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      “Jenna, can you take these over to table seventeen?”

      Christian, the bartender, slid a bowl of peanuts toward me, but I barely noticed. No, my attention was on the door where a slender man in a black hoodie was studying his phone. My heart stuttered, and a familiar balloon of panic swelled inside me, pressing outward, making it difficult to breathe. It can’t be… Can it? I’d tried so hard to stay under the radar. My social media profiles were gone, I never went out unless it was absolutely necessary, and I’d put my dream of becoming a nurse on hold. Because of him. Because of Gio.

      Had he finally found me? Was he—

      No.

      No, he hadn’t.

      The newcomer flipped his hood back, and his hair was blond, not brown. His nose was flatter, his lips fuller. A moment later, he smiled and waved, then headed over to table six where his friends were waiting.

      “Jenna? You okay?” Christian asked.

      It isn’t Gio. It isn’t Gio.

      “Sorry, sorry, yes, I’m fine. The nuts are for table sixteen?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “Seventeen, right.”

      Get it together, Jenna. Giovanni Lombardi had already cost me one job, and I couldn’t afford to lose another. I forced a smile and picked up the peanuts.

      Tonight, table seventeen was full of middle-aged lawyers. At least, they looked like lawyers. They could have been accountants, or business consultants, or insurance advisors. Not marketing guys. The marketing guys were always cockier, like the trio at table eighteen. And doctors mostly looked exhausted.

      The five men at table seventeen hadn’t changed out of their office wear—suits all around—and the tallest of the group was still wearing a tie. Each time one of them dropped a peanut shell, they glanced around guiltily, even though guests were encouraged to toss the shells onto the floor. It was all part of the fake spit-and-sawdust ambience in the Brotherhood of Thieves, the bar I’d been waitressing at for the past three months. I’d heard that at one time, it had been a place to avoid, a proper old-school biker bar where fights were both bloody and inevitable. But these days, the Brotherhood had turned into a local hotspot, packed with Instagram influencers and twenty-something hipsters, as well as office workers who hoped some of the coolness would rub off on them.

      The biggest talking point was the money wall. Customers were invited to sign dollar bills and pin them to the wooden boards behind the pool table, and when the space was full and the boards weren’t visible anymore, the cash got collected up and donated to charity. The money wall was another social media favourite, and last year, the Brotherhood had raised almost twenty thousand bucks.

      It wasn’t a bad place to work either. Wages were higher than average, and on a good night, I could double my hourly pay in tips. Or even triple it if table twenty was full. Table twenty was reserved for the bosses’ friends, and they were invariably polite, generous, and smoulderingly hot.

      “Here you go, guys. Can I get you any more drinks?”

      “We’ll have a round of the Old Mill IPA.”

      “Any food?”

      “Are the burgers good?”

      “The burgers are excellent.”

      “Do you serve sweet potato fries?”

      “We sure do.”

      “So can we get four loaded cheeseburgers, three with regular fries and one with sweet potato?”

      “Is there a gluten-free option?” the guy with the tie asked.

      “We have gluten-free burger buns and gluten-free taco shells.”

      The menu was simple—ten different burger options, two kinds of tacos, plus chicken wings, fries, nachos, popcorn shrimp, onion rings, and house slaw. Vegetarian and vegan options were available too, and salad, although few people ever ordered that. The Brotherhood wasn’t a place you visited if you were on a diet. As well as the food, the bar offered twenty kinds of beer and a full selection of cocktails, all of which came with free bar snacks, the salty kind that brought in even more drink orders. I’d serve customers as much spicy popcorn as they wanted.

      Staff were entitled to a meal with each shift, so I could vouch for the quality of the food, although if I ate a loaded burger every day, I wouldn’t be able to fit into my clothes for long. And seeing as I couldn’t afford a new wardrobe, I asked the chef to make me child-sized portions.

      “I’ll have the gluten-free Cajun chicken burger with regular fries,” Tie Guy said. “Is there any more popcorn?”

      “I’ll bring a bowl right over.”

      Christian might have been at home behind the bar, but he was also part owner of the place. Usually he worked days—he and two other managers shared responsibility for keeping everything running smoothly—but Tommy was on vacation for two weeks, so Christian was taking extra shifts. Trey did the marketing when he wasn’t running around after his kids. The third owner, Logan, was more of a silent partner who had a day job saving the world, or at least, that’s what the rumours said. It was usually Logan’s friends who sat at table twenty.

      I sent the order to the kitchen—we carried mini iPads in cases that clipped to our belts, so it was as simple as tapping an app—and went to get the drinks. Halfway through my shift, and I was already exhausted. Not because I was overworked but because I still wasn’t sleeping well. I’d tried pills, but they made my brain sludgy, and I needed to keep my wits about me these days more than ever.

      The bar was standing room only tonight, and I had to breathe in as I squeezed between an excited bachelorette party and the Harley Davidson sitting on a raised platform. The motorcycle belonged to Logan, and occasionally he took it for a ride when things were quiet, usually with his girlfriend on the back. Sloane was a sweetheart. I’d met her several times, and she was always quick with a smile and a kind word.

      Called it. Yup, they were definitely lawyers. Conversation at table seventeen had turned to the subject of plea bargains. I unloaded the drinks and popcorn.

      “Your food will be with you soon.”

      “Can I get a side of onion rings as well?” one of them asked.

      “No problem.”

      I updated the order as one of the table twenty dreamboats waved a hand. I didn’t always get assigned to this section, but when I did, it made the long shift go by just a tiny bit faster. But my smile quickly slipped as I walked past table eighteen.

      “Hey, no touching!” I snapped as a marketing douche squeezed my ass, and I smacked his hand away with the empty tray. His buddies were sniggering, and he’d probably done it for a dare, but the unwanted touch still made my skin crawl.

      “Lighten up, babe. Take it as a compliment.”

      No, it wasn’t a compliment. It was meant as a show of power in front of his friends. I took a calming breath. Don’t dick-punch the jackass, Jenna.

      “Keep your hands to yourself.”

      He reached out again, but I took a hasty step backward, a move I’d practised a thousand times in the sports bar I used to waitress at in Beckley. Different state, same shit. Well, almost. This time, I tripped over someone’s foot and found myself falling butt-first toward the wooden floor. Dammit! I braced for impact followed by laughter, but instead of landing among the discarded peanut shells, I was grabbed by a pair of strong arms.

      “Relax, I’ve got you.”

      I lost the tray but magically ended up on my feet again, and then the guy who groped me was sprawled on the floor, flattened like roadkill as one of the dreamboats twisted his arm behind his back.

      “Get off me!” the douche yelled, but some of the volume was lost because his face was squashed against a pile of peanut shells.

      “Lighten up, bro. Take it as a lesson.”

      “This is assault.”

      “Then you should do as the lady says and learn to keep your hands to yourself. Now you’re going to apologise, and then you’re going to tip her and leave.”

      “The hell I am.”

      The dreamboat added a knee to the douche’s back, and when he shifted his weight, the guy yelped.

      “Sorry! I’m sorry, okay?”

      As soon as he was released, he scrambled to his feet with bits of peanut shell stuck to his face, and he might have taken a swing at my white knight if a half-dozen more dreamboats hadn’t formed a wall alongside their friend. Instead, the douche threw a twenty on the table and ran for the door, shoving people out of the way as he went. His asshole buddies quickly followed.

      “You okay?” the guy steadying me asked. I’d overheard several names during the past few months, and I recognised him as Malachi. He’d brought his girlfriend in for dinner two weeks ago, a pretty blonde who’d had the most amazing nails, super long and painted to look like peacock feathers on a shimmering gold background.

      “Uh…uh…” Was I okay? I mean, I was shaking, and also shocked that someone had stood up for me, but at least the douche was gone now. “I think so.”

      “Do you need to take a break?”

      “I…I…”

      He stuck two fingers in his mouth and let out a piercing whistle. When Christian looked in our direction, the dreamboat held up five fingers, and Christian nodded.

      “No, no, we’re too busy. Janie’s eating dinner, and my section’s full, and—”

      Ryder, the dreamboat who usually lost at pool, picked up my dropped tray and held it aloft. “Before I joined the Navy, I used to wait tables. I’ve got this.”

      Slater—who was quite possibly a Ralph Lauren model when he wasn’t gracing us with his presence—pulled out a seat, and Malachi gave me a gentle nudge in that direction. The white knight who’d flattened the douche was Gage, and my pulse ratcheted up a notch when I found myself sitting next to him. Those soft brown eyes made my heart race. He was one of the more frequent visitors to the bar, and also one of the quietest. Enigmatic, that was a good description. But although he rarely said a word, he always tipped well.

      He pulled down his left sleeve, almost unconsciously it seemed, and not for the first time, I wondered how he’d gotten the scars he tried to hide. After what I’d seen tonight, I bet he’d been doing something heroic at the time. A wounded warrior.

      “You need a drink?” He nudged a glass of water in my direction. “This is untouched.”

      I was about to decline, but when I tried to speak, I realised how dry my mouth had become.

      “Thanks. And thank you for helping with that, uh, situation. You really didn’t need to step in.”

      “Yeah, we did.”

      “Honestly, it’s fine. It happens all the time.”

      “That doesn’t mean it’s okay. And trust me, that guy needed the lesson. Five bucks says you’re not the first waitress he’s groped, and the next time he considers pulling that stunt, he’ll wonder if he’s gonna find himself face down on the floor. If we stopped one woman from feeling as uncomfortable as you looked, then it was worth it.”

      That was the longest speech I’d ever heard Gage give, and his words made perfect sense. His actions hadn’t only been for me, but for womankind in general. He’d acted for the greater good. Tears
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