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      Dear Readers,

      

      Welcome to the Special Forces: Operation Alpha Fan-Fiction world!

      

      If you are new to this amazing world, in a nutshell the author wrote a story using one or more of my characters in it. Sometimes that character has a major role in the story, and other times they are only mentioned briefly. This is perfectly legal and allowable because they are going through Aces Press to publish the story.

      This book is entirely the work of the author who wrote it. While I might have assisted with brainstorming and other ideas about which of my characters to use, I didn’t have any part in the process or writing or editing the story.

      I’m proud and excited that so many authors loved my characters enough that they wanted to write them into their own story. Thank you for supporting them, and me!

      

      READ ON!

      Xoxo

      Susan Stoker
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        I bless the day we met.
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      Injured and discharged, he is lost…

      Sam Alvarez is newly discharged from SEALs that had been his entire life. Without the Team he is lost, but a bad injury to his left arm ended his career. His rehab is sow and he resents everything. The tiny isolated cabin in Maine former SEAL John “Tex” Keenan found for him is just what he wants.

      

      Frightened and in hiding…

      Physical therapist Cassie Malone had a job she loved, great friends and a man in her life she thought was Prince Charming. Until by accident she discovered he’s one of Boston’s drug kingpins. Now she’s hiding out in tiny Castile and scared he’ll find her.

      

      When Fate throws Cassie and Sam together, it’s a battle for him to let her help him relearn everything. His surliness is in high gear and she’s always looking over her shoulder. But neither of them counted on or expected  the hot, hot attraction blazing between them.

      

      When drug smugglers show up and put everyone in danger, including Cassie, it’s up to Sam to use his skills to take them down and save the woman he’s come to love. But can he do it before it’s too late?
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      Sam Alvarez stepped out onto the little front porch of the isolated cabin and inhaled a lungful of crisp, clean air. Below him, the choppy waters of the Gulf of Maine, which fed into the Atlantic Ocean, lapped vigorously at the narrow, sandy beach and wrapped its foamy lips around the harsh outcroppings of rock. He zipped up his jacket and cautiously made his way down the flight of wooden stairs to the beach. He’d discovered a stretch long enough to jog easily without getting his feet wet. After that, as he did every day, he’d finish his exercises out behind the cabin. It was painfully obvious to him that without the help of a professional physical therapist his arm wasn’t going to get better than it was. Bad news, because he wasn’t sure he could stand being around another human being right now.

      So, he’d complete his routine then relax—or as much as he relaxed these days—in front of the fireplace with a mug of hot coffee. But the lungful of salt air in the beginning always stung his senses and woke them up. He needed that, or he’d spend the day curled up in the big leather chair feeling sorry for himself, and lord knows he’d done enough of that.

      He made a conscious effort not to stuff his hands into his jacket pockets. The doctors had told him his left arm could end up with a permanent crook in it if he didn’t keep it mobile. At times, he wasn’t even sure he cared. The explosion of an IED had sent shards of shrapnel into the bones of both the upper and lower left arm. The three surgeries necessary to piece his arm back together had been his exit pass from the SEALs.

      With a sigh, he dug a pair of gloves from one pocket and pulled them on. Thankful his legs had not been injured, he turned his face into the wind and began a slow run. The wind whipped against his cheeks, swirling in the air around him, turning the surface of the ocean into a sea of whitecaps and filling the air with salt spray.

      He’d been here a week now. The first day, he’d stocked up on groceries so he wouldn’t have to make a trip too soon into the tiny little town. After that, every day was the same routine—a morning jog on the beach, sitting on the porch watching the activities on the water play out, and drinking hot coffee. In the evenings, he’d taken to reading, mostly thrillers that someone had left in the little bookcase. He hadn’t had much time for reading on active duty, and it was kind of nice now to lose himself in stories that were so much fantasy. He deliberately hadn’t bought any beer. The temptation to feel sorry for himself and ease that self-pity with large doses of alcohol was too tempting.

      Most people wouldn’t like the solitude of this place. Or maybe isolation was a better word. But it was exactly what Sam wanted. The nightmares had deceased in number, but they still came, jolting him awake, heart racing, sweat pouring over his body. He could still hear and see the flash of the IED and feel the intense pain shooting from his shoulder to his hip. When that happened, he forced himself out of bed, got a glass of cold water from the kitchen, and counted backward from one hundred, a trick his therapist had taught him. He never went back to sleep, knowing the dream would just grab him again. Instead, he spent the balance of the night forcing himself to read to redirect his brain.

      It wasn’t just the injury that gave him nightmares, or the injuries to his teammates. He’d been a SEAL for ten years and then, suddenly, he wasn’t. In the SEALs he had found identity and purpose. Now, he had none. He had no idea what came next in his life. He was a little too old to stay with his parents and let them fuss over him. That only underscored the loss of who he was, anyway. His sister and two brothers were busy with their own very productive lives and didn’t need him putting a damper on things. It stunned him to realize he’d lost all contact with any friends not in the Teams. But he stayed away from even those, unable to share how damaged he felt. Instead, he’d withdrawn more and more.

      The only two people seemed determined enough not to be ignored. One was Tex Keenan, who had called twice to see how he was doing and how he liked the place. The other was his former SEAL teammate and close friend, Chase “Scooter” Winslow. Lately, however, he’d been letting those calls just go to voice mail. After all, what did he have to say?

      Sitting around feeling sorry for himself had proven nonproductive. Apparently, the only person showing him pity besides his parents was himself. What he really needed was to get his fucking head on straight and figure out what to do with the rest of his life. He guessed he was damn lucky when their team leader, James “Wildcat” Malone, showed up at his apartment to give him a kick in the ass. He’d turned him onto John “Tex” Keenan, another former SEAL and one whose injury was far more debilitating than Sam’s. Tex had lost part of one leg, but apparently it hadn’t stopped him. He had unmatched computer skills and now provided support for his old team when they needed him as well as others. And he’d found himself a super smart, super-hot woman who thought he hung the moon.

      Besides showing him that his life was far from over if he embraced that possibility, Tex had found a place for him where he could have all the isolation he wanted, yet still be close enough to civilization to take care of his needs, such as food and physical therapy, a necessity if he ever wanted to regain more use of his arm. Castile was a very small little hamlet of no more than ten thousand people tucked into the Maine coast not far from Bar Harbor and about a forty-minute drive from Bangor. The cabin he was renting sat by itself outside of town, one of six or seven dotting the coast in that stretch of highway. It was rustic but clean and certainly suited his needs. He liked being here at the back of beyond. It was a place he could try to figure out what to do with the rest of his life. So far, he hadn’t made any progress.

      He ran at a slow pace along the packed sand, careful to avoid the outcroppings of rocks and the water breaking on the beach. There were few pleasure boats in the water today, and understandably so. Nobody liked battling the rough water, not if it was for fun. There was a marina about a mile down the road and, sometimes when he sat on the cabin’s front porch, he could watch them heading out towards the horizon. Sport fishermen. Whale watchers. Pleasure boaters. Kayakers, although he couldn’t imagine how anyone but frogmen would enjoy paddling a kayak in these wild waters.

      The lobstermen would all be out by now, having left the harbor early in the morning, usually by five or six a.m. Sam knew lobstering was a hard job, and each boat daily tracked down every pair of its lobster traps, emptied them, and filled them with fresh bait. Although as Tex describing it, “fresh” was an oxymoron where lobster bait was concerned. Then they’d head home, getting there early enough to sell the day’s catch, clean the boat, and prepare for the next day. In less than a week, several of the boats had become familiar to him. He knew who stayed out longest, who returned the earliest.

      He reached a point where the beach curved into a notch in the rocks, a place where people might picnic if not for the fact the ocean might sweep you away. He stopped for a moment, just to check out his surroundings. It wasn’t a picnic kind of day, and besides, he wasn’t good company for anyone, now or at any time. A week into his self-search program, he still had no idea what the fuck he was going to do with the rest of his life.

      First, you have to get your head out of your ass.

      He could hear Tex’s voice in his brain, vibrating through his body. Telling him this wasn’t the end of his life. Telling him he had a future. Wasn’t he supposed to be figuring that out? Wasn’t that why he was here?

      He looked up the steep face of the cliff to the tiny overlook above the area. An SUV was parked there less than two feet behind a woman who was leaning against the railing. He’d noticed her there twice before as he jogged home but never really stopped to look. And here she was again. Well, that was weird.

      He squinted up at her. It was hard to judge her height from this angle, or her build, for that matter, with the ski jacket she was wearing. But her blonde hair, like spun gold gleaming in the sun, was picked up by the wind and streamed out across her face. She tucked it behind her ears in an almost absent-minded gesture. She was staring out across the water, seemingly fixated on a lobster boat that looked as if it might not make it another hundred yards.

      Sam had noticed that boat every day, sure it might either break apart in deep water or sink before it reached shore again. Unlike the other lobstermen, this one went out early in the afternoon and returned after dark. When you had nothing to do except sit on the porch freezing your nuts off, your brain registered things like that. He wondered idly who was stupid enough to go out in rough seas in a craft that looked so unsteady. And why today they were suddenly out in the water well before their usual time. Well, it was none of his business, but still, he couldn’t help wondering.

      When he looked up again, the woman was still staring out at the boat. Was it someone she knew? Was she worried about them? Then he saw her shift and look down at him, jerk away from the railing, and take a couple of steps back toward her car.

      He shook his head. Weird. He waited until he saw the car pull away before he resumed his jog/walk. He kept going until the came to the next cabin, perched high above the water like the one he was renting, with steps leading up to it built into the rock. Then he turned and headed back.

      By now all the lobster boats were well out to sea, and the first of the pleasure crafts and sport fishing boats were cutting through the waves. He missed it, the water. Heading out in the dark toward a target in a Zodiac, or with his entire team in a Special Operations Craft-Riverine (SOC-Riverine). Swimming underwater, so silent not even sophisticated listening equipment could hear them. Operating as part of a team so synced to each other that only the barest signals were needed to communicate.

      Well, shut the fuck up, Alvarez. That’s done and finished and feeling sorry for yourself gets you nothing.

      He climbed up the steep flight of stairs to his cabin, but as he grabbed the rail without thinking, he felt a sharp twinge in his left arm. Damn it. Tex had warned him not to drop out of physical therapy, that he’d pay for it later. But he just hadn’t been able to get up the stones for it. After all, what was the use? He’d never be what he was.

      But you can be something just as good, that damn voice whispered in his head.

      And as the intensity of the pain increased, he realized he was just being stupid. He might not be a SEAL anymore, but that didn’t mean he had to settle for being a cripple. He thought about Tex, who had lost half of one leg, forging ahead and building a new life for himself, and shame washed over him.

      Inside the cabin, he opened the tin box where he’d put the goodies he bought at Rolling in Dough, the town bakery the agent from the realty office recommended to him. Empty. Damn! He didn’t have a huge sweet tooth, but this place turned out pastry’s angels sang about. He knew he should get started on resuming his physical therapy, but not today. Today he was going to answer the urgings of his sweet tooth.

      Tomorrow, he told himself. Tomorrow he’d dig out the number of that physical therapy place in Bangor and see about making an appointment.
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        * * *

      

      Cassie Malone told herself she was crazy to keep coming here to this overlook. What did she expect to see? She was already running from one kind of trouble. Why would she look for another. For the first two weeks after she arrived in Castile, she’d hardly ventured out of the cottage at all except for necessities. Then she decided she had to create a new life for herself. She certainly couldn’t go back to her old one. Not unless the danger to her disappeared, and that didn’t feel like it was happening any time soon.

      The possibility of a connection between this and the mess in Boston was so farfetched, she should just forget about it. Of course, they were close to the Canadian border. How easy it would be to bring merchandise onto the water and somehow make the exchange. God almighty. Talk about letting her imagination run away with her. It had to be a product of her overactive mind, rolling around like a loose ball since her life had blown up.

      With a sigh, she climbed into her SUV and cranked the ignition. Then she sat there for a few moments, collecting her thoughts. Who on earth was the strange man jogging along that dangerous beach? Didn’t he know breakers could come in almost to the jagged rocks? Or that some of the rocks formed out so close to the water he could trip over them?

      She didn’t recall seeing him in town. She knew she would have remembered. Even at this distance she could tell he was tall, and the windbreaker and jeans did little to disguise a muscular body. Her therapist hands automatically wanted to stroke over those muscles and trace the lines of his body. His thick brown hair was on the long side, and the wind picked it up and tossed it into a sexy, disheveled mess. Sexy. Sexy? With the mess her life was in, she was thinking sexy?

      In any event, she didn’t recognize him. He was probably staying in one of the isolated cabins Down East Realty rented out on a regular basis. Okay, semi-regular. From May through September they were full but Ted Simmons, who ran the real estate agency, had a hard time filling them starting in October. Only hermits or isolationists wanted them during those months.

      Although her own place wasn’t much better. The cottage her aunt Jennie left her sat on the other side of town, not close to any others. Her aunt had wanted it that way, and Cassie was grateful for the isolation. When she first arrived, she hadn’t wanted to talk to anyone. Now, when she came home at the end of the day, she felt the same way. For the most part.

      Because, out of nowhere, she’d made a friend. She wasn’t quite sure how she and Margie Hager, owner of Rolling in Dough, had connected so fast. Maybe it was her addiction to the bakery’s famed chocolate muffins that had her coming in every morning. One day they got into a conversation, and that was it. Margie was the ideal friend. She didn’t pry, just offered friendship, support, and delicious pastries. If ever a woman could be said to be an angel, it was Margie Hager—pretty, smart, sharp, and caring. Cassie pinched herself every day at her luck in connecting the way they had. And Margie was the one who had turned her onto the physical therapist job at the new clinic in town

      The cottage had been a godsend, sitting pretty much vacant since she’d inherited it a year ago. She’d been too busy then with her life and her hot boyfriend. But when she fled Boston, terrified, needing isolation, needing to be somewhere away from everything and everyone, it called to her like a magnet. And, luckily, this job she had fallen into was one where she could set her own hours.

      The stranger on the beach below hadn’t moved from the spot on the sand. She’d seen him stop his run to look out to sea at the lobster boat as it went by. This was the first time this week she’d made the stop here, and there it was, just like the other days. Did he think it strange, like she did, that its time was so out of sync with the other lobstermen? Usually they were out on the water by six in the morning, hauling traps. This was right in the middle of lobstering season, the crustaceans being most plentiful from late April to late December.

      Or was he somehow connected to Patrick Shore’s illegal business? Patrick. The. biggest mistake of her life. Oh no! Please, no! Chills raced over her skin as she wondered if he had an ulterior motive for being here.

      Stop it!

      She was letting her imagination run wild. Bad luck wouldn’t drop into her life twice. Would it? She was safe here. She’d made sure no one knew where she had gone. Told no one about the cottage. No one could track her.

      She needed to stop thinking that way. She’d run from Boston, cursing her stupidity the entire trip. For weeks she’d ignored what her roommate and best friend had said about Patrick, as well as the warnings she’d heard from others who’d seen her with him. She was just thrilled to death that a man as rich and good looking and powerful as he was seemed to make her the focus of his world.

      Then, because she was unconsciously looking for them, little things began to bother her. The nights they spent at his condo when he left her at three a.m. for a meeting.

      “Restaurant. Business,” he always said.

      Okay, so he owned several successful eateries. But did they really hold business meetings after the place closed and. Not in the daylight? Then there were the phone calls, coming in on a separate cell phone.

      “I keep this for calls from my partners,” he told her, “so they don’t get jammed up if I’m on another call.”

      She hadn’t even thought it strange the nights she’d met him for dinner at one of his places and he’d met with his partners after closing. It was the restaurant. Business, after all. Right?

      As a result, she ended up turning her life upside down.

      She had a short flashback to the moment she’d overheard a conversation she wasn’t meant to. It was after hours at one of the places Patrick and his partners owned. She’d met him there and was waiting to follow him to his condo. Not having to work the next day, the late hour wasn’t a problem. She had just come out of the ladies’ room when she heard them arguing, their voices w raised in a discussion including the words “drug distribution,” “larger supply,” “next delivery,” and “expand our market.”

      Then someone asked Patrick something she couldn’t quite decipher, but she heard the answer as clear as if he’d been standing beside her.

      “If he gives us a problem, just kill the fucker and dump him in the bay. People are used to seeing the boat go out a long distance, even at night. It would be his own fault. He shouldn’t have tried to hold us up for more money. We have to protect the shipments. All of them.”

      What got to her was the almost casual tone of voice he used and shock froze her to the spot.

      Yeah, she definitely should have listened when her friends warned her about Patrick, about some of the people he hung out with and the rumors they’d heard. But, idiot that she was, she’d been so mesmerized by him and so besotted she’d blown it all off. What she overheard that night had brought it all back, and she had run from the club, grateful she had her own car tonight. The sound of the back door closing behind her sounded like a cannon and, as she pulled out of the lot, she saw it open again and a man stick his head out.

      Just to cover herself, she texted Patrick.

      Sorry to run. You were busy. Got a call from a patient in extreme pain. Talk tomorrow.

      Frightened to death, she hadn’t slept a wink that night. The next morning. she told Maxine she had to leave and swore her to secrecy.

      “It’s that fucker, Patrick, right?” Max spat out. She had never liked him. “What did that arrogant asshole do? If he hit you—”

      “No!” Cassie took a breath. “No, he didn’t. Please don’t ask me any questions. I’m telling my boss I was called away on a family emergency. You can tell anyone else who asks the same thing. And, Max? You’d better look for another roommate.”

      Because she might never be coming back.

      “What are you going to do?” Maxine asked.

      “I actually have a place off the radar, but I’m not going to tell you where it is. Trust me. It’s better if you don’t know.”

      Coming up with an excuse was tough because both her parents were dead and she had no siblings. Finally, she made up a cousin. Let them chase that one. At work, she told her supervisor she had a family emergency and had to leave at once. She was sorry and did not know when she’d be back. When Patrick called, she told him the same thing, using the long-lost cousin.

      “Are you alright, Cassie? How is your emergency patient doing? I didn’t even know you had a cousin. You never talk about your family.”

      “Much better,” she told him. “Her doctor is actually thinking she needs another surgery, so she called me.”

      “And where is this emergency of yours?” he demanded.

      “California.” As far from Maine as possible. “She came through for me when my parents were killed. so I feel an obligation. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”

      “Maybe I can come and visit you. I might have a business trip out there. Text me the info.”

      “I will as soon as I get there.” Not.

      Maxine helped her sneak her things out of the apartment, in case Patrick or one of his friends came calling. She assured Max she’d be fine, that she’d call when she got where she was going. Leaving before dawn the next day, she shook with fear that Patrick might somehow have found her and be following her. She took as many detours as she could before finally hitting I-75 and heading north.

      Cassie had called Maxine once on her cell phone when she got to Maine, as promised, just to let her know she’d arrived where she was going and was safe. Then she’d destroyed the device and activated one of the burner phones she’d bought at an electronics store when she stopped in Portland.

      Patrick didn’t know about Maine or the cottage. She hadn’t been there in more than a year, since Aunt Jennie passed away and left the place to her. She’d been too wrapped up in her job, her life, and for the past few months, Patrick. She’d stopped on the way north and bought a new cell with a new number. It meant no one from Boston could call her, but that was okay. She didn’t want anyone else dragged into this or leading Patrick to her. She had to disappear.

      But all of that was behind her now. She hoped. This was the next chapter in her life, as long as Patrick didn’t find her. Once a week, she drove to Bar Harbor to cash her paycheck. No bank accounts or credit cards for her. If people thought it strange she paid for everything in cash, well, a lot of people remembered her as Jennie’s niece, even though she hadn’t been there in a while, so no one said anything.

      She wasn’t going to screw it up by seeing demons where there weren’t any.

      She never should have started digging around on the Internet, looking for any mention of Patrick beyond what she knew, but her curiosity got the better of her. It was like a bug scratching at her.

      But she knew enough to be careful. People had ways of tracking you when you did stuff like this, especially if they were on the alert for it. She’d bought a brand new laptop in Bar Harbor and set everything up under a different name, thankful for all those thrillers she’d read based around just this, her curiosity Why hadn’t she done this when her roommate and others told her there was something strange about him?

      Did the DEA know about him? Was he being watched? Investigated? She searched for stories on drugs in the area, stunned to discover that many shipments arrived on private boats, the exchange with suppliers taking place way out on the water. Patrick had a boat. Had he used it for that?

      Maybe that’s why the old lobster boat piqued her curiosity. Or maybe her imagination was just running wild. She’d spotted it first when she happened to be at the marina for something one day. It was so out of sync with the others that she made a habit of checking it on a regular basis. She’d stopped at the overlook one day to just air out her brain, and saw it again, chugging away at least two hours later than everyone else.

      After that, coming to the overlook became a habit, although her overactive imagination was probably making something out of nothing. So the old man kept different hours, leaving later and sometimes coming home after dark. So what? No way was Patrick connected to the dilapidated lobster boat, or the old man running it. His hours probably had more to do with his age than anything else. And the likelihood of Patrick even being here at any time was a product of her overactive imagination, which seemed to be just running away from her.

      Then why was she feeding her curiosity about an older lobsterman who had irregular hours? Not everyone who did that was a criminal. Just forget it, she told herself in a stern inner voice. Hadn’t she had enough stress in her life?

      But, just in case, I’d better put a lid on any interest. I have enough troubles.

      The smart thing to do, since she had a little extra free time, was to head for Margie’s Rolling in Dough, get a double latte and two of those chocolate croissants dusted with powdered sugar, and drown her thoughts in calories. And maybe get a hug from Margie while she was at it. Her new, wonderful friend gave better hugs than any friend she’d ever had.

      Determined to keep as narrow a social circle as possible, the bakery owner was one of the few people Cassie had connected with when she moved to Castile. With almost nothing in common, they had still become very close friends.

      With a sigh she put the car in gear and pulled out onto the two-lane highway. As usual, she scrutinized traffic there and on the streets as she pulled into the town proper. She was pretty sure Patrick had not found her, although she was certain it wasn’t from lack of trying. She wondered if she’d ever be able to stop looking over her shoulder.

      At midmorning, there was little traffic as she headed into the village of Castile. Not, she mused, that there ever was much traffic on that road. By this time, though, everyone who worked was at their jobs, the kids were in school, and the few tourists hardy enough the brave the weather were bundled up inside in front of a fireplace.

      Still, it was relatively busy in the village so she considered herself lucky to find a parking spot three doors down from Rolling in Dough. The moment she opened the door, she was embraced by the seductive aromas of cinnamon and allspice and powdered sugar. Her mouth was already watering as she walked over to the display cases, waiting in line behind three other people. The man in front of her looked a little familiar, although she didn’t know why, but before she could figure it out, Margie emerged from the back, carrying a large tray of fresh muffins for the display case. Her mouth was curved in its usual grin, and one of her many colorful barrettes held her hair back on one side.

      She’d never told Margie the real reason she left Boston. She couldn’t. First, it would show how stupid she’d been to fall for someone like Patrick, and second, if he ever found her, she could put Margie in danger, too, along with Bruce, her significant other. She’d never do that. Besides, as far as Cassie was concerned, she was safely away from it—she hoped—and telling someone served no purpose.

      “Hey, Cassie!” Margie set the tray down on the counter behind the display case. “Satisfying your sweet tooth?”

      “You bet. I have short hours today, so I thought I’d indulge myself before heading to the clinic.”

      Margie leaned over the top of the display case. “I saved one of the giant chocolate muffins back just in case.” She dropped her voice to a conspiratorial tone. “Dusted with powdered sugar and sprinkles.’”

      “Oh my god,” Cassie moaned. “Bring it on. Margie, you are the best.” Then she curved her lips in a conspiratorial smile. “I don’t suppose you have any of those croissants left, do you?”

      

      Margie laughed. “For you? Of course. Go grab that little table in the corner and I’ll bring it out with an extra-large latte.”

      “Getting it. You are a goddess.”

      The line had moved along, and now the man in front of her finished paying for his order. He lifted his box of pastries with his left hand, and Cassie idly noticed he held his arm at a weird angle. She turned to move to her table, accidentally nudging his arm and sending the box of goodies tumbling to the floor.

      “Damn it!” he swore.

      “Oh! I am so sorry. Here, let me help you.

      But they both bent down at the same time, causing them to knock heads. But when she tried to straighten up, she bumped his arm again, and again he dropped the box. And, this time, the lid crumpled and coffee sloshed over the rim. He grabbed for it but missed, and the mess tumbled to the floor again.

      Damn it all to hell. Nice way to call attention to herself.

      “Son of a bitch.” He shook his head as he tried to scoop up the box once more. “Sorry about the language. And just so you know, I’m not usually this clumsy.”

      “No, no. I wasn’t paying attention so this is totally my fault.” She stood up and made sure he had his coffee and his pastry, noticing again that he held his left arm in a strange position, as if it was injured in some way.

      “I better get out of the way before I embarrass myself again.” His mouth curved in a hint of a smile, and the bluest eyes she’d ever seen mesmerized her. But was that a hint of tragedy she saw swirling in them?

      What on earth?

      “Since this really was my fault, how about letting me buy you a fresh cup of coffee.” She put a hand on his other arm. “I won’t take no for an answer.”

      God. What was she doing? She was supposed to be keeping a very low profile, even though she didn’t think Patrick and his friends could find her here.

      “That’s not necessary,” he protested.

      “Margie, add another of whatever this gentleman was drinking and bring it to my table, okay? And some fresh croissants.” She looked at him. “My treat. I insist.”

      “But—”

      “Better not argue with her,” Margie joked. “She can get downright nasty.”

      He gave her that half smile again. “Then, thanks. The coffee would be great.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam sat in one of the chairs at the table, unzipped his jacket, and held out his hand.

      “Sam Alvarez.”

      “Cassie Malone.” When she shook his hand, he probably held on a little longer than he should, but her skin was so soft and felt so good, he hated to break the contact. When she jerked her hand away, he let go with great reluctance then realized he’d probably offended her.

      “Sorry. My courtesy skills are a little rusty.” An understatement if there ever was one.

      “Oh, um, no problem.”

      Her hair that was more golden than blonde hung loose, framing her face and emphasizing her blue eyes curtained with very dark lashes, cheeks pink from the cold, and one dimple that flashed at the right corner of her mouth when she smiled. He couldn’t help staring at her. If he’d been at the top of his form, he’d—what? Try to get in her pants? Crude, Sam. Ask her to dinner? He’d isolated himself so much, he wondered if he even knew how to behave with people anymore, especially with a woman.

      “Are you okay?” she asked. “I don’t mean to be rude, but you have a weird look on your face. Again, I’m sorry about your coffee and croissants.”

      He gave himself a mental shake. Get it together, Alvarez.

      “No, I’m fine. I—"

      At that moment Margie arrived, thank the lord, with a large tray holding two coffee mugs, a plate of the croissants she’d been salivating for, and two boxes, one tied with a blue ribbon, the other with a pink one. She grabbed the original one sitting next to Sam and exchanged it for the one with blue ribbon.

      “What—”

      “I’m not sure what condition your goodies are in.” She smiled at him. “I know you’re new in town, so just consider it a welcome gift.” When he started to protest again, she just shook her head. “Nope. My treat. Cassie, here’s your muffin. For later. Enjoy.”

      He looked across the table at Cassie. “Is she always like that?”

      Cassie laughed. “Yes. She’s a force of nature. I don’t think anyone ever says no to her.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Have you known her long?”

      She shrugged. “Just since I moved here, but she’s turned out to be a great friend. I think everyone in town loves Margie.”

      “So, you’re…what, a new resident?” Why did his polite conversation sound so dumb? Obviously, his social skills were beyond rusty.

      She took a sip of coffee. “I used to visit my aunt here, when I was younger. Not so much the past few years. I was shocked when she left her cottage to me. But I needed a change, and this was perfect. I guess I’m back to stay. At least for now.”

      “Well, that’s good. I guess.” He quirked an eyebrow. “Is it?”

      She shrugged. “I guess time will tell. I never spent more than a month here at any one time, and that was always in the warm season, with lots of summer residents and tourists around.”

      “At least you’ll have friends to hang with, right?”

      He thought this was the strangest conversation for him to have with a stranger, poking into her business like this. But what else should he talk about?

      Cassie sat back in her chair, setting her cup carefully on the table.

      “To tell the truth, most of the people I was friendly with were seasonal. They’re all back in their home states. Margie’s one of the few I’ve really connected with since I’ve been back.”

      She took one of the croissants, set it in front of her, and tore off a tiny piece. He watched her chew, fascinated by the play of muscles in her jaw. Damn! What the hell was wrong with him? She was probably already sorry she’d invited him to sit down.

      “So what’s your deal?” she asked. “Not too many people choose to visit here after the summer’s over unless they’re hiding from something. Is that what your deal is? Wait.” She shook her head. “Don’t answer that. It’s incredibly rude of me. Your business is your own.”

      He tipped his lips up in a hint of a smile. “That’s okay. I’m not doing so well with conversation, either.”

      “I saw you watching that ancient lobster boat this morning. Thinking of going into the. business?”

      He actually laughed. “Not on your life. I’d go nuts.” He lifted his cup and took a swallow of the hot liquid. “Let’s just say I’m re-examining my priorities in life.”

      “Oh?” She lifted an eyebrow. “What did you do before this?”

      “I was a Navy SEAL.”

      Her eyes widened. “No kidding? SEALs are incredible. Thank you for your service.”

      He nodded. “Welcome.”

      “So, what did you do before becoming a SEAL?”

      “Nothing.” He took another swallow of coffee. “I signed up right out of high school.”

      “No kidding? Wow.” She ran her tongue over her bottom lip.

      Sam found himself hardening just watching her. Oh, fucking great. His dick had been in hiding since he got hurt, and it chose now to wake up and join the party?

      “Yup. So it’s not like I have something to go back to.” Not to mention he had a lame wing and couldn’t do a lot of shit.

      She grinned at him, and her entire face lit up. “But think of all the choices you have open to you now. You can do anything you choose.”

      He snorted. “Yeah. If only I knew what that was.”

      She tore off another small bite of her croissant and chewed thoughtfully. “What did you do with the SEALs?”

      Killed bad guys and protected the country.

      He shrugged. “Stuff. Anyway, I have a …challenge to take care of before I can do anything but jog on the beach and sit on the porch.”

      Now why the hell did he say that? She’d ask questions, and he wasn’t happy talking about it.

      “Like what? Sorry. It’s not really any of my business.”

      Well, dipshit, just tell her.

      “You may have noticed my left arm isn’t working all that well.” He tried to make a joke of it. “Witness the mess I made on the floor.”

      “Oh, please.” She flapped a hand in the air. “That was just as much my fault. I was busy talking and not paying attention.” She studied him for a long moment. “But I see that it’s not in the best working order. Did you injure it?”

      “Yeah, you could say that. An IED shredded it, and it took three surgeries to put the pieces back together.” He shrugged. “Getting it to work properly again is iffy.”

      She frowned. “But didn’t they send you to physical therapy? I would think that would be at the top of the list.”

      He nodded and took another slug of coffee. “While I was in the hospital and for a couple of weeks later.” He shrugged. “They wanted me to continue, but I just wanted to get the hell out of town. The lease was up on my apartment, and there just didn’t seem to be much point to hanging around. Anyway, I don’t know what I’m going to do with my life even if my arm does get fixed. I’ve been a SEAL for twelve years. That’s all I know.”

      He hoped that didn’t sound as pathetic to her as it did to him. He was just tired of people giving him sympathetic looks and watching his former teammates spin up for new missions. He had lost his dating skills and had been too wrapped up in self-pity to relearn them. When Wildcat told him to get his ass out of town and get his shit together, he’d done just that. Left town, anyway. Getting his shit together was still another matter.

      “Then shouldn’t you get your arm taken care of so you can figure out what to do with the rest of your life? If you wait too much longer, you won’t be able to repair a lot of the damage.”

      He frowned. “Why do I get the feeling you know what you’re talking about? And I mean from experience.”

      She chewed another tiny piece of croissant. Sam wondered if she was enjoying it or merely using it to organize her thoughts.

      “You’re right. As a matter of fact, I happen to be a physical therapist.” She’d had to be registered in Maine to take the job. She had just prayed Patrick had looked before she did that and found nothing.

      Sam stared at her. “No shit? I mean, no kidding?”

      Cassie chuckled. “No shit. Right now I’m working at a new family clinic that opened in town. During the seasons I’ll work with the high school sports teams, men and women. Plus, we have a ski resort not far from here. You wouldn’t believe what skiers do to themselves. Especially the greenhorns.” She sighed. “And then, of course, there are the idiots who drive too fast on icy roads, break their bones, and have to be taught to use their bodies all over again.”

      Sam took a bite of his croissant, taking a moment to appreciate the flavor as it burst on his tongue while he mentally sifted through what she had told him. At least she was a lot better looking than the therapist he’d been working with at the hospital. He supposed there was something to be said for that.

      As if she could read his mind, she added, “Don’t think I’m easy on my patients. I can be mean as hell when necessary.”

      He couldn’t help grinning. “Yeah? I’m. not sure I believe that.”

      “It’s true, alright. Why don’t you give it a try? If you hate it, you can walk out, no harm, no foul. You sure won’t be any worse off than you are now.”

      He nodded. “That is true.” He noticed they had both finished their coffee but were still picking at their pastries. “How about another cup?”

      Cassie looked at her watch and sighed. “It’s very tempting, but I have a patient coming in at ten thirty. Sam, I don’t want to force you into something, but you do need to resume your therapy sooner rather than later. I can refer you to someone in Bangor, if you’d rather—”

      He held up his hand. “No. It would certainly be convenient doing it here. Besides, the next person I’m rude to might not be nice enough to have coffee with me.”

      She studied him for a long moment, almost as if she could really see inside him. The thought made him squirm.

      “Okay.” She reached into her purse and fished out a business card. “This is for the clinic. If you’re serious, have your doctor call me so I can talk to him and get him to send me your records. And I’d like you to come in tomorrow for an assessment.” She pulled out her cell phone and scrolled through it. “Will eleven o’clock work for you?”

      He actually laughed. “I think I can clear my schedule.”

      Cassie took one last bite of pastry, swallowed, daintily wiped her mouth, and pushed back her chair. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow. The address is on the card I gave you.”

      “Uh, thanks. And I’ll have the doc get in touch with you.”

      She flashed a smile, and her dimple winked. “I know this isn’t easy for you, Sam. Thanks for at least trying to trust me with this.”

      He nodded and stuck the card in his wallet.

      They looked at each other for a moment, as if neither one knew what to say next. Then Cassie stood, pulled on her jacket and zipped it then held out her hand.

      “I look forward to hearing from your doctor and seeing you tomorrow.”

      He rose also and took her hand, shocked at the electricity of the contact. Her eyes widened, a sure sign she felt it, too. He broke the contact, nodded again, and picked up the pastry box from the table. He stood there, watching, as she maneuvered her way through the tables and past the line at the counter to the door. Even after she disappeared outside, he stood rooted to the spot.

      What the hell had just happened? His social skills were rusty, diminished by his self-pity. Yet, in less than thirty minutes, he’d agree to let a woman he’d just met evaluate him and start a physical therapy program with him. One week, and his planned isolation and solitude were fading.

      She’s just a therapist, he reminded himself. She was just offering her professional services, something he hadn’t even been sure he wanted. Yet he knew he would follow through. For the first time in weeks, he actually found himself smiling

      Sitting behind the wheel of his truck, he pulled out his cell and the business card and punched in a familiar number. In moments, he was connected with Dr. Charles Baird.

      “Glad to hear from you, Sam. What’s up?”

      ”I have some information I think is going to make your day.”
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      Cassie slept restlessly, too many things swirling in her mind. She kept dreaming about Patrick, the conversation she’d overheard about the drug business he and his partners were running, and whether he’d be able to find her. Mixed in with that were images of a SEAL way out of his comfort zone, rootless, and dealing with an injury he felt diminished him.

      She’d spent the evening researching his situation online and learned how, especially with SEALs, they had trouble finding a place for themselves if they had not planned ahead. Most of them had made plans to be a SEAL until it was retirement time. She could imagine what it must be like to suddenly find your whole life an empty page and you had no idea what to write on it. She knew her treatment of the man would have to include a lot more than just physical exercises if she wanted the treatment to be successful.

      She woke at three in the morning, shaking and covered in perspiration. She stumbled into the bathroom and swallowed two aspirin with a glass of cold water. Wiping her face with a damp cloth, she stared at herself in the mirror over the sink. Holy crap. She actually looked like something out of a nightmare. She’d better get some more sleep and get her act together. She had patients coming in today, including that sexy, brooding former SEAL with the gimpy wing.

      Sexy? Brooding?

      God, Cassie. Get your act together.

      She was still knotted up over her last relationship with a man who had come with a dose of trouble she hadn’t expected. The last thing she needed was to hook up with a man possessing obvious emotional problems along with his physical ones. But damn! Something about him that sizzled the air around him. His rugged good looks combined with the sense of despair that clung to him sent her hormones into overdrive. When they shook hands, did he feel the same crackle of electricity she had?

      Okay, enough. She made sure the alarm on her phone was set for seven, crawled back into bed, and closed her eyes, willing her mind to shut down. When the alarm went off on time, she felt anything but well rested. She gritted her teeth through a cold shower, hoping to wash away the fog and wake up her brain. She needed to be in top shape for her new patient. As it was, she was pretty sure it would take all her discipline to be friendly yet detached, and wasn’t that just a kick in the pants. His doctor had called the clinic yesterday, discussed his situation, and emailed her Sam’s records along with the program the therapist at the hospital had devised.

      She was appalled at the damage that and been done to his arm, and how many operations it had taken to put it back together so it was even useable. No wonder he was depressed.

      Cassie didn’t want to bombard him with questions about his situation, especially since she sensed an invisible shield he’d constructed around himself. Instead she had asked as casually as possible if he had a support system—family, friends, significant other. But Sam Alvarez seemed to be a loner. He had friends but apparently had stopped communicating with them. No woman in his life. And she sensed he had distanced himself from his immediate family after his injury. No wonder he’d ended up in an isolated cottage in Castile, shutting out the world.

      “I should also warn you,” Dr. Baird said. “Even though his years as a SEAL had already made him somewhat of a loner, his injury has him a little on the antisocial side.”

      “I noticed, but I get a fair number of patients like that. For most of them it’s due to the resentment that comes with their injury. Don’t worry. It will be fine.”

      She thought about the conversation now as she drove to the clinic. She did indeed often get patients like that. The difference was, none of them made her skin tingle the way Sam Alvarez did. As she’d studied the notes Dr. Baird had sent, and thought about putting her hands on Sam’s body, she was annoyed at the little shiver that raced over her. Not to mention the pounding at each pulse point in her body.

      She remembered that now as she drove through town.

      Get it together, Cassie. You’ve got enough troubles as it is.

      She stopped at Rolling in Dough for coffee and a muffin. As usual at this hour, the place was jammed. Anna, Margie’s barista, was busy serving the long line of customers snaking up to the counter. Margie was nowhere to be seen, probably in the back preparing more goodies. She must have seen Cassie come in, however, because suddenly she was there, pulling Cassie to the side.

      “I’ll get your usual to go,” she said, “but only if you give me the scoop on the hunk from yesterday.”

      Cassie smiled but shrugged. “I know very little about him. He’s a former SEAL with a badly wounded arm who apparently came up here to hide away from everyone. That seems to be the norm with very active people whose life pattern has changed this way. That’s about all I know.”

      She wasn’t about to share any additional info, even as close as she and Margie had become. The man was about to become her patient—provided he actually showed up—and sharing information of any kind was a no-no.

      “Does he need physical therapy?” Margie grinned. “Is he coming to the clinic?”

      Cassie couldn’t help laughing. “He’s supposed to. We’ll see if he in fact shows up.”

      “Maybe he’ll invite you to have coffee with him again.”

      “Yesterday was a fluke. An accident. And I’m not looking to hook up with anyone.”

      Margie sighed. “I know, more’s the pity. You’ve been pretty much a hermit since you moved up here. You need to socialize with someone besides me sometimes.”

      Cassie just shrugged. “Maybe I’m out of the socializing business for a while. You know how happy I am we connected like we did. Your friendship is all I need right now. Can we please leave it at that?”

      The more people she befriended, the wider her social circle became, the greater the chance that her presence here night leak out to Boston. You never knew who had friends where. Just because she hadn’t told Patrick about the cottage in Maine didn’t mean he might not find out from someone else. So what if she hadn’t told her roommate about it? People like Patrick had connections everywhere. Maybe he’d even text her photo to people to be on the lookout for her. The thought of it made her nauseous.

      “You okay?” Margie touched her arm, a look of concern on her face.

      Cassie drew in a deep breath and let it out. “Yes. I’m fine. Just didn’t sleep so well last night.”

      “Hmmm. Okay, hold on a minute.” Margie hurried into the back. When she returned, she held out a small white paper bag. “Special herbal tea. I stock it here, and I swear by it. One cup at night, and you’ll sleep like a baby.”

      Cassie had to smile.” Margie, you are my angel.”

      “No, just your good friend. Now, wait here, and I’ll bring your coffee. Croissant or muffin today?”

      Cassie laughed. “Muffin, please. Chocolate.”

      Cassie was still smiling when she left with all her goodies and climbed into her car. She cranked the engine and was looking for a break in traffic before pulling out into the street when a black Escalade drove past. She stopped breathing for a moment. Patrick drove a black Escalade. He said he preferred it to sportier cars. That it gave him a feeling of power.

      Stop it, she told herself. There had to be plenty of Escalades in the area. It wasn’t as unique as, say, a Lamborghini or a Tesla. Or whatever. Still she sat there for a moment until her hands stopped shaking and the urge to vomit passed. She had to stop this. She’d come here because Castile was safe.

      Maybe she could call Maxine, who had been so worried about her. She could ask if Patrick had contacted her or sent someone around. But how to contact her? If she used her new phone, that gave Patrick a way to track her. Even if she somewhere found a pay phone. Who was to say Patrick wasn’t taping Maxine’s calls? She wasn’t totally stupid. She knew criminals, like law enforcement, could tap phones.

      Right now, she could do with a heathy dose of Maxine’s hardass brashness and warm friendship. Then she reminded herself she had Margie, an unexpected blessing. She couldn’t tell her about Patrick, but maybe she’d ask her to come over for dinner, some lasagna and wine, her favorite comfort meal. Yes, that’s what she’d do, as soon as she got her shit together about Mr. Swoonworthy. Because the last thing she needed right now was to get involved with a man—any man, but especially one who seemed to be a muddle of complex problems. She had her own problems, not the least of which was making sure no one outside of Castile knew where she was. Not to mention the fact that her current situation was a good example of her poor judgment where men were concerned.

      She took a sip of the hot mocha latte, letting its warmth soothe her system. Then took another sip, until she felt calm enough to drive. Pulling out into traffic, she headed for the clinic, doing her best to make sure she was wearing her professional persona.

      Linda, the office manager, greeted her when she walked in.

      “I put the file for the new patient on your desk. I guess he was referred by his doctor?”

      Cassie nodded. Best to let everyone think that. “I’ll give a summary report to Dr. Joseph when I’m done with him today and also have you email a copy to Sam’s doctor.”

      Linda quirked an eyebrow. “Sam, is it?”

      Big mouth, Cassie thought.

      “Yes. I happened to meet him yesterday at Rolling in Dough. He’s up here for a few weeks and needs a therapist.” She made a show of checking her watch. “Oh wow. Look at the time. I’d better get ready for my first appointment.”

      She breezed past Linda and hurried into the tiny cubicle she called her office, right off the big workout room where all her equipment was.

      Castile General Clinic was owned by three doctors—Herm Joseph, Clay Hamilton, and Sophia Presnell. The two men were orthopedists, while Sophia was a general practitioner. They all had grown up in Castile and chosen to come back here a couple of years ago to open the clinic. Between the hazards of both summer and winter sports, there was plenty of need for orthopedists. Sophia provided general medicine where required and served Castile and the surrounding community. Mostly they were people who did not want to make the trek into Bar Harbor or Bangor. And the town really needed its own health care facility.

      When Margie told her they were looking for a physical therapist, she took it as a positive sign and applied. Now, four months later, she had settled into a nice groove.

      The first two patients of the day required only some simple, basic exercises, learning how to do them and being supervised until they could continue on their own. She was glad it was. Nothing too difficult because she couldn’t get that Escalade out of her mind. Should she ask one of the doctors, all of whom were much more familiar with what people around here drove than she was, if anyone they knew drove an Escalade? But then they’d want to know why and what could she tell them?

      Stop it! He’s not here. Get your shit together.

      She seemed to be saying that to herself a lot these days.

      She was still chewing on it when Linda buzzed her to tell her that her eleven thirty was here. Sam! Oh god. Now she really needed to get herself together. If she was a dithering mess when he walked in, he’d walk right out again for sure. Putting a smile on her face and picking up his file, she walked out to the reception area. Sam was standing to one side looking as if he wondered if he’d made the right decision.

      “Good morning.”

      He nodded. “Morning. I’m here.”

      She almost laughed. “I see that, and I’m glad. Come on back.”

      He followed her into her office.

      “I wanted to go over the program your doctor has requested, before we get started.” She opened the folder she carried. “It’s pretty basic, but it’s going to take commitment on your part to be successful.”

      “Successful.” He snorted. “Yeah, that might be a far reach.”

      Cassie pasted her best professional, encouraging smile on her face.

      “You might not think so, but if you follow the plan you may end up with at least 80 percent of use of your arm again.”

      “That much?” His words were edged with sarcasm. “Wow!”

      She closed the folder and looked at him. “Sam. I know how discouraging this is for you. I—”

      ‘You know?” he interrupted. “How do you know? Have you gone to war as a whole person and come back unable to do your job anymore? Have you been in a situation where a simple task requiring two good arms becomes next to impossible? Have you watched your friends go back to a world that was everything to you and know you’ll never be able to join them?”

      Cassie drew in a calming breath. This was not the first time she’d faced a patient with this attitude, but it was certainly the first time she’d faced one who affected her personally the way Sam Alvarez did.

      “Okay. Let’s look at that. When I was working in”—she stopped.—“in my last job, I dealt with a lot of wounded vets. Many of them had the same attitude you do, so I get it. You’re the only one who can change it, but I will tell you this. The more negative you are, the less you’ll work at this, and the worse your situation will be. If we don’t follow the program, this is as good as your arm is ever going to get. The choice is yours.”

      He sat looking at her for a long time, his face giving away nothing. Then, as if someone had waved a magic wand, his lips curved in a trace of a smile.

      “If I do good in class today, teacher, will you have lunch with me?”

      

      Now why the fuck did I say that?

      The minute the words were out of his mouth, Sam wished he could take them back. Why the hell would she want to have lunch with him? So they’d had a pleasant time over coffee. So what? That didn’t mean they were starting a relationship. God! He didn’t think he was even capable of one anymore. And for sure who the hell would want to have a meal with someone as surly as he was?

      Just as he was about to tell her to forget it and let’s get on with this, she smiled and winked at him.

      “How’s this? If you do well today, I’ll buy you lunch.”

      Her reaction stunned him so much all he could do was nod his head.

      Cassie rose from her chair. “Okay. Then let’s get started. Follow me.”

      She led him into a big room where all the exercise equipment was set up. He also spotted two small rooms to the side with tables that he knew were for deep-muscle massage when it was needed. She led him into one of these.

      “Okay.” She set her folder down on one of the tables and pointed to a row of hooks. “Take off your shirt and hang it on one of those hooks. Let’s see what we’re working with here.”

      He sat, stoic, doing his best not to be an ass, while she looked at the anatomical diagram his doctor had sent, marked with arrows and notes. She examined his arm carefully, testing strength and motion. At last, she nodded and motioned him off the table.

      “Okay. I put together some basic exercises for this first day. You’ve been more than a week without any workout at all, so I didn’t want to throw too much at you today. This will give me a good idea of your capability.”

      “I can handle anything you throw at me,” he assured her. He needed to handle it.

      “I’m sure you can.” She winked again. “After all, you’re a big bad SEAL.”

      He wanted to say he wasn’t a SEAL anymore, but he kept his mouth shut. If he started whining, she might not have that lunch with him, and suddenly he wanted it. Was actually looking forward to it. Go figure.

      The hour passed more quickly than he expected. Cassie Malone was no lightweight when it came to demanding work from her patient. Maybe the usual pain was blunted by the fact her agile fingers woke up his slumbering libido. Out of nowhere he had an image of those same fingers gripping his shaft, stroking and squeezing it. Her head was bent, her blonde hair falling like a silk curtain to surround him.

      Still, at the end of the session, he felt as if a truck had rolled over his arm yet, strangely enough, the pain wasn’t as intense as he expected. Oh, he hurt and he ached, but then she took a tube of cream and rubbed some into his aching muscles. He was surprised at how gentle her fingers were, even as they worked the cream into the muscles and joints.

      “Okay, Mr. SEAL.” She capped the tube. “You did very well today. I want to set you up on a three-day-a-week schedule, but you have to do those first three exercises at home on the in- between days.”

      He frowned. “How come not every day?”

      “Because the muscles need time to adjust after each session. And I can’t repeat this enough. If you want that arm to heal, on those off days you need to do those first three exercises at home.” She gave him a mock scowl. “I mean it, you know.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Okay. Good work. Let’s go into my office and get that schedule down. I want to see you Monday, Wednesday, and Friday until we get some more strength and mobility in that arm. Then we can cut to two days a week and finally just an occasional checkup. Sound good?”

      “Sure. I want to get this fixed as soon as possible. Okay, schedule first, then lunch,” he reminded her.

      “Oh.” She paused. “I didn’t realize you meant today.”

      “Sorry.” All expression disappeared from his face. “Or have other plans.”

      She looked at him for another long moment. He’d love to know what was going on behind that public mask she wore because he’d been trained to sense things, and he had the feeling something was going on with her that was anything but pleasant. He wanted to find out and tell her that if she had a problem, he’d take care of it.

      Really, Sam? Stick your nose in her business when she was waffling about the lunch?

      “No. I have no plans. Lunch it is. And thank you. Now, let’s work on that schedule.”

      He tried to conceal the feeling of relief that washed over him. What the he was happening to him? For months he hadn’t given a damn about socializing with anyone. Now, in the space of two days, he was about to break bread for a second time with a woman he’d just met. Was he crazy? Maybe.

      While she brought up the calendar on her computer, he pulled his shirt on and smoothed his hair back with his hands. When she finished entering dates and times, she copied the ones for him onto a separate page, printed it out, and handed it to him.

      “I know sometimes things happen at the last minute. All I ask is that you give me as much notice as possible if you have to cancel.”

      He folded the sheet of paper and stuffed it into his pocket. “No problem. So. Ready for lunch?”

      She burst out laughing. “You never give up, do you?”

      “Not even a little. That’s a trademark of SEALs.”

      “Okay, Mr. SEAL. Let’s get to it then.”
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      Since Sam really didn’t know the good places to eat in Castile, having been hibernating in the cottage, he asked Cassie to choose a restaurant. They ended up at The Lobster Roll, a rustic café at the end of Main Street, overlooking the ocean. As he slid into the booth and glanced out the window, he thought idly how incongruous it was that something so wild and untamed as the Atlantic Ocean could have such a soothing effect. Watching the waves crash onto the shore, the whitecapped breakers rolling in, seeing the boats navigating with care on the choppy seas, was perhaps the best tranquilizer he could ask for.

      Maybe because its wildness was so predictable. Or maybe it was the challenges it presented that wiped out the nightmarish memories in his brain. All he knew was that each day he’d been here, without him realizing it, he felt a little more at peace. He had a feeling the life of the ocean had a lot to do with it.

      And now, sitting here across from a beautiful woman, the only one who had rung his chimes since he was wounded, he felt like smiling for the first time in weeks. From the moment he’d looked up to the road and seen her standing there, something inside him had clawed itself awake. His dormant cock not only woke up it was sending him urgent messages. Looking at her now he wanted to run his fingers through the rich, honey-colored stands of her hair. Stroke them down her cheeks to see if her skin was as soft as it looked, tempting him to touch it. Lose himself in the depths of those hazel eyes. Maybe cup those nice, round beasts visible through her sweater, and—

      Holy fucking shit. What was wrong with him? This very nice woman, who hadn’t been put off by his rude personality, who wasn’t upset when he spilled coffee and pastry all over her and was helping him rehab his broken wing, would probably smack him with one of the weights in her therapy studio if she knew what was going on in his mind.

      “You look very pensive.” Her voice broke into his thoughts.

      “Just looking out at the ocean,” he told her. “You know, when I first came here a little over a week ago, I was just looking for a place to be left alone, with not too many people around, where I could figure out the rest of my life.”

      “Interesting.” She studied his face. “And are you finding it here?”

      “To tell the truth, it’s better than I expected. There’s something about the ocean, no matter how wild it is, that has a calming effect. And the people, what little contact I’ve had, are friendly without intruding on your space. Even you, Cassie, didn’t ask a lot of prying personal questions like the other people who’ve been working on me. I feel as if I’m in a time warp. I didn’t know places like this existed.”

      “Then I’m glad you chose to come here. And you aren’t nearly as surly as I expected you to be.”

      Her tempting lips curved in a smile, and again he imagined them warming his cock, sliding up and down. Shit. If this kept up, he wouldn’t be able to get out of this booth when they were finished. With a supreme effort of will, he forced the image from his mind.

      “Oh. Well.” He wasn’t sure how to respond. “I guess I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Good, because that’s how I meant it. So how about we order? I didn’t realize it but I’m starved.”

      “Must be all the energy you expend working with us surly clients.”

      She glanced at him then grinned when she realized he was joking.

      “Oh, right. Ha ha.”

      “So, what do you recommend? Maine’s supposed to be the lobster capital of the world, right?”

      “It is indeed. Their best lunch is the bowl of clam chowder and a lobster roll.” She looked up at him. “You’d probably need two rolls. And if you eat all your vegetables, you can have an ice cream cone.”

      Sam burst out laughing, a sound so rusty because he hadn’t used it in a long time.

      “Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.” After they gave their orders to the server, he leaned back in the booth and studied the woman across from him. Not classically beautiful but with a type of natural beauty that made his dick get hard. That was the second time in two days, after months of having a limp shaft no matter what he did. What the hell? She’d been very professional, touching him when she conducted his therapy, but he could still feel her soft but strong hands on his skin.

      There was an outward appearance of calm to her, but when he really looked in her eyes he could see fear swirling there, bracketed by fine lines of tension. And though she tried to be casual about it, Sam noted she’d chosen a booth at the back of the small restaurant and sat facing the doorway. Every time someone entered, her body tensed, an almost unconscious change of posture. What the hell was going on here?

      They made small talk while they waited for their food, but Sam could tell Cassie’s mind was only half engaged.

      “Just out of curiosity, are you expecting someone you don’t want to see?” he asked.

      “What?” She shifted her gaze back to him, her entire body rigid and her hands curled into fists.

      “You seem to be fixated with the entrance, and every time someone walks in, you look as if you’re about to jump out of your skin.”

      “Oh! Sorry.” With an effort she couldn’t quite hide, she forced herself to relax. “No. Yes. No.” She shook her head. “I mean, it’s nothing. I’m hoping this guy I dated in Boston and broke it off with doesn’t find out where I am and decide to come up here and try to talk me into coming back.”

      Sam was grateful that the extreme control he learned with the SEALs prevented him from reacting the way any other man would. Although his guts were churning, the tone of her voice alerting him that this might be more than just a lovers’ quarrel made all of his spidey senses start hopping around on his skin.

      “Lovers spat?” He hoped his voice had just the right teasing note. “Is that why you left Boston?”

      She shook her head. “Of course not. He was just getting a little too possessive, and I was getting tired of Boston. But I don’t think he’d bother to come all the way up here. Anyway, he doesn’t know where I am.”

      His eyebrows rose. “You left without telling him? That must have been some breakup.”

      Cassie picked up a paper napkin and began shredding it. “I just wanted to make a clean break. A fresh start. It’s better this way.”

      They were interrupted by the arrival of their chowder and tall glasses of iced tea and gave themselves over for a few moments to enjoying the steaming, thick chowder. Then Sam circled back around to their conversation. There was something going on here, and his finely honed intuition told him he needed to find out what it was.

      “So why Castile?” he asked. ”It’s not exactly the hot tourist spot in Maine.”

      “And that’s the primary reason I chose it. I used to visit my aunt here in the summers. She had no children so when she died, she left her cottage to me. I like the town, the slow pace of life, the people. I’ve made a couple of friends since I moved here. It’s a quiet life, and I’m enjoying it.”

      He wanted to ask her why, if that was true, the arrival of each new person made her almost jump out of her skin. But he kept his silence while they finished the very excellent chowder. He didn’t know why in the hell he was worried about this, anyway. He hadn’t looked at a woman in any way except for sex since he became a SEAL. Hadn’t wanted to. His entire focus was on being the very best, and in the SEALs there was a lot of tough competition for that. After all, their motto was, “The only easy day was yesterday.”

      So, what was it about Cassie Malone that plucked at his emotions and pulled at his protective senses? As soon as he got his shit together he’d be out of here, anyway.

      But, he thought, one of the many things he’d honed as a SEAL was the recognition of danger, and, for whatever reason, it hung around her like a big red cloud. He knew he should let it go, but suddenly this woman was becoming the focus of his life, and damned if he knew why.

      He was fascinated with the way she ate her chowder, delicately placing each spoonful in her mouth. Each time she leaned forward, the dark green sweater she wore hugged her breasts, outlining their fullness. Sam’s hands itched to cup them. Feel the mounds and brush his thumbs over her nipples. He wanted to lick the stray drop of chowder from her full lower lip then slide his tongue into her mouth. He studied the way her fingers held the spoon, remembering their strength on his shoulder and arm, and wondering how they’d feel holding his cock.

      His cock swelled so much it pressed painfully against his fly.

      Holy fucking shit! He needed to get hold of himself. He hadn’t been with a woman since a month before he’d been injured. Even then, the couplings were nothing more than physical exercise. He made sure they knew that ahead of time. He was married to the SEALs.

      But he wasn’t now, only he was in shit shape to think about stuff like this. His mind was just as fucked up as his body.

      The server cleared away their bowls and brought fresh plates with their lobster rolls filled with chunks of fresh lobster mixed with spicy dressing and accompanied by mounds of hot, crispy fries. Even though the chowder had been filling, his mouth began to water at once.

      They didn’t talk much as they went about the business of eating, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable silence. He realized Cassie Malone was the first person he’d felt this comfortable with in a very long time. He didn’t want to think about that too much because he wasn’t in any position to start a relationship with someone. Not until he got himself straightened out. He’d never had a real relationship. He’d only had room for the SEALs and his close friends.

      And that reminded him his phone was filled with text messages from the three men he was closest to. He was surprised they hadn’t written him off, the way he’d ignored them. Maybe this afternoon he’d send off a quick reply to each of them. A big change from the past weeks. Had Cassie, in less than twenty-four hours, ignited some metamorphosis in him? If so, he was in bigger trouble than he thought because, his physical situation aside, he had no idea how to handle anything resembling a relationship.

      Oh, right, asshole. After less than two days. He really was screwed up. Not only that, it was obvious she was carrying something around with her that scared her to death. Did he really want to dip his toe in that? He chewed and swallowed the last bite of his lobster roll, focusing on the burst of flavor on his tongue That was safer.

      “I think this might be the best meal I’ve had in as long as I can remember,” he told Cassie as he leaned back in his seat.

      “Didn’t you stock up when you got here? The deli near Rolling in Dough has great takeout stuff.”

      “Yeah, well.” He shook his head. “The cabin has a microwave, and that’s been the most of my cooking skills. I’ll have to try that other place.”

      They ate in silence, enjoying their food, washing it down with fresh iced tea. Sam knew he should keep his mouth shut again, but something was bugging him.

      “This morning, were you watching that old tug of a lobster boat chugging out to sea?”

      Cassie studied him for a moment. When she spoke, her voice was tight. “Why do you ask?”

      He shrugged. “Just wondered if you were as curious as I was about why it goes out so much later than the others, and sometimes comes back at dark.” He looked at her across the table. “And who the old geezer is lobstering at such strange hours. Why?”

      She shrugged. “Just wondering.”

      “Okay. Why do you stop there?”

      She fiddled with her napkin. “I discovered it’s a good place to take in the view and clear out my brain. The view is gorgeous.”

      That was true. You could see way out to the horizon from there, spotting both pleasure and work boats as they went about their business. But he had a feeling that wasn’t the real reason. Whatever that reason was, it had suddenly made her very uptight.

      In the sudden silence, she checked her watch.

      “Oh, darn. I need to get back to the clinic. My next appointment is in twenty minutes.”

      “Okay. Sure. Let me get the check, and I’ll take you back.”

      “Oh, no,” she protested. “I told you it was my treat.”

      He grinned, something he hadn’t done much of lately. “No way. I invited you, I pay. Don’t argue, please. Come on.”

      She kept looking out the big picture window at the front of the restaurant while he took care of things with the cashier. And when he took her arm to guide her out the door, he discovered she was so tense she almost vibrated. He kept his hand there as they walked to where he’d parked, the stiffness in her body palpable.

      They had just reached his car when the traffic light at the end of the block changed and the waiting traffic proceeded down the street. As a black Escalade drove past them, he heard Cassie gasp, just a slight sound.

      “What is it?” he asked. “What or who did you see?”

      “Nothing, Nobody. Can I get in the car, please?”

      When he opened the door, she jumped in and fastened her seat belt. “Can we hurry? I don’t want to be late.”

      “Sure. I’ll have you there in plenty of time.” He noticed as he moved in behind the wheel that she slipped down in her seat. He glanced sideways at her. “Problem?”

      She shook her head. “No. Just thought I saw someone I know, but no way would they be up here.” She blew out a breath.

      They rode to the clinic in silence, where Sam insisted on coming around and opening the door for her as Cassie climbed out of the car.

      “Thanks so much for lunch,” she told him.

      “I hope we can do it again.” He reached for her hand. “First of all, I enjoyed myself, which is a real anomaly these days for me. Second, if someone is bothering you, I want you to let me know. I mean it, Cassie.”

      “No one is bothering me,” she insisted.

      “Listen.” He placed two fingers under her chin and tipped her head up. “I’ve been in the trouble business for twelve years. I can smell it a mile away. Taking care of trouble is what I do, so please. If you need it, let me help you.”

      Her mouth curved in a weak smile. “I’ll take it under consideration.”

      He locked his gaze with hers for a long moment before giving a short nod.

      “I’ll go with that for now.” He stepped back. “See you tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      He watched her walk inside, taking one last look over her shoulder, but at the street, not at him. What the hell? And why had the Escalade pushed her buttons, because he was pretty damn sure that was the car that had spooked her.? He wished he’d been paying a lot more attention.

      There was definitely something going on there. Fear was a thin cloud hanging around her, no matter how much she tried to conceal it. She didn’t seem like a person who spooked easily, so he assumed it was pretty bad. Maybe, even with a gimpy arm, he could protect her from whatever this was.

      And maybe he should find out first, before diving into the unknown. Tomorrow he’d try to assess the situation better. Too bad he was torn between protecting her and hauling her into bed.

      Swallowing a sigh, he climbed into the car, started it, and pulled into the street. As he did, a black Escalade nearly clipped his front end as it moved out behind him and also turned into traffic. He honked his horn and barely restrained himself from giving the guy the finger. For sure he didn’t want a dustup with a local resident. Was it too much of an coincidence that he thought this was the car that has spooked Cassie? He had to figure out a way to get information with her shutting him out. All of his SEAL senses were jumping to attention. If she was in trouble, gimpy arm or not, he was the best person to protect her.

      Waking up from self-pity, was he?

      His friends would tell him it was about time.

      He found himself feeling restless as he headed back to the cabin. For the first time in ages, he had an itch to talk to someone, and wasn’t that just the oddest thing? He’d spent weeks avoiding everyone. Had Cassie Malone sprinkled some kind of powder in his iced tea when he wasn’t looking?

      Once inside the cabin, he nudged the fire awake, fixed a mug of hot coffee, and sat down with his cell phone. He was lucky it hadn’t blown up with all the text messages and missed calls from his friends. It was time to come out of the dark but he wasn’t sure he could handle it. He hoped his friends were still hanging in there with him and could guide him along the way. Who to call first?

      Chase Winslow. Scooter. He’d better be first, or Sam’s ass was grass.

      He and Scooter Winslow had become friends the first day of BUD/S—the training program for SEALs. They’d connected right away and always had each other’s back. Maybe it was the fact they’d both grown up in disjointed situations, but whatever it was, they were closer than brothers. Scooter had been the first one to visit him in the hospital and hung around until he had to go back to Afghanistan.

      He’d called a lot after that, but Sam, immersed in a vat of self-pity, had shut him out. Still, Scooter had never given up on him, continuing to leave messages. Now Sam sat with his phone, his thumb hovering over the screen. Before he could change his mind, he pressed the speed dial for his friend and prayed the man wouldn’t hang up on him.

      The phone only rang twice before a gruff voice spoke to him.

      “It’s about fucking damn time,” Scooter barked. “I was afraid we might have to call out the Teams to hunt you down and kick your ass.”

      Sam laughed. “I might need it at that.” Then he sobered. “Scooter, listen, I’m sorry I—”

      “Shut the fuck up. We never apologize to each other, right? We all knew where your head was at, and we wanted to give you time to realize life wasn’t over because you had to leave the Teams.”

      “It was a painful realization,” he told his friend. “Very painful.”

      “How’s the arm coming along?”

      “Actually, doing better.” He paused. “I found a physical therapist I can work with.”

      “Where the fuck are you, anyway? Not still in D. C., that’s for sure.”

      “Believe it or not, I’m in Maine.”

      Then he had to explain to Scooter how he’d ended up here, where he was living, and why.

      “Still hiding out, then, right?”

      “Up until yesterday, yeah. But believe it or not, I found a physical therapist here.”

      “In a little no place town like that?” Scooter asked. “What’s he doing there, anyway?”

      “She says she’s here for a change of scenery, but I get a strong feeling she’s hiding from something. Or someone.”

      “Did you say she?” Scooter barked a laugh. “No wonder you came out of your shell. And thank god for that.” Another pause. “Did you say hiding?”

      “Uh huh.” He frowned, even though he knew the other man could not see him. “It’s just a feeling I get, but you know we’re trained to read signals like that.”

      “So, tell me about it, man.”

      Sam gave him a cursory rundown on Cassie and what he’d observed, realizing he really had little to go on.

      “It could be nothing,” he finished. “Maybe she’s got an ex after her or something. But that Escalade sure spooked her, and she’s always hyper aware of everything around her. Just like we are in the middle of a mission.”

      “We have some leave coming up,” Scooter told him. “Maybe we could pop in for a short visit and scope out the situation.”

      “You know you guys are welcome here any time. Let me see if I can find out anything and I’ll let you know.”

      “You know the drill,” Scooter reminded him. “I might not be able to answer for a few days, but leave a message and I will get back to you.”

      “Will do. Say hi to the others for me.”

      “They’ll be damn glad to know you haven’t fallen off the edge of the earth. No more hiding, okay?”

      “You got it.”

      After he disconnected the call, he sat there a while, thinking about the whole situation. He still was far from feeling social, but all his instincts had prodded him to climb out of his shell and see what was up with Cassie. Not to mention the fact his cock was as alert as his brain. It had been months since he’d wanted a woman or even thought about sex. Now he couldn’t seem to think about anything else. Besides, she worked with injured people all the time. Maybe she didn’t want her social life to include one.

      Take it slow, he told himself. Assess the situation. Hell, he didn’t even know where she moved up here from. Maybe that was the first thing he should try to find out. Get into her head as much as he could. And do his best to keep his dick in his pants while he was doing it.

      He wasn’t sure which task would be the most difficult.

      He got up and refilled his mug, wishing it was already tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassie was glad her afternoon schedule was full. Working with her patients left her little time to think about Sam Alvarez and wonder at the effect he had on her. The last thing she needed was an involvement of any kind, especially with one of her patients. She’d better collect her galloping hormones and lock them away someplace.

      Of course, that was easier said than done. Even as she focused on each patient, some corner of her mind was still seeing the rough former SEAL with his shirt off and all those beautiful muscles exposed. Remembering the feel of him beneath her hands. His grumpy but very sexy smile. Sitting across from him in the restaurant, she’d been able to look her fill at his lean, square-jawed face, very sexy with his designer stubble of a beard. His hair was just above the collar of his shirt, and she wondered if he wore it that way all the time. She’d had to restrain herself from running her fingers through it.

      She couldn’t help comparing him to Patrick whose face was always clean-shaven and hair neatly styled. There was never a wrinkle in his shirt, either. He always looked as if he’d just stepped off the cover of Esquire magazine. Sam, on the other hand, was rough masculinity personified. She couldn’t get that first glimpse of him without his shirt out of her mind. Every muscle was rigidly defined, his pecs and abs solid and rigid, a light sprinkle of hair dusting his entire chest and tempting her to run her fingers through it. The rest of his upper body was just as hard and firm as his chest. Only the sight of the scar running from his left shoulder to his wrist allowed her to keep her mind on business.

      Sitting across from him in the restaurant was just as much an exercise in self-discipline. Everything he did, every movement he made, seemed to shout raw power. Parts of her body thrummed with unexpected hunger. She might have been in worse shape where discipline was required if not for spotting that black Escalade when they were leaving the restaurant. That was like throwing a bucket of ice cubes on her, and she wasn’t even sure it was Patrick’s.

      By the time Sam dropped her off at the clinic, fear and desire were having their own battle in her body and her brain. It took every bit of effort she had to focus on her patients and get through the afternoon. When she left work at five, she went directly to Rolling in Dough. She knew Margie never left before six. Sure enough, she was restocking part of the display case for the evening rush.

      “I need chocolate,” she said. “Mountains of it. Boxes of it. Maybe everything you’ve got in this place.”

      Margie looked at her, lips twitching with a grin. Cassie was suddenly aware of the line of people at the counter, now all staring at her as if she’d dropped from some strange planet.

      “I think maybe we can handle that.” She motioned for Cassie to come around the end of the counter then ushered her into the back where Margie’s tiny office was crammed into one corner. She dropped into the straight-back wooden chair her friend kept next to the desk.

      “Oh, my god.” Cassie pulled her wool scarf over her head. “I’ll never be able to show my face in here again, will I.”

      Margie chuckled. “I’ll just tell them you had a very difficult day at work. Hold on.”

      Cassie unzipped her jacket, slid her scarf from her head, and leaned back in the chair, wondering if she was losing her mind. She needed to fly under the radar, not focus it on herself. Not only this, she never, ever behaved this way. She needed to remind her unruly hormones, which acted as if they’d never been let loose before, of that.

      The image of the black Escalade flew across her brain, and that was enough to make her hormones go into hiding. At least for the moment.

      “Here.” Margie was back. “This ought to fix whatever ails you. The coffee is a double mocha latte, also with whipped cream. Go ahead, dig into it. Then tell me what’s got you in   such a dither.”

      Cassie opened her eyes to see her friend placing a large cup with a lid on the desk, and a plate with a giant chocolate muffin frosted in chocolate and topped with whipped cream. She handed Cassie a fork.

      Cassie cut off a large bite of the muffin and stuffed the whole thing into her mouth. Maybe if she had a sugar attack it would kill her other cravings. She finished half the muffin and a good bit of the latte before she came up for air.

      “Oh my god. That’s miracle food. I knew there was a reason I loved you so much.”

      “Not for my sparkling personality?” Margie teased.

      “Well, yes, that, too.”

      “Okay, give. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this before. Wait.” She held up a hand. “Does this have anything to do with the hunk you knocked into yesterday here in the bakery?”

      Cassie nodded her head and heaved a sigh. “I think my life is in a mess.”

      “It looked fine yesterday,” her friend observed. “Did he turn out to be a secret killer or something?”

      Considering her situation with Patrick, Cassie thought the word “killer” might be appropriate. But not for Sam.

      “No. He’s got other problems, including, I think, a mild case of PTSD that’s getting a little better. He’s a former SEAL, with a badly injured left arm, who came up here to hide from the world. I convinced him it was in his best interest to get back into physical therapy.”

      “And has he?” A grin teased at Margie’s mouth. “With our local therapist?”

      Cassie nodded. “He really needs it, Margie. I think he stopped it because he feels guilty.”

      Margie stared at her. “About what? Getting injured?”

      “Losing who he is. I did some research online last night and learned a lot of men coming home from battle like he did without a plan for the future suffer a loss of identity.” She took a healthy sip of the latte. “Think about it. I don’t know how long he was in for, but a good number of years, I’m sure. And with no firm plan for when he got out or even when that would be.”

      “He seemed to be doing okay with you yesterday after the big collision,” Margie observed.

      “Sort of. He was stiff, as if human companionship was not on his everyday agenda. And I got him to have his doctor call me, email me his records, and set him up for regular therapy sessions again.”

      Margie dropped into her desk chair. “And how did that go?”

      “Much better than I expected. Except…”

      “Except what? Come on. Give.”

      Cassie popped another bite of the muffin into+ her mouth and chewed slowly, while she tried to figure out how to say what was bothering her.

      “Well, except then he asked me to lunch.”

      Margie burst out laughing. “Unless you have a strict policy about dating your patients, I can’t see why that’s got your panties in a twist.”

      “Well, yeah. Sort of. But…” More muffin. She busied herself picking up the crumbs on the plate.

      “For god’s sake, Cassie. You’ve been here almost a month, and you haven’t socialized with anyone but me. What the hell’s wrong with having lunch with a good-looking man.”

      Cassie struggled with how to tell Margie without giving her details of the predicament she was in.

      “You’re the only one in town who knows I came up here from Boston,” she said at last. “I left kind of a mess down there, and I don’t want the guy I was with to know where I am.”

      “Like what?” Margie prodded. “Unless you robbed a bank or killed someone, I can’t think of anything that would cause a problem.”

      Or slept with a drug dealer.

      “There are problems just as bad as those, or even worse. Trust me when I tell you that.”

      “And you don’t want Sam to know about whatever this is?”

      “No.” Cassie shook her head. “Absolutely not. He’d be a lot better off if he didn’t get involved with me. Except…”

      “Yes? Except what?”

      “Except I can’t believe how attracted I am to him in less than twenty-four hours. Margie, what am I going to do?”

      Margie pointed to what was left of the muffin. “First, finish that. Do you trust me, Cassie? I know we haven’t known each other that long, but—”

      “Of course I trust you. But I don’t want to put you in any danger.”

      “Maybe the danger is in not knowing. And maybe you need to let your big bad SEAL in on it since this is what he did for a living. I can’t imagine him being afraid of anything.”

      “But don’t you see? It’s not fair to involve him when we hardly know each other. And if I stick to just being his physical therapist, it won’t touch him.”

      Margie leaned forward. “And is that what you want? To break it off personally when it’s obvious that even in such a short time you have real feelings for him?”

      Cassie shook her head. “No,” she whispered. “It isn’t. But then I also have to tell him how stupid I was.”

      Margie flapped a hand. “I think we’ve all been there. You’ll have plenty of company. And, Cassie? If you’re in danger, he needs to know. Trust me on that.”

      She nodded but then was silent while she finished her muffin and latte.

      “Okay. Maybe tomorrow I’ll ask him if he wants to come to the cottage for dinner. This isn’t a conversation I want to have in a public place.” She looked directly at Margie. “You don’t think it’s too soon to tell him something like this?”

      “Holy crap, girl. I don’t even know what ‘this’ is, but if you have feelings for him already, and he must have some for you if he took you to lunch, then no, I think the sooner the better.”

      “Yeah.” Cassie blew out a breath. “You’re right. How did you get so smart?”

      Margie laughed. “Sometimes I think by accident. Tomorrow you ask him for dinner. Then stop by here on the way home. I’ll have a special dessert for you.”

      Cassie stood up and hugged her friend.

      “I’m so damn lucky I met you. Thank you for everything.”

      “Anytime, my friend. Anytime.”
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      Patrick Shore clicked off the call on his cell phone with a deliberate press of his finger. What he really wanted to do was throw the damn fucking thing against the wall. How was it possible that with every available resource at his disposal he couldn’t find one fucking woman. He’d even checked state registries to see if she’d transferred her license. He was pretty damn sure she’d have to work. She was far from financially independent. But nothing had shown up on any state registry so after a couple of weeks he gave up on that. It seemed she had just disappeared off the face of the earth, but how?

      Cassie Malone wasn’t a dummy. He knew that. If she was, he would have been bored with her after the first date. No, she was smart and funny, good looking, and not at all like the women most of the men in his business hung out with. Either business. Not too many of them were paired with physical therapists. It gave him a certain cachet to have a woman in the medical profession on his arm.

      He had been very, very careful to keep her away from the shadowy side of his life. The one where he made the real money. Oh, his chain of restaurants did very well indeed, but it was his other business that brought him millions. And now there might be a bump in the road because some idiot had tried skimming and made him lose his temper.

      He could see that scene in the restaurant after it closed as if it was happening right now. His two partners in both businesses had come to him just before Pro Forma closed. Cassie had met him there for a late dinner, and he was hoping the night would end in his condo. He fixed a drink for her and sat her down at one of the booths in the restaurant proper while he hustled the two men into the back room behind the bar. He closed the door very carefully because this was a conversation he didn’t want overheard. They would not have shown up like this except with bad news.

      He had chosen her very carefully, needing to present a certain image. He had been very lucky Cassie Malone also had a brain. Or maybe not so lucky, as it turned out. She had to have heard enough of that conversation to spook her. That was when her brains kicked in. Her excuse that she’ decided not to wait any longer or to interrupt his business meeting was suspicious. Normally, she would have waited. She’d done it before.

      She hadn’t used any credit cards. He’d had his pet hacker check on that. There had been one large cash withdrawal, but that was a few days prior. Probably for their planned Vegas trip, but it meant she had a stash to hold her until she got a job. If she did, that meant she’d have to open an account somewhere. Nobody was going to pay her in cash. But nothing had shown up in the two months since she’d been gone.

      Two months. Two fucking months. And nothing.

      At least she was smart enough to be frightened, even knowing as little about him as she did. It was more than obvious she had overheard enough of the conversation to know it involved a large amount of drugs. She also, from that, could figure out this wasn’t an isolated incident.

      Damn. Fucking damn.

      But why hadn’t she gone to the police? The DEA? Maybe she knew enough about illegal drugs and those who sold them to know that killing people who were dangerous to them was part of their daily routine. But that left him…nowhere.

      Fuck!

      He slammed his fist down on the desk just as there was a knock on his office door and Jason LaValle walked in.

      “I’m guessing from your very cheerful attitude there is nothing on the woman yet?”

      “The woman has a name,” he said in short, clipped words. “Cassie Malone, and we’d do well to remember it if we’re going to find her. And no.” Patrick shook his head. “Not a sniff. I would never have believed she could make herself disappear like this.”

      “What about family?” he persisted. “Parents? Sisters? Brothers?

      “Nada. Parents were killed in a plane crash a few years ago, and she’s an only child.”

      “Holy fuck, Patrick. I’d say you seriously underestimated her. Not very smart. I would have expected better of you. She’s a dangerous loose end out there.“

      “Stuff it.” He had an overwhelming urge to punch his friend. Jason wasn’t saying anything he didn’t already know. “I’ll find her and take care of her.”

      “You’re sure she overheard our conversation?”

      Patrick nodded. “There was no other reason for her to run out the way she did. And the text she sent me was pretty lame.”

      “When you figured out why she ran, didn’t you know this would happen?”

      “No.” Patrick snapped the word out. “I never thought she’d be smart enough to just disappear off the grid.”

      “She overheard too much that night,” Jason repeated. “You need to find her and eliminate her. And I mean ASAP.”

      “You don’t think I know that?” The surge of anger through him was so strong he snapped the pen he was fiddling with in half. “I’m on it.”

      “Well, get on it faster. D-Day is coming up very fast.”

      “What about the roommate?” Jason prodded.

      “Dead end. She says she was as shocked as I am that Cassie just took off like that.”

      “Well, you’d better get it done before D-Day. Delivery Day. Because it’s coming in soon on the new route. With our new contact.”

      And that was what they had been discussing the night Cassie Malone overheard them. “With all the furor and media coverage at the southern border at the moment, we all agreed it was appropriate to shift geography.”

      “And product,” Jason reminded him. “Cocaine is fast being replace by oxy and Fentanyl—especially Fentanyl. This this lab pumps out the fakes by the thousands.”

      “And we’ve got a foolproof way to bring the stuff in.”

      Jason snorted. “That is, we hope so.”

      “Didn’t the dry runs go without a hitch?” With an effort, Patrick pushed Cassie out of his mind to concentrate on business.

      “Yes.” Jason nodded. “I’m just wondering if we made a poor choice of boats. That guy is getting too curious for his good and ours.”

      “Like I said the first time you brought it up, if he becomes too big a problem, we’ll just get rid of him and find someone else. Money can buy anything.”

      “As long as we’re also smart about our choices,” Jason added.
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      “Can you get to the fucker, Sam?”

      The voice of their team leader, Wildcat Malone, sounded in his earbud.

      “Can do,” Sam whispered back.

      Part of their team was pinned down by tangoes firing at them on the other side of the road. They had finally identified where the bulk of it was coming from. Three men who had his teammates in their sights. But they were all together, which made Sam’s job easier.

      He belly crawled to a new position so he could sight better. When the three men were in his sights, he pulled the trigger. Pop! Pop! Pop! They fell like bowling pins.

      Sliding his arm through the strap of his rifle, he crouched low to reach his teammates. One of them was wounded and he didn’t know what immediate action he’d need to help him. He had just reached the ditch on his side of the road when all hell broke loose. An explosion rocked the ground, the power of the blast tossing him into the air. A sudden burning pain in his arm made him—

      Sam bolted upright in bed, sweating coating his body, the fiery pain still consuming him.

      Beside him, Cassie was instantly awake. Cassie, who three weeks ago he hadn’t known existed and who now shared his bed almost every night. Whose voice soothed his nerves and whose body eased his soul.

      “Sam?” As if from a distance, he felt her gentle touch on his arm. “Wake up, Sam. You were dreaming. Sam?”

      Her voice penetrated through the fog in his brain. He blinked and turned to look at her, letting out a long sigh. He wasn’t back in Afghanistan, he wasn’t crawling along a dirt road to get to his teammates, and there was no IED in the room.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Do not be sorry,” she commanded. “I just hate the fact the nightmares keep happening.”

      How had he gotten so lucky here? One minute she was his physical therapist and the next the sizzling attraction between them that caught them both by surprise exploded. One minute she was rehabbing his arm, the next they’d fallen into bed as if it was the most natural thing in the world. The wildest thing was, neither of them seemed to question it. Maybe because he sensed she, too, was wrestling with some kind of nightmare that he was doing his damndest to discover and help her with.

      She brushed damp hair back from his forehead and stroked his face. Her fingers were so gentle and soothing, he could feel the racing beat of his heart slowing down. Thank god she was here, to haul him out of the nightmare. It hardly seemed possible that a scant three weeks ago he had bumped into her at Rolling in Dough and had an awkward cup of coffee with her. Then he agreed to the physical therapy sessions. Then lunch, many times. And dinner.

      Then, unexpectedly for both of them, the night she came back to the cottage with him and he made very awkward love to her. She hadn’t berated him for any shortcomings in that department. In fact, she’d taught him how to deal with his injuries and still both give and receive pleasure.

      Sex with her turned out to be beyond anything he’d ever experienced. That first orgasm had blown his mind. And what came after it, as his confidence in bed slowly returned, was better than anything he’d ever experienced. Their coming together turned out to be so natural, so emotional, that he wasn’t sure what he’d do if this whole thing disappeared.

      First things first, he told himself. Getting his arm rehabbed and his brain straightened out topped the list. His arm was much improved with Cassie’s treatment program and his brain, he thought, might even be on the way. Next up was finding out what secret she was hiding, that she kept trying to tell him about and then backing down. That was important because it sat like an invisible wall between them.

      Right now, he was glad that his nightmares didn’t scare the shit out of her, and that she’d been spending nights with him, especially last night.

      Time just seemed to fly by. Maybe it was because he wasn’t sitting around feeling sorry for himself anymore. It was harder and harder to do that with Cassie easing her way into his life. Maybe because he was starting to look forward instead of living in the past.

      Scooter had remarked on the change the last few phone calls.

      “Thank god,” he’d said the last time. “I gotta meet this woman.”

      “All in good time,” Sam assured him.

      Now he took the hand that had been stroking his face and placed a kiss on her palm.

      “What would I do without you?” he asked. “You bring so much sunshine into my life.”

      “That works both ways,” she reminded him.

      He nudged her back onto the pillows, cupped her face with his palms, and brushed his mouth lightly over hers. He could still taste the mint in her toothpaste, the flavor teasing his taste buds. He gave her lips a light lick before pressing his tongue against the seam of her mouth and easing inside.

      She tasted like seven kinds of heaven, and he ran his tongue over every inch of the slick surface. She reached up and cradled his head, a light moan vibrating against his tongue. His cock was already hardening and thickening as he thought about sliding it into her wet heat. As if this pattern had been established for ages, she met his tongue with hers, dancing with him, dueling, giving as good as she got. When he dragged the edge of his teeth along the surface of her tongue, she moaned again and sucked hard. When she pressed her body up against his, he felt her firm beasts pushing into his chest, the hard nipples like erotic spikes.

      Leaving her mouth, he trailed his lips along the line of her jaw, nibbling her earlobe and licking the sensitive spot just behind it. Tiny little sounds of pleasure whispered from her lips, vibrating through his body, so he did it again. When she tried to hold his head in place, he wrapped his fingers around her wrists, pressing her hands into the pillow on either side of her head.

      Now he could take his time sucking the hollow of her throat where her pulse throbbed with pleasure. He allowed himself a tiny bite before trailing his mouth into the valley between her lips and sliding over to capture a beaded nipple. God, she had the most incredible nipples, just the right size, firm, pebbled, hardening even more as he brushed his tongue back and forth over it. He eased one hand down to cup her firm breast, squeezing it in rhythm with his mouth on its hard tip. Beneath him, Cassie grew restless, her body sending him signals that she wanted more, but he wasn’t about to rush. He’d never been with a woman he enjoyed this much. Ever.

      When he’d had his fill of the one luscious nipple, he moved to the other and gave it the same treatment. Cassie pushed up against him, pressing the soft curls of her sex against his aching cock. If he had his druthers he’d spread her wide and fuck her right now, but he wasn’t about to deny either of them pleasure of their foreplay.

      When her nipples were so hard she cried out with the erotic pleasure of it, he licked and nibbled his way down to her navel, where he traced the swirl of flesh with the tip of his tongue. He cradled her hips, stroking the curve of them with his thumbs, reveling in the smooth texture of her skin. Those sexy little noises she was making were driving him nuts, but he was determined not to rush this. He had never enjoyed making love to a woman this much, and he wanted to prolong it. Making love? Fuck. He’d never done that before. It was always sex. Just sex. He could do this for the rest of his life.

      Wait! What?

      His brain jolted for a moment as the thought scared the shit out of him. But then he thought of not being with her after this, and that scared him even more.

      Instead he went back to running the tip of his tongue over every inch of her, reveling in the pleasure of it. She tasted better than any drink he’d ever had and her scent, which had a hint of fresh flowers, was driving him crazy. A month ago he hadn’t been sure he’d ever want to have sex again, with anyone. Now he wanted to lock the two of them in the cottage so they could fuck their brains out. No, more than just fucking. More than scratching an itch. This woman made him want things he’d never thought possible, especially after the explosion.

      Sliding down her body even farther, he lifted her legs and rested them on his shoulders, spreading her wide for his pleasure. And hers, too, he hoped.

      Pressing his face to her exposed sex he inhaled a deep breath, Oh god, she smelled like heaven, her scent driving him as wild as it had the first time they’d made love. Sliding his hands to the inside of her thighs, with his thumbs he pressed open the lips of her sex, running the tip of his tongue over her slick pink skin. So good. She tasted so damn good.

      Cassie dug her heels into his shoulders and lifted herself up to press against his marauding mouth. He took her swollen clit between his teeth, alternating gentle bites with drawing the swollen flesh into his mouth.

      “Oh! Oh! Oh!”

      God, those delicious sounds of pleasure she made spiked his need even more. He bit down hard on the throbbing nub, loving her tiny screams as she pushed herself up to his mouth as much as she could. He sucked and bit and tugged until she was begging for more. At last he shifted enough to slide one long finger into that very wet channel. Her inner muscles clamped down on it, and he felt the vibration of tiny spasms shivering through her. He added a second finger, curling them to scrape that oh so sweet spot each time he drew them back, and captured her clit again with his teeth. As he increased his rhythm, he bit down on that swollen nub of flesh, and she bucked up against him.

      He could feel the tremors in her wet channel increase so he added a third finger. One stroke. Two. Three, and she came apart, digging her heels into his back to lift her body to him, thrusting her hips, her body shaking with the force of her orgasm. Sam licked and sucked and stroked and nibbled, driving her to the peak then easing her down a little bit at a time.

      When she was reduced to a slight trembling of her body, he eased her legs down to the bed and slid up so he could capture her mouth, sharing her taste with her. She wrapped her tongue around his and sucked, blending them together and sending a shiver of some emotion down his spine.

      The pulse still throbbed with a light beat at the hollow of her throat, and hunger still flashed in her eyes.

      She licked her lips. “We aren’t done yet.”

      He gave a rough laugh, “Is that a question or an order?”

      A little laugh bubbled from her. “An order. Of course.”

      “Then what can I do but obey? After all, I’m a SEAL and used to taking orders.”

      And damn glad to be doing it, too. If he didn’t get inside her soon, he was going to self-destruct right there on the bed. Reaching into the nightstand drawer, he fished in the box of condoms he’d bought that first night and kept handy ever since.

      He rose to his knees, ripped the foil off, and rolled the condom onto his aching cock. Without any urging she spread her legs, bending them at the knees to ready herself for him. He cupped the cheeks of her ass to raise her, positioned himself at her opening, and drove into her with one swift, hard stroke.

      “Oh god!”

      He wasn’t sure which one of them said it, or if it came from both of them. He only knew that this felt like nine kinds of heaven, and he never wanted to be anyplace else for the rest of his life. He drew in a deep breath, let it out, and began the slow, hard ride to the top. He loved how tight she was, how her inner walls ripped him, milking him, how responsive she was to every little movement. He wanted to make it last as long as possible, but he was just too close to the edge.

      Gripping her hips he drove into her again and again, her slick flesh caressing his cock, her eyes lit with hunger as she matched him stroke for stroke. He adjusted his body so with every thrust and retreat he rubbed her swollen clit. Pressing her heels into the mattress, she lifted herself to him even more.

      He watched her carefully, knowing the exact moment that her climax began to rise. He drove faster, harder, and then…there they were, exploding together, bodies pulsing and shivering and shaking, hearts pounding like triphammers everything fading away except the two of them and this incredible orgasm. They pulsed together, his cock so hungry for her sex that it throbbed for a long time, until at last he had fully emptied himself inside her.

      It took a moment for him to catch his breath but when he did he leaned his head down and captured her mouth in a slow, sweet kiss. Their tongues did an unhurried dance together, sliding over each other, tasting each other. Then, when he was sure he could move, and with great reluctance, he eased his cock from the grip of her muscles and headed for the bathroom to dispose of the condom. When he returned she was still lying spread-eagled on the bed, her face flushed and glowing, her skin in places still slightly pink from where the scruff beard had rubbed against it.

      Lying down beside her, he took a moment to trace those areas.

      “My beard isn’t too kind to you. Maybe I ought to shave it off.”

      Her eyes widened. “Don’t you dare. I love that beard.”

      “But your skin—”

      “Will be just fine after I put some lotion on it. Don’t you dare shave that off.”

      He chuckled. “Okay. I sure don’t want to make you unhappy.” He pulled her against his body and tugged the covers up over both of them. Then he asked her a question he probably should have just shoved to the back of his mind. “Cassie, what are we doing here?”

      “Well.” Her laugh was light on a puff of air. “I think we just had sex, or did I get it wrong?”

      “Not by a longshot, but that’s not what I meant.” He closed his eyes and touched his forehead to hers. “Cassie, I’ve never been with any woman in my life more than twice. Didn’t want to. And it was more than enough for me. The SEAL Teams were my life.”

      “I know that.” She traced the line of his jaw with her fingertips. “We talked about that. Remember? You didn’t want me to have unrealistic expectations. I understand. I do.”

      “Yes, but maybe things have changed. Maybe I want more. I know it hasn’t been long, but you’ve made me look at my life in a whole different way.” He closed his eyes. “For the first time since that IED exploded, I feel like I might be able to build a future for myself.”

      She kissed the side of his neck. “You can do anything you want, Sam. Your left arm might still need some work, but your brain still functions. The whole world is open to you.”

      “Yeah, right.” He snorted. “I just have to figure out my place in it now.” He ran his fingers lightly up and down her side. “But that’s not what I meant. I’m talking about us. Am I getting my hopes up when I think we might have more than just great sex going for us? Like I said, I’ve never done this before, so I can’t read the signals. Am I just hanging onto you because you’re here? Because you’re helping me get better? What?”

      She took so long to answer that a bad feeling began to grow inside him.

      “No,” she said at last. “You’re not wrong. There is something more here.”

      “Good to know.” Relief swept over him. “I mean, I know I’ve still got a long ways to go, but I’m sure hoping you’ll be making the trip with me.”

      “Baby steps, okay?” she said. “Just so we don’t make any mistakes. And so we can be sure it’s not just because I’m helping you heal here.”

      “It’s not that.” He put as much strength into the answer as he could. “I may not know much about relationships, but I do know that.

      “Fine. As long as we can take it slow. Three weeks is not a long time, you know.”

      “I do. But the leader of our SEAL team told us he met his wife on a leave, married her after less than a month, and they’ve been together for fifteen years. And I know,” he said, when she opened her mouth to speak. “That’s out of the ordinary, but it does happen. And no”— he touched his fingertip to her mouth—“I’m not saying we need to jump into something right away, But I’d like to think this is some kind of something, since it’s the first something that’s made me feel good in a long time.” Then he burst out laughing. “Sorry, I’m not sure that came out quite right.”

      She grinned. “It came out just fine. How about we just say let’s see where this goes and take it from there.”

      He winked, something else he hadn’t done much of lately. “I’d say that’s just about perfect.”

      “Good. That’s good.” Then her face sobered and she got a panicked look in her eyes.

      “What?” A tiny thread of panic wriggled its way through him and lodged in his stomach. “What’s wrong?”

      She pushed herself up to a sitting position, catching her lower lip between her teeth.

      “Cassie, as a SEAL I learned to develop all my hidden senses and to be able to tell when there was some kind of trouble on the horizon. I can spot tangoes in the blackest of nights, and I know fifteen different ways to kill a man.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “Even with a broken wing. So, seriously, I’ve sensed something’s got you all tied up in knots since the day we met. How about telling your own personal bodyguard what it is?”

      She looked down at her hands, which were plucking nervously at the sheet.

      “First of all, this could be dangerous.”

      He chuckled. “Honey, danger is my middle name. I’m a SEAL, remember?”

      “Former SEAL,” she corrected, “although I hate that term.”

      “Once a SEAL, always a SEAL. And, thanks to you, both my arm and my head are in much better shape. So let’s have it.”

      She swallowed, as if she had a bitter pull of some kind in her mouth. “You’re going to think I’m as stupid as my friends do.”

      “Hey, hey, hey!” He tilted her face up and looked staight into her eyes. “If anyone thinks you’re stupid, they aren’t your friend. So let’s have it.”

      

      Cassie inhaled a deep breath, let it out slowly, and launched into her story. Even to her own ears she sounded like an idiot, being mesmerized by Patrick’s charm and solicitousness and the exciting things they did together. She hated telling him how she’d ignored her friends’ warnings, but when she got to the part about the conversation she overheard, she saw the muscles in his face tighten.

      “See?” she cried. “You do think I’m an idiot.”

      “No.” He spit out the word. “Far from it. I’ve met guys like that asshole. They have no respect for anyone but themselves, but they’re very good at baiting the hook and reeling people in. They can be so charming, you’d never think of them doing anything like this. You sure he has no idea where you are?”

      “As sure as I can be. Like I told you, I’ve been using only cash. I had a good cushion with the money I withdrew when I thought we were going to Vegas. And I was lucky to fall into this job, so I have a steady income.”

      “What about the cottage? Is it in your name? Can he trace it through county records?”

      She shook her head. “It’s still in my aunt’s name. She was my mother’s sister, so the last name is different. She had no other relatives, and her will consisted of a letter to a friend of hers who is an attorney. He said since there was only one heir there was no need to probate an estate this small.”

      “What about real estate taxes?” Sam prodded.

      “Following her instructions, the attorney paid them out of the small amount of cash Aunt Jennie had.” Nausea bubbled up in her throat. “Thank god for that. They aren’t due yet for another month. I hope Patrick has forgotten all about me by then.”

      “What about your license?” he asked. “Didn’t you have to switch it to the Maine registry in order to get your job?”

      She nodded. But I did it a little more than two weeks after I got here. I’ve been praying he’d done all that kind of checking before that.”

      “I’d say if he didn’t locate you right away, then I’d say you’re correct in that.”

      “I haven’t gotten any traffic tickets,” she added, “so if he’s digging around for police reports there’s no record of my car anywhere. Besides, wouldn’t he have to have some kind of access to those records?”

      Sam shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. In small towns they usually print that stuff in the local newspaper.”

      “Then thank the lord I’ve been squeaky clean in that area. And I’ve got a few months before I have to renew the plates.”

      “I’d say you covered all your bases. That makes you pretty damn smart, especially the way you had to just disappear without any warning or time to plan at all.”

      

      He, in fact, was amazed that she’d been able to do this in such a short time . Most of the women he knew would have melted into a puddle and ended up putting themselves in even bigger danger. Yet she not only created a somewhat plausible story, she made herself disappear off the radar. He definitely was not letting her go. He might not be the prize package most women were looking for, but he was going to hang onto her if she’d let him. He could hardly believe that less than a month ago he’d thought his life was in the crapper and now? He might actually have a future, if he didn’t do anything to fuck it up.

      He put his arm around her and tugged her against him.

      “We need to approach this like a mission,” he said. “The first thing to do is gather as much information as we can.”

      “And just how do we do that? Call up Drug-Dealers-R-Us and ask if he’s a member?”

      Sam burst out laughing. In the midst of it all, she hadn’t lost her sense of humor. Yes, he was definitely hanging onto this one.

      “I guess we could try that. However…” He thought for a minute. Scooter! Of course. He had contacts everywhere. “I think a better idea is to call my friend Scooter who, it so happens, has a cousin who is with the DEA. The Drug Enforcement Agency. And if Scooter vouches for him, we can trust him.”

      “Okay.” She heaved a sigh and cuddled against him. “It’s better than hiding and hoping he never finds me. I trust you, so I trust your friend.” She paused. “One other thing. We haven’t discussed this, but I know you check it out when you run in the morning. There’s something weird about that old lobster boat.”

      “Yes, there is, although it may just be an old man running at a different time. But you stay out of it. Let me do some nosing around while you’re at work tomorrow.”

      “Ask Margie,” she suggested. “She and Bruce know everything.”

      “Okay, but I don’t want to discuss it at the bakery where anyone can hear us.”

      “We’ll figure it out in the morning.”

      “Good idea. Right now it’s time to get some sleep.”

      But even as he lay there with her in his arms, the soft even sound of her breathing like music to him, he knew it would take more than a couple of phone calls to resolve this situation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassie filled everyone’s mug with coffee, emptying the pot, and put a fresh one on to brew. One of these days she’d have to get a single-serving machine like she and Maxine had had in Boston. They were all seated around the small kitchen table, a platter of fresh baked goods in the middle, courtesy of Margie who insisted they’d need brain food, and this was her version.

      She was aware that two days ago, Sam had called Scooter Winslow at Naval Air Base in Little Neck, Virginia, where the team was currently training between missions. He had explained Cassie’s situation and asked if Scooter could check with his cousin in the DEA. Scooter said he;d get back to him ASAP. At seven the next morning, Sam and Cassie had been awakened by a deafening noise on the road outside the cabin.

      “Holy shit.” Sam stood at the window, staring out.

      “What is it?” Cassie scrambled out of bed to see what he was looking at. A helicopter with its blades still turning was sitting in the middle of the road. A tall, red-headed man in jeans and a leather jacket was waving at the pilot as he headed for their front door.

      Sam turned toward her, grinning. “Better put some clothes on, babe. It seems Scooter decided to deliver his information in person. And ASAP turns out to be in person ferried up here by a chopper.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope. Come on. Put a hustle in your bustle. I’ll let him in and get coffee started,”

      As she headed for the bathroom, she noticed Sam had already pulled on jeans and a sweatshirt and shoved his feet into a pair of running shoes. She wished she had time to slap on a little makeup, but the best she could do was wash her face, brush her teeth, and yank her hair into a ponytail. Jeans and a sweatshirt, and she was ready.

      Scooter and Sam were sitting at the kitchen table when she walked in, and the tall redhead pulled her into his arms for a hug.

      “I hear you’re humanizing our warrior here,” he teased.

      “Doing my best,” she told him.

      He was lean and muscular, just like Sam, with the same attitude of self-confidence that he could handle any crisis no matter what it was. Whatever he had come here to tell them, she was sure it would be taken care of.

      Now they sat with coffee and pastry, waiting to hear whatever information Scooter’s cousin had given him that prompted the early morning helicopter ride. As she listened to the SEAL, Cassie marveled again at how little you could know about someone and how easily she’d been fooled about Patrick.

      Sam studied his former teammate. “I’m guessing since you hitched an early morning ride up here that what you found out isn’t what we want to hear.”

      “Not even close. I spoke with my cousin, Al Fournette, at the DEA. He says yes, Patrick Shore is definitely on the agency radar. Has been for a while. They’ve been slowly building a case against him, but the fucker is clever and covers his tracks well.”

      “But I heard him—” Cassie began.

      Scooter held up his hand. “He and his partners have flown pretty much under the radar. They plan well and pay people off with enough money to grease the skids. The DEA has been trying to get proof on them for some time, but they’re slippery little bastards. Smart, and sharp and with enough money to hire whoever to cover their tracks. My cousin says the three men running the operation are top-of-the-line businessmen with big brains and no conscience.”

      Cassie shook her head. “What an idiot I was.”

      The SEAL looked at her. “Not at all. He fooled everyone, even people who had known him for years. They are high-class operators who have conned more people than you can imagine. You did the right thing in running as fast as you could. And don’t feel bad about getting mixed up with one of them.”

      “So, what did your cousin tell you that sent you up here at the ass crack of dawn?” Sam asked. “Something that has to do with this area, right?”

      Scooter nodded. “It seems heroin and cocaine are losing their place as the primo drugs of choice. New stars are Fentanyl and oxycontin. And here’s the kicker. There are cartel-controlled labs in Canada making knockoffs of these drugs. Those can give you an incredible high if they don’t kill you. It’s their newest merchandise, and they are flooding all the markets. The merchandise comes into this country and then is parceled out to the dealers. Certainly in the States. Maybe even worldwide.”

      Cassie got a sick feeling in her stomach. She knew exactly how much damage these drugs could do. In Boston, she’d seen firsthand what happened when her patients resorted to them. It was bad enough when they were able to obtain them through legitimate prescriptions. When they resorted to street versions? Uh uh. Bad news because they were courting death.

      “Where in Canada?” Cassie asked. The more she heard, the sicker she got.

      Scooter cleared his throat. “A couple of the labs are in Western Canada and then there’s a big one in Halifax, Nova Scotia.

      “How are they bringing these drugs into this country?” she asked. “What kind of border crossings are they using? What is their plan? Are you here because the route is through Maine? Maybe over the border in the less inhabited places?”

      Cassie saw the look Sam and Scoter exchanged. How much information had they shared in the short time she was getting dressed?

      “I guess since I’m here on behalf of the DEA it’s okay to confirm that they know the route that’s being used.” He paused. “And it’s not overland.”

      “Water,” Sam said. “It would just make sense.”

      Scooter nodded. “It’s the only choice for this operation. First of all, it’s a double delivery. Patrick’s people receive the Fentanyl and oxy and hand off large quantities of meth and cocaine they picked up from Mexico.”

      “So they get paid from both sides,” Sam confirmed.

      Scooter nodded. “The DEA got a tip and has actually had someone up here for the past week scoping out the situation. And the reason I’m up here, kind of an advance guard for my cousin, is because they’re actually using lobster boats to do this. They come down in them from Halifax and cross the border in the Gulf of Maine. They drop the drugs in the traps as if they’re baiting them, and at the same time retrieve their shipments waiting there for them. Then a boat from here heads out to do the same thing. Pretty foolproof.”

      “And you’re here because?” Sam asked.

      “Well, in return for my cousin getting a buddy to fly me up here,” Scooter told them, “I said I would sniff everything out and get a report to him. Scooter nodded. “They’ve been having trouble pinpointing who the carrier could be. They’ve checked out Benny, the old man who owns that ancient boat you told me about who has such an oddball schedule. They sent an agent up here to dig around for information and, combined with what you said, they believe he’s the courier.”

      “Benny.” Cassie looked at Sam. “Yeah, that could be a logical choice. Everything he does is out of the norm. I asked Margie and Bruce about him. Bruce said he’s always been weird, keeping irregular hours, and people just kind of accept him as he is. That he’s kept crazy hours like that for years, not like the regular lobstermen. Bruce also told me the last couple of years the Coast Guard and the Marine Patrol started checking on him periodically, but he’s a cagey old bastard. Almost seems to smell them coming. Just tells people he likes to trap when he feels like and to leave him alone.”

      “The DEA agent has been doing his best to blend in and scope him out. Nights he—”

      “Do you happen to know if he’s driving an Escalade?” Cassie interrupted. “A black one? The agent, I mean.”

      Scooter nodded. “He is. Why do you ask?”

      She sighed with relief. “I thought maybe Patrick had found me and sent someone up to check me out and maybe figure out a way to grab me.”

      “Then I’m happy to tell you that’s not the case,” Scooter told her.

      “Thank the lord for that.”

      “What did he find out about Benny?” Sam prompted. “Aside from the odd hours he’s out on the water, I mean.”

      “I’m sure Sam told you the two of us noticed his oddball schedule even before we met,” Cassie told him. “I kept thinking something was off, but drugs only marginally passed through my mind.

      “The agent learned that nights Benny usually hangs out at a dive bar here in Castile, so the agent has been shadowing him, trying to be as unobtrusive as possible. Benny’s telling people he’s expecting a big payday this week.”

      “This week?” Sam rubbed his jaw. “No wonder he asked you to come up here now.”

      “Right. I have no connection to the DEA, as far as people know. By now, at least from what you tell me, people are used to seeing the two of you together. That means my hanging with you as a friend who is visiting won’t raise any eyebrows. But the delivery date is any time now, and my cousin asked me to help check things out. I’m hoping you’ll be able to get on board with me.”

      “As soon as you mentioned what you were looking for,” Sam added, “he was the first person who came to mind.”

      “And I never would have thought of that,” Cassie interjected, “except I’m so terrified Patrick will track me here, and this would give him a good opportunity.” She looked at Scooter. “He wouldn’t get involved in this part of the operation, would he Patrick, I mean.”

      “Is Cassie right about that?” Sam asked. “I mean, he pulls the strings from his expensive office digs, right? Cassie has nothing to worry about?”

      Scooter looked at Sam and back at her.

      “What?” Cassie frowned. “What’s going on?”

      “My cousin doesn’t believe in strange coincidences. He thought it weird that I was asking questions about Patrick Shore at the very moment he’s ramping up a new operation taking place right here in this part of Maine. But here’s the bad part. According to what he told me, they have reliable information that Shore plans to supervise this pickup himself.”

      “Oh, my god!” Cassie felt every drop of blood drain from her head, and had to keep herself from passing out. “Tell me you’re joking.”

      Scooter shook his head. “I wish.”

      Sam stared at his friend. “He’s coming here? To pick up a delivery on a lobster boat? What the fuck for? Isn’t he afraid he’ll get his clothes dirty? I would think this is what he pays people for.”

      “Ah!” Scooter drained his coffee mug. “A good question. My cousin says his sources tell him this is one of the biggest shipments of Fentanyl and oxy to cross the border. He’s got a tiny sum of cash tied up in it, so he’s heading up here in his boat.” He looked at Cassie. “You’ve seen his boat?”

      “I have.” Cassie had to set her mug on the table, her hands shaking so much she was afraid she would spill the liquid. “He’s coming here? Oh, my god. Sam…”

      He grabbed her hand and folded it into his larger one, the warmth seeping into her.

      “This is the first big shipment from Canada and he first full exchange so I guess he’s not leaving anything to chance.”

      “But wouldn’t he stick out like a sore thumb?” Sam asked. “I mean, both with his boat and his presence on an old lobster boat? I’m assuming he owns something fairly ostentatious that would more easily fit in at Bar Harbor.”

      “Yes, he does,” Cassie told them. “And you’re right. It’s got every gimmick and gadget, to mention I think a family of four could live for a long time on what that boat cost him.”

      “He won’t bring it in here,” Scooter assured him. “I told my cousin I’d scope out the area and send him all the additional information I could get, so they’d have it firsthand before sending their team up here.” He gave Sam a light punch on the shoulder. “I told him the SEALs are a better recon unit than any he has.”

      Cassie watched the light of interest dim in Sam’s eyes. “Except one of us is not a SEAL anymore, and it’s not you.”

      “Sam Alvarez, you listen to me.” She wanted to smack him. “Your arm and shoulder are so much better than they were when you got here. And there’s nothing wrong with the rest of your body, either.”

      Scooter chuckled. “Is that so? Interesting.”

      “Jesus, Cassie.” Sam shook his head. “I think that’s more than we need him to know.”

      Heat crept up her face, and she was sure her cheeks were bright red. She needed to use her brain before she spoke.

      “I just meant…”

      “It’s okay,” Scooter interrupted. “I know what you mean. And as a side note, I’m just glad my friend here has found someone who brought him back to life again. So. Moving right along. She’s right, Sam. I need you to scope out the harbor here and the marinas in Bar Harbor where Shore might berth his big ego booster. Then we’ll sit down, get my cousin on the horn, and put a plan together.”

      “But how will we know when they’re going to do this?” She stared at Sam, fear skating down her spine. “I have to leave here. Go someplace. Hide. I can’t be here when he is. I—"

      She bit off her words, realizing she sounded like an idiot. “Sorry. I’ve just read enough about drug dealers to know that I’m on his kill list, and in the most painful way.”

      Sam took her hand and squeezed it. “Nothing is going to happen to you when you have two SEALs guarding you. Sending you away might be an option, but I don’t have anyone I trust to take care of you. As soon as we know when Patrick Shore is headed this way, we’ll get you locked up nice and tight.”

      “But how will you know? You can’t exactly call him up and ask him.”

      “Lots of ways. One of them is to check the marinas at Bar Harbor and see where he’s reserved a berth.”

      “I’m hoping Sam will get off his ass and help me scope out the area,” Scooter told her. “And I’m calling my cousin back to see what he’s found out. Sam, do you have PT today?”

      “I can miss for one day,” he told them.

      “No!” They both shouted the word at once.

      “We’re not stopping progress,” Scooter added. “Tell me what time it’s scheduled for, and we’ll make plans.” He looked at Cassie. “For you, too.”
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      Two days had passed since Scooter had quite literally dropped into their lives. He only had three more days of leave, so Sam hoped this thing would come to a head by then. Sam, Scooter, and Cassie were currently sitting at Rolling in Dough, enjoying Margie’s latest creations, ginger cheesecake tartlets and mini chocolate cannolis. Sam wondered that he hadn’t gained ten pounds since they began dropping by on a regular basis. But being with Margie seemed to keep Cassie grounded and at this particular moment, he was all for that.

      Scooter was busy on his cell with his cousin, and Sam was doing his best not to eavesdrop, but he was getting impatient. The DEA had managed to narrow the shipment date to a three-day span, Sam had called his commanding officer to see if he could get his leave extended a couple of days, and Cassie was about to jump out of her skin. He didn’t think all the chocolate in the world would settle her down right about now.

      “Your favorite movie is on HBO tonight,” Margie said. She’d come out of the kitchen to sit down with them for a few. “If you guys are playing cops and robbers tonight, how about Cassie coming over for dinner and hanging out with us. It’s worked out well the last couple of nights.”

      He and Scooter had come up with a plan they’d managed to sell to Cassie. They were able to do a lot of digging for information in the night hours, so at the end of Cassie’s workday they drove her to the bakery where she indulged in whatever the day’s special was. Then Bruce would arrive at six, when Margie ended her workday. Armed with his trusty Ruger, he drove the two women to the Hagers’ home where Cassie would have dinner and hang out with her friends until Sam and Scooter came to pick her up.

      Back at her cottage, he waited until Cassie was in bed for the night before he and Scooter sat down in the living room to analyze where they were and check in with his cousin. Tonight, Scooter was still on his cell, outside, while Sam took a few minutes to hug Cassie and indulge in some long, slow kisses.

      “I hope this is over soon,” she told him as she drew a deep breath. “My nerves are just about shot.”

      “I know, sweetheart.” He stroked her hair, marveling at the closeness that had developed between them in such a short time. From bitter and withdrawn, he’d emerged as a man learning what love was for the first time, and he owed it all to the woman in his arms. “I want this done and finished, too.”

      She was silent for a moment, her face pressed into his shoulder, her arms around his waist. “Sam?”

      “Yeah, babe?”

      “I probably don’t have any right to ask this. And we haven’t really, um, talked about anything…”

      “Just spit it out.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You can say anything to me. Don’t you know that? Sometimes I feel as if I’ve known you all my life instead of just a few short weeks.”

      “I get the same feeling. Which is why, well, I mean… Sam, what happens when this is over? You have a life to get back to, right?”

      He shifted her so he could look into her eyes. “And just where do you think my life is if I’m not with you? I have family, but they all have their own lives set out.” He chuckled. “Although they’ll probably shout for joy if I bring you home to visit them.”

      “Home. To visit?” She wrinkled her forehead.

      “Uh huh. I think they gave up on me having anything like a normal life a long time ago.” He brushed a kiss over her mouth. “My life is with you, Cassie. Wherever you are. That’s what I want. What do you want?”

      She felt as if a weight had been lifted. “I want that, too. But where would that life be?”

      “I have some ideas, but first let’s get this mess cleaned up and that asshole Shore put where he belongs.”

      “Hey, Sam.” Scooter let himself back into the house. “Got some info.”

      “You better go,” Cassie told him. “You’re right, Let’s get this over with and move ahead.”

      He watched as she walked into their bedroom and closed the door before he met Scooter in the kitchen.

      “Coffee,” his friend said. “We may have a long night ahead of us. Just got all the updated details from the DEA. I think we’re about at blastoff.”
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      Patrick Shore steered his boat into the slip at the marina, cursing under his breath. He hated doing this at night, but he also didn’t want to show up when it was light and bright and bring a lot of attention to himself. Jason stood next to him, waiting for him to shut off the engines so they could tie up. His partner had not wanted to come on this trip and made it very clear.

      “I think this is a very bad idea,” he repeated now. “We still have no idea where that bitch Cassie Malone is. For all we know, she could have sicced the cops on us, and they’ll be waiting for us when we chug into the harbor in Boston with potentially millions in illegal drugs.”

      “If that bitch, as you call her, were going to do that, we’d have heard by now.” He shut off the engines. “Besides, what could she tell anyone? That she overheard a conversation that may or may not mean something? Get real, Jason. If she’d found someone to tell and they believed her. They’d be all over us by now.”

      “I just don’t want to screw this up. This is our biggest deal yet, a payoff on both ends. We’ll be in a position to shut it down any time we want to.”

      “And just why would we do that when there’s more millions to be made?”

      “Don’t you ever feel we’re tempting fate just a little too much? Maybe we could each buy an island and retire.”

      Patrick stared at him. “When we’re having so much fun? You do it if you want to. Me? I still like chasing the edge of danger. And knowing I can own everybody in any room we walk into.”

      Jason shrugged. “To each his own. Let’s see what’s what after this trip. Where’s that old piece of garbage Benny? Isn’t he supposed to meet us here tonight?”

      “He’ll be here. I told him about nine thirty. We’ve got another fifteen minutes. Come on. He’s meeting us at the restaurant next to the marina.”

      “You go out in public with that guy? From the one time I saw him, he doesn’t look like anyone I’d want to get next to.”

      “Which makes him perfect for what we need. Nobody’d ever suspect him of anything.”

      “So just to get this straight, we’ll go out in the Gulf of Maine tomorrow when he leaves to make the pickup, but we’ll be closer to where it flows into the Atlantic. He’ll make the exchange, bring us the merchandise, we’ll pay him his share and get the hell out of here.”

      “You got it. Come on. Let’s see if he’s here yet.”

      Patrick was pleased to see Benny waiting for them in the bar at Hasey’s. He was sitting in a corner booth, a drink in front of him, dressed in his usual disreputable clothing. But when he slid in across from the man, Patrick was relieved to see his eyes were alert.

      “How’s it going, Benny?”

      The man stared from him to Jason and back to him. “Why’s he here? This is between you and me. Too many people. Make a big mess.”

      “My partner. You saw him one other time. I wanted him to be in on this meeting so he could get a feel for this.”

      Benny narrowed his eyes. “He ain’t another one sticking his nose in, is he? I had enough of those.”

      Patrick waved at the server, and he and Jason ordered a drink. He added another one for Benny. He needed the very ordinary task to get himself under control. That was how he always did it. With the very mundane.

      “Patrick?” Jason hitched an eyebrow. “What the hell? Aren’t you going to ask him what he means?”

      “In a minute.” He smiled at the server, waited until everyone had their drinks, took a long swallow of his, and set the glass down. Then in a flat, even voice, he said, “Benny, what in the fuck are you talking about?”

      Benny took a swallow of his fresh drink. “Just what I said. Got some nosy asses watching me. Asking about me. Oh, they think they’re so damn casual, and I won’t hear about it. But I got friends.”

      “And what do your friends tell you?” Jason snapped. “That people are spying on you?”

      Benny looked at Patrick. “What’d you bring this prick for?”

      “Forget him. Jason, shut the hell up. Benny, who has been asking and what.”

      “Mostly about the hours I keep on my boat. Hell, I been doing it that way for years. I don’t even know them, so what business is it of theirs?” A sly smile twisted his lips as he reached in his pocket and pulled out a cell phone. “They didn’t think I saw them watching from the overlook. Nosy bastards. But I did. I saw them, and I took some pictures.” He tapped his phone a couple of times then handed it to Patrick. “You know them?”

      It took every bit of Patrick Shore’s discipline not to swear at the top of his voice. He had no idea who the man was, but Cassie Malone’s face was way too familiar to him. He’d breathed a tiny sigh of relief that she hadn’t gone to the DEA or any other law enforcement agency. She’d been smart enough to run and hide. What lousy twist of fate had sent her into hiding in the very place where his biggest deal yet was about to take place?

      Lousy fucking bitch. But what the hell was she doing up here in Maine anyway? And how was it if she had connections up here she had never mentioned them to him?

      God damn it to fucking hell.

      Jason grabbed the phone and thumbed through the pictures.

      “What is that bitch doing up here? You said she was taking care of a sick cousin in California.”

      Patrick didn’t answer him. He was having a hard enough time keeping his temper under control. So, the little bitch Cassie Malone was here. If she somehow spotted him or got any hint of this she could fuck it all up. He wasn’t quite sure how that was possible, but he didn’t get where he was by leaving things to chance. Okay. He would find her and get rid of her. He should have hunted her down before this, but he had mistakenly written her off as a nobody. Time to correct that mistake.

      “Benny, do you know if this woman is staying in Castile or Bar Harbor? Which one?”

      He shrugged then took a healthy swallow of his drink.” Maybe.”

      “This is bullshit.” Jason slammed the phone down next to his glass. People at the table nearest the booth glanced over at them.

      “Stop it,” Patrick hissed. “We don’t need to call attention to ourselves. Losing your cool is not going to help this situation.”

      Although Patrick was having a hard time holding on to his own cool at the moment. Dealing with Benny had always been a challenge. If the old man hadn’t been so perfect for this, he’d have gotten rid of him a long time ago. He had spent years building up this operation. Gathering the right people. Setting up the streams. Making money on top of money.

      “She’s been watching me,” Benny added.

      Patrick froze, as did Jason, and they exchanged a knowing look.

      “Watching you how?” Patrick asked.

      “There’s a curve in the road to town that makes a good overlook. She and the guy staying in one of the rental cottages watch me now and then.”

      “Now and then?” Patrick almost shouted the words. The he remembered how he told Jason to calm down.

      “Yeah, you know. Not every day. The guy mostly takes a look when he runs on the beach.”

      “What would they find so fascinating?” Jason glared at Benny. “I thought you told me your irregular hours were so common no one paid attention to them anymore.”

      “Ayup. ‘Sright. But she ain’t been here in a long time and he’s brand new. Some injured vet hiding from the world, I hear. A frogman, I think the realtor guy told someone in the bar.”

      “A frogman?” Patrick’s blood chilled. “You mean a Navy SEAL?”

      “What the fuck?” Jason looked from one to the other. “This is just fucked. Patrick, I —”

      Patrick held up a hand, which he was pleased to see wasn’t shaking. “I’ve got it covered.”

      “But a SEAL,” Jason protested. “those guys are invincible. I hear they’ll even come back from the dead to kill you.”

      “A little farfetched,” Patrick said. “Don’t you think? I’ll find that bitch, Cassie, and she can lead me to the SEAL. I can take care of both of them at the same time.”

      “Yeah,” Jason snorted. “Good luck with that.”

      “This exchange will go off as panned,” Patrick insisted. ‘You may have to do the supervising while I hunt down those two, but we’ll get it done. Can you handle that?”

      “Dumb question,” Jason sneered. “Consider it done and without incident.”

      Patrick took a final swallow of his drink. Priority One right now was finding Cassie and getting rid of her and her new fuck buddy. He was not about to let some piece of ass destroy it all. And he did not have much time to find her. Delivery and exchange was tomorrow.

      He handed Benny’s phone back to him. “Where am I most likely to find her? You know everything about everything around here.”

      Which was true. He’d discovered that when setting up this operation.

      “Patrick.” Jason cleared his throat. “The handoff is scheduled for ten o’clock in the morning. If you stay out of sight until then, she won’t know you’re here. Let’s make the switch, get the goods on our boat, then find the bitch and get rid of her. If we screw up this exchange, we may not get another chance.”

      Patrick admit to himself his friend was right, but he hadn’t gotten to where he was by leaving any strings dangling. Acid churned in his gut as he thought about tomorrow, but he needed to take care of his personal nasty business tonight. He’d just slip away from Jason and find her.  Castile wasn’t that big and he had a knack for ferreting things out.

      “Fine. You’re right. Okay, Benny.” He slid a small square of paper across the table. “Here’s the time you need to pull out in the morning, and here’s the rendezvous spot. The driver of the other boat is filling the traps tonight. Tomorrow we’ll haul them up and, pretending to bait them again, load the exchange merchandise into them. If they haven’t left our goods, we don’t leave theirs.”

      They went over everything several more times until Patrick was comfortable every detail was burned into Benny’s aging brain, and that Jason could handle the exchange with him. Then he signaled for the check. He had things to do. He wasn’t about to wait until the middle of the day tomorrow to find Cassie Malone.

      “Benny, you sure you got this down?” Jason asked.

      Benny gave him a dirty look. “I’m sure. You just have my money ready.”
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      Cassie was just wishing this whole thing would be over already and Patrick in jail. Her stomach was tied in a permanent knot from fear, and she could hardly choke down the delicious pastry.

      Chaz Allman, the DEA agent, had called his boss and reported the meeting between Benny and two men. He’d managed to snap a picture which ultimately made its way to Scooter. He then showed it to Cassie and Sam.

      She grabbed Sam’s hand and held onto to it. “The one on the left is Patrick. The other one is his partner, Jason something.”

      “They arrived last night,” Allman told them. “That’s why we believe the shipment exchange is scheduled for today.”

      “So, what’s the plan?” Sam wanted to know.

      “Okay.” Chaz leaned forward. “It goes like this.”

      It was well after midnight by the time they had all been drilled on the details. Scooter suggest they all catch a couple of hours of shuteye before they put the plan in play. Cassie was too jazzed to sleep so she pretended while the two men took one of their famous power naps. She knew Margie would be up by five to go to the bakery and they needed to get there before, so at quarter to five she nudged them awake and told them they needed to get going. Bruce was also awake when they knocked on the Hagers’ back door. Offering apologies, Cassie explained the situation and told Margie she wouldn’t be opening the bakery that morning. If she agreed to this, of course.

      “You can bet  Patrick Shore is on the hunt for Cassie,” Scooter told he Hagers. “And I’m sure Benny told him about being watched from the overlook, found out who you were, at least you, Cassie, and—”

      “But we didn’t—” Cassie interrupted.

      Sam squeezed her hand. “If that old guy is cagey enough to be part of this drug scheme, then he’s sharp enough to have noticed us. My bad. I should have thought of that. Maybe more than my arm got injured.”

      “You weren’t looking for this,” Scoter pointed out, “Why would you be?”

      “Anyway,” Chaz continued, “you can bet they’ll be on the lookout for you, Cassie. You need to be someplace safe.”

      “I could just go to the bakery with Margie.”

      “That would put both you and Margie out in the open and in danger. This is better.”

      “Besides,” Cassie added. “Patrick would have no qualms about shooting everyone to get rid of me. And he’d do it in a way that would allow him to escape.”

      Margie wasn’t happy about disappointing her customers, but neither she nor Margie wanted to take a chance on other people’s lives. Then Chaz and Scooter explained what her other job would be, and she agreed without further argument.

      “Anything to keep you safe,” she told Cassie, giving her a big hug. ry night not be the safest place.

      “And I have a shotgun I know how to use,” Bruce put in. “I hunt during the season.”

      Chaz nodded. “Better yet.”

      Bruce went to the bakery to post a sign that they were closed for the day and when he came back, he reported an all clear.

      A half hour later, the men had left and Cassie, Margie, and Bruce were sitting around the kitchen table with coffee and chocolate-cinnamon bread.

      “I’m sorry to put you in this position,” Cassie told the Hagers. “I guess being my friend isn’t always so much fun.”

      “Cassie.” Margie reached over and placed her hand on Cassie’s arm. “Being your friend is a pleasure and an honor.” She grinned. “So just shut up.”

      Sam had told he would text her or call if necessary. She wished he’d do it already, checking the screen every few minutes. Time seemed to drag. Just about the time she was sure she could not drink another cup of coffee, the phone rang.

      “Is it over?” she asked.

      “Almost,” Sam told her.

      “What does that mean?”

      “We got the drugs from both sides, the boat from Canada and the people on it, Benny’s boat with drugs on it, and Jason LaValle, Patrick’s partner.”

      She tightened her grip on the phone so hard it dug into her hand.

      “What about Patrick?”

      “We finally bargained with Benny to tell us where the asshole went.” There was a pause. “Cassie, he’s on his way to the Hagers. Benny knows you’re friends and told him.”

      “And they have the address?”

      “Not hard to find. The DEA agents have the drug dealers and Benny. Chaz, Scooter, and I are on the way to the Hagers. Needless to say, don’t open the door for anyone. We’ll be there in less than five minutes.”

      She relayed the information to Margie and Bruce.

      “I’m so sorry you guys got dragged into this. I never meant for any of this to touch you.”

      “Friends take care of friends,” Bruce assured her.

      At that moment, they heard the sound of breaking glass.

      “Oh god,” Cassie whispered.

      “Just sit there,” Bruce instructed. “Think about it, Cassie. He won’t kill you until he gets everything off his chest. Just sit and don’t look this way.”

      Bruce stepped into the hallway, waiting out of sight for the intruder to enter the kitchen. He cocked his shotgun, ready to use it.

      “Well, well, well. Isn’t this a cozy sight?” He looked at Margie. “You must be Mrs. Hager. Too bad for you today. Where’s your husband?”

      Margie looked pale as a ghost, but when she spoke, her voice was steady. “He’s gone to get something from work.”

      “And left you two ladies alone? I don’t think so. Get up. We’ll go and find him.”

      Nausea bubbled in Cassie’s throat at the sound of Patrick’s voice. How had she ever found him attractive or exciting? Stupid must be her middle name. She curled her hands around her coffee mug and forced herself to sit still in her chair.

      “You know the police are here in Castile,” she told him. “I understand the DEA is all over the place. You’d better get going before they catch you.”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he sneered. “Tucked away in prison. You bitch. I just know you had something to do with this. Well, before they take me, you’ll pay. Get up, both of you.”

      “Don’t hurt my friend,” she added. “She has nothing to do with this. I’ll come with you. Just don’t hurt her.”

      “No, Cassie,” Margie protested.

      “Your friend is right. I don’t need the extra baggage. So get up, both of you.” He frowned. “Or if you’d rather, I can just shoot you both here.”

      At that moment Cassie saw Bruce step into the kitchen, shotgun barrel now pressed against Patrick’s back.

      “I don’t think so. Drop your gun, or I’ll blow a hole in you big enough to drive a boat through.”

      Cassie saw Patrick’s eyes widened and the color drain from his face.

      “I said drop it,” Bruce repeated. “Right now.”

      They heard the click as the bolt action slid into place. Apparently, Patrick did, too, because he started to lower the hand holding the weapon. But Cassie saw his body tense and knew he was going to try something.

      “Bruce, watch him,” Margie cried out.

      Then everything happened all at once. Patrick dropped to his knees and swung around to point his gun at Bruce. The back door crashed in and Scooter, Chaz, and Sam burst into the room, guns pointed at Patrick. Cradling his right hand with his left one, Sam shot twice at Patrick, hitting the man’s hand and knocking the gun out of it.

      “God damn it!” Patrick’s voice was laced with pain, blood running down his arm and dripping to the floor. “You fucker. You shot me.”

      “I’m happy to do it again,” Sam told him. “Just give me a reason.”

      And then it became very busy in the kitchen. Margie, the epitome of calm, put her arms around Cassie, while Scooter lifted the shotgun from Bruce and leaned it against the wall in the pantry closet. Chaz was on his cell phone, talking in short, clipped sentences.

      That’s when Cassie fell apart. The tears she’d been suppressing for weeks welled up and flowed unimpeded down her cheeks. At some point, Margie relinquished her into Sam’s embrace. She leaned into the broad, firm chest and just gave in to the crying. She’d been holding it back for a long, long time, all the tension, the fear, the panic. Sam just stood there in silence, stroking her back, letting her get it all out.

      At last, she lifted her head and looked up at him.

      “I’m a mess, aren’t I.”

      “Not at all.” He brushed a kiss over her mouth. “But if you are, you’re my mess.”

      She moved away and wrapped her arms around Margie again.

      “God, I am so sorry about all this. But thank you, thank you. Thank you.” She glanced to the side. “You, too, Bruce. I’m only sorry you didn’t get to blow a hole in the bastard.”

      Bruce laughed. “Me, too.”

      “Where he’s going,” Sam put in, “he might wish you had.”

      Margie made fresh coffee, which they all accepted gratefully. Another hour passed before Scooter showed up to give them a report. Cassie knew it would be a while before she could fully relax, knowing Patrick would not be able to get at her. Margie was determined on opening the bakery after that, but not before Sam insisted on taking them all for pizza. Hardly anyone had eaten anything for breakfast and now, with the lowering of tension, they were all hungry.

      Sam grabbed Cassie and gave her a hot but brief kiss.

      “And then you and I have some talking to do.”

      She wasn’t sure whether she should be excited or afraid.
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        * * *

      

      Scooter tracked them down at the restaurant and caught them up on what was going on. While everything was happening in Castile, DEA agents were raiding the warehouse outside of Boston where Patrick ran his drug-processing operation. Fifteen people had been arrested. Patrick, Jason, Benny, and the boat captain from Halifax were all under lock and key. The head of the DEA had called his counterpart in the Royal Canadian Mounted Police and given him information to shut down the operations in Canada.

      “New ones will pop up,” Scooter told them, “but at least this huge one is out of commission. Okay, guys. My ride’s waiting, but Sam? I’m calling you in a couple of days. Think about what I said and talk it over with Cassie.”

      Sam nodded. “Will do.”

      “What was that all about,” Cassie asked after Scooter left.

      “Later,” he told her. “Let’s finish lunch first.”

      They helped Margie get Rolling in Dough open. Bruce decided he’d hang around for a while, just because. There weren’t any more people from the operation left in town, but he said he’d still feel better making sure Margie was okay.

      It was midafternoon by the time Cassie found herself back at the cabin with Sam. She was still hyper from the whole business, so when Sam lowered his mouth to hers for a deep kiss, she fell into it greedily. She welcomed his tongue, sliding hers over it then sucking on it hard. Impatient to feel more of him, she unsnapped his jeans and lowered the zipper then reached inside to find the hot, hard length of his cock.

      “A little eager, are we?” he teased.

      “A lot eager.”

      “Then we should take this to the bedroom.”

      Clothes went flying as they stripped them off and fell onto the bed. Cassie at once reached for Sam’s swollen, pulsing cock again, closing her fingers around it and stoking up and down. When she straddled him and lowered her head to lick him, he put his hands around her waist.

      “Easy, babe. Must be all the excitement, but I’m pretty close to the edge.”

      “Me, too.”

      Then she wrapped her lips around him and began a steady up-and-down movement, dragging her teeth against the soft skin with each upward stroke. He was hard as a spike, the soft, velvety head swollen and, as she licked its surface, she captured beads of liquid with each stroke of her tongue. When she wriggled her hand between his muscular thighs and cupped his balls, he nearly came off the bed.

      “That’s it. We’ll take the slow stuff later. Right now I just want my dick inside you.”

      In one smooth move, he lifted her and settled her on her back then grabbed a condom from the nightstand, and even managed to roll it on with one hand. Sliding his hands beneath her ass and lifting her, he drove into her with one hard, swift stroke.

      Ohmigod!

      At once, Cassie wound her legs around him to pull him tight to her body. When he began the steady thrust and retreat movement, she was right there with him. He filled every inch of her, and the guttural, erotic things he murmured in her ear only drove her need higher. It seemed as if it only took seconds before they climbed that peak and exploded together, his cock throbbing and pulsing inside her, her walls spasming around him.

      Slow and steady, the tremors subsided, and his cock relaxed inside her. It seemed forever before he eased himself from her body and went to dispose of the condom. Then he was back beside her, rolling her against him, sprinkling kisses on her forehead and cheeks and cupping one breast in a palm.

      “I think we set some kind of record for speed,” she giggled.

      “No shit.” He laughed, too. “Later, we’ll take it long and slow.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “But, first, I want to talk to you about something.”

      “Oh?” She frowned. “Should I be worried? Are you leaving?”

      “Only if you leave with me.”

      “I don’t understand what that means.”

      He placed his fingers beneath her chin and tilted her head up so she was forced to look at him. “When I came here, I was a fucked up mess, sure my life was over even though I was still breathing. I couldn’t be a SEAL anymore, and that had been my entire life. Without it, I was nobody. And I was sure no woman would want me.”

      “Sam,” she began, but he shook his head.

      “Let me finish. When you came into my life it was as if a hand was brushing all that away. All that stupidity, the business with Patrick. Everything. You made me feel human again, like a man, like somebody. I can’t say just when I fell in love with you, but now I can’t imagine being any other way. And today showed me that I can still make valuable contributions even if I’m not on active duty.”

      “I fell in love with you, too, Sam, without even realizing it. So, whatever you want to do, count me in.”

      “Even if it means leaving here?”

      She thought for a moment. Castile had been a great place to get her act together and hide from Patrick, but now she thought she might be ready to move forward.

      “Even if,” she told him. “But what do you have in mind?”

      “Scooter told me they’re always looking for instructors for SEALs at the base in Coronado. I might not be able to go to war, but I can teach others to. There are things I can do that work around my injury.” He studied her face. “Think you’d like it in California?”

      “I’d like it anyplace you are. And, Sam, I have a portable occupation. I can be a therapist anywhere. In fact, I’ll bet they’re even looking for them in Coronado, what with all the SEALs returning from battle.”

      “Exactly what Scooter said.”

      She frowned. “Margie and Bruce could come and visit us, right? I don’t want to lose my new best friend.” Then she grinned. “And her delicious pastries.”

      “Nor should you. Those two were great today.” He paused, touching her cheek and pinning her gaze with his. “So, what do you think about everything? I love you, Cassie Malone. I never thought I’d say this to anyone, Ever. But then I met you and n ow I can’t see my life without you. Will you come live with me and be my life?”

      She smiled, and brushed a kiss over his lips. “I love you, too, Sam Alvarez. And I’d love to be your life. Your wife. Your everything.”

      “Then it’s settled.” He shifted their positions again so she was flat on her back. “Now we can get back to business.”

      **
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      Thank you to my family. They are the greatest. Do they read my books? Absolutely not! But they are the best public relations team in the world. From my daughter Amy who tells all her clients about me to my son Steven who makes sure he lets everyone he knows when I have a book released to my younger daughter Suzanne who is always there when I need her. Guys, I could not do it without you. If you see me at a convention, these days Steven will not be far from my side.
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      I love you so much. You are my extended family and I send you all many hugs.

      There are a lot more stories to come. Please stay tuned.

      I love to hear from my readers. You can write to me at authordesireeholt@gmail.com I hope you will do that.
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