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      “Everybody freeze! Put your hands on your head!”

      Charlotte Silva swiveled at the voice, her heart thumping in her chest. Seriously? This could not be happening right now. Wasn’t her life screwed up enough at the moment?

      All movement in the upscale jewelry store stopped as the occupants stared at the three men in ski masks standing in the doorway. She couldn’t believe it. This was downtown Waterbury, Connecticut, for Pete’s sake, not New York City. Why here? She glanced at the young security guard she’d been flirting with and sighed at the fear in his eyes. Didn’t look like he was going to be any help in this situation. Just her luck.

      “Everybody against the back wall. Keep your hands where we can see them.” The thugs flashed their handguns around the small crowd.

      Clutching her over-sized purse to her side, she shuffled a few steps over. She swallowed hard as she tried to remain calm. Right. Guys were waving weapons that shot deadly bullets around the room. Perfect situation to be calm. Instead, her inner sarcastic comedian decided to start a new routine.

      Hopefully, they’d only want what was in the glass cases. The jewelry in her bag was worth a lot. At least as much as her rent, if she was lucky.

      As she moved, she slid the long strap over her head and pushed the Gucci bag so it was on her back. Maybe they wouldn’t notice it there or that it was expensive. Or maybe her strategically ripped jeans would make them think she didn’t have any money. Which she didn’t. Except the jeans were Silvaggio originals and ran more than five hundred dollars on sale. If selling the jewelry didn’t get her what she needed, she might be forced to sell her clothes online. The horrified look on her father’s face might almost be worth it. A Silva, the founders of Silvaggio’s itself, selling her own clothes for money.

      “I said hands on your head, bitch.” The big guy with gorilla arms shoved her, causing her to stumble and crash into some flannel-covered guy who’d probably just fallen off the turnip truck.

      “Are you okay?” Flannel farm boy’s arms filled out his shirt, too but not as nastily as gorilla guy. Why would you need muscles that big?

      As the gorilla picked up a chair and smashed one of the jewelry cases, she figured it out. Flinching as a second case shattered, she hurtled into farm boy’s arms. Might as well give him a thrill while he’s in the city. It certainly couldn’t be fear on her part. She was supposed to remain calm. That’s what her heart doctor always told her, anyway.

      She nodded belatedly, glancing up as warm arms fastened around her. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome, Charlotte.”

      Her eyes popped open as she took another look at farm boy. How the heck did he know her name? Oh, wait. She knew him. It was Dave, no Drew, a friend of her sister’s fiancé. They’d been at a bunch of parties together lately.

      “Drew Thayer,” he confirmed. “Friend of Scott’s.” His voice was hushed as he huddled in closer. The better to protect her, right? She could hope.

      “I remember,” she whispered, staring at the gun men. Drew’s arms tightened, and she looked up. Way up. Of course, everything towered above you when you were only an inch or so over five feet.

      “What do we do?” Thinking back, she remembered something about him being a lawyer. They were supposed to be slick talkers. Maybe he could talk their way out of this situation.

      “Stay quiet for now.”

      Easy for him to say. He probably wasn’t holding a bag filled with a few thousand dollars’ worth of jewelry. Please, God, let it be worth that much. Her father was insisting she move back home if she couldn’t come up with this month’s rent on her own. And since her sister, Heather, was living with Scott in a one-bedroom apartment until their new house was rebuilt, staying with them wasn’t an option.

      The gorilla and his friends smashed the rest of the cases and scooped up the jewelry, stuffing it in bags. The only sound in the store was the tinkle of broken glass and the occasional snicker when they grabbed something really nice.

      Yep. Good ol’ live-in-the-moment Charlotte was having a blast with her newfound freedom. At a jewelry store robbery. She never thought she’d wish to be back in her gilded cage. But did she? No, this sucked, but it certainly got the blood pumping and heart racing. Although, maybe the safety of the cage might be okay, if she left the door open for when she wanted to fly away later. For now, she’d stand here with sweat trickling down her back, most likely staining her silk blouse.

      After a while, a new sound hummed in Charlotte’s ear, and her heart pounded louder. Sirens. Bless the Lord and praise be to God. If she got out of this alive, maybe she’d start going to church. Okay, maybe not, but she might donate some money to one. Once she actually got some money. And found a job. And paid off her rent. And the credit card bills she’d racked up. So, maybe never, since she didn’t even have any skills with which to get a good paying job.

      You can always go work for Dad. Hell no. She loved buying clothes and wearing them, but the last thing she wanted was a job where she had to sell them and take inventory and crap. Her father would want her to start on the ground floor and learn every aspect of working for Silvaggio’s. That meant working the floor and selling to spoiled rich kids and their parents. Those people were the worst. Takes one to know one.

      “Fuck,” shouted the guy who seemed like the boss of the band of not-so-merry men as he looked around. What she could see of his lips tightened behind the mask. “Someone pressed the panic button. That wasn’t supposed to happen.” He ran his hand over the back of his neck.

      Gorilla peeked out the window and swore. “There are three cop cars out there. Is there a back entrance to this place?”

      Boss grabbed an older gentleman in a suit with a name tag proclaiming him the manager, Richard Mangrove. “How do we get out?”

      “There’s a door into the alley. It’s through the staff room,” the thin, balding man supplied.

      The third guy, who was kind of the runt of the litter, disappeared into the back, then returned a few seconds later. “Cops out back, too. What do we do?”

      “We were supposed to be out of here before they came,” grumbled the boss. He stomped over to the manager but stopped when the phone rang behind the counter. “Answer it. And nothing funny, you hear?”

      “What’s going to happen?” Charlotte whispered to Drew, who still had his arm around her back. It felt kind of nice. Comforting.

      “I don’t know. I’m guessing the call is from the cops. They’ll try and make a deal with the robbers.”

      “Will they let us go?” She clamped her lips together when her voice trembled.

      He shrugged and rubbed his hand up and down her arm. Heat tingled where his fingers touched. Too bad he was a lawyer. Far too conventional a job for her. Her mother might actually approve, and Charlotte couldn’t have that.

      He was awfully cute, even in a flannel shirt and jeans. Jeans she’d just noticed fit him quite nicely. Well worn and soft, like he’d had them for a while and had broken them in. His thick, brown hair was wavy but short, in a conservative style. Would it curl if he allowed it to grow longer? His eyes were what stood out most about him. Bright, clear blue that showed an intelligence beyond the flannel. Of course, as a lawyer, he most likely wore suits. She’d seen him in a suit, hadn’t she? Of course, she had. Why hadn’t she paid more attention to him on the occasions they’d been together? Because that conventional lawyer thing wasn’t interesting enough for her or out of the box enough to get her mother’s panties in a twist.

      “I want you all to back off and let us out of here,” Boss growled into the phone. “If you don’t, we start hurting these people.” The phone slammed down.

      Looking around the room, he waved his gun in their direction. “Everyone away from the windows and keep quiet.” He paced back and forth, his hand on the back of his neck again, his gaze roaming out to where the flashing lights split the darkening sky.

      A little boy whined, and his mother clutched him tighter to her side. Poor thing. He didn’t understand what was going on. Perhaps that was better. The mom certainly knew.

      At least she had Drew, who’d probably take a bullet for her. Wouldn’t he? He’d been in the Army with Scott. Weren’t all those military types the kind to rescue and protect? God, she hoped so. Not that she wanted Drew to get shot. She didn’t. But if he wanted to go all heroic and get in the way of a bullet meant for her, she wouldn’t stop him.

      God, her inner comedian was babbling again. She wasn’t sure she could control it.

      The three thugs paced restlessly for a while, and the little boy started crying about being hungry. His poor mother tried to shush him, but it didn’t help.

      “Why don’t you let them go?” Drew suggested to the boss. “It would show good will on your part, and they might be more willing to negotiate.”

      “Shut up! What are you? A fucking cop?” Boss’s eyes grew anxious at that thought.

      The manager mumbled something to him and got a gun across the head in return. He went down with a thud. Drew was on his feet in seconds.

      “Listen, that isn’t the way to get out of this situation.”

      The gun was shoved right into his face, and Charlotte cringed. This was the guy who was supposed to protect her. He couldn’t get killed now.

      “I’m not a cop, but I am a lawyer. You kill someone, and you’re going away for a long time.”

      “They have to get me first.” The boss’s muscles were stiff and unyielding. However, he turned to the mom with her kid and said, “Get up. Get out of here.”

      The woman scrambled to her feet and scooped her son into her arms but froze when the phone rang. Boss motioned for Drew to pick it up.

      He listened for a second, then said, “This is Andrew Thayer. The manager’s…unavailable right now.” Drew looked at Boss and tilted his head. “He’s willing to let a mother and her child go. They’ll be coming out now.”

      The boss waved his gun at the woman. “Go.”

      She wasted no time in leaving the store. As she got outside, a few officers rushed over to her and pulled her clear of the building.

      “They’d like it if you let some of the others go, too.” Drew relayed the information from the phone.

      “And give up all my hostages? I’m not crazy.”

      Drew lowered the phone and sighed. “You don’t have to let them all, but I might suggest a few of the women.” He looked over at an old woman in a chair and a pregnant lady sitting uncomfortably on the floor.”

      Boss narrowed his eyes. “I suppose I don’t want that one having a coronary or the other to deliver a baby here. You,” he pointed to the elderly woman, “Take your husband and get out. And you too, preggers.”

      “If you let all the women go, you’ll still have seven of us here as hostages,” Drew suggested.

      Yes, he’d done it. Charlotte started to stand.

      “Sit down, bitch, and stay quiet.”

      Freezing, tears rushed to her eyes. Shit. After several heart surgeries and twenty plus years of being careful, was she really destined to die in a jewelry store robbery? Slumping back down, she wrapped her arms around her legs. Drew sent her an apologetic look. Yeah, he’d tried. He got brownie points for that.

      “Tell them I want them to back off, and a vehicle ready and gassed up for us to use.” Drew relayed the information, but his expression remained hard. Boss reached over to grab the phone and yelled, “Do it, or we hurt more than just this manager here.” Slamming the phone once again, he shoved Drew over to the wall.

      As he dropped down next to her, he whispered, “Sorry, I did my best.”

      She reached over and squeezed his hand. “I appreciate it.” Closing her eyes, she took deep breaths and tried the calming techniques her therapist had taught her. Of course, this situation was so far beyond anything she’d experienced before, she wasn’t sure they’d work.

      Silence filled the space as the thugs resumed pacing, staring out the window, being careful not to stand in front of it.

      “So, uh, what are Heather and Scott planning for their wedding? I heard you’re Maid of Honor.”

      Glancing at him sideways, Charlotte frowned. “You seriously want to talk about wedding plans right now?”

      “Just trying to get your mind off this.” He lifted his chin toward the masked men.

      Reminding her about the wedding and the fact she was responsible for all the fun parties and shit, not to mention the cost of the dress, wasn’t making things better. How was she supposed to do all the wonderful stuff a good Maid of Honor should do if she had no money? Sure, her father was more than willing to put her to work for him doing menial labor. After spoiling her rotten her whole life, he’d decided she needed a purpose or a job and had cut off her allowance. Her mother had hinted that she’d help, but her mother’s help always came with strings attached. Very long, twisty you-need-to-marry-a-man-I-choose-for-you strings. Thank you so much, but no.

      “Why aren’t they getting us a car?” roared Boss. “Why did we think it was okay to park around the corner. Hide the vehicle. Sure, that was smart.”

      Peeking out the window, Gorilla snarled. “Too bad we don’t have the keys to that SUV. It would be perfect to escape in. It’s parked with the driver’s side closest to us.”

      “Because it’s a one-way street, idiot.” Boss looked around, eyes narrowing. “Anyone own that SUV?”

      “Will you take it and leave us alone if you have the keys?” a middle-aged woman asked, her hands reaching inside her purse.

      Boss nodded his head. “Once we get away. But we’ll need everyone to help us. If you do, we don’t kill anyone.”

      “What do we need to do?” The petrified security guard asked as the woman handed over the keys.

      Boss looked around. “There’s ten of you. You surround us until we get in the vehicle and start going.” He pointed to Drew. “Call them and give me the phone.”

      Drew picked up the receiver and clicked some buttons. After a few seconds, he said, “He wants to speak to you.”

      When he grabbed the phone, Boss spoke softly. “We’re taking the red sedan in front of the building.”

      What was he talking about? He’d just gotten the keys to an SUV. Throwing them off the scent? Maybe she’d just sit here until they all left. She wasn’t sure her trembling limbs would carry her.

      “Back off and put down your weapons while we leave, or we kill a few on our way out.” After throwing the phone against the wall, he waved the gun at everyone. “Over here. Stay close.”

      “What’s to keep the cops from shooting us once we’re on the road?” Runt asked, his eyes darting all over the place.

      “We’ll take one with us. Maybe two. They wouldn’t dare shoot at the car with hostages inside.”

      “But you promised you’d let us go,” the SUV lady whined.

      “And we will as soon as the cops aren’t following us anymore. Come here.”

      Drew stepped in front of the woman. “No, you can take me. I’m a lawyer, and they know who I am now. They’ve probably run checks on anyone they know is in here at this point.”

      “A lawyer might be good,” Runt mumbled. “And he’s big enough to hide behind.

      “All of you get near the door. Lawyer, you’re with me. Hands together.” He wrapped some duct tape around Drew’s hands. “This is so you don’t think about decking me.”

      Gorilla grabbed a few people and hustled them toward the door. “You’ll all be around me until I get in the driver’s seat. Got it? Anyone decides to run off before I get there, you’ll get a bullet in the back.”

      “I need someone to protect me,” Runt complained. “I don’t want to get picked off by the cops.”

      Boss looked around, smirked, then pointed at her. “Take the blonde. No one’d kill a pretty little thing like her. Tape her hands.”

      Runt walked closer, and Charlotte swallowed hard. This definitely wasn’t in her plans today.
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      The small guy approached Charlotte, and her eyes widened, expression filled with horror. Shit. How was he supposed to get her out of this? Drew clamored to get nearer to her, but the leader shoved the gun in his face, getting in his way.

      Drew stood firm. “You don’t want to take her. A hysterical woman will be a distraction as you’re trying to get away.”

      “She’s not going to be hysterical, is she?” the leader threatened, now pressing the gun into Charlotte’s forehead. “She’s going to be a good little girl and come along quietly. Isn’t that right, sweetheart?”

      Charlotte nodded, though her bottom lip trembled. Damn. Scott had told him she had a heart condition. Would this cause her to have some sort of attack?

      “Let’s move, people.” The beefy one manhandled several of the hostages toward the door. “You stay near me until I get in the car and the others are in, too. Understand? I shoot anyone who even thinks of running off.”

      “How do we know you won’t just shoot us anyway?” the lady whose SUV they were using asked.

      “You don’t,” he snapped and pushed them through the door.

      The leader grabbed Drew’s hands, having just wrapped duct tape around Charlotte’s. God, she looked so scared. He was, too, but at least he could fight his way out if he needed to. She couldn’t weigh more than a hundred pounds. The small man coiled his arm around her waist and positioned his gun at her neck. A tiny whimper escaped her throat. Drew wanted to pulverize these guys. With so many others around and his hands tied, it wasn’t an option.

      The police had backed up to the other side of the road, but all weapons were drawn and pointed in their direction. Good. Maybe they had a sharpshooter stationed somewhere. Where was Nick when you needed him? He could shoot the wings off a fly from a mile away. He’d be able to take out all three of these guys before they knew what had happened.

      The red sedan sat in front of the SUV. Had they tagged the car somehow? The leader must have guessed they’d do that, which is why he misled them about which vehicle they were taking. The group hustled along, surrounding the three thugs as they approached the SUV. The small guy shoved Charlotte in, then jumped in after. Drew was pushed in before the leader, and the door slammed shut. The big guy had already started the car. He gunned the gas, causing the people nearby to scramble out of the way. His door swung closed as they roared off down the street.

      “Get out of here as fast as you can,” the leader yelled, slipping between the seats and getting in the front.

      “No, I thought I’d take a leisurely Sunday drive,” the big guy quipped. The tires squealed as they whipped around a corner.

      Charlotte huddled on the floor between the front seat and the back. There was a kid’s car seat taking up space on the passenger side bench. Her teary eyes focused on her hands as she wiggled them, trying to get free.

      Checking the inside of the SUV, Drew looked for a way out. If he were the only one, he’d throw open the door and roll out, but no way in hell he’d leave Charlotte in here with these thugs. With hostages, the cops wouldn’t do anything to harm them, like shoot out the tires. With the little, twitchy guy in between them, there was no way to grab Charlotte.

      The miles sped by as they careened through the city and out to the suburbs. He kept stretching the tape on his hands, attempting to loosen it up. He had to be ready for an opportunity to get away. Twitchy kept turning around, staring at the police cars that followed as the headlights grew nearer in the darkness.

      “We need to lose them,” he squeaked, his head bobbing back and forth.

      “No shit, McIdiot,” the driver yelled, taking another corner at light speed. “We’ll be out on the country roads soon and can lose them there.”

      Twitchy whipped his head around and glared, adjusted the mask on his face, then looked out the back again. Had the driver just given a hint as to the guy’s name? Charlotte still huddled on the floor, her head resting on her knees, her long blonde hair flowing down her legs. No way that was comfortable. At least she wasn’t in the way if Twitchy got…well…twitchy.

      More time passed as the lights from the city disappeared and the houses grew farther apart. The two in the front seats argued about what had gone wrong in the jewelry store. Drew kept his ears open as his gaze bounced around looking for an opportunity to get them out of here. The SUV sped up, but so did the cop cars following them. Leader leaned out the window, pulling out his gun.

      “We’ve got to get them to back off.” He fired off a few shots, and the cars behind them swerved.

      “How about if I throw out some of this shit in the back?” Twitchy suggested. “There’s groceries and laundry and stuff.”

      “Yeah, that might give us a lead. Do it.”

      Twitchy jumped into the back, and Drew finally saw his chance. Reaching for Charlotte’s hands, he said, “It can’t be comfortable down there. Come up here.”

      Her head shook back and forth, her gaze bouncing around. A few more shots rang out from the leader, and she curled into a tighter fetal position. How could he get her to move closer without giving away his plan?

      Rubbing his thumb over the soft skin of her hand, he tilted his head toward the door, hoping she’d get the message. Slowly, she slipped onto the seat next to him, and he tried to figure out the best way to protect her while still getting out of the vehicle.

      The back window of the SUV opened, and Twitchy started throwing things out as the leader fired off a few more shots. It was now or never. Slicing his hands down through the air, he ripped the duct tape binding him, grabbed the door handle, then wrapped his right arm around her waist. He hugged her close and flung himself out the door. The leader shouted something, and Charlotte screamed as they hit the ground, but he ignored it all as he tucked her tightly against him and rolled away from the moving vehicle. Pain pounded onto his back. Rocks from the asphalt scraped his face and hands.

      Sirens wailed louder, and Drew hoped the cops saw them on the street. The screech of brakes split the air as two of the police cars stopped a few feet away, and two more slowed to maneuver past them safely, then continued on after the thieves. That was too close.

      “Are you all right?” he asked. Charlotte was unmoving in his arms, and panic spread through him. Was she hurt? He’d tried to take the brunt of the fall, but the vehicle had been speeding along at a fast clip.

      “Charlotte?” He sat up, cradling her on his lap. Scrapes marred the perfect skin along her arms and cheek. Slowly, her eyes opened, and her body trembled.

      “Are we all right?” Her shaky voice was barely audible, even so close.

      Several officers surrounded them, their hands resting on their weapons. Flashlights shone on them, and Drew held his hand up to shade his eyes. Charlotte turned her face into his chest.

      “Stay right there. We’ve got paramedics coming soon.”

      “I might be okay,” Drew groaned as he attempted to stand. His back hurt like a bastard, and his head throbbed. He’d definitely hit it when they’d jumped out of the car. “I think she needs medical attention.”

      She hadn’t said anything more, simply rested in his arms, shaking. His knees wobbled, but luckily Charlotte didn’t weigh that much. He’d carried backpacks through the dessert that were heavier than she was.

      “Sir, maybe you should sit down and wait for the paramedics.”

      A light mist had started, and he shook his head. “Let me get her inside a squad car.”

      The cop escorted them to the vehicle, and Drew eased into the tight space in the back, Charlotte still in his arms. Right where he wanted her. Some weird overprotective gene was taking control. Likely because this petite peanut could blow away in a strong wind.

      As he peeled the tape off her hands, the radio squawked. The officer outside spoke into his hand-held, then leaned in the back.

      “Sir, the ambulance got waylaid in some traffic in town. It might be quicker for us to bring you to the hospital, if that’s okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      Getting back in the car, the cop wheeled the vehicle around and headed back the way they’d come. “We’ll need to ask you some questions once we get back, but we’ll wait until you get seen by a doctor.”

      “Thanks. Can you make this trip quick? She’s got a heart condition, and I’m a little nervous she’s so quiet.”

      The lights and sirens flashed on, and the vehicle sped up. Charlotte stirred on his lap and whispered, “I’m not having a heart attack. I’m just—” Her voice cut off as a shudder racked her body.

      “It’s okay. I get it. I’m a little freaked out by all this myself.”

      Tipping her head up, she gazed out the window, then slid off his lap. It was too dark in the car to see her expression, but she scooted away from him, her head still bent.

      “You ripped my jeans.” Her soft words weren’t accusatory, only factual.

      “They were already ripped.”

      “Not here they weren’t.” She fingered a hole near her hip.

      “How can you even tell?”

      “Each rip is precisely placed for optimal effect. Plus, it really hurts underneath.”

      “Sorry about that. I thought it best to get out of the car as fast as possible.”

      A small whimper sounded as she touched the scrapes on her arms and face. “Sure. It’s okay. September. Not so hot, anymore. I can get away with long sleeves and a scarf wrapped around my head. I’ll say it’s a new fashion. Who’s going to argue with a Silva?”

      She seemed to be talking to herself, but he couldn’t be sure. He’d never had an actual conversation with her. Whenever they were together—which had been a good deal lately with Jack and Callie together and now her sister, Heather, and Scott getting married—she usually avoided him. In the occasional group discussion, her responses had been quick, witty, and intelligent. Of course, she hung out with people who were the cream of the elite. For someone whose behavior indicated a pampered lifestyle, surprisingly, she hadn’t been hysterical being taken hostage. Maybe she was more like her sister than he’d thought. Heather had certainly risen to the challenge when she and Scott had been trapped in the basement of their mill building with it about to blow up.

      Finally, the hospital came into view, and two wheelchairs were rolled up to the squad car.

      “I think I can get inside on my own,” he objected. Yes, he was sore in a few spots, but he wasn’t debilitated. Pulling himself out of the car, he didn’t expect the world to spin. He grabbed hold of the door to steady himself, and an orderly wheeled the chair right up behind him.

      “Accident victims are supposed to be wheeled in. It’s policy,” the man said. Drew wasn’t sure if it was, or he was being given the opportunity to save face. Either way, he sat in the chair, then motioned for them to help Charlotte out.

      “Be careful,” he warned the nurse pushing her wheelchair. “She’s got a heart condition.”

      The glare from Charlotte would be considered lethal in many instances. “I can provide my own medical background. Thank you.”

      He kept his eyes on her as they rolled in, but they were put in different rooms. As he started to object, he stopped himself. It wasn’t like they were family or even good friends. Even so, she was the future sister-in-law of one of his best buddies. That counted for something. And Scott and Heather would want to know. Fishing his phone from his pocket, he prayed it wasn’t damaged.
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      “I’m fine, Mom. Stop worrying,” Charlotte lied, feeling every scrape and bruise she’d gotten from falling out of the speeding car. The beep of the heart monitor reminded her why she hated hospitals.

      Nicoletta Silva rolled her eyes toward the ceiling and pursed her lips. “You could have been killed Charlotte Anne. Look at your face and arms. I can’t even imagine what the rest of you is like under that ugly hospital gown.”

      Her mom was right. The scrapes along her side and down her legs were far from attractive, especially with the antibiotic ointment the nurse had put on. The bruises that had started to form on her back and hip might possibly outdo them. Nothing had been broken, though, so she should thank her lucky stars. And Andrew Thayer. God knows what would have happened if they’d stayed in the vehicle. The thought made her stomach heave.

      “But I wasn’t killed, and I’m sure the police caught the bad guys and will throw them in jail.”

      Domenic Silva shifted from his spot near the door. “I don’t think they have yet, and there’s an officer down the hallway waiting to get a statement. The doctor doesn’t want him bothering you until we have all your test results back.”

      God, she was so tired of stupid medical tests. She’d had enough to last a dozen lifetimes. “What do they expect to find in blood tests, Dad? I’ve got bumps and bruises, that’s all. No one freaked out when they did the EKG, so I’m assuming my heart is fine.”

      Her mother took a step closer and opened her mouth for the lecture Charlotte knew was coming.

      “Char!” Heather Silva walked through the door. Her savior yet again. What would she have done without her sister being her champion?

      As Heather glanced at the scrapes and cuts on her face, her expression darkened. “Tell me who did this, and I’ll punch their lights out.”

      That got her laughing in a snorty, pathetic kind of way. It was the threat her sister had always used whenever Charlotte cried.

      “The guys robbing the jewelry store.”

      Planting her hands on her hips, Heather smirked. “Just because Scott and I had all that adventure with my house blowing up and almost being buried alive under a warehouse of rubble, you don’t have to try and get attention by hanging out at armed robberies.”

      “A girl’s got to get her jollies somewhere.”

      Their mother frowned, but Dad grinned. He’d be happy to see she wasn’t crying. There’d been way too much of that growing up, during her lonely stays in the hospital.

      “Heather, did you drive here by yourself?” Good. Mom’s attention had moved to her sister. “Where’s Scott?”

      Heather tossed her wheat-colored hair over her shoulder and scowled. “I do have a license and a car, Mom. But, yes, Scott came with me. He’s checking on Drew right now.”

      “How is he?” She should have asked before this, but too many people had been running around, and she’d been busy feeling sorry for herself. Nothing new, she hated to admit.

      “I don’t know.” Heather shrugged. “I came here first. I can text Scott and find out.”

      “No, it’s fine. He carried me to the cop car, so I assume he isn’t dying.”

      Settling on the edge of the bed, her sister leaned in and kissed a non-scraped part of her cheek. “I’d hug you, but those look a little tender, and they’re all covered in goo. What did the doctor say?”

      “They want to keep her here overnight for observation. Her condition is not one to be taken lightly.”

      Heaven forbid her mother allow her to answer her own question.

      “It’s surface stuff. But you know how overprotective some people get.” Hopefully, her mother would go home and let her sleep in peace tonight.

      Her mother’s face stiffened with her words, but luckily the doctor entered before she could blow.

      “Well, Miss Silva, your blood work all looks fine.”

      She threw a smug look at her parents, but the doctor shook his head.

      “That said, with Aortic Stenosis, I’d feel better keeping you overnight for observation. Just to make sure there aren’t any complications that arise. Give you a round of antibiotics to keep your wounds from getting infected. This way we can clean and bandage them again before you leave.”

      God, she wanted to argue but knew she’d lose that fight. Plus, she really did feel like shit. The aches from the fall were starting to announce themselves loud and clear. Maybe one night of someone looking after her would be nice. Not that she couldn’t get that at home with her parents, but it came with a price.

      “Perfect,” her mother chirped, clapping her hands, then addressed the doctor. “Let’s see about finding her a nice room. You know our family donates heavily to the hospital foundation.” She tucked her hand around the doctor’s arm and shuffled him out of the room.

      Her dad sighed and moved to the bed, bending down to kiss her forehead. “I’ll keep your mother reined in as best I can. I promise we won’t stick around all night unless you want us to.”

      “Thanks, Dad. I love you.”

      He kissed Heather’s cheek and followed after their mom. Her sister took her hands and squeezed.

      “Okay, now tell me everything that happened.”

      Charlotte went through the story, but stupid, friggin’ tears appeared when she recounted how they’d grabbed her as a hostage.

      “I was so scared, but I didn’t want Mom and Dad to know. Have to live up to my sister’s heroic reputation.”

      “Oh, sweetie.” Heather wiped away some of the tears that had trailed down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I will totally beat them up for you when they’re caught.”

      That got her to chuckle. “And then Drew had the audacity to call me a hysterical woman.”

      “I was only trying to get them to leave you there.” The deep voice drifted over from the doorway. God, he really was gorgeous, bruises and all.

      Holding up her scraped arm, she asked, “How’d that work out for you?”

      “Would you rather still be on the highway to hell with them?” His lopsided smile did something to her insides. Or it could simply be the effects of the day wearing on her. His face and arms matched hers in scrapes, but he was back in his clothes.

      “Why aren’t you wearing one of these fashionable ensembles?”

      “He should be,” Scott Holland, her sister’s fiancé, said from behind him. “But he’s too stubborn to listen to the doctor’s orders.”

      The glare Drew sent his friend was deadly. “Aside from a few cuts and bruises, I’m fine. No reason to take up a hospital bed when there must be sicker people who need it.”

      “You’ve got a concussion.”

      “A slight concussion. Nothing to worry too much about.”

      Heather tilted her head. “Drew, you’ll need someone to stay with you tonight. It’s not a good idea to be by yourself with a concussion. Scott and I had some experience with that recently.”

      “I live in an apartment building. There are plenty of people around if I need someone.”

      “That’s not good enough. Scott, I’m going to hang with Char tonight, so why don’t you bunk with Drew to make sure he’s fine?”

      “There’s no need to do that,” Drew objected. “I can find someone else to babysit. Although, I don’t actually need one.”

      Scott snorted. “Who? Jack? Because he’s got a two-week-old baby girl he’s busy with. Nick’s in Pennsylvania. Keith is in Boston. Chris is in Maryland. Your dad is away on vacation at the moment. And that I know of, you haven’t been seeing anyone seriously enough for them to help you out.” Damn Scott. He knew the guys from their military unit were his closest family and the ones he trusted most.

      Drew let out a big breath. “Fine. My place or yours?”

      Scott grinned. “You’ve got a guest room, so let’s go there. You’ll be more comfortable in your own place.” He walked over to Heather and kissed her. “Let me know if you need anything, princess. I’ll come get you in the morning once you find out when they’ll be releasing Charlotte.”

      The guys left, and Heather faced her again. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, sweetness, I’ll be fine. You can still catch Scott before he leaves. You don’t have to stay with me, you know.”

      “But I’m going to anyway. Mom’ll have gotten you a room that has a small recliner or something. After what happened, I don’t want you alone. That’s the stuff of nightmares.”

      “Miss Silva?” A police office stood in the doorway. “Are you feeling well enough to give us a statement now?”

      Heather looked about to jump down the guy’s throat, so she patted her arm. “That’s fine.”

      After recounting her story once again to the man and his phone as he recorded her, she was exhausted. “Is that it?”

      “What were you doing in the jewelry store?”

      Yeah, good question. One she didn’t want to answer truthfully. It was too embarrassing.

      “Uh, mostly browsing.” When she glanced at Heather, who stood near the door across the room, she continued softly. “My sister’s getting married soon, and I was hoping to find a gift for her.” Not exactly a lie as she’d need to get her a gift soon enough, and it sounded logical. Right?

      Her gaze strayed to where her purse sat on a table. Thank God it zipped closed and was made of sturdy leather. With the strap around her shoulder, she hadn’t lost it or anything in it. She’d checked when she’d gotten her phone to call her parents. The screen was cracked but luckily still functioned.

      “That should be it for now,” the officer said as he switched the video off. “We’ll need you to come down to the station once this is transcribed to sign it.”

      She nodded, her eyes drooping. It had been a hell of a day. Heather shooed the cop out, then dimmed the lights. She’d have to wake again once her parents and the doctor got her room settled, but for now, she planned to sink into deep oblivion and forget the nightmare she’d just been through.
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      “How are you feeling this morning?”

      Drew stretched as he walked out of his bedroom and turned to Scott. His friend sat at his kitchen table, coffee cup in hand.

      “I’ll live.” A sharp pain shot up his back as he said this, and Scott laughed.

      “Sure, you will.”

      “Well, I made it through the night, so I think you’re officially relieved from babysitting duty.”

      He poured himself a cup of coffee from the full pot Scott must have made, then held on to the counter when the room dipped and swayed. Whoa, keep that under his hat. His friend would be moving in if he knew. Once he had his morning caffeine, he’d be good as new.

      “They aren’t ready to release Charlotte yet, so I have some time before I need to get Heather.”

      “Is everything okay with her?” When he’d left the hospital last night, she’d obviously recovered a healthy level of sarcasm, but he honestly didn’t know what her heart condition entailed, and it wasn’t his place to ask for specifics.

      “Yeah, aside from the aches, pains, and bruises I’m guessing you both have from jumping out of the car like a seventies action hero, she’s good. I guess her cardiologist wanted to see her before they let her go, and he’s in emergency surgery this morning.”

      The thought of a twenty-three-year-old having a cardiologist was strange and scary, but it explained Charlotte’s slight frame, porcelain complexion, and fragile appearance. He’d thought she was still in her late teens the first time he’d seen her a few years ago.

      “I need to go to the police station this morning and see what progress they’ve made with the case. I know they lost the car after Charlotte and I managed to get out.”

      Scott drained the last of his coffee and rinsed his mug in the sink. “I want to thank you for taking care of her yesterday. I know she can get a little mouthy at times, like her sister, but Heather told me this morning Charlotte was pretty freaked out during the whole robbery and hostage thing.”

      “She did fine. Better than a lot of people would in the same situation. I know she got injured when we rolled out of the vehicle, but I don’t even want to think of what would have happened if we hadn’t managed to get out.”

      Frowning, Scott clapped him on the back. “Which is why I’m glad some miracle brought you to that jewelry store right at that time. What were you doing there, anyway? Some new girl I don’t know about?”

      He wished. It had been a while since he’d had a steady girlfriend. Too many hours trying to prove himself at the State Attorney’s office.

      “Nothing exciting. I’d picked up my watch after a small repair. Luckily, I’d already pocketed it when the thugs came in. Do you mind dropping me off near the jewelry store? My car is still there, and I need to get it. Then, you can be on your way.”

      “I’m in no rush. Often, we have Sunday dinner with Jack and Callie, but with the new baby, we wanted to give them some time to adjust to two kids instead of just one.”

      Jack and Scott were cousins but had grown up like brothers when Scott’s parents had been killed in a car accident. Heather was Callie’s best friend, so the two couples spent a good deal of time together. Drew was envious of the close relationship. He didn’t have siblings or cousins to hang around with, and the people at work were kept strictly in the work category.

      “I haven’t seen the little princess yet, but I’ve talked to Jack and he’s totally enamored,” Drew said.

      Scott frowned. “Since he wasn’t around when Jonathan was born, he’s trying to make up for it with this baby. I think it’s a lot more than he expected.”

      “He asked me to be godfather at the christening next weekend. I figured he’d ask you.”

      “Heather and I are Jonathan’s godparents.” Scott shrugged. “You live the closest of all the guys and see him more often. They asked Charlotte to be godmother. Since Callie hung out at the Silva house on holidays and summers, they’ve all known each other since they were younger.”

      “Are you looking forward to that baby thing with Heather?”

      A chuckled erupted from Scott’s mouth. “We’ve only been engaged a few weeks. We aren’t getting married until Christmas Eve. Give us some time.”

      The gleam in Scott’s eyes hinted at something else.

      Pulling his keys from his pocket, Scott headed for the door. Drew followed. Once they were in Scott’s truck, he smirked. “I am looking forward to having a kid, but for now, we’ll simply practice what it takes to have one.”

      It was Drew’s turn to laugh. When they pulled next to his car, he shook his friend’s hand and thanked him.

      “Let me know if you need anything else. We’ll make sure to keep an eye on Charlotte. Knowing my future wife, she’ll insist her sister stay at our place tonight, or Heather will stay there.”

      Drew drove to the police station and was escorted to the detectives’ room, then told to have a seat. Once he’d signed his statement, he waved his Deputy Assistant State’s Attorney identification at them, hoping to get some answers they might not give the average citizen.

      “Do you have any new leads in the case?”

      Detective Garcia shook his head. “We’ve still got a few statements to clarify from the witnesses who were inside the store. So far, they all say about the same thing, with varying amounts of intensity. We’re hoping you and Miss Silva will be key in helping us find these guys, since you were with them the longest.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can. Did you check on any of the vehicles nearby? They mentioned they’d stashed a car around the corner. I put that in my statement.”

      Garcia snarled. “We found it.”

      “Registered to…?”

      “Stolen.”

      No big surprise. Even though the crooks hadn’t physically hurt anyone inside the store, with the exception of the manager, they’d certainly bashed things around and busted up as much as they could.

      Garcia looked around, then angled in closer. “This could be the same gang of thugs who’ve been ripping off malls and jewelry stores around all of New England. We’ve contacted a few other departments to cross check any information they have with what happened here.”

      “I know the State Attorney has been trying to pin down if any of these are connected. He’s not very happy that we don’t have answers.”

      “Did you hear anything, even something small, that might help us find these guys?” Garcia clicked the pen in his hand over and over.

      “I’ve gone over what I heard again and again, and nothing stands out. But I’d recognize their voices if I heard them, especially the twitchy guy. His was nasally and whiny. Very distinctive.”

      “Good to know. Too bad mug shots didn’t come with voice samples.” Garcia looked up, then stood.

      Drew turned around and spotted the manager from the jewelry store walking toward them.

      “Mr. Mangrove, thank you for coming in today.” Garcia shook the man’s hand. “I’m sure you remember Mr. Thayer.”

      Thrusting out his hand, Drew said, “How are you feeling, Mr. Mangrove? That bump on your head is turning all sorts of colors.”

      As he touched his head, the manager frowned. “Yes, terrible thing. You look like you’ve got a few souvenirs from yesterday’s experience, too. I’m so sorry that happened. How is the young lady who was also taken?”

      “She’s still in the hospital but is getting released today, I think.”

      “Oh, I do hope we can find these horrible men and put them away. With the masks, I’m not sure how we could possibly recognize them.”

      “You’d be amazed what we can figure out with only a few clues.” Garcia pointed to the chair opposite his desk for Mangrove to sit in.

      Drew shoved his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Like the big guy had a tattoo on his wrist. I couldn’t see all of it, but I think I’d recognize it again if I saw it. And their voices were distinctive.”

      Mangrove twisted his hands in his lap. “I hope that will be helpful. That jewelry is worth a lot.”

      Was the man afraid he’d lose his job? It was hardly his fault the store had gotten robbed. Now, the security
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