three men clad in tailored suits stepped onto the sandy sidewalk. They were broadly built with black sunglasses and grim expressions.

“Do you think they have speedos on under those suits or sand buckets in the trunk?” he asked quietly.

She backed away from the sight of the dangerous looking men. “I would rather not see what’s in their trunk. Who are they?”

“Thugs from a small operation out of New Jersey.”

“Do you really think they’re here for the painting?”

“No, they’re here for the millions of dollars they will be able to get for the painting.”

Her heart started to race. She yanked on his hand. “Come on. Don’t let them see you.”

“Savannah.”

She looked up. His gaze held hers with firm persuasion. “No one knows who I am, what I look like, my name. You don’t have to worry.” He took her hand and crossed the street. Her heart started to pound harder as they drew closer to the well-dressed criminals. Damien didn’t falter. He walked right by the men. They were so close that Savannah could smell their cologne.

When they reached the end of the block, Damien led her down the stone stairs onto the beach.

He squeezed her hand as he walked with her toward the waves. “I’m nothing, Savannah, less than a shadow or a fleeting wave cresting upon the shore.”

She wove her arm through his. “Maybe to the rest of the world—but to me you’re real.” Her gaze was suddenly drawn over his shoulder to a man walking the stretch of sandy beach, waving a metal detector back and forth. The man’s thin buttoned-down shirt and polyester pants were a dead giveaway. She shuddered as she took in the sight of Skeevy Stevie’s pants rolled up above his bony knees. His pasty white calves gleamed in the sun.

“Someone you know,” Damien asked following the direction of her gaze.

She grimaced. “He’s a new regular. It’s just weird to see him not clutching a whisky and soda in his fist.” She turned away. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to get distracted. The guy rubs me the wrong way. Anyway, I hate the idea of you being in danger.”

He shifted his gaze and stared out to sea. In a low voice, he said, “I’m not the one who’s in danger.” He turned to face her. “Your boss is. Listen, I’m going to have to make a play for the painting...tonight.”

She grabbed fistfuls of his shirt. “No, please don’t. I was all for you taking it yesterday but that was before the cementing crew showed up.”

“Listen, Savannah, if I steal the painting tonight, Joe will discover it’s missing and call the police. The story will go public tomorrow, and those guys will know they’re too late. Then they’ll head back to Jersey.”

She swallowed hard. Her head was spinning. “I think I need to sit down.”

He led her back to the boardwalk to a large monument of a woman carved from granite, her steadfast gaze watching the waves. The statue commemorated the men and women lost at sea during the second world war. She sat down on the bench and tilted her head back, inviting the cool rush of wind barreling off the waves. 

Damien sat beside her and took her hand in his. “Listen, I know you’re scared, but everything is going to be all right.”

“You promise?” she asked weakly.

He nodded. “I promise.” Then he stood up. “Let’s head back. I have to get ready for tonight.”

She took a deep breath and stood up. “Let me come with you. I can help.”

He started to shake his head.

“Please,” she said, trying to quell the tremor of nerves rattling her voice. “I have to work in a few hours. Let me just stay with you until then.”

Driving her Jeep, she followed him out to his loft in the derelict mill. There, she sat on the floor and watched his deliberate moves. The lightness in his countenance, to which she had grown accustomed, was gone. There was a deftness to each of his movements and a hard set to his jaw. Watching him open the sleek, black case, she fisted her hands to keep from gasping at the sight of his gun and an assortment of high-tech gadgets.

She shivered as the harsh reality of who Damien really was settled over her.

“What time does your shift start?” he asked stiffly. 

“A little over an hour from now.”

“Will Joe be there?”

She nodded. 

“When does he typically leave?”

“After the dinner rush, like nine or nine-thirty.”

He shook his head. “That’s too soon. Keep Joe at the restaurant. Can you do that?” he asked, turning hard amber eyes on her.

She swallowed, her heart pounding with fear, but she managed to nod and say, “I can do it.”

He stripped his T-shirt off. Her eyes scanned the shifting and taut ridges of his chest and abs as he pulled on a thin vest.

She reached out a tentative hand and touched the strange fabric. “Is this...” her words trailed off.

“Yeah, it’s Kevlar.”

Nodding, she took a deep breath.

Some women watched their men getting ready for work, knotting their ties, polishing their shoes, or pulling on heavy work boots. Meanwhile, her boyfriend was strapping on his bullet proof vest just in case...everything went wrong!

“Oh my God,” she muttered, her pulse racing.

He stopped loading gadgets into the slots of his black utility belt.

When he looked at her, his hard face softened. “Listen, Savannah. Why don’t you head to work. You don’t want to be late.” He cupped her cheeks with both hands. “I told you once that I never bullshit. Do you remember that?”

She nodded.

“I’ll be fine,” he promised. “I mean that.”

Biting her lip, she looked down, but he crooked his thumb beneath her chin, demanding her gaze. Confidence upturned the corner of his lips as he slowly lowered his mouth to hers. She swallowed the plea to forget the whole idea as she clung to him and kissed him with her whole heart.  

He gently broke away, ending their kiss. “Get going,” he said softly. 

She took a deep breath and backed up, unwilling to tear her gaze away from his beautiful face. Tears stung her eyes. She wanted to tell him to forget it all. They could just get in her Jeep and drive until the world fell away. 

But then an imaginary newspaper article flashed in her mind’s eye of what the future could hold...

Local Restaurateur, Joseph Wilder, Murdered

Joseph Wilder, owner of The Cove in Rye Beach, New Hampshire, was shot point-blank by Jersey mafia thugs...although one woman, Savannah Honey, might have been able to prevent it all...

She took another deep breath, steeled her shoulders, and began her descent down the rickety ladder. Resisting the urge to race back to his side, she climbed into her Jeep and drove away. Fear tore through her, tightening her chest, for she knew that if something...anything went wrong, she may never see Damien again.
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Chapter Sixteen
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Damien’s breath felt hot and damp against the inside of his balaclava as he moved silently through Joe’s house. His night-vision glasses painted everything in the luxury beach house green. Passing through the kitchen, he headed straight for the formal dining area where he knew Joe had hung his newest so-called heirloom. And there it was...centered on the wall above the mantle. Damien crossed to stand in front of the Dutch painter’s work. Typical Vermeer, the piece featured a lady writing a letter at her desk with her maid looking on. Even cast in green light, Damien admired the artist’s realistic figures and his use of shadow to create an atmosphere of mystery. Leaning the slim case he carried against the wall, he reached for the painting. 

“Who the fuck are you?”

Damien froze, feeling the barrel of a gun against his temple.

~ * ~
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“IT’S SLAMMING TONIGHT,” Roger said, crossing behind Savannah who was pouring a pint of stout. 

“Thanks again for coming in.” She set the pint down to settle before she topped off the thick brew. “I know you must have put aside a mountain of work to be here on a week day.”

“I detected a note of desperation in your voice when you called to ask me to come in.” Roger smiled. “I think you just missed me. Anyway, look at this,” he said, holding a fifty dollar bill between his two hands. “She told me to keep the change. So, whatever is going on that you don’t want to talk about, I think your luck is changing.”

Savannah forced a smile to her lips. “I love bartending with you—those big brown eyes and megawatt smile are going to earn me the down payment on a sailboat tonight.” She squeezed his hand. “Thanks for coming in. Just having you here makes me feel better.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about what’s bothering you?”

What would she tell him? My new boyfriend is robbing our boss tonight so that scary, murderous thugs don’t rob him instead. 

“I’m just having an off day. Really,” she said when he cocked a skeptical brow at her. “Take a hint, Roger and change the subject.”

His face softened. “So...speaking of sailboats, when is the next world cup race?”

She smiled. “The end of next month, but I’m counting the days.” Turning, she placed the full pint of stout on the bar in front of a guy with glossy curls and a muscle-hugging T-shirt. “Can I get you anything else?”

A deliberately slow smile lifted one side of his lips. “Yeah, I’ll take a tall glass of you.”

“Not on the menu, asshole,” she snapped, then whirled away.

“Less bitch, more charm,” Joe barked as he ducked beneath the bar. “What’s wrong with you tonight?”

“I was just asking her that,” Roger chimed in.

“Nothing,” she said too quickly. Unlike Roger, Joe didn’t try to gently coax the truth out into the open. He couldn’t care less about her troubles—even though, unbeknownst to him, he was at the heart of it all. 

“Good,” Joe said dismissively. “Then get it together and start making some drinks before the girls come back here and strangle you.”

She looked over at the far side of the bar where five servers waited, Brandi and Esme in the lead, both looking at her with unconcealed desperation. 

“Sorry!” She rushed to the service side of the bar and seized the line of paper orders from the computer that was so long it nearly hit the floor.

“I love you, Savvy, but you’re killing me,” Brandi groaned.

Savannah straightened her shoulders and got to work, forcing the reality of what was happening at her boss’s house out of her mind. 

“I’m going up front to help the hostesses,” Joe barked. “We still have a forty-minute wait.”

In a panic, she remembered the one thing Damien had asked her to do. She had to make sure Joe didn’t duck out early. “Hey, Joe,” she called after him. 

He stopped and turned.

“I have to talk to you. Don’t leave without seeing me first.”

“Great,” he said dryly. “I can’t wait.”

“Why do you have to meet with Joe?” Roger asked.

“Just restaurant stuff,” she answered, although she had no idea how she would distract her boss, and at that moment she was too busy to figure it out. She ripped the string of drink orders it half and shoved one portion at Roger. “Help me get caught up.”

“You got it, boss.”

When the wait was over, and their pace slowed down, Savannah glanced at the clock. It was nearly ten. She wondered what Damien was doing right then. She imagined him somehow climbing the side of Joe’s house and pulling his lean body over the balcony like he had done the first night they’d met—the first time Damien had attempted to rob Joe.

“Oh God,” she groaned.

“What’s up,” Roger asked from where he sat at the bar, eating his shift meal. “Do you need me to take over?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m good,” she said, grabbing a clean rag to wipe the unoccupied areas of the bar to keep busy.

“Hey, Savvy,” Joe suddenly called.

“It’s Savannah,” she snapped, meeting her boss’s gaze.

The smile that played at his lips told her he had intentionally tried to antagonize her. “I’m heading upstairs to eat if you still want to talk.”

She followed Joe to the upstairs bar where he claimed one of the back tables near the balcony. “What do you need?” he asked as he cut into a large piece of steamed Salmon. 

Savannah eyed some customers coming back into the restaurant through the balcony sliding doors while she tried to think of what to say. But at that moment, her head was spinning. She felt like a deer in headlights. 

“So, what’s up?” he asked before shoveling another bite of fish into his mouth.

Her heart pounded in her ears. She needed to calm down so that she could think straight. “I have a few important things to discuss with you. The...er...menu really needs to be updated. There are beers still listed that were eighty-sixed months ago.”

He raised a brow at her. “Is this the bullshit you made me hang around for? Come on, Savannah, you know we’re going to cover this at the manager’s meeting on Monday.”

“I...ah...” Her mouth ran dry. Her palms were sweating. How hard was it to come up with a serious topic of concern.” 

“I’m worried about business.”

Joe’s eyes widened. “Worried? Are you serious? We had a wait most of the night.”

She wasn’t thinking—she was panicking.

A moment later, Brandi appeared at her side. “Just wanted to say goodnight before I head out.” Then she reached down and gave Savannah a hug. “Give him hell,” she whispered.

Give him hell? What was she talking about... 

And then she understood and squeezed Brandi with all her might. How could she have forgotten that she had a real bone to pick with Joe? 

After Brandi hastened away, Savannah looked Joe dead on. “I know about the camera in the office.”

He put his fork down and gave her an assessing look, but then he shrugged. “It’s my right to secure my business.”

“Not with hidden cameras. Brandi and I change in there all the time as I’m certain you know by now.”

He lifted his shoulders. “My job comes with some pretty great perks.”

She leaned forward. “You’re such an asshole,” she hissed.

A cocky smile curved his lips. “Don’t think about telling anyone, or else your own seedy truth will come out.”

She froze. “What are you talking about?”

He reached across the table and slowly trailed his fingers down her arm. “I saw the man in the mask. I didn’t know you were so kinky. Listen, if BDSM is your thing, then I’m your man. I’ll tie you up—” 

She jerked her arm away. “You really are a pig.”

Suddenly, sirens blasted. Joe turned away from her to look out the window. Colorful flashes of blue and red could be seen over the balcony. “What the fuck is going on?” he blurted, coming to his feet. Then he crossed to the balcony door and stepped outside. 

Savannah sat in her seat, frozen, her heart pounding while sirens blared.

Joe barreled back into the restaurant. “Every cop in Rye is pulling up to my fucking house. Fire engines, too.” He sped across the room and disappeared down the stairs.

Coming to her senses, she leapt to her feet and rushed after Joe, following him out the back door. 

When she glimpsed the scene at Joe’s house her heart sank. “Oh God!” 

Police cruisers filled Joe’s driveway and the surrounding yard. Officers in SWAT gear circled the perimeter. Despite the late hour, the spot lights aimed at the house were so bright, it looked like midday. 

Gun shots rang out from somewhere inside. “No,” she screamed. On tremulous legs, she stumbled after Joe as he raced through the sand. 

“Hold right there,” a cop said, blocking Joe before he could cross into his yard. She came to a stop behind him.

Joe pointed to his palace on posts. “That’s my house!”

The cop mumbled something into the dispatch radio on his vest. 

“Wait here.”

Savannah could barely draw breath.  “Please, no,” she whispered, her eyes glazed over with tears as she scanned the windows for a glimpse of Damien. There was no way he could have made it past so many officers. Was he still inside? Did they have him on his knees with guns aimed at his head? She looked at the many cruisers dotting the road and yard. Was he inside one of the cars in handcuffs? Could he see her?

She swallowed hard as the unthinkable question came to her mind. Was he still alive?

Joe turned to her. “Savannah, what the hell is going on?”

“I...I don’t know,” she stammered. 

Just then the lean silhouette of a man started walking toward them. The harsh light from the police car headlights behind him obscured his face. He moved in a familiar, effortless way.

Her heart lifted. “Damien,” she whispered and started forward but the officer next to her grabbed her arm. “Stay where you are, miss.” 

Heart pounding, she nodded and held her breath, watching the approaching figure. But then the police car backed up, shifting the light and the person’s lesser height and thicker waist came into view, and her mouth dropped open.

“Holy shit,” she blurted.

“Hi Savannah.” Skeevy Stevie stood in front of her, but he looked different. His hair was no longer plastered to one side. It was loose and softly curled. His thick, plastic frames were gone. An edgy, vintage pair of wire rims were in their stead. He was almost good looking and in no way skeevy.

Steve thrust his hand out toward Joe. “Detective Edward Hastings. I’m in charge here. You’ll need to come with me.” Then the former Skeevy Stevie turned to her.  “Savannah, you need to head back to the restaurant.”

She shook her head, desperate. “No, I can’t.”

Joe turned to her. “I appreciate you coming out here with me, but I need you back there. You have to close up.”

Her stomach twisted. Her eyes darted everywhere, hoping for just one glimpse of Damien.

“Savannah,” Edward said, coming forward. He looked at her pointedly. “You don’t want any part of what’s going on here.” He gently put his arm around her shoulder and led her toward the parking lot separating Joe’s restaurant from his house. “A good girl like you doesn’t want to get mixed up in nasty business like this. Trust me.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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Savannah stumbled back to the restaurant, the pathway blurred through her tears. Her heart sat heavy in her chest, weighting her down. 

“Savvy,” she heard Brandi call. She looked up and spotted her friend up on the balcony with what appeared to be most of The Cove’s staff packed like sardines into the small space.

Savannah pushed forward despite how her heart screamed that it was all too much for her to bear. She wanted to collapse.

“Savannah!” 

She looked now at Heather who stood in the doorway waving her over. “I need you to void something off someone’s check.”

“Ask Brandi,” she muttered as she passed through the door.

Heather shook her head. “Joe took away her access code tonight when he caught her deleting a round of drinks for her friends.”

Numb, Savannah followed Heather to one of the computers. She reached out her hand. In that moment, it felt as if someone else was moving her fingers. She tapped the screen, imputing her code. Her finger highlighted the drinks, then touched the void button. A comment box appeared. “Why am I deleting these?” she asked, her voice robotic to her own ears.

“Their meal came out way late because everyone but William left to go watch the action up at Joe’s. What’s going on anyway?”

Heather’s question sent her spiraling. “I don’t know,” she cried and fell to her knees. 

“Holy shit,” she heard Heather exclaim before her footfalls receded away.

Savannah felt paralyzed, bent over on her knees. And then a few moments later, she was flying. She looked up and met Roger’s warm, chocolate-brown eyes. 

“Girl, you need a vacation,” he said before pressing a kiss to her forehead and cradling her tighter in his arms. 

“Savvy,” Brandi said breathlessly, arriving at Roger’s side a moment later. “What’s going on. Heather said that you just flipped out!”

“Tact, Brandi,” Roger snapped. “You don’t tell someone in the midst of a mental crisis that they’re crazy. It’s simply bad form.”

“Right,” Brandi said. “Let’s get her up to the office.” 

To Savannah’s hazy senses, everyone’s words and movements seemed to drag in slow motion. She vaguely registered what was happening, but she felt as though she was somehow removed from it all, hovering above like a spectator of her own life. 

“Heather, start the closing duties, and give everyone at the bar last call,” she heard Brandi say.

Roger swept her through the kitchen, then up the stairs and carefully placed her down on one of the office chairs. Straightaway, Brandi squatted down in front of her and gently tucked Savannah’s hair behind her ear. “Talk to me, Savvy. What’s going on?”

A sob rushed to Savannah’s lips. Her hand flew to her lips to squelch the noise, forcing the emotion back down into her heart. She shook her head, unable to speak.

“Whatever is going on, I’m sure it’s not as bad as you think.”

Savannah locked eyes with Brandi. Slowly, her hand dropped to her lap. 

“What did you say?”

“It’s never as bad as anyone thinks. No matter what is going on.”

Maybe Brandi was right.

Maybe Damien hadn’t been caught. Right at that moment, he could be waiting for her at the mill. What if he was hurt? He couldn’t check into a hospital. He would need her help.

She sat straight. 

Anything could have happened, but she shouldn’t assume the worse and panic. “You’re right, Brandi.” Her gaze took in the worried expressions on her friends’ faces. There was no way they were going to let her rush off on her own to search for Damien if they thought she was still having a ‘mental crisis’.

“I’m sorry everyone,” she began, fighting to keep her voice calm. “I received some bad news just a little while ago, but I think Brandi could be right. I don’t think it’s as bad as I fear.”

Brandi squeezed her hand. “Is it Nonna?”

“No, Nonna is fine.” She wiped her wet cheeks. “And so am I. Come on. Let’s get the hell out of here.” She looked at Brandi. “Get me the servers cash-outs so I can finish the money.” Then she turned to Roger. “Go light a fire under everyone’s ass to get the closing done.”

“You got it, boss,” Roger said, following Brandi out the door. Then he stopped and leaned back into the office. “Hey, what was happening up at Joe’s anyway?”

Savannah forced away the fresh dread that entered her mind. She lifted her shoulders. “I’m not sure. The cop only let Joe through. There were some firefighters, so maybe it’s a gas leak or something.”

“Yeah, or maybe someone made a play for that painting the moron posted on Facebook,” Roger said. “He should really put it in a safe or give it to a museum or something.”

Tension bit into her shoulders. “I don’t think the word donate is in Joe’s vocabulary.”

Roger laughed. “You’re right about that. His idea of a good deed is dropping his change into the penny dish at a convenience store.” He flashed her a smile before he left. 

When Brandi arrived with the cash-outs, Savannah seized the pile and started checking the numbers. “Does anyone need cash?” 

Brandi shook her head. “Nope. They’re all gone. And Roger has taken on the role of wicked queen of the damned. He put the fear of God in everyone. The kitchen guys are just finishing the floors. They should be gone in the next ten minutes.” 

“Good,” Savannah said absently as she finished the final tally. Then she turned the computer off and stood up, grabbing her bag.

“Let’s go,” she said to Brandi.

“Hey, Savvy, why don’t you let William and me drive you home.”

Savannah shook her head. “No thanks, I’m good.”

Brandi gently grabbed her arm. “Savvy, you started sobbing on the restaurant floor. You’re not okay.”

“I totally lost it for a moment, but I’m just run down. And like I said, I had some bad news, but everything is going to be okay. I just need some time to think. You go ahead with William. I’m sure you had other plans in mind for tonight other than taking me home.”

Brandi smiled. “He does have a surprise for me.”

Savannah forced a smile to her lips. “I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

Brandi kissed her on the cheek. Then she shot down the stairs. 

Savannah remained at the top of the stairwell, her heart pounding, her stomach twisting, as she waited for the restaurant to empty out. After she heard the cooks leave, she rushed down the stairs and checked to make certain the front door was locked. Then she raced out back, set the alarm, slammed the back door, and sprinted toward her car. 

She pulled out of the backlot and headed down the main strip, but instead of turning left to wind through the maze of narrow beach streets to her cottage, she stayed straight. Waves swelled and lapped the shore on her right as she headed out of town. 

Fear tore through her, twisting her stomach into tight knots. Soon, she was surrounded by old mills. Her heart raced harder when she spotted Damien’s Harley and not the van. She pulled off to the side and parked. Then she raced to the door and threw it open. Her heart soared when she spied a soft light coming from the loft in the back. She quickly picked her way across the rubble strewn floor. 

“Damien,” she burst out when she reached the ladder. 

But it was Detective Hastings’s face that suddenly peered down at her. 

She cried out and stumbled back. 

He rushed down the ladder, coming to her side. “Savannah, are you okay?”

She shrugged off his help. “Where is he?”

His eyes filled with what seemed like genuine concern. “Listen, you can’t be here. My team is on the way. You have to get out of here.”

“Just tell me,” she cried. “Where is he?”

He shook his head. “I can’t do that. Listen, Savannah, I’ve been watching you for a while now, ever since I saw you sneak into your boss’s house. 

“You’ve been following me?”

He nodded. 

“But...but...how can you be a cop when you’ve always been such an asshole.”

He lifted his shoulders and grimaced apologetically. “I’m sorry for that, but one way to move under the radar is to make the people you need to get close to dislike you. You had no idea I was trailing you, because you couldn’t wait to take your eyes off me.” 

She grabbed his suit jacket. “None of this matters. Where is he?” 

“I’m not going to tell you.” He straightened, standing tall. “Why don’t you go home and read your books and forget all about this.”

She stood up. “Please, he’s not a bad guy. He’s not in this for the money.” She motioned to the loft. “You’ve seen how he lives.”

Edward took off his glasses and rubbed the palm of his hand across his brow. “Savannah,  I’m trying to keep you out of this.”

“But—”

“I know about your parents and Nonna. What will your grandmother do if you’re convicted of aiding and abetting a known thief and are sent to jail for the next 10 years? Walk away, or face the consequences.”

She swallowed hard. 

His face softened. “Listen, I’m not the asshole you think I am. I really don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“Too late for that,” she muttered. 

“Two minutes more and my team walks through that door. You have to go.”

She forced her feet to walk away. Stepping outside, she shivered despite the hot, muggy air pouring off the river. She looked at the wharf where she and Damien had walked together. The tears she had been fighting back, teemed to the surface and she opened her mouth and let her anguish pour out.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Savannah opened her door and walked into her cottage. Without bothering to turn a light on, she dragged her body over to the couch and collapsed.

She spent the night there, bunched in a tiny ball. In the morning, she still couldn’t move. Morning became afternoon. Her phone rang, forcing her eyes to open. It was Brandi. She let it ring. Hours passed by. Someone knocked on her door. She only moved to use the bathroom. But when evening approached, she got a call she couldn’t ignore.

“Hi Ellen,” she rasped.

“Savannah, honey, I’m so sorry, but I can’t go to Nonna’s tonight. I’m not feeling well, and I don’t want to risk getting her sick, not in her condition. Do you want me to call Janet, and see if she can fill in for me?”

Savannah shook her head before she remembered Ellen wouldn’t be able to see her answer. She had to force herself to speak. 

“No, this is her night off. She always watches her grandchildren. I...” Savannah took a deep breath. “I will go. You rest up and feel better.”

Her hand shook as she fit the key into Nonna’s front door. The evening nurse would have left for the night. She knew she would find Nonna sitting up in bed watching an old movie. She crossed to her four season room that had been turned into a first floor bedroom.

“Oh dear,” Nonna said when they locked eyes. “Someone has broken my gal’s heart. Come here, my darling.” Her nonna patted the side of her bed. 

Savannah released her breath. Her shoulders slumped, and she padded across the room and curled up next to her grandmother.

She couldn’t do what her heart craved, which was to release it all and spill her guts completely. She didn’t want to risk distressing Nonna, especially right before bed. She was fragile. But in that moment, Savannah closed her eyes and breathed in her Nonna’s familiar, comforting scent. Within that smell, she could find her parents and the days of youthful security when she was the one allowed to be vulnerable.

“What is his name?” Nonna asked while she rubbed Savannah’s back.

“Damien,” she whispered, choking her sob back.

“Well, what did this Damien do?”

“He stole my heart,” she cried.

“They’ll do that sometimes. Do you love him?”

She sat up and looked at her nonna.

“Ah,” the old woman said knowingly. “I can see that you do. Now, take it from this old lady. If you truly do love him, don’t give up. Never give up on true love.” Pain filled her eyes the instant before she dropped her gaze. “I did and I’ve always regretted it.”

Savannah sniffed and swiped at her wet cheeks. “Are you talking about Tony?”

A glint shone in Nonna’s faded blue eyes. “No, Tony was just a fling. There was someone else. Someone I loved so deeply.” She closed her eyes. “I can still see his face the moment before our first kiss, the smile playing at his lips, the way he smelled.”

“What happened?”

Nonna’s eyes opened. “My story doesn’t have a happy ending.” She patted Savannah’s hand. “Run upstairs to my room and bring me the blue velvet box from my unmentionables drawer.”

Savannah crossed to the stairwell and ascended to her grandmother’s old bedroom that was nearly empty but for a few cardboard boxes. She no longer had an unmentionables drawer. Her turn-of-the-century bedroom set had been sold along with most of her other possessions to afford her medical care. In a cardboard packing box, Savannah dug out her old jewelry box. Lifting the lid, she found the small blue velvet box and hurried back downstairs.

“You’ve never shown me this,” Savannah said, handing the box to Nonna. 

“Some places are too painful to visit, so we’ll have to make this a quick trip. This is from Thomas. If ever I had a soulmate, it was him. We adored each other, although his parents never supported our match. He was from old money out of Stockbridge; whereas, I was just the daughter of an immigrant bus driver. 

“When he was called away to war, he promised to write to me, but he never did. I thought he had met someone or had realized his parents were right. I never heard from him. Then a year after the war ended, I was reading a paper about a young man who had hung himself. It was him. Without thinking, I raced across town to his house and confronted his mother. She was sitting on her living room floor, heartbroken and gripping a stack of letters.” Nonna closed her eyes against the memory and took a deep breath before she continued. “Come to find out he had written to me and often, but he had sent my letters along with his family’s assuming they would get to me. But of course, I never received them. And when he came home, and discovered I was married, he was too heartbroken to go on.”

Savannah gasped. “Oh Nonna!”

Tears shone in her faded blue eyes. “Love is so powerful. There is no greater force. But it is also infinite and that is what Thomas couldn’t see. There was more love out there waiting for him. And there is love out there waiting for you. Don’t give up on love like Thomas and I did.” She pointed a gnarled finger at Savannah. “Unless he isn’t worth it. You’re not broken up over an idiota like some of the men you’ve dated?

“Nonna!”

“I’m too old to mince words.”

“Trust me, you’d like him.” Savannah wiped the tears from her eyes. “Did you and Nonno love each other?”

The old woman’s eyes crinkled at the edges when she smiled. “With all my heart...when he wasn’t driving me crazy.”

Savannah stood up and wiped her cheeks. “You’re right, Nonna. I won’t give up.”

Her grandmother smiled. “That’s my gal.”

Savannah tucked the blankets up around Nonna’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Goodnight, Nonna.”

“Goodnight, Savannah.”

“You’re my woman.”

“You’re my gal.”

Savannah stretched, feeling the warm morning sun on her face. She sat up, and breathed deeply. The screened walls invited the fresh smell from her grandmother’s perennial garden that bloomed brightly, even amid a wild tangle of weeds.

Straightaway, her mind filled with concern for Damien. She swung her legs off the daybed and stood. Tiptoeing past Nonna, she headed into the kitchen. Amanda should be there within an hour. She put the coffee on. Nonna was not a morning person. A trait Savannah had inherited. They would both prefer to stay up late and watch movies and sleep the morning away. But that morning Savannah couldn’t delay. Damien might be waiting for her at her house. She remembered her nonna’s words...Never give up on love.

“Nonna,” she called, leaving the kitchen and crossing the living room to her grandmother’s bedside. “It’s time to wake u—” Savannah drew a sharp breath. 

Nonna’s cheek was ice cold.

“Nonna!” Savannah pulled the blanket down and pressed her hand to her grandmother’s still chest. “No,” she cried and dropped to her knees. “Please, Nonna. Please don’t.”

She didn’t know how long she sat there, holding her nonna’s cold hand and praying for her to breathe, to live, but eventually, Amanda came in.

Savannah looked up and met the nurse’s gaze. Her face crumpled. “She’s gone.”

Amanda dropped to her knees and pulled her close. “Oh, Savannah, I’m so sorry.”

Her heart ached. “She died in the night. I was just out there, sleeping. If I had known, I would have lain with her. I would have held her.” A sob burst from her throat. “She wouldn’t have died alone.”

Amanda held her close. “She wasn’t alone. She had her gal close by.” 

“But I didn’t get to say goodbye,” she cried.

Amanda pressed a kiss to her forehead and rocked her gently. “This isn’t goodbye. She’s a part of you. You’ll never lose the sound of her voice or the smell of her soft perfume.” 

Savannah nodded through her tears. She knew Amanda spoke the truth, but, at that moment, it did nothing to soothe her heartache. Pulling gently free from Amanda’s embrace, she sat again beside her nonna and held her hand.

“I’ll call the hospital,” Amanda said before she left the room.

Savannah couldn’t speak. She forced her head to nod while she continued to look at her grandmother’s beautiful, peaceful face. She leaned close and whispered. “I love you, Nonna. You’re my woman.”

In her heart, she heard her nonna say...you’re my gal.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Nineteen


[image: image]


One month later

Savannah took a deep breath as she stood outside the back entrance of The Cove. 

She knew she wasn’t ready to go back to work, but her grief wouldn’t pay her mortgage. With a deep breath, she pushed open the door.

“Savvy,” Brandi cried out, rushing toward her and throwing her arms around her. “You can’t imagine how much I’ve missed you.” Then she reached into her pocket and pulled out a small wrapped gift. “I hope this is the right thing to give you.”

Savannah smiled, feeling hollow inside. She pulled away the flowered paper, revealing a small frame with a picture of her and Nonna.

“It was taken three years ago at my college graduation party. Nonna got tipsy off the mimosas and told us her words to live by. Remember?”

Savannah smiled, and for once in a long time, the act was real. “I do remember. She told us to stay busy living because one day we wouldn’t be so busy.” She smiled at her friend. “Thanks, Brandi.”

Brandi hooked arms with her as they headed toward the bar. “Have you heard from Damien?”

Once again, Savannah’s heart sank. She shook her head, incapable of speaking her answer.

“Damn it. Sorry! I shouldn’t have brought him up.”

Savannah smiled weakly. “It’s okay. You didn’t know.”

“My girl’s back!”

Savannah turned toward the bar where Roger stood waving her over. “Get over here where you belong.”

When she circled around to where Roger stood, he opened his arms. Surrendering to his warmth, she fell against his solid strength. He wrapped his arms around her. She closed her eyes and expelled a long breath, resting her cheek against his chest. 

“You’re gonna be all right, Savannah.”

She nodded. “If I can just stay right here forever, I will be.”

“That will put a damper on both our love lives.” He pulled away a little and crooked his thumb beneath her chin. His gaze shone with affectionate warmth. “I mean it. You’re gonna be fine. You’re Savannah freaking Honey.” He flashed his gorgeous smile at her. Then he crossed to the register and grabbed the TV remote from the tip jar.

“I know what will cheer you up,” he began, “today is the final leg of the Hempel Cup Series.”

Brandi came behind the bar and folded Savannah in a warm hug. “We’ve been playing it in your honor, despite demands to put the Red Sox on.”

Savannah smiled. “I love you guys.”

“Group hug,” Roger said, pulling them close.

“Don’t leave me out of the love,” Wally blurted, appearing at the bar.

“Wait,” Roger said, thrusting out his hand, stopping Wally in his tracks. “What are you wearing?”

“Just my whites,” Wally said defensively.

“Those aren’t whites anymore.”

Savannah took in the colorful smears blotting Wally’s kitchen uniform. He lifted his shoulder. “Today is barbecue sauce day.”

“You can keep the sauce to yourself.” Roger said before blowing Wally a kiss. “But I still love you.”

Wally pounded his chest with his fist, then pointed to Roger. “Right back atcha, man.” Then he turned to Savannah. “Welcome back, doll face.”

“Thanks, Wally.”

“We’re open,” Heather called from the hostess desk. Then her eyes brightened when she saw Savannah. “Yay! Welcome back!”

“Thanks,” Savannah said. She took a deep breath. 

An instant later, Esme appeared at the bar. Her feminine pink lips contrasted beautifully with her shaved head. “I heard you were here!”

“Hi darlin’,” Savannah said, smiling. “You’re hair has grown in a little,” she observed.

Esme’s face beamed. “My sister’s hair has, too.” Tears flooded her eyes. “She’s in remission, Savvy!”

A knot formed in Savannah’s throat. “Oh, Esme,” she said, her voice breaking. She pulled her friend into a fierce embrace. “That’s by far the best news I’ve heard in a long time.”

“Hey, Esme!”

Pulling apart, both Esme and Savannah turned to see Joe standing at the bar. He wore a soft expression on his face. “I’m really happy to hear about your sister. I really am.” The warmth fled his eyes. “But you’re killing me. Stop crying and making everyone else cry, and get back to work.”

“You have no soul,” Savannah shot at him.

Joe grinned. “You’re right. I have a business instead. Back to work...everyone!” He paused at the entrance to the dining room. “Welcome back.” 

She smiled and took a deep breath. She was glad she had decided to return to work. Surrounded by friends who loved her, she could lose herself to the rush of The Cove and shut out her grief. 

A short while later, the bar was slammed, and her brain was chock full of food and drink orders. The energy of the rush pulsed through the entire restaurant. That was all there was—customers, sweat, and tips. 

But it didn’t last. 

The lunch rush slowed down, and all the pain came flooding back. 

Nonna, Damien, and her desperate, shattered heart.

Savannah looked around at the laughing faces, and her ears started to ring. She tried to lick her lips, but her mouth was dry.

“Everyone, quiet down!” she heard Roger yell. She turned to look at him. His gaze was on her.

“Savannah, the race is almost over.”

She glanced up at the TV. Sails stretched taunt in the wind. Keels sliced through the surface of vibrant blue water. This was her favorite race. She usually took the day off and watched it with a margarita. 

“Take a seat,” Roger said, coming to stand beside her. “I’ll man the bar.”

“I’m good,” she said, turning away from the TV. She couldn’t feign interest or pleasure, even for her friends.

“Can I get you another round?” she asked a couple of girls who looked like they were up from Connecticut with their nautical themed Ralph Lauren dresses.

“I’ll take another blueberry ale,” answered the one with tiny anchors on her dress.

Savannah forced her mouth into a smile. “You got it.”

Despair pressed on her heart. Her hand moved as if of its own accord as she reach for the frosted pint glass in the cooler. 

“Working Girl is in the lead,” she heard one of the commentators say.

The glass slipped from her hand. She whirled around, her gaze now transfixed on the race. She listened to the commentators.

“A great team. They’ve done well from the start.”

“What an upset if they take the title from the reigning champs. The Bluefin has dominated this race for the past four years.”

“Working Girl is gaining speed...”

“Are you okay?” Roger asked, appearing at her side.

She brushed past him, moving to stand directly in front of the TV. Her heart hammered in her chest, drowning out the commentators. She turned to the bar. “Everyone shut up!”

“She takes this race very seriously,” she heard Roger apologetically explain to their patrons.

She held her breath, watching, waiting. 

“The owner of Working Girl is a newcomer to the scene.” 

Her heart swelled. A tremor of wonderment shot up her spine. She turned to the register and seized one of the order pads and scribbled out words she longed to shout from the rooftop. Instead, she folded the paper, turned, and threw her arms around Roger’s neck. Then she rushed to the end of the bar to where Brandi waited for her drinks.

“There’s my girl,” Brandi said when Savannah smiled at her. “You look like you’re feeling better.”

Savannah reached over the bar and pulled her into a tight hug. “I’m going to be fine, and so are you.” She pulled away. “I promise.” Then, she kissed Brandi’s cheek before she turned and grabbed her bag from the cabinet beneath the register. 

“I love you all,” she yelled.

Her eyes flooded with tears. She placed the folded note on the bar. Then she spun on her heel and raced from The Cove.
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Chapter Twenty
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Savannah pressed her face against the tiny window as her plane descended toward the bright strip of Florida coastline. Her heart raced at a relentless pace caused by both excitement and fear. 

What was she doing!

She had walked out on her job, her life, her friends—on the mere hunch that her MIA boyfriend had bought a sail boat, hired a crew, and entered the Hempel cup race all to alert her to his secret whereabouts. 

Was she crazy? Could it just be an amazing coincidence? 

But the boat was called Working Girl...it had to be him.

After the plane landed, she grabbed her hastily packed carryon from the overhead baggage storage and followed the line of passengers out the gate. The arrival area was lined with drivers holding signs for the strangers they were picking up. She read the names Phillip Kelley, Brett Williams, Anthony Glidan, Enrique Perez. She continued to scan the crowd, wishing to glimpse Savannah Honey scribbled on a piece of white paper, despite knowing it was impossible. Even if Damien had entered Working Girl in the race to send her a signal, he couldn’t have known what flight she would be on.

And then she stopped abruptly, causing a tall man behind her to nearly bowl her over. “Sorry,” she said, looking up. Pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose, he gave her an impatient smile before moving around her and hastening on his way. She took a deep breath and looked again at what had drawn her gaze. 

A driver with a black suit, a caramel complexion, and a brilliant white smile was holding a sign for Catherine Earnshaw. 

Her heart started to race harder. 

Either someone’s mother was a bigger fan of Wuthering Heights than even Savannah or...

She took a deep breath and barreled toward the man before she lost her nerve. “I’m Catherine Earnshaw.”

The man’s smile widened. “Excellent to meet you, Catherine. My name is Max. Shall we go?” he said, reaching for her carryon. “Do we need to stop at the luggage carousal?” 

She shook her head, handing off her bag. “That’s all I brought. Can I ask you something, Max?”

“Of course.”

“Who hired you?”

“An agency, Miss.”

She chewed her lip for a moment. “Have you been waiting long?”

“Not at all, Miss. Your flight was on-time.”

“Then you knew what flight I was on?”

He gave her a curious look. “Yes, Miss.”

She cleared her throat. “Of course. I was just making sure I’m in the right place.”

“If you’re Catherine Earnshaw, then I’m your Max.”

A quick, nervous laugh fled her throat. “I’ve never had a Max of my very own.”

Smiling, he said, “Follow me.” Then he turned on his heel and started forward.

Her feet moved one in front of the other while her heart pounded in her ears, muffling the din of the airport. 

She still couldn’t believe what she was doing.

What if none of this was real? What if it was just a giant delusion brought on by grief and heartache? What if the sail boat wasn’t a signal from Damien, and instead the owner simply appreciated 80s movies? And what if Catherine Earnshaw wasn’t Damien’s code for Savannah Honey, but a humorous joke from one bibliophile to another? That would mean her Max really belonged to someone else, who was now stranded at the airport.

Her mind raced as the airport streaked past in a blur. Keeping her eyes trained on Max’s broad back, she fought the urge to turn around and buy a ticket for the next flight to Boston.

After all, Nonna had told her never to give up on love. 

And so, she would stay her course, sailing on the waters of chance for even the hope of finding Damien at the finish line. 

Palm trees had replaced the pine trees she was accustomed to seeing outside the car window as Max steered the black Lincoln town car onto a coastal road. She rolled the window down when tall masts and billowing sails came into view. 

Her chest tightened. She held her breath. 

And then she saw it—Working Girl. It had to be Damien!

The car stopped. Without thinking and still without breathing, she flung the car door open, jumped out, and raced toward the boat. Her feet thundered up the metal gangplank and onto the deck. Her gaze darted everywhere, but he wasn’t there. Tears stung her eyes. Desperation gripped her heart. “Damien,” she called out, spinning in a circle. “Damien!”

A hand flattened over her mouth from behind. She thrashed against the arms holding her. 

“Savannah, it’s me.”

She froze. His hand fell away. She turned and met his amber gaze.

“Damien,” she cried.

His face broke into a smile, but he pressed a finger to her lips. “We’re alone for now, but stop yelling my name. The crew thinks my name is Henry.”

She threw her arms around his neck. “I don’t care what your name is. I only care that you’re here.” Her voice broke. “That you’re alive.”

“I’m here,” he crooned softly in her ear. “Everything is going to be all right.”

“Savannah!”

She jerked away from Damien, looking for who had called her name. 

And then she saw him—Skeevie Stevie, a.k.a. Detective Hastings was running toward them. Her heart sank.  

The FBI had followed her.
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“No,” she screamed and charged at the slender man with soft brown curls and wire-rimmed glasses. She barreled into him. He fell back, skidding down the ramp. Her heart hammering, she continued her assault, shoving him, trying to force him over the edge and into the water. Tears blurred her eyes. “Leave us alone!” 

“Stop, Savannah!”  

She twisted to see Damien’s face. “Run! He’s a cop!”

“Savannah, it’s okay—”

“No, you don’t understand. He must have followed me. He’s—”

“He’s a friend,” Damien said calmly.

She scurried back and let Damien help her to her feet. Brows drawn, her heart still racing, her gaze darted between Damien and the detective who was now climbing to his feet. Breathless, she gripped Damien’s shirt possessively and eyed her former customer warily. 

Damien crooked his thumb beneath her chin, gently forcing her to meet his gaze. “Edward and I served together. We go way back.”

Slowly, the tension eased from her shoulders, and she released a long breath. 

Wrapping his arm around her waist, he started to lead her back up the ramp. “Why don’t we all go sit down.”

A warm, salty breeze lifted her hair as she sat on the white cushioned bench built into the cockpit. Her gaze traveled the length of the towering mast. 

“Here you go, Savannah.”

She turned and met Edward’s gaze. He stood in front of her with a martini in his outstretched hand. A sideways smile upturned one side of his mouth. “I thought I’d bring you a drink for a change.”

Her hand shook as she reached for the glass. 

Brows drawn, he sat across from her. “Some of the crew just got back. Damien is getting rid of them. I just wanted to take this time to apologize to you. I know you’ve been through hell and that this is all really confusing, but let me just say that I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what?” she muttered uneasily.

“For being such an asshole to you when I was undercover and for not being able to tell you that Damien was okay. But mostly, I’m sorry about your grandmother.”

Tears stung her eyes, but she fought to hold back the rush of emotion. “Thank you,” she whispered. 

“Damien has been out of his mind with worry. It was all I could do to keep him hidden. He wanted to go to you, but it would have blown the deal we made and put you in serious danger.”

Confused, she shook her head. “What deal?”

A full smile curved Edward’s lips. “Damien’s a free man.”

“Free-ish,” Damien said, jumping down from the side deck.

“You’re not going to prison,” Edward said pointedly. 

“Yeah, but I’m shackled to you for the next ten years.”

Savannah couldn’t take it anymore. “What deal?” 

Damien sat down beside her and covered her hand with his. “That last day we spent together on the boardwalk, do you remember seeing Edward on the beach?”

She nodded. “He was still dressed like that slime ball Steve he was pretending to be.”

“That’s right. He was still undercover.” Damien paused and pressed a tender kiss to her lips before he continued. “I knew those guys from Jersey would make a move that night, so I reached out to Edward and struck a deal.”

Edward nodded. “It didn’t take us long to work out the details, but what we didn’t count on was a third interested party showing up.”

“What?” she exclaimed.

Damien nodded. “The McMaster brothers from Las Vegas.”  

“Vegas and Jersey don’t play well together,” Edward explained. 

“So what happened,” Savannah asked, her hand gripping Damien’s nervously.

“Jersey showed up just like we knew they would. But then all hell broke loose when the McMaster brothers belayed through the dining room windows. They opened fire on each other. Thankfully, Edward and his men were waiting.”

Eyes wide, Savannah said, “So that’s why we heard gun fire.”

Damien nodded.

“But why did you even go,” she asked. “Why didn’t you just let the FBI handle it.”

“Because I still wanted to steal the painting?”

Savannah gripped her head with her hands. “I’m so confused.”

A soft smile curved his lips. “That was part of the deal I struck with Edward. I took the painting. As far as Joe or the local police know, it was stolen by one of the gang members who got away.” 

Shaking her head in disbelief, she managed to ask, “What did you do with it?”

His smile widened. “We shipped it anonymously to the real Baron Von Wilder’s rightful heirs.”

Expelling a long breath, she slumped back in her seat. “I’m not sure I can handle much more, but...what else was included in this deal?”

“I gave Edward some pretty critical details on a number of his unsolved cases in exchange for a partial pardon.”

“Partial?”

“I have to work for him for the next decade.”

Edward smiled. “Now, Damien’s talents can be put to good use, and I can ensure he stays on the right side of the law.” 

She looked at Damien. “So, then your FBI now?”

He gave her his sideways grin. “Yes, I am.”

“Is that how you knew what flight I was on?”

He smiled. “I could have found out before, but now I can search flight records legally.”

“Legal is good.” She scanned Working Girl’s luxurious deck. “Speaking of legal, what about the money you...er...earned?”

“Most of its gone,” Damien answered simply.

She turned to Edward. “You confiscated it.”

Edward lifted his shoulders. “There was barely anything left to confiscate.”

She gave Damien a curious look. “What does that mean?”

“I just figured that if I’ve been happy enough living in hovels for the past few years, then I could make it in life not being a millionaire.”

Edward cleared his throat. “What Damien’s not telling you is that before the operation went down, he donated twenty-two million dollars to Doctors Without Borders in honor of the deceased Sister Maria of Saint Charles church back in New Hampshire.”

Savannah’s heart flooded. “Did you really?” She wrapped her arms around his neck. “She would be so proud.”

Damien shrugged, but a smile played at his lips. “Nonna reminded me of how much Sister Maria had believed in me and of how hard she worked to keep me out of trouble.” He lifted his shoulders. “I owe it to her, and to you, to give a normal life another shot.”

Savannah again glanced around the sail boat. “And you think this is a normal life?”

He laughed. “For now, it will have to do. I promised Edward I would stay out of the country until everything has blown over. So, we have no choice but to sail the world.”

Edward leaned forward, resting his arms on his knees. “We agreed on a full year. In the mean time, he will be working for me remotely.”

She took another deep breath to try to calm her racing thoughts. “Was there anything else included in the deal?”

Edward chuckled. “Yeah, you. But I told him he couldn’t reach out to you until the year was up. That’s why, with the money he had left, he bought this boat and hired the best sailing crew he could find. I told him he was crazy, that his plan would never work.” Smiling, Edward stood up. “I’m happy I was wrong.” He put his hands in his pockets. “I’m going to head out.” He winked at Savannah. “Maybe I’ll go find a hardworking bartender who won’t mind making me a frozen mudslide or two.”

She smiled. “Be kind...drink beer. Beer is easy.”

Edward laughed. “You got it, Savvy.”

“It’s Savannah,” she said, feigning annoyance. 

“Savannah Honey, the one and only,” the detective said, dipping his head. Then he turned on his heel, leaving Damien and Savannah alone. 

Brows drawn, Damien looked at her with such concern in his amber eyes. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you when Nonna died.”

She threw her arms around his neck, squeezing him with all her might. “I’m just so relieved that you’re all right. I thought I lost you both.”

His strong arms surrounded her. “Savannah Honey, you will never have to worry about losing me again.”

She pulled away and met his gaze, ready to make him promise never to leave her again. “Damien...” Frowning, she paused, then burst out laughing. “I just realized that I don’t know your last name. With a first name like Damien, I think I’ve always been too afraid to ask. It’s probably Lecter or Ripley or—”

“Bennet.”

Her eyes widened. “Your last name is Bennet?”

He nodded.

“As in Lizzy Bennet...Pride and Prejudice Bennet.”

He chuckled. “That’s right.”

“So, if we get married one day, I get to be Savannah Bennet?”

“Yes...when we get married,” he said pointedly.

She squealed with delight. “You’re going to make a respectable-sounding woman out of me.”

He smiled. “It’s the least I could do, considering you’ve made a respectable man out of me.” He cupped her cheek. “I love you, Savannah Honey. I’ve loved you since I was ten years old.

Her heart swelled. “I love you, Damien Bennet. I’ve loved you since...since you first broke into my boss’s house.”

He winced. “We’re going to have to come up with a different story to tell our kids.”

She laughed. “If we’re going to sail around the world, I can dust off my dream of becoming an author. I’ll write us one hell of a story.”

He pressed a tender kiss to her lips. “Make the hero a good man.” He kissed her again. 

She cupped his cheek. “He will be. He’ll know when to follow the rules.” Then a mischievous smile curved her lips. “And when to break them.” 

A wicked glint lit his amber eyes. “Speaking of rules, do you know what I just realized?”

“What?” she grinned.

“I’m the captain of this here vessel. You know what that means, of course.”

Her heart started to race. “I have to do whatever you tell me to do.”

He stood up, gently pulling her to her feet. “My first order...go downstairs, find the big bed, and take off all your clothes.”

She raised her brow at him. “Go downstairs? You really have to brush up on your nautical terminology.”

He laughed. “I don’t know the first thing about sailing; hence, why I hired the best crew money could buy.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Between the two of us, I think it’s pretty obvious who should be captain.” She squealed as he grabbed her and crushed her against his chest, his eyes boring into hers. 

“Captain Savannah. Now, that’s hot. What are my first orders?”

She swallowed hard. “Go downstairs, find the big bed, and take off all your clothes.”

Laughing, he swept her into his arms and carried her toward the companionway. “Aye, aye, Captain.”
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Epilogue

One Year Later

Holding tightly to Damien’s hand, Savannah Bennet threw open The Cove’s front door. Straightaway, she locked eyes with Brandi who was tending bar. Brandi’s face lit up and a squeal pealed from her lips. She raced around the counter straight at Savannah who dropped Damien’s hand and spread her arms wide. 

Brandi threw herself into Savannah’s arms. “You’re back!” 

Laughing, Savannah stumbled back from the force of Brandi’s affection, but Damien caught them both and steadied them while they continued to hug it out.  

Brandi pulled away first, her cheeks glistening with tears. “When we found your note, I burst into tears. I’ve never been so heart broken or so excited all at once. I knew you were following your heart.” She smiled at Damien. “And now, I know I was right.”

Damien leaned over and kissed Brandi’s cheek. “It’s good to see you,” he said.

Brandi smiled. “It’s a dream to see you and my girl.” Then her eyes flashed wide. “Wait, I want to show you something.” She rushed back behind the bar and seized a picture off the wall. Then she hurried back. “Look, we framed it.”

Savannah took the frame from Brandi’s hand and gasped. It was her scribbled note...

I’m leaving...

Joe, you’re a good boss...be a better man.

Roger, you’re my hero.

Brandi, you are worthy. Watch after my near-the-beach house.

William, watch after Brandi.

Wally, I think Heather fancies you. 

Heather, ask Wally out.

Esme, you are the bravest person I know.

To everyone, I promise only this...I will not be gone forever. I love my Cove family!

Tears stung Savannah’s eyes as she handed her “two-week notice” to Damien. A warm smile spread across his face as he read her words of farewell.

“What’s all the commotion?”

Savannah turned and met Wally’s gaze. He threw his head back and whooped when he saw her. Charging at her, he lifted her off the ground. “Welcome back, boss!”

“Whoa, who said anything about Savannah being boss?”

A silence fell over the reunion as Joe appeared at the bar entrance. 

Savannah raised her brow at him. “Don’t worry, Joe. I’m not looking for my old job back.”

Brandi turned to Joe. “Please, Joe. Pretty, pretty please.”

Wally chimed in, echoing Brandi’s pleas.

Joe shrugged. “You heard her. She doesn’t want her old job back.”

Savannah smiled. “I don’t want to come back full-time, but...I wouldn’t say no to a Saturday night behind the bar. You know, for old-times-sake.”

Joe scowled at her. “What makes you think I would give you a Saturday night shift after you walked out on me.”

“Because if you don’t, we will all walk out!”

Everyone turned. Roger stood in the front entrance, his broad shoulders filling the doorway. “I’m serious,” Roger continued as he stormed past the hostess station into the bar area.

Brandi moved to stand at Roger’s side. “I’ll walk!”

Wally crossed his arms over his chest. “If I walk, then my girl, Heather, will walk, too.”

Joe held out his hands in surrender. “I was just pretending to be a hard ass. Of course, she can have Saturday night back.” He turned and met Savannah’s gaze. “Actually, I’d like to offer you the general manager position.”

Savannah smiled. “Thanks, Joe. I appreciate the offer, but I’ve recently published my first book, and...well...” She could feel her cheeks warm as she met Damien’s gaze. 

Smiling, he moved to stand by her side and wrapped his arm around her waist. “We’re going to have a baby.”

The room exploded with excitement. 

Tears flooding his brown eyes, Roger hugged them both. 

Brandi raced off, calling back. “I have to get William!”

Joe smiled at her, and for once, she almost believed it was sincere. “I’m happy for you,” he said. Then he rubbed the back of his neck. “Listen, I’ve been trying to take your advice, you know...the thing you wrote in your note.”

Savannah nodded approvingly. “Good for you, boss.”

Once again, Brandi rushed toward her, drawing her gaze, this time with William in tow. “She’s back! And she’s pregnant!”

“Congratulations,” William said, giving Savannah a hug and shaking Damien’s hand.

“Congratulations to you, too,” Damien said.

Savannah turned to Damien. “What do you mean?”

A slight smile curved his lips as he leaned close and whispered. “Look at Brandi’s left hand.”

Savannah turned, her gaze traveling down Brandi’s arm to her hand. “Oh, my gosh! Let me see that rock!”

Brandi flashed her engagement ring. “I’m going to be Mrs. Darcy,” she squealed.

William’s brows drew together in confusion. “Ah...my last name is Vaughan.”

Both Savannah and Brandi broke into laughter.

“It’s a long story,” Brandi told William. “I’ll tell you later.”

Wally patted William on the back. “I don’t know what they’re talking about, but if you have to teach this Mr. Darcy guy a lesson, remember I’ve got your back.”

Savannah smiled. “Considering that Mr. Darcy is more than two-hundred years old, not to mention, fiction, I don’t think William has much to worry about.”

“Hey, Roger and Brandi,” Joe called out. “Get back behind the bar.”

“But we don’t open for another fifteen minutes,” Brandi argued.

Joe looked at his watch. “Just enough time for a toast. Wally, go get the guys from the kitchen and the other servers. Roger and Brandi, start pouring the champagne.”

“Thanks, Joe,” Savannah said as she and Damien took a seat at the bar. “Make mine an orange juice.”

Joe smiled. “I told you. I’m trying to be a better man.” Then he gestured toward the approaching waitresses. “Here comes more evidence.”

Esme led the way.

Savannah stood and raced to meet her, pulling her into a fierce hug. Esme’s hair curled in a soft bob around her ears. “Look at you,” Savannah cried.

Esme smiled. “We’ve been out back getting set up. We had no idea you were here.” 

Sam, the bar back came forward and flashed her a goofy grin. 

“I missed that smile,” Savannah said, causing a red tint to color his freckled cheeks.

And then another girl came forward who Savannah didn’t recognize. To her surprise, the girl kissed her on the cheek and said, “Welcome back, Savannah.”

“I don’t think we’ve...” Savannah started to say, but then her words trailed off as the girl smiled. “Hold on a minute. Are you Eva?”

The girl nodded while Esme moved to stand at her side, both sporting matching bobs. 

“Joe gave her a job,” Esme said, her hand around her sister’s shoulders. 

Eva smiled. “I’ve been cancer free for a year and two weeks.”

Roger held up the bottle of champagne. “So many reasons to toast!” 

Everyone took up a glass and held it high.

“To life,” Esme called out.

“To marriage,” Brandi chimed in.

“To babies and true love,” Savannah toasted and kissed Damien on the lips.

“To friendship,” Roger beamed.

Joe raised his glass high. “To family!”

Savannah smiled. “As Nonna would say, a la familia!”

The clang of glasses rang throughout The Cove as everyone called out, “A la familia!”

The End

Meet Angel and Ethan...
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He never wanted to be a hero; that is, until she came along...

––––––––
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ETHAN SAT UP WITH A jerk and scanned his bedroom. His gaze darted from the table with his collection of model motorcycles to his dresser, upon which sat his most recent little league trophy, to his overflowing hamper in the corner. No one was there. Nothing was out of place. He could have sworn a loud noise had woken him up. His shoulders slumped a little as he wiped the sleep from his eyes. Then he leaned against the wall and looked at the new poster of a cherry red Porsche hanging above his dresser. He had wanted to get the one with the hot, bikini-clad blond draped over the hood, but his mom rejected his choice even though—as he had pointed out several times—he was using his own birthday money from his grandparents. Still, she refused him, arguing that at ten years old he was too young to be thinking about girls—which he knew was total crap, but she wouldn’t listen. 

He swung the covers off and stood. He had to pee, bad. Stepping out into the hallway he looked impatiently down the seemingly endless hallway to the bathroom door at the far end. He considered the large potted plants in opposite corners of the landing where he stood and the fifty-gallon fish tank against the wall less than two feet away—both capable of holding what was near to bursting from his bladder, but he knew his mom would want to know why her Peace Lilies smelled like piss or why their goldfish were suddenly belly-up.  

Careful not to wake his folks, he tiptoed as quickly and as silently as he could to the bathroom. Just as he was about to swing the door wide and barrel forward to the toilet, his desperate urge was suddenly forgotten, replaced by an inexplicable dread. He turned to the left and faced the small attic door that marked the end of the hallway. The attic was nothing to be afraid of. It was where he built his models, practiced drums, and painted. And yet, the feeling grew heavy in his stomach and fear as thick as the dusty cobwebs that hung like Halloween bunting in the corners of the attic gripped his heart. He stared at the door, his heart lodged in his throat. He wanted to run but couldn’t. As if controlled by someone else, his hand encircled the door knob and turned. He gaped down at his feet climbing the stairs in horror. “What are you doing?” his brain screamed as he continued to watch twin Judases in blue tube socks ascend higher and higher. He reached the landing and stepped into the room, then stumbled back against the wall. 

A man dangled from a rope, secured to the ceiling, above a toppled chair. 

An instant later, Ethan’s brain registered his father’s bluish face. 

He screamed and never stopped.

Ethan Calloway sat up with a jerk. His ears were ringing. His heartbeat echoed in his brain, pounding like a sledgehammer at a demolition. He threw off his blanket, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and cradled his throbbing head in his hands. 

Nothing like starting the day off with a dream of when your father committed suicide.

“What the hell,” he snapped as he stood and crossed the gleaming hardwood floor to his spacious walk-in-closet. 

His housekeeper, Sarah, a local woman in her fifties with skin weathered by the hot Maine summers and frigid winters, was already there, neatly folding his boxer briefs and arranging them by color.

“It’s 5:30 in the morning, Sarah,” he said, not bothering to cover his nakedness.

She looked up, her lips pursed as she raised her brow at him. “You know I like to start early.” 

Sarah had grown up in Bar Harbor and moved to northern Maine at the tender age of seventeen to be with her husband who logged the North Maine Woods. She was hardworking and liked plain language.

Ethan rubbed the back of his neck impatiently. “Yeah, but this is excessive, even for you.”

She shrugged. “Billy’s working overnights. I don’t sleep when he’s gone.”

He watched her fold another pair, smoothing out every wrinkle. He threw his hands up. “It’s just underwear.” 

She didn’t look up.  “Like you, Mr. Calloway, I don’t do halves. It’s either all or nothing. Here,” she said, thrusting a pair of black boxer briefs at him. “There’s coffee waiting for you downstairs. Looks like you could use a cup.”

“Thanks,” he said dryly, taking the black briefs and pulling them on. Then he left his room, resisting the urge to slam the door on the way out. The rustic walls of his log cabin raced past as he stormed down the hallway, which opened to a loft with a view down below to his spacious, open-plan living room and kitchen. On one side of the grand room, floor to ceiling windows boasted panoramic views, but he had no interest in watching the sun rise over the mountains that morning, nor was he heading down to drink the coffee Sarah had made. Before he could do anything else, he had to beat the hell out of something. 

Passing the stairs, he swung open a door that led into a long breezeway, which connected his house to a series of work spaces. He threw open the first door to his art studio and stormed past a pile of large, blank canvases and teeming stacks of full paint cans. At the far end of the room, he descended a set of stairs into his showroom where his most prized custom motorcycles were displayed, each one made by his own two hands. 

But he did not want to build or create at that moment—he wanted to destroy. 

He pushed on, finally swinging open the door to his personal gym. Passing weight benches and endurance equipment, he thundered across the rubber tiles and barreled at the punching bag. He threw a jab, then a right cross, then a hook. He pummeled all his strength and fury into the bag that transformed into the face of Stanley Lockwood—the man who had pushed his father over the edge.

His father, Mark Calloway, had always been an emotionally volatile man. He had never been violent, allowing rage to be his guide, but he sank into periods of intense depression, only to rise up, soaring with elation a day later. Mark also had been an artist, a sculptor and a carpenter by trade. He poured his heart and soul into Calloway Builders and instilled in Ethan an appreciation for hard work: “You must work hard, son, if you want to make it. But remember—not making it is also hard work. It’s hard work being poor. It’s hard work watching your friends move up in life while you languish. Fighting for your dreams is hard work, but so is regretting that you never tried. If you’re going to work hard no matter what you do—you may as well work at what you love.”

Ethan remembered how animated his father had been when he came home to tell Ethan and his mother the news that Lockwood Luxury was building a new hotel in New York City and Calloway Builders won the bid to install the sheet rock. He patted Ethan on the back. “You see, son. Hard work pays.”  

The memory of his father’s proud, hopeful smile served to fuel Ethan’s anger to new heights. He growled as he again struck the bag, harder and harder, one blow following another. Sweat beaded off his brow and dripped down his back. Raising his bloodied fists in the air, Ethan growled his unrelenting rage to the ceiling before storming into the adjacent bathroom. He stripped off his briefs and turned the water on, inviting the icy stream to rush over his entire body. But the frigid sting could not cool his ire. Still, his fury burned. He turned off the water. Currents sluiced off him as he stepped onto the floor and looked down. Despite the chill, his arousal was rock hard. Anger blazed in his soul. He needed a way to exorcise his demons. 

He thundered back into the main part of his house. His hands fisted. He started toward the large wooden staircase the instant before the doorbell rang. He turned his head and glared at the massive double doors. His log home was situated on the summit of a small mountain, which meant unexpected visitors were rare. He pitied the mail carrier or whatever delivery person it was bound to be. 

“What do you want?” he snarled the moment he threw open the door.

~ * ~
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NATASHA WINSLOW SQUEEZED her Chihuahua, Minky, a little too tight when the gorgeous, massively built, and fabulously naked man threw open the door and growled at her. He had asked her a question, but she found herself completely tongue-tied as her eyes traveled from his deep-set, angry, ice-blue eyes, across his chiseled jaw, and over his muscular shoulders. A sweet ache blossomed between her legs as her eyes trailed across his smooth, expansive chest and down his thickly corded stomach.

“Oh my God,” she gasped. Her eyes widened to drink in the full length of him.

“What do you want?” he snapped again.

Her gaze jumped from his hard, naked body to his blue eyes now shadowed beneath his deep scowl. She smiled sweetly, clasping tightly to her usual calm. “I came to make a neighborly call,” she purred, taking a step closer. She was not afraid of the anger that flashed in his eyes. She was too drawn to his raw masculinity to even consider being afraid. She held out a plate of soft chocolate chip cookies, freshly baked by her maid that morning. “My name is Natasha. My boyfriend just bought the house halfway down the mountain.” She thrust the plate beneath his nose. “I baked you some cookies.”

He made no move to take the cookies. Instead, his eyes roamed over her whole body. Thrusting her chest out, she savored his touchless caress and moved Minky off to the side so that he could see her tan, tight stomach in her half shirt. She stepped her legs apart, knowing her fitted leggings showed off her curves. 

“My boyfriend works in the city all week long,” she said before licking her bottom lip. “He bought this house and stuck me out in the middle of nowhere to keep me out of trouble.” She chewed her lip while she stared boldly at his hard arousal. “But I seem to find trouble no matter where I am.” She locked eyes with him again. “Like my cookies, you are too delicious not to sample.”

She gasped as he grabbed the cookies from her hand. The plate and cookies hit the ground and shattered. She knelt and let Minky scurry into the house the instant before he grabbed her arm and pulled her inside. Then he slammed the door and thrust her against it. 

“Are you sure you want to do this,” he growled.

“God, yes,” she cried.

~ * ~
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ETHAN NEEDED A RELEASE, and it was as if the universe had offered up Natasha on a plate of cookies for him to enjoy. He pinned her arms above her head and seized her lips in a hard, furious kiss. She groaned, her tongue stroking his with a fury all her own. He released her arms, and they twined around his neck with surprising strength. Her firm breasts pressed against his chest. He stroked his hands over her sleek body, and her kiss intensified. She tasted like oranges and smelled like vanilla. His mouth left hers as he swept her cropped shirt over her head, revealing her proud curves. Hungrily, he tasted and teased. Soft moans reached his ears. He flipped her around and eased her leggings over her hips before plucking her G-string like a guitar. 

“I’ll be right back,” he said and crossed to the table near his distressed leather sofa and pulled a condom from the drawer. He returned to where she waited for him, hands flattened against the door, her ass raised in the air, and her legs parted. 

He slipped on the condom. “Open wider for me.”

She stepped free from her leggings and panties and spread her legs wide. He gripped her hips and penetrated her, achingly slow. 

“Oh God,” she groaned.  

He pulled out almost all the way, and then slowly thrust again and then again and again, each thrust increasing in intensity, harder and faster.  

Her little grunts and moans grew louder. Her body trembled. He turned her around and picked her up, her legs encircling his waist. 

“Please, don’t stop,” she begged.

He buried himself deep inside her. She clung to him, while he filled her again and again. He held nothing back, none of his fury. 

“Yes,” she screamed. 

His heart pounded. Pressure was building, rising, aching for release. His body seized. He shuddered as pain and pleasure poured out of him.

He gripped her hips and rested his head against the door, breathing hard.

When his heartbeat slowed, he set her feet down and took a step back. “Nice to meet you. The bathroom is down the hall. Help yourself to anything you need. You’ll have to let yourself out. I’m late.” He turned on his heel and headed toward the stairs.

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” she called after him. 

He didn’t look back. His new neighbor, his dream, and his anger were already forgotten. His latest bike was supposed to be finished today, which meant he had to go into the city.

~ * ~
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“OH GOD! OH NO! SHIT!” The last word was drawn from Angel Sullivan’s lips, sustained and loud as she fought to maintain control of her dying car. Horns blasted around her. Cars whizzed by on her left as she squeezed the last bit of juice from her fourteen-year-old sedan.

“Come on. Please!” she pleaded. The end of the bridge was in sight. Her car bucked forward, jerking her in her seat. Then it rumbled and knocked. She pulled off to the right as far as she could while it rolled to a dead stop. Smoke coiled up from her hood, fanning out against the gray sky as she sat now unmoving on the Zakim Bridge—one of the major arteries in Boston. 

Passing cars shook her in her seat. She pressed her forehead to the wheel. “I can’t believe this is happening,” she whispered. Then she held her breath and tried to turn her car over, but only a grating noise reached her ears. “Come on,” she pleaded with her car and the universe. “Please start.”

Nothing.

She tapped her gasoline reader. Supposedly, she still had half a tank. 

“Damn it,” she muttered before she reached for her cell phone.

At least, she had roadside service. She did her best to ignore the cars hurrying past just inches from her door as she called the emergency number. It was a man who answered.

“Hi,” she said. “I’ve broken down on the Zakim Bridge.”

“On the Zakim? That’s not good.”

No shit! She wanted to scream. “I realize that.”

He asked for her member number. Then, after a lengthy pause, he said, “Well, hang tight. We’ll have a truck there soon.”

“Thank God,” she breathed. “How long will it take?”

“An hour and a half at the most.”

“An hour and a half! But that’s crazy. This is Boston not Frye Island, Maine. There’s got to be a dozen garages within twenty minutes of here.”

“A truck will be there within an hour and a half,” he repeated. 

She laid her head back against the headrest in defeat. “Fine,” she said. After answering a few more questions, she ended the call just as the gray churning clouds overhead unleashed sheets of rain. 

“Great,” she whispered, nervously eying the cars whizzing past. She was grateful the morning commute was over, because fewer cars were out on the highway. Still, as the hour approached eleven, traffic could move much faster. And now that the road was wet, all she could picture was a car hydroplaning right into her, smashing her against the cables or forcing her car to somehow plummet off the bridge into the Charles River.

In her rearview, she saw a black Jeep coming up fast behind her. Her shoulders shot up around her ears as she braced herself for her own rickety car to shake as it raced by. But instead, the Jeep slowed as it passed, then pulled off the road in front of her.

“Oh geez,” she whispered. Her heart raced even faster as she watched for what would happen next. Sure, she didn’t like the idea of waiting on the busy bridge for another fifty-two minutes, at least, but she also didn’t want to attract the attention of strangers. She gripped the wheel as the black door opened and a tall man with wide shoulders and short, wavy, black hair stepped out. He pulled the hood of his gray sweatshirt over his head, huddled down against the pelting rain, and started toward her. 

“Oh my God!” She snaked her hand out to make sure the car door was locked. 

Watching him draw near, she wished he would just turn around and go back to his car. The closer he came, the harder her heart pounded. And then, suddenly, he was beside her. A soft tap, tap, tap accompanied the rain on her driver’s side window. 

She looked up at him through the rivulets rushing down the glass. 

They locked eyes.

“Oh God,” she said aloud, struck by mesmerizing ice-blue eyes beneath a deeply furrowed brow. He held her gaze for several moments, his face unreadable and hard. She didn’t know what to do. His sexy good looks screamed bad boy, and his present frown was anything but friendly.

He didn’t actually expect her to unlock the door or get out of the car, did he?

Sure, she was young, terrified, and completely alone in the world, but she wasn’t stupid.

She was about to write a note to hold up to the window telling him just that when suddenly his full lips curved in a slight and very sensual smile before his knuckle again lightly tapped the glass. Prompted by his sudden smile and her lack of writing utensil, she took a deep breath and cranked the ancient lever on her door to crack her window.

He rested his brow on his forearm, which was draped across the top of her door, and peered down at her. His gaze quickly scanned over her and the inside of her car. Then he simply said, “Pop the hood.” His voice was deep and unhurried, despite the traffic rushing by just inches behind him and the rain hammering down from above. 

“I called my roadside service,” she blurted, her hands gripping the wheel in a death lock. 

Once more, his gaze traveled over her. Then he angled his head as he looked through her windshield at the smoke rising from her engine, visible even in the downpour. “How long have you been here?” His deep voice sent chills up her spine.

“Ten minutes,” she said nervously.

“Then you still have a long wait. Pop your hood. Let me take a look. If I can get you back on the road, I will; otherwise, I can take you to the nearest garage.”

She gazed into his deep-set, blue eyes. He had a tan complexion, a broad forehead, a strong angular jaw-line, and full, wide lips. God, how she wanted to say yes to him. She had no desire to stay out on the roadway another moment. Still, even gorgeous men could be serial killers.

“Damn it,” she cursed under her breath.

His lips lifted in a sideways smile. “What was that? I didn’t catch what you said.”  

She held her tongue a moment longer and continued to meet his gaze, but despite his breathtaking eyes and her desperate, not to mention already dangerous, circumstance, her fear won out, as always. “No...no, thank you,” she stammered.

He lifted a thick, black brow at her. “You know you could get killed out here, right?”

Damn the sluggish and half-assed roadside assistance people! 

She swallowed. “I appreciate your concern.”

He looked at her for another moment before he shrugged. “If you change your mind before I’m out of ear shot, beep your horn.” He walked slowly back to his car as if to give her the chance to come to her senses. But all too soon, her would-be savior climbed into his Jeep and drove off. 

Dammit! Come back here, she wanted to scream. 

She sat there under the constant battery of rain and traffic for another fifteen minutes before the police showed up. At first, the officer told her she couldn’t park there. Again, she was forced to swallow the words—no shit. Instead, she explained her car wouldn’t start and roadside assistance was on the way. The cop looked at her sternly before returning to his car. 

Her knuckles somehow blanched even whiter from her grip on the wheel. Was he going to write her a ticket? Was it somehow illegal to break down on the Zakim? She waited, watching the officer, her whole body beginning to ache from the tension. Then flashing blues caught her eye in the rearview. Another cop had pulled up behind her. She watched through her mirror, waiting for the officer to step out of the car, but he stayed put. She realized then that she had earned a police barricade for breaking down on the busy bridge. Her shoulders eased a little. She closed her eyes and rested her head back. What felt like hours later, though in reality was less than ten minutes, a tow truck slowed alongside her car. Now, two of the four lanes of north moving traffic were taken up—all because of her and her crappy car. 

“This is humiliating,” she muttered as she watched the traffic slow to a crawl on the far-left lanes. 

She held her breath, wishing for the tall man with the gray hoodie to jump down from the tow truck, but instead an older, ungainly man started toward her. He was certainly tall, but she likely out-weighed him with her one hundred and thirty pounds. Despite the police presence and the choir of car horns, the man walked sluggishly toward her. She glanced at the nametag on his loose, grey jumpsuit as she leaned forward and popped the hood. “Please, let Larry start my car,” she prayed to God, the universe—anyone who might hear the desperate plea of a girl whose checking account was overdrawn. Then she stepped from the car. 

“Pop the hood,” Larry barked at her over the rain, horns, brakes, and sirens. The scent of salt and vinegar chips on his breath assailed her senses, overpowering even the stink of exhaust and oil. 

“I already did,” she said lamely, wishing she was anywhere else in the world.

“That dump shouldn’t be on the road,” some asshole shouted as he slowly cruised by, while Larry disappeared beneath her hood with a portable jump starter. 

“No shit!” she yelled after him, unable to stop herself. But she paid for her outburst. Immediately, her anxiety worsened. She fought the urge to climb into the backseat of her unworthy car to hide from the world.

A couple minutes later, the tow truck driver motioned for her to come over. “Gonna have to bring it in. Grab your things. You can ride in my truck.”

She could barely see his eyes through the thick lenses of his rain-splattered glasses. She grabbed her bag and dashed from her car to the passenger side of his truck and pulled herself up into the seat. After her car was secured behind them, her less-than-dashing hero climbed in next to her. One of the cops held back the traffic to let them in.

Finally, she and her car were getting off the bridge.

“Which one?” the driver asked.

She cut him a sidelong glance, noticing that he had not cleared the raindrops from his glasses. Resisting the urge to ask him if he could even see the road, she asked, “Which one...what?”

“Which garage?”

She chewed her lip and looked down, for the first-time noticing her foot was on an empty bag of chips—the source of the offensive smell that was twice as potent inside the cab of the truck. She forced herself to forget the odor and her ever increasing anxiety over how much it was going to cost to fix her car, to think about the man’s question. 

She liked the guys a couple blocks down from her apartment. It was where she always went to get her oil changed. The manager was cute and nice and never made her feel like a moron because she didn’t know what a piston was. But she certainly wasn’t going to ask Larry to tow her car to Dorchester. 

“Umm...the closest. Right, because the longer you drive the more I pay?” she asked.

“That’s how it works.”

“Then definitely the closest garage.”

Less than fifteen minutes later, they pulled into a freshly paved u-shaped driveway. Above the closed triple bay doors was a sign that read “Calloway Automotive” in shiny chrome lettering, and on top of the flat roof was a sleek motorcycle. 

“You go ahead inside while I unhitch your car,” Larry said before he slid off his seat to the ground.

Angel quickly grabbed her bag and jumped from the truck cab, desperate to escape the lingering scent of his pungent snack. Hurrying across the parking lot, she swung open the entrance door, setting off a quick bell. As she approached the desk, a woman came around the corner. Cherry black hair skimmed the woman’s waist like a waterfall, bone straight and glistening. Her trim and clearly enhanced figure was wrapped in a deep purple dress. 

“Hi there,” the woman said, a slow, seductive smile spreading across her face. “What can I do for you?” 

She was the kind of woman that made Angel feel frumpy, especially after just finishing her shift at the bakery. She was everything Angel wasn’t—full but tight figure, perfectly applied makeup, breasts bursting from her designer clothing. Angel pushed a wayward lock of her dark brown hair behind her ear and resisted the urge to redo her messy bun. 

Anyway, what would be the point? 

Sure, Angel was fit—she worked on her feet all the time, but any curve she had was reserved for her bum alone. Her breasts had always been on the small side. The rest of her was as put together as a demolition site. Her morning routine consisted of slapping a coat of mascara on her lashes and a layer of Vaseline on her lips before running out the door. 

Next, to the woman at the counter, Angel felt utterly forgettable. 

“My car was just towed here.”

“Okay. Just take a seat,” the woman said before walking away, her hips swaying in a perfectly feminine rhythm. As she disappeared through a polished swinging door, it occurred to Angel what a curious sight the woman was behind the counter. She looked like someone who might be on a poster, draped across a muscle car, adorning the walls of a garage—not working in one. 

Angel took a seat. The chairs were comfortably padded. There was a TV suspended in the corner. She looked away from the sharply dressed newswoman predicting more rain for the Boston area. On the table, there was a mix of magazines: fitness, cars, home improvement. She picked up one on cooking but put it down just as quickly. She was too nervous to even pretend to read. What if her car was a goner? She had recently overdrawn her account renewing her registration. Hell, she couldn’t afford the inspection she needed by the end of the month.  

Forget the universe. This time she just straight up prayed. Please, God, let it be a new battery.

~ * ~
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“HEY, BOSS...BOSS?” a voice insisted.

Ethan looked up from the tablet he was holding. 

Lucky, his bike shop manager, took off his backward baseball hat and scratched his thick mop of flattened red curls. Giving Ethan an expectant look, he said, “You okay, boss?”

“Yeah, sorry, I guess I zoned out just now,” Ethan lied. He hadn’t zoned out. He knew exactly where his thoughts had been—out on the Zakim bridge with the girl with big, amber-brown eyes. 

He shook his head, trying to chase her from his thoughts. He had offered to help her, and she refused. What else could he have done—forced her to get into his car? There was one word for that type of action, kidnapping. He did time once already in his life. He had no plans to go back to jail. Ever.

He gave his attention over to the newly produced custom motorcycle that was awaiting his final inspection. He stroked the sleek tank, but then the loud beeping of a big truck backing up pulled his gaze away from the bike to the windows on the far side of the room. He crossed to the window and looked outside at the tow truck backing up toward one of the open bays. A rush of adrenaline shot through him. He would recognize that heap of rust anywhere. 

His receptionist, Brooke, appeared in the doorway. “Hey, boss, they’re bringing in a roadside call.”

A slight smile curved his lips. The wisp of a girl he had offered to help on the way had no choice but to accept his help now. He typically would not have spared a second glance at someone broken down on the side of the road. After all, it was the age of cell phones and roadside assistance. But when he saw the wreck smoking on the bridge and realized when he passed that inside was a young woman, he had to stop and try to get her off the road before someone rear-ended her car and sent her careening into the Charles.

He handed Lucky his tablet with the design specs. “Finish the inspection. Then make the call. Let’s get paid.”

Lucky looked up, his red brows raised with surprise. “But we’re not done. You always do the final inspection.”

“I’m working in the garage today,” Ethan called back. “You got this, Lucky. Do me proud.”

Ethan pushed open the aluminum door, leaving the bright custom bike room for the dark, greasy garage. He inhaled the scent of exhaust, oil, and tires. Man, he loved that smell. It had been a few months since he spent the day wrenching on cars...too long. Once upon a time, he never would have missed a day in the garage. It had always been his escape. 

The first time he had stared down at an old, rusted engine, he felt a thrill. An engine was something that could be fixed and restored, no matter how old or broken, which had meant something to him after his father died. For that was what he and his mother had been—broke—in all senses of the word, broken hearted and overdrawn. 

The bank repossessed their house three months after the nails were hammered into his father’s unfinished pine coffin. At first, he and his mom moved in with his mother’s parents, but his grandfather was a prick, always putting his mother down, which caused her to sink further into depression. She started drinking and popping pills. Then she met Eddie, who did nothing but dump on her. Despite Ethan’s protests, she married Eddie, and they moved into his rundown trailer in a park on Staten Island. Ethan had been thirteen at the time, and suddenly, he found himself living with a new dad who walked around in his stained white briefs and tried to tell him what to do—which was why Ethan spent most of his time away from home. 

On most days, he could be found in an abandoned warehouse with his best friend, drinking a forty from a paper bag. Like his mother, he turned to alcohol and drugs to dull the ache. But numbness was fleeting and quickly wore off, leaving the ache worse than before. He was only a kid, but life had already knocked him down hard enough that he was ready to give up. 

But then he met Carl.  

Carl was in his late twenties and lived in a trailer on the other side of the park. He was always out in his yard, fixing cars. On his way home one evening, Ethan walked by Carl’s trailer. Carl peered out from beneath the hood of a car and asked Ethan to hand him a socket wrench. 

And that was it—the moment Ethan was hooked. 

Carl insisted Ethan go to school, but after the school day was over, Carl welcomed his help fixing up old beaters to sell. Ethan learned quickly, and soon Carl started to pay him for his time. Everything was turning around for him. He had met a girl at school, and with money in his pocket, he could take her out and treat her right. His mother was still a mess, but at least he knew if shit hit the fan and his stepdad walked that Ethan could support them. And it was all because of Carl. More than that, Ethan could talk to Carl. He talked to him about his father, and Carl would listen and offer advice. 

But Ethan soon learned that nice guys weren’t always good guys. 

Almost a full year after he met Carl, Ethan was helping him install a new timing chain when Carl got a phone call. 

“Hey, I have to run out for a few minutes. You okay here?” Carl said after pocketing his phone.

“Yeah, I got this,” Ethan said, feeling pleased that Carl trusted him to finish the work on his own.

“All right. Cool. I’ll be back in a bit.”

Carl drove off and not two minutes later, three cruisers raced up the narrow park road, flashing blues and blasting sirens and stopped right in front of Carl’s trailer. Before Ethan could blink, guns were aimed at him, and he was cuffed and shoved in the back of one of the cruisers. 

Turns out, Carl had been fixing cars he had stolen off garage lots. A cop-buddy who Carl had grown up with had tipped him off. Carl left so that Ethan could take the fall. In the end, Carl was caught and sent to prison, but with Ethan’s fingerprints all over the cars, the judge didn’t believe Ethan was as innocent as he claimed. He was sentenced to two years in juvie. After he did his time, the state ruled his druggie mom an unfit parent, and so he got caught up in the system and was placed into foster care for another two years. 

But when he turned eighteen, he became his own man. He left New York behind and moved to Boston where he got a job wrenching and vowed not to look back and never to trust or rely on anyone else ever again. 

And he had kept that promise to himself, except at night when his dreams took him back to those dark places. 

But like his father, he had other dreams. He had vision. When he first moved to Boston, he rebuilt bikes in his spare time, and soon, he started designing his own custom bikes. At twenty-two, he sold his first few bikes and invested the money in his own garage. Soon he was winning awards for his designs. Now, at twenty-nine, his bikes sold for hundreds of thousands of dollars, and he had a waiting list for a decade. 

But he never forgot his roots. He still ran his simple garage and always would.

He walked over to the rack of Calloway jumpsuits along the wall just as Brooke brought him the details on the girl’s car. He yanked off his white t-shirt and handed it to her. Then he stripped down to his boxer briefs and gave her his jeans. “Take care of these for me.” 

She brought his shirt up to her nose. “Gladly,” she said as she intently watched him pull on the loose, charcoal jumpsuit with silver lettering.

“Thanks,” he said, ignoring Brooke’s perusal of his body. She was hungry for him, but he made it a point not to sleep with the desk girls. He preferred the company of strangers. The few times he had fooled around with women he knew, they ended up becoming possessive of him, and he had to put an end to the fun. He didn’t do relationships, and he definitely didn’t do commitment.

“You know I love when you wear that,” she purred and circled around him. “I just wish it was tighter.”

“Is the girl here, too?” he asked, 

Brooke stiffened at his question. “How did you know it was a girl?”

“Lucky guess,” he said. 

“She’s not your type,” Brooke said quickly. “Not much to her. Totally forgettable.”

Ethan had found the girl anything but forgettable. 

There had been something in her eyes, something vulnerable—not needy—he had no time for needy women. He sensed her fear was more than just being broken down in the worst possible spot imaginable. Her vulnerability surfaced, but she had tried to mask it as if she was used to keeping everything within her under wraps. And for some reason, the look in her eyes had made him worry, and he made it a point never to worry about anyone other than himself. Hell, he had barely checked over the new bike, worrying about her still out on the road. 

“Hey, we’ve got the boss in here today,” Nathan, his head mechanic, called out to the other guys. He clamped his hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “How’s it going, man?”

Ethan smiled. “It’s a good day for wrenching.” 

He turned his attention to the girl’s wreck. “That’s not good,” he said to Nathan, pointing to the antifreeze dripping out the tailpipe. 

Ethan opened the hood.

“Whew, that’s hot,” Nathan said, waving away the steam.

Ethan bent at the waist to examine the engine. “Block’s cracked.”

Nathan raked a hand through his long, blond hair and pressed his lips in a grim line. “That’s too bad. Do you want me to deliver the bad news?”

Brooke crossed to stand alongside Ethan. “I’ll do it,” she said, looking only too eager the break the girl’s heart.

Ethan took the clipboard from her hands. “I’ll talk to her.” 

He began skimming over the page. Her name was Angel Sullivan. 

Angel. 

Pushing open the rubber-coated door, he stepped into the waiting room.

~ * ~
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ANGEL’S MOUTH FELL open. Her eyes darted to the floor, then the ceiling, anywhere but on the tall, broad-shouldered man who had just entered the room. 

It was unmistakably him. 

Even though her window had been rain-spattered, she knew those deep-set, piercing blue eyes. His black hair was effortlessly tousled, and his massive shoulders and narrow waist were on exquisite display in his work clothes. She swallowed hard, trying to fight down her anxiety over her car and now her nerves at being in the company of her gorgeous would-be rescuer. 

“Hi again,” he said, his voice low and unhurried. 

“Hi,” she answered stiffly.

He was staring at her from across the room, his gaze probing. It was not the usual kind of male I’m undressing you with my eyes look that always made her instantly wary. His gaze was intense yet somehow still distant, like he was studying her. 

Behind him, the door swung open, and the black-haired bombshell returned, her eyes locked on Angel with open hostility. 

Confusion, anxiety, and nerves were colliding within Angel, promising a reaction of full-blown panic.

He took a step closer. The intensity of his gaze penetrated her core defenses, leaving her feeling more vulnerable than ever. She squeezed her bag harder. “Listen, just tell it to me straight,” she blurted. “My car is shot, right?” Please, say it’s not.

“It’s salvageable, but it will take some work.” His deep voice carried a soothing tone that caressed her from across the room, but despite his best intentions, she was beyond soothing.

She pressed her lips in a tight, grim line to keep from cursing out loud. Damn it. 

She shook her head. Now what was she going to do? Tears stung her eyes, but she tensed her body against the rush of emotion. She didn’t want to lose it in front of the world’s most gorgeous man, and his smug plastic counter girl who looked like she couldn’t be more pleased by Angel’s distress.

He crossed the room and stood in front of her chair, too close for comfort. She had to crane her neck back to look up at him. He slowly squatted down in front of her but didn’t speak. He continued to look her hard in the eyes. She fidgeted with her bag, her gaze darting around the room. God, he made her uncomfortable. He was too beautiful to look at, and all she really wanted to do was sprint away so she could cry in peace. 

~ * ~
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“I’M ETHAN,” HE SAID. He loved how she blushed every time her flitting gaze landed on him. She exuded innocence, but at the same time she carried herself with scrappy self-assurance. She was a world of dichotomies bound together in a simply beautiful package. The artist in him loved her wide mouth, her bright amber-brown eyes and dark brown hair. Her distress was apparent to him, despite how she tried like hell to hide it.

“Don’t worry about your car,” he said. “We can hook you up with a loaner while we fix it.” She had looked at him while he spoke but then cast her eyes to the side the instant after he glimpsed her heightened distress. He leaned closer and brushed a lock of fallen hair from her eyes. It was then he caught a whiff of her. He smiled. “You smell like fresh baked bread.”

“I work at a bakery,” she said in a quiet voice. Her lip trembled. 

“Hey, Angel, look at me,” he said softly. 

He waited for several moments. He knew she was gathering her strength so she didn’t cry. When she looked up at him, it was with clear, tear-free eyes. But it was all there—her fear and anxiety. Damn, he had to respect her courage. 

“You really don’t have to worry,” he said. “We have solid loaners, and we’ll get your car back on the road in a couple days.”

She shook her head. “I can’t afford that,” she said, clearly straining to keep her voice level. He looked at her hands white-knuckling her bag. 

“You can pay me when you have the money.” 

He couldn’t believe what he had just said. He never did work without payment, but he felt some inexplicable need to protect her. He tensed his jaw as two strong desires battled for domination in his own mind—the fierce urge to protect her and the part of him that kept everyone at a safe distance. Damn it, he should just shrug her off and let Brooke sort out getting her a taxi and junking her car. 

But then words poured unbidden from his lips. “It’s not a big deal.”

Helping this lost, little girl was a very big deal! He didn’t do intimacy. What the hell was wrong with him?

She shook her head harder. “If it was a couple hundred dollars, maybe, but I assume you’re talking about thousands. I can’t do that.”

He could feel the emotion building within her. The dam was going to break, and it near killed him. He put a hand on her thigh. “Don’t worry, Angel,” he said, his voice low. “It will be all right.”

~ * ~
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ONCE MORE, ANGEL CHOKED back her tears. Damn, how she wanted to believe him. He was so big and strong. She wanted nothing more than to slide into his arms and listen to him tell her everything was going to be all right. But she couldn’t. She was too afraid. Life had taught her that men could not be trusted. She shook her head. Then she straightened her back and steeled her shoulders. “What do I need to do to get rid of it? Do I need to pay for it to be towed to the dump?”

His hand left her thigh and swept another lock of hair from her eyes. “We can work something out.”

She shook her head again, trying not to cry. She wished he would just let her go and stop making promises that couldn’t possibly come true. “I have to leave right now. Just tell me what I need to do.”

He rocked back on his heels and canted his head as he looked at her for several moments longer. Then, at length, he stood. “We’ll take care of your car.” He walked to the counter and grabbed a set of keys. “There’s a blue hatchback out front. Tank’s full.”

She shook her head, still fighting back the tears. “A loaner is a substitute for a car being fixed. Mine isn’t going to be fixed. Now you’re just giving me a car.”

He shrugged. “Take it.”

She shook her head. “I have to go.” She zipped up her threadbare, navy hoodie against the rain and pulled open the door. 

~ * ~
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ETHAN WATCHED HER HEAD out in the storm, resisting the urge to somehow force her to take the car, or tell her to get into his. He would drive her anywhere she wanted to go.

Nathan threw open the door and strode into the waiting room, wiping his oily hands off on a dirty rag. “What’s the deal with the car? Junk yard?”

Ethan continued to look outside, although she had passed from view. “No,” he said. “It’s a rebuild.”
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