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      “Does that man never have a day off?”

      Margaret Kathleen O’Hara grumbled, grabbing her tote bag and sarong to move surreptitiously along the chairs by the pool. If the hotel manager saw her here again, she’d be toast. He’d more than toss her out. Threats to call the police had been thrown at her for months now. Although in her case, that might be a better deal.

      With her eyes trained on his location and the Miami sun beating down on her exposed skin, Meg backed along the water’s edge, attempting to leave the area before he spotted her. She needed to shower the chlorine out of her tangled hair and change for work soon. He looked in her direction, and she rushed behind the closest object. It was six-foot-plus of blond-haired gorgeousness. The man’s eyes were glued to something on the upper deck. Her boss was sitting there with one of his expensive bimbos. Did Blondie like that type? Maybe he wouldn’t notice her little game of Hide and Seek.

      She leaned around him, her gaze skimming a tattoo banded around his bicep. She ducked back when she saw the Pool Nazi was still present. Getting caught was not an option. She already owed more than she could ever repay.

      “Are you okay?” Forest green eyes stared down at her, puzzled. Would he buy that she was simply looking for shade? He was big enough to provide it.

      With strong hands, he reached for her shoulders, and Meg reflexively batted them away. She got enough of people groping her at work. Scorching curses froze before erupting from her mouth as the hotel manager moved, staring in their direction. Her mind kicked into overdrive, scrambling for a way to hide in plain sight.

      “Sorry,” she squeaked. Grabbing the man’s head, she planted her mouth solidly on his. Short, thick strands of hair tickled her fingers. Firm lips yielded to the increased pressure of her mouth. Better make this look good.

      An electric current skittered over her skin, causing her heart to race. Maybe too good? Slowly, he pulled her closer with his muscular arms. Her eyes flew open, and she broke the connection. His hair-covered chest was too close for comfort. And much too tempting. Distance. She needed distance.

      Her eyes darted around, seeing no signs of the manager. A sigh escaped. Time to make her exit, as well.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled again, looking up. Big mistake. The stranger’s curious eyes captivated her. They were soft and tender and filled with something she could…trust? If she still had any of that left in her. His hands were gentle as they held her. A tiny smile played about the full lips she’d brazenly kissed. She couldn’t believe she’d done it. Her mother would be appalled. But it had worked.

      The chlorine scent from the pool faded into the background as sweat and suntan lotion wafted off the man’s damp skin. Her stomach did cartwheels followed by a few back flips. Dangerous.

      “Let me go,” she hissed as reality returned. She gave a swift shove at his well-defined pectorals, rushing to get past, to escape from this distraction and the possibility of being caught. Her head whipped around at the sound of a splash and water droplets from behind. Gorgeous was just breaking the surface of the pool. Had she pushed him that hard?

      “Oops.” No time for apologies. He looked like the forgiving type. She had to blow this joint before the Pool Nazi came back. Grabbing her fallen sarong, she ran across the deck to hustle inside the luxury hotel.

      “Damn.”

      The manager stood sentry near the front door. A crowd appeared at her back making that way impossible. The stairwell to the left would have to do. She’d go up a few floors, then down to the side entrance. She wrapped her sarong around her as she carried out her plan to avoid being seen…and caught.

      Meg should stop coming here to use the pool: this proved it. Sneaking in was adding to her already hellish life, but swimming always helped work out the stress, and the pool here was more accessible than any other on the strip. Pretending she had money to stay in a place like this, rubbing elbows with all the beautiful people, yeah, that got her through, too. She’d learned the best times to come and not be seen. Well, for the most part. It was worth the risk to get away from her dump of a room and its enchanting neighborhood. She’d leave this all behind her soon. She kept telling herself that. Had to believe it for her own sanity.

      Footsteps behind her pushed those thoughts away. Her bare feet padded silently along the lushly carpeted hallway. Heart racing, she ducked into the ice machine alcove, her sigh echoing in the silence. She glanced down. Her bag? She must have dropped it as she rushed off. How had she not realized? It couldn’t have been the threat of being arrested. Or the crooked smile of the handsome stranger she’d kissed. The one with the kind eyes and gentle hands. No, she couldn’t allow herself to be led astray by a pretty face. Not again.

      She continued down the hall, her trip cut short when someone grabbed her by the arm and spun her around.
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      Christopher Martin Shaunessy broke the surface of the pool and shook the water from his hair, spluttering, “What the hell…?”

      The thin, shapely brunette sprinted out of the pool area, and he narrowed his eyes at her strange game of Peek-a-Boo. She’d kissed him passionately one second, yelled at him the next, then shoved him in the pool. The kissing part he’d liked, but he usually preferred to take a woman out on a date, or at the very least know her name, before he kissed her. Although technically she had kissed him.

      Her bag floated nearby as he sloshed through the water to get out. Picking it up, he let it drip on the way to his deck chair. He dried himself off with a fluffy hotel towel, then used it to prevent any more leakage from the bag. Which way had she gone? Her room key was most likely in her bag, so no need to hurry.

      He glanced in the direction of Salazar Moreno, the reason he’d come to this hotel. It seemed Moreno had concluded his business. More reason to follow the brunette.

      When he entered the lobby, she was disappearing into the stairwell. Javier, the day manager, followed, a frown on his face. What was his problem with the pretty lady? Had she pushed him in the pool, too?

      The sound of the third-floor door opening above him echoed through the stairwell. Nice. His suite was on that floor. She’d be a sweet-looking distraction while he was here. Or would she? She’d almost made him forget his goal by the pool.

      When shouts echoed down the hallway, he increased his pace. The little spitfire struggled against Javier’s tight grip as he growled at her.

      “That’s it, young lady. You’ve been warned before. The pool and other amenities of this hotel are only for paying guests. This time I’m calling the police. You’ll be charged with trespassing.”

      Long hair whipped around her head as she resisted. “Let me go! Please.” She yanked frantically, a look of panic on her face as the manager dragged her down the hall, away from Chris.

      It wasn’t any of his business. Still, curiosity gnawed at him. If she was taken away, he might never find out why she kissed him. Plus, manhandling women was high on his list of things he hated. He’d been raised to always respect and assist a lady, had it drilled into him. He never could resist a damsel in distress—and right now, she looked quite distressed.

      He picked up the pace, nearly reaching them as the woman gave one good yank, launching herself right into his path. He reached up to steady her shoulders.

      “There you are, sweetheart,” he crooned, noting the desperation in her eyes. “Did you forget your key again? You left your bag by the pool.”

      Javier’s protest died when he noticed who was holding her.

      “Oh, Mr. Martin, I didn’t know…uh, didn’t realize…This young lady… she’s uh…”

      Chris gently pulled her to his shoulder, smirking. “Yes, she is feisty. Thanks for bringing her back to our room.”

      “Of course, of course.” The manager practically drooled, his face tight. He wouldn’t argue with a VIP customer, even if he didn’t buy their act. “If there’s anything else I can do for you, let me know.”

      “Sure thing.” Chris guided the now grinning young lady the few steps to his door. She pulled back slightly, her eyes wide with apprehension. When she glanced back at the glaring manager, who hadn’t moved a foot, she threw him an innocent look, sighed, then went in with Chris. As soon as the door closed behind them, she hastened away.

      Walking across the room, her eyes lit up. Yeah, this place rocked—no denying it. Top-dollar suite. Good thing he wasn’t paying for it, especially considering the amount of time he expected to stay here.

      “Nice.” She stuck her head past the sliding door to the living room balcony. “This must have cost a chunk of change.”

      When he stared at her, his expression must have given away his amusement as well as his confusion. She half rolled her eyes and said, “By the way, thanks.”

      He gave a small shrug. “You looked like a damsel in distress. Couldn’t resist.”

      Her eyes rose as her lip curled up on one side. “I guess you’re wondering what that was all about, huh?”

      He nodded.

      “Well.” She moved around the room, running her hand over the expensive furniture, checking things out, checking him out. “I work around the corner, so sometimes I come by to use the pool. Unfortunately, management takes a dim view of freeloaders.”

      She passed through the kitchen area and opened the fridge, an expression of longing crossing her face. Reading the clock on the microwave, she whipped around to face him again. “Crap, I didn’t realize it was this late. There’s no way I can get back, take a shower, and get to work on time. My boss is going to dock my pay for sure.”

      She picked up her drenched bag, peering inside. “And I don’t even have anything to wear. I can hardly go prancing around the streets in just my bathing suit.”

      Chris didn’t mind women prancing in bathing suits, but now she was partially covered by some fabric thing. He recalled her suit was modest, boy-cut shorts and a tank-like top. Conservative compared to some of the skimpy stuff he’d seen since he’d been here. A little of the stretchy blue fabric covering her nice figure peeked out. Was she uncomfortable walking around with it on? He’d seen plenty of women in less material openly welcoming others to look. Was she like that? Judging from that kiss by the pool, she wasn’t shy.

      Her lips turned down as she pulled a pair of flip flops out of her soggy bag and tossed them on the floor. Sliding her feet inside, she slung her bag on her shoulder, then walked toward the door. As she passed by the wall mirror, she caught sight of herself in it and stopped. She raised a hand to her unruly, sun-kissed locks and gave a cry of horror.

      “Oh, man, I’ll be lucky if I get paid at all tonight with the way I look.” She turned to face him. He’d never complain about her appearance. She was hot. Should he tell her she looked fine? He was about to when she gave him a genuine smile. “Thanks again. Sorry I bothered you.”

      “Hey,” he called out as she approached the door to the hall. “Why don’t you take a shower here, or at least straighten up in the bathroom? It would give more credit to our story.”

      He wasn’t sure if he made the offer because she seemed lost or because there was something else, something about her that stirred his interest. He wanted to know more, and if she walked out now, he never would. Never could resist a puzzle.

      “He’s going to know anyway with what I’m wearing.” She glanced down at the thin sarong draped diagonally across her torso.

      “Can you use that as a skirt? I can come up with something for a shirt. Why don’t you head into the bathroom, and I’ll see what I can find?”

      Her eyes were leery, so he added, “It’s the least I can do for a damsel. And you can lock yourself in.”

      She looked around the room, crossed to the door, and checked through the peephole, sighing. Was Javier still hanging around out in the hallway? Her gaze darted around, flashed to the clock again, then she sized him up quite thoroughly. He threw her one of his most charming smiles. She placed her hand on her throat and lowered her eyes.

      “My boss’ll kill me if I get there late,” she mumbled. Pressing her lips together, she nodded. She grabbed a large brush from her bag and followed his finger pointing to the bathroom through the bedroom. Blushing, she dropped her sarong on the bed as she walked past. “It’s still a little damp from being splashed by the pool.”

      She disappeared into the bathroom, the lock clicked, then the sound of water started. He dug through his drawers coming up with a faded, red t-shirt he knew was snug on him. It might be big for her slim figure, but it wasn’t something he had a deep attachment to.

      He picked up the sarong and walked to the balcony to shake it out, hoping it would dry in the warm, Miami air. The crowded beach and the endless blue expanse of the Atlantic Ocean caught his attention. His time should be spent on the other balcony watching for Salazar Moreno.

      Moreno was in charge of a lot in this city. High-priced prostitutes and drugs, even though he still gave the illusion of a successful businessman to the public eye. But new whispers suggested he was getting into guns, as well. Guns that had been used to kill cops and federal agents. Chris’s priority was to get close to Moreno, finagle his way into a business relationship, and get more information on the man. Many of Moreno’s business associates stayed at The Ocean Terrace Resort, so this is where Chris needed to be. It was also on the strip where the glitziest nightclubs and restaurants were. Word was Moreno had his finger in several of them. Clubbing and that crowd could be fun. Enjoy drinks, get his face seen and recognized, potentially find an in with Moreno.

      Hearing the bathroom door open, he walked back into the bedroom, and the woman poked her head out, chewing on her bottom lip. She looked younger, all cleaned and scrubbed with her hair brushed and secured in a ponytail, but she was hardly a teenager.

      “Is that dry?” she asked, pointing to the fabric in his hands.

      “Yeah, just needed a few minutes in the sun. Here’s a t-shirt for you. Hope that’s good enough.”

      “Thank you.”

      Her small voice was surprising considering her brazen actions earlier with both him and the manager. Was she suspicious of him? Helping her was hardly a big deal. His army buddies loved to kid him about his hero complex. He’d admit he had a weakness for the underdog. Unfortunately, it sometimes got him in trouble. Would she be trouble?

      “I used one of the new hotel toothbrushes,” she confessed. “I hope you don’t mind.” She reached for the two garments and moved back inside the bathroom door.

      “Whatever you need.”

      As the door shut, he grabbed a pair of khaki pants, boxer briefs, and a button-down shirt to slide into while she was busy. It didn’t take her long. She exited the bathroom, the skirt and knotted t-shirt looking like a regular outfit. Her golden-streaked, chestnut hair slid like silk down her back almost to her waist, even in its upswept position.

      “Thank you, again.” She nodded shyly at him, moving to the door to leave. He quickly followed, stopping her, curious about her ping pong attitude; cheeky one minute, sweet the next.

      “Wait. If we’re living together, the least you can do is tell me your name,” he teased.

      She paused, appearing nervous. Did she have a reason to hide her name? Like he did.

      Her answer took a moment. “Kate. Kate Harrington.”

      He stuck out his hand, enclosing hers inside. “Christopher Martin,” he said, using his alias. “You can call me Chris.”

      He opened the door, catching her surprised look as he followed her into the hallway. “Thought I’d walk you to work. Make sure you don’t get into any more trouble.”

      She shook her head, and her mouth opened. He cut her off before the words could come. “If we leave together, it’ll seem like we’re just going out for the night. The manager will buy it, and you can get a few more free days in the pool.”

      “Okay.” The word was slow and drawn out. She’d been happy to use him earlier for her own needs, but now she couldn’t wait to get rid of him. Really?

      They took the elevator down, and as the doors opened, he slid his arm around her waist. She stiffened, her eyes shooting daggers at him.

      “Showtime,” he whispered, and her body relaxed.

      The manager, strolling through the expansive lobby, paused and stared as they walked by. They kept their heads together, as if they were only interested in each other. Once outside, Chris was reluctant to let go. Her soft body fit nicely next to his. It had been a while since he’d held something this sweet.

      He still wasn’t sure if she was sweet. Her behavior in the past hour had been perplexing. Good judgment about people was one of his better qualities, and there was more to this one than the obvious. The scattering of freckles across her sunburned nose gave her an innocent look, but her flashing blue eyes contradicted that.

      They walked a few blocks, then she stopped mid-stride. “I work across the street. You don’t have to walk me any farther. This damsel is fine.” Her sassy, confident tone returned. “You have done your knightly duties. You’re absolved of all obligations.”

      Standing on her toes, she touched her lips to his cheek with another whispered, “Thanks.”

      Her hips swayed as she walked away, not looking back. Where did she work? She headed into a club, and he smiled. Surf.

      Surf was one of the high-end clubs Moreno used as a front. The place was a hot spot, and the crowds helped hide any shady activities that happened there. Supposedly, Moreno set up deals with businessmen for his top dollar escorts from this club. Was Kate one of them? She’d actually blushed at one point, but that didn’t necessarily mean she wasn’t. Her kiss had been more than nice, and she also had the innocent look Moreno was famous for providing. The idea made him queasy, though he wasn’t sure why.

      Surf was high on his list to check out. It had a small room in the back for gambling, and there were rumors it was used by Moreno to set up deals. The fact his little damsel worked there moved it a bit higher.

      He walked back to his hotel room to get ready for the night. The first thing he’d do is run her fingerprints. She’d touched enough items in the suite there’d be no problem finding some. His curiosity was piqued at the thought of seeing her again. She could come in handy if she had knowledge of Moreno’s dealings, but how loyal was she to him? Could he take a chance with this wild card? Using her could be dangerous to the task at hand. He couldn’t allow that to happen.
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      “If dough boy grabs my ass one more time, I swear I’ll dump his drink on him,” Meg threatened, picking up her newest order from the tall, dark-skinned bartender, Dave Johnston.

      “Katie.”

      Meg stopped herself from cringing at the name she’d adopted since she’d been living here. It had been over a year and a half. She should be used to it by now. And she was, but she still hated the reminder of why she’d given a fake name in the first place.

      “Take a deep breath, honey,” Dave continued, “and smile like you mean it. You can’t afford to be pissing off customers. Dough boy lays down a load of cash in that back room. The boss wouldn’t appreciate you throwing a drink at him.”

      She inhaled deeply, then let it out slowly, glancing at the pale, rotund man who’d been trying to pinch her butt for the past two hours. Heck, the past year or more. The man was a pig in every sense of the word. Bile rose in her throat just thinking of doing to him what he’d hinted at all night, every night.

      Shivers went through her remembering Mr. Moreno’s insinuations that she could pay off more of her tab by being really nice to his business associates. She was desperate to get out of this mess, but she wasn’t that desperate. Would she ever be? If she had nothing else, she had her pride.

      “Thanks, Dave. I can always count on you to bring me back to reality. My drink order? Maybe if I get dough boy soused enough, he’ll start pinching Mr. Moreno’s behind instead of mine. Let’s see how he likes it.”

      Dave filled her tray with glasses and bottles. “Hopefully, you’ll get a big tip. He enjoys throwing money away.”

      She laughed. “That’s why the boss likes him so much. He loses big time. But he’ll only give me a good tip if he can shove it in my top. I can’t guarantee I won’t hurl on him if he does.”

      Balancing the overloaded tray, she maneuvered her way through the crowded tables. No easy task in three-inch wedge-heeled sandals. Stupidest footwear ever for a waitress. Mr. Moreno said they accentuated a woman’s legs, bringing in more customers. Yeah, walking around half dressed didn’t hurt either. This nightclub was one of the hottest on the main drag, yet the waitresses looked like strippers. Could be why so many people came here.

      With her working smile pasted on her face, she set the tray on the edge of the table. “Your drinks, gentlemen.”

      Her biggest smile went to dough boy as she leaned over to place napkins in front of the customers. His eyes flew straight to her chest. She’d better get a damn good tip for this.

      “Put this on your tab, Mr. Barone?”

      “I want to put you on my tab, sweet cheeks,” the man slurred, taking a last peek before she straightened up.

      “Sorry, I’m not on the menu tonight.” She might crack a tooth with how hard she was gritting her teeth.

      “I’d make it worth your while.” His eyebrows rose in his attempt at seduction. It looked like a facial tick.

      “Better save your money for the game later. You are planning on playing?”

      “Of course, I am, darlin’, and I want you to serve my drinks. You’re my good luck charm.”

      Meg giggled, the silly one he liked, trying not to gag. The man didn’t have any good luck at all, whether she was there or not. If it got her off her feet for a while, she was more than happy to sit in the back room allowing the men to leer at her. It’s not like they wouldn’t do it in the front room, anyway.

      She wrinkled her nose, grinning. “Oh, Mr. Barone, you are too sweet.”

      “Don’t forget your tip, darlin’.” Barone leered, reaching out a pudgy hand to tuck a bill in her shirt. She leaned over waiting, then ripped the money from his hand before it met its mark. Another big smile before she sauntered away, making sure to swing her hips a bit more than usual. Like Dave said, she couldn’t afford to piss off the customers.

      She glanced around the glitzy nightclub, lights flashing, music from the dance floor echoing in her head, people gyrating to the staccato rhythm. Her tables were set for now, but her feet already hurt. She didn’t dare tell her toes they still had six hours to go before she could begin the long walk to her dingy rented room.

      Waves of despair swallowed her up like a drowning man, and moisture filled her eyes. She’d been here what seemed forever, yet leaving this life never got any closer. She closed her eyes and allowed her head to drop for a second.

      Snap out of it! Standing here crying wasn’t going to get her anywhere. If she wanted good tips, she had to go and shake her groove thing for another few horny businessmen or vacation-goers.

      Placing her tray on the bar, she grinned at Dave. “I played nice and check this out.” She held up the twenty-dollar bill Barone had tried to stuff down her shirt. The bartender gave her a thumbs-up, mixing a round of drinks for another waitress.

      The door swung open, and Meg’s eyes were drawn to it. She hoped it wasn’t Mr. Moreno coming in early. He expected everyone to be here on time but often staggered in only after nine, once the crowd was hopping. Her heart raced as she caught sight of her rescuer from the hotel this afternoon. What was he doing here?
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      It took a second for Chris’s eyes to adjust to the dim lighting in the club. Chrome and marble shimmered as people laughed and danced under the colored spotlights. Tonight was simply hanging out, becoming familiar. He wanted in on the backroom poker games, but those were only for regulars and friends of Moreno. Most people didn’t even know they were there. He meant to become one of those who knew the room intimately, whatever it took.

      He looked around, his gaze coming to rest on the beautiful enigma from this afternoon. She was merely serving drinks. What did he expect? That she’d be draped over some john? Moreno was never that obvious in his setups. His shoulders sagged in relief. Why did it matter to him what she did for Moreno?

      She stared at him, at first smiling, then her eyes grew distrustful and suspicious. He didn’t like the glare she aimed at him but viewing the drunken customers of the club, it wasn’t completely unexpected.

      He nodded, then headed for the bar. Focus on your goal, not the cute brunette. The bartender, Dave, had been working here undercover for close to two years. He was trusted by Moreno and was a great source of information. Chris had met him a few times before.

      He ordered a beer, noting his damsel was with a group of rowdy guys. He could just hear them above the music.

      “Come on, baby, sit with us for a while. You can check out my lap right now and try it on for size. I’ll bet it’s the perfect fit.”

      Her gaze roamed to the jerk’s crotch, and her face twisted comically. “Sorry, Papa Bear, I’m not Goldilocks, and that looks much too soft.”

      Laughter exploded among the group. She set the drinks down, then walked away, swinging her hips. The men ogled her as she left.

      A sad expression crossed her face. Resignation? Desolation? She shook it off, moving toward the bar.

      “Why are you here? Are you following me?”

      “I thought I might need to rescue you again.”

      Her eyebrow rose. “You can put away your armor, Sir Galahad, I’m perfectly capable of dealing on my own.”

      “Apparently.” Her actions impressed him. “I heard this was the place for a drink and some night life.”

      A crooked grin lit up her face. “Well, we’ve got that. Most popular place on the strip.” She turned to the bartender. “Dave, give this guy a beer and put it on my tab. He saved me from the manager at the hotel today. Caught me using the pool again.”

      “Katie.” Dave glared at her. “I’ve told you before you’re gonna get tossed in jail.”

      “At least in jail I wouldn’t have to wear these stinkin’ shoes. Now give me my drinks.”

      Her tray filled, she smiled at Chris, swung her ponytail over her shoulder, and walked off. He stared at her feet, frowning. “Those can’t be comfortable.”

      Dave leaned on the bar. “Boss makes all the ladies wear ‘em. Makes ‘em dress like that, too.” Disdain rang in the bartender’s voice.

      Chris glanced around. All the waitresses wore the same thing—snug, white, hip-hugger shorts that barely covered their ass, cropped tops tied under their busts and low in the neckline, then the killer high heels.

      The sassy brunette delivered the drinks, along with a large dose of charm and playfulness, to a loud group of customers. She flirted, smiling mischievously, until several of the crew threw some bills on her tray, then she walked away to take orders from another table.

      This was more like the woman he’d originally run into, the one who’d knocked him into the pool after she’d kissed the stuffing out of him. Okay, the kiss hadn’t been that intense, but thinking back to when her lips first touched his, certain parts of his body had registered the chemical heat. The soft silkiness of her body hadn’t hurt either.

      The push in the pool with a casual ‘oops’ had been a downer as she hightailed it out of Dodge. He didn’t care for people who used others for their own purposes. So why had he helped her? The look in her eyes that screamed of despair? A touch of innocence and helplessness that called out to the hero inside? Trying to help people didn’t always work out to everyone’s advantage. He’d learned that the hard way while serving in Afghanistan

      “Katie don’t deserve this.”

      “Deserve what?” Chris took another sip from his bottle.

      “This kind of life.” Dave waved his hand at the crowded bar. “She came here a while ago with some guy who promised her the world. Naïve and innocent. Still is in some ways. Not so much since she’s had to work here.”

      “So, where’s Prince Charming?”

      “Who knows?” Dave filled drinks for another waitress. “This creep gets into a high-stakes poker game in the back room and loses fifty G’s to Moreno. Course he ain’t got the money. Moreno offers to let him work here to pay it off. Katie offers to help out by waiting tables. The boss jumps at the suggestion, since he knows her cute little figure will attract customers. After a few days, the loser takes off leaving Katie holding the bag. She swears he’s gone off to try and get the money somehow, and he’ll be back. It took a few months to realize he ain’t coming back.”

      “It’s not her debt. Why doesn’t she leave?”

      “She’s afraid of Moreno and what he’ll do to her if she tries. He has eyes everywhere. Could be he has something on her to make her stay. She won’t say. Never says much about her life before coming here.”

      More curiosity about the pretty waitress simmered inside. He listened carefully as Dave continued.

      “Moreno thinks, since she was with the loser, it’s her responsibility to pay off what he owes. She’s only allowed to keep part of her tips, so she ain’t got any kind of money to even get bus fare out of town. And she’s real proud. She won’t take anything from anyone else that she hasn’t earned. Said she’d eventually work her way out of here. On her own.”

      Chris clenched his jaw. “How much has she paid back at this point?”

      Dave poured a few more drinks, scowling. “Boss tells her almost halfway, but the scumbag keeps tacking on interest. Or docks her pay if she’s even a tiny bit late or makes a mistake. She ain’t never getting out of here. He owns her. She just don’t know it yet.”

      Chris nodded and moved to a corner table to keep his eye on things. That explained her theatrics this afternoon. She was afraid of Moreno. Understandable.

      Shortly after nine, Moreno showed up. He spent a half hour chatting with a few people, introducing them to some pretty ladies. Chris watched closely as he approached Katie, her eyes widening with alarm. Moreno stroked her arm, whispering something in her ear. She nodded deferentially and tried to pull away. The man grabbed her arm, twisting it. Nothing overt, but then Chris was watching closely and noticed her expression.

      He stood, wanting to rip Moreno’s hand from his body. But he couldn’t if he expected to succeed with his mission. Forcing himself to sit back down, he curled his fingers into fists, watching. Moreno ran his other hand down Katie’s backside, lingering much too long, then he abruptly disappeared into the back room. Over the next few minutes, several other patrons followed him.

      Katie often disappeared back there with a tray of drinks. Sometimes, she was gone for only a few minutes, Other times, she’d stay in there for twenty minutes or so. He needed to get in there, too. Was she the key?

      She came out and placed her tray on the bar for Dave to fill. As she waited, she rested her enticing bottom on a stool, her head dropping into her folded arms, exhausted. He could see why. She’d been on her feet since he’d come in, and she’d already been here for hours.

      When the tray was filled, she took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, hefted the tray into her arms, and moved to slide through the door into the back room again. What exactly was she doing in there all that time? He had to know because his imagination was working overtime.
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      “Have a great day off tomorrow, Tina,” Meg called out to her departing friend as she changed into better footwear for the walk home. “Think of us here, slaving away, while you rest your weary bones.”

      Tina Washington laughed as she walked out the door. “The last thing I’ll be thinking of is this place, girl. Believe me. I want to enjoy my day off.”

      A day off was only to recharge the batteries, so they could do it all again for another week. She grimaced as she tied the laces on her still-damp canvas sneakers, then reached for her clammy bag. Please, let me get out of here without Mr. Moreno seeing me.

      “Katie.” The soft lilt caressed her name, and cold seeped into her pores, chilling her blood.

      “Mr. Moreno.” She couldn’t even muster any warmth to her tone.

      “Can I see you in my office for a moment?”

      Meg groaned but moved to stand in the doorway of Moreno’s office. Then, she saw it. The picture was back again on the bulletin board. The one that had gone missing from her bag when she’d first gotten here. This time, the big red push pin was stuck directly on her brother, Ty’s face. Last time her mom’s head held the pin. It wasn’t always there. Only when her boss wanted to make a point.

      Moreno walked toward her, and his hand immediately stroked her arm. Nausea roiled in her stomach. Good thing she hadn’t eaten anything today except a few orange slices and cherries from the bar.

      “Katie, I hate to see you this tired all the time. You know there are other jobs you can do for me. Ones that pay much better and will get you off your feet.”

      Yeah, off her feet and on her back. Moreno played the role of respectable businessman to the community, but his employees all knew the truth. At least those he wanted to move into different positions. Like her. She gathered her last ounce of strength to force a smile. “I know. I just…can’t. Please.”

      Moreno ran his hand over her hip, and she wished she were wearing something more tangible.

      His eyes narrowed. “Only because you bring in so many customers, and you never complain. You are an asset to this club. For now, I will let it be.”

      He stalked out, and she crumpled against the wall. She hefted her bag, running for the door. As she exited the now silent club into the chilly night air, Sonny, one of the bouncers, sidled up next to her.

      “You want me walk you home, baby doll?” His greasy hair fell in his face as he grinned at her.

      She cringed. Couldn’t they all leave her alone? Not much worse than Sonny walking with her for two miles. The slime ball would want something out of it, too. He’d been hinting at it for a while now.

      “All set, Sonny. I’m sure you have important things to do.”

      She brushed past him, but his overly-muscled arm slithered around her waist. “You could be the important thing I’m doing, baby. And you’d enjoy it. I’d have you screaming my name, begging for more.”

      She ripped herself out of his grip. “I’m not one of Mr. Moreno’s high-priced whores, so you can forget about doing anything to me. Go find one of them.”

      “Oh, baby doll,” he called out as she scurried off. “One of these days, Mr. Moreno’s going to put you to work serving more than drinks. I’m willing to give you a few lessons, so you’ll know what to do.”

      Meg flinched, hoping that day would never come. She simply wanted to get back to her room. Not her home. It was merely a place she slept and kept her meager belongings. A week’s worth of clothes and some long-exhausted toiletries were all she had packed when Eddie whisked her off here what seemed like eons ago.

      Eddie. He’d been exciting and fun when she’d met him. She’d needed that. Life in her little Pennsylvania hometown was predictable. Meg had wanted something more than her parents had.

      She loved them immensely, but a truck driver and waitress with five kids lived frugally. Money was tight and vacations nonexistent. Her life was stifling. She wanted to see the world before it was her turn to settle down with a nice, dull boy from town. Then, Eddie had blasted through the area on his motorcycle. An obvious bad boy, she’d been dazzled by his pretty face and charm. He’d been perfect to fulfill her quest for adventure.

      Footsteps sounded behind her, and she peered around cautiously. A few people were still out at this time, but none seemed interested in her. She picked up the pace, still thinking about Eddie and the huge mistake she’d made in trusting him.

      Checking out the classic cars at the fairgrounds, he’d checked her out as well. A few days together and he’d talked her into going to Florida with him for a week-long trip. What would it hurt? It was only a week. Sun and sand, clear blue sky and ocean.

      Eddie’s idea of fun was cruising down to Miami and hitting the clubs every day and night. He’d treated her great, but too soon the fun times were over. After bluffing his way into a big poker game, he’d lost his shirt. Lost a lot more, too. She’d lost as well; her family and the life she’d known. Her freedom.

      The town she’d grown up in may have been boring, yet she’d trade this hell to spend the rest of her life in Mayberry, USA, and she wouldn’t complain. Because where she was now, she had no life.

      She adjusted her bag as she started across the bridge over the bay separating the luxury part of Miami from the rougher neighborhood where she lived. It was barely halfway to her dumpy apartment. She couldn’t afford any place closer. What she wouldn’t give to be able to stay someplace like The Ocean Terrace Resort. Well, she wouldn’t give some things, but seeing her rescuer’s room this afternoon reminded her how bad her crummy life was.

      Christopher Martin. She’d tried not to think about him, but he’d shown up at the club tonight, constantly staring at her while she worked. He was too handsome to be sitting alone, not that she was the type to keep him company. With his good looks and money, he’d have women pounding on his door soon enough.

      His actions had surprised her, made her skeptical at first. No one had been nice to her for unselfish reasons in far too long. Did he have other motives? She’d thought Eddie was a true hero, and he’d turned into a real toad. Was Chris Martin a toad, too?

      Her kiss seemed to have turned him into a prince. Or was it that he was a truly nice guy? Without his help, she could have been spending tonight in a holding cell at the local precinct. Mr. Moreno wouldn’t have bailed her out without major consequences. She couldn’t afford to owe him even more.

      When Chris pretended to be her boyfriend, it had bailed her out. The Pool Nazi had been put out by that. Chris might have been hoping for a little payback, but he hadn’t said anything, hadn’t tried to collect.

      Meg eyed the deserted streets. Put the handsome man and his fancy hotel suite right out of your mind. Fairy tales didn’t happen to people like her. Forget about the kiss, too. Not as easy. Those lips had been soft and responsive, and they’d tasted amazing. Eddie hadn’t been a bad kisser, either. She had to remember that.

      Exhaustion seeped into her body, but her dump was still a few blocks away. Her tired legs complained loudly as she hurried her steps. Senses heightened, her skin prickled with the feeling of someone following her. She looked around, then shook it off. Miami never slept. It was probably her imagination.

      As she approached her building, the footsteps sounded again. She pulled out extra energy, not wanting to become another statistic for the crime squad. While running up four flights of stairs, she tripped over a few sleeping bums.

      The lights flickered in the dim hallway as usual, the ones that actually worked. Meg stuck her hand inside her bag, rifling around for her key ring. Why hadn’t she gotten it earlier as she usually did? Now was not the time for it to be lost in the bottom of her bag. Oh God, what if it had fallen out when she’d dropped it in the pool?

      More sounds echoed behind her, the stairway door creaking again. Her search was frantic, and she was winded from her mad dash up the stairs. Finally grasping her key, she attempted to thrust it in the lock, but her shaking hands made her drop it on the filthy hall carpet.

      “Damn it.” Her nerves twitched as shadows danced down the hall. Was someone there or was it the lights again? She grabbed the key from the floor, shoved it in the lock, finally managing to get the door opened. Rushing in, she slammed the door behind her and twisted the deadbolt. The warped wood supported her sagging body. Sweat trickled down her back as she stifled the whimper that threatened to burst out.

      Sounds in the hallway made her glance through the peephole. Someone was definitely walking past. Not that she could tell who from the tiny hole. She checked the lock again, waiting for the noise in the hallway to disappear. After several minutes of silence and apprehension, she allowed her body to relax. Tears leaked from her eyes as she collapsed on her bed. How long could she keep this up? It was no way to live.
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      The door lock clicked, and Chris sighed. He hadn’t meant to scare her, just make sure she’d gotten home safely. How safe she was in this place was anyone’s guess. The neighborhood was dangerous, and the building was falling apart. The carpet had stains you’d need a forensics expert to identify, and the smells…

      Cigarette and pot smoke permeated every crevice as he made one last pass by her door. This stairway should be condemned, the steps crumbling and filthy. The bum on the landing wore a cap with a military insignia on it. He couldn’t just walk past. Time in a war zone could make anyone want to drop out of life. He reached in his pocket and shoved a twenty into the guy’s hand.

      “Use this for food,” he ordered. After some of the things he’d seen in Afghanistan, he could understand why someone might simply lose himself in a bottle. He walked down the rest of the stairs attempting not to breathe. Memories of other places that reeked of body odor and waste came alive dragging him back. It wasn’t any place he wanted to go.

      It had been a few months since he’d seen some of the guys from his unit. They talked and texted often but hadn’t had a chance to get together and have a cold one. Not that he kept in contact with his entire unit, but he’d gotten close to half a dozen guys in his platoon. Men who were like brothers to him and who he’d trust with his life. Hell, he had trusted them with his life for over a year.

      Now, he had this sarcastic little imp whose sharp tongue could impale him. He kind of liked the challenge. But here’s where the trust issue came in. Whatever her background, a girl like her shouldn’t be living in a slum like this.

      What business was it of his? He had to keep telling himself that as he headed back to the resort. Guilt rushed through him, thinking about his luxurious king-sized bed versus her rat-infested hovel. The story Dave told him flashed through his mind. He’d make sure he got the facts on her. If she checked out, they might be able to help each other.
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      The day had been too long. Meg hadn’t slept much last night after her scare walking home. Her customers had even gotten to pinch her ass more often than she usually allowed, since she hadn’t had the energy to stop them. Dough boy had been ecstatic. She shrugged her long sweater onto her shoulders as she left the club and glanced up. Great. It was starting to rain. Her already dreary night just got worse.

      She looked around, double-checking the area so there was no repeat of last night. Where was her white knight when she needed him? He’d been in the club tonight but hadn’t done more than nod. He chatted with Dave and flirted innocently with Tina. Innocent, because he hadn’t attempted to touch her at all. That wasn’t the case with many customers. Most of them thought the waitresses were part of the half-off appetizers.

      A cab
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