
  
    [image: The Danger with Love]
  


  
    
      THE DANGER WITH LOVE

    

    
      
        AMANDA SIEGRIST

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 Amanda Siegrist

      All Rights Reserved.

      This ebook may not be re-sold or re-distributed to another person unless consent is given by this author. If you wish to share this book, please purchase an additional copy. It may not be re-produced in any format for your own rights. If you did not purchase this book, please return to the retailer to purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      NO AI TRAINING: No part of this material may be used in any AI training of any kind. Without in any way limiting the Author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The Author reserves all rights to license any and all use of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      Every part of this material was human created, including all written words and the cover.

      All characters in this book are a product of the author’s imagination. Places, events, and locations mentioned are created to either help inspire the story, or are real and used in a fictitious manner.

      
        
        Cover Designer: Amanda Siegrist

        Photos Provided by Evgeny Dubinchuk/kiuikson/Shutterstock.com

        Edited by: Editing Done Write

      

      

    

  


  
    
      A happy ending is all I need.

      

      Consequences Novel

      Dark Consequences

      Cruel Consequences

      Fatal Consequences

      

      Haunting Love Novel

      Third Time’s the Charm

      Thirteen Days Gone

      One Mistake Too Late

      

      Holiday Romance Novel

      Merry Me

      Mistletoe Magic

      Christmas Wish

      Snowed in Love

      Snowflakes and Shots

      Holiday Hope

      Sleigh All the Way

      

      Lucky Town Novel

      Escaping Memories

      Dangerous Memories

      Stolen Memories

      Deadly Memories

      Forgotten Memories

      

      McCord Family Novel

      Protecting You

      Trust in Love

      Deserving You

      Always Kind of Love

      Finding You

      Dare You to Love

      

      Mona & Mason

      The Paranormal Chronicles, Volume 1

      

      Perfect For You Novel

      The Wrong Brother

      The Right Time

      The Easy Part

      The Hard Choice

      

      Psychic Love Novel

      Exploding Love

      Captured Love

      

      Short Stories

      Paint By Murder

      Follow Me, Sweet Darling

      

      Slaying Love Novel

      Won’t Let You Go

      Doomed Love

      Deadly Crazy

      Evidence of Sin

      Finding Redemption

      Obsessed Hope

      

      Sleighville Novel

      Dashing Through the Fear

      Here Comes Chaos

      The Last Noel

      

      Standalone Novel

      The Danger with Love

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Conquering Fear Novel

      Co-written with Jane Blythe

      Drowning in You

      Out of the Darkness

      Closing In

    

  


  
    
      
        
        An intense romantic suspense that will hold you on the edge-of-your-seat until the very end.

      

      

      You will find this is the only book that is a standalone. All my other books are part of a series. It doesn’t mean I don’t love all the characters. You do see some of them make an appearance in my Perfect For You series. I guess I couldn’t leave them alone totally as a standalone. Lol I’m a sucker for a happy ending, but I also love to add a dose of angst, so don’t expect the journey to be easy. If you want to stay connected with me, make sure you sign up for my newsletter [image: love letter] HERE! I’d love for you to be a part of my news family!

      
        
        Much love & happy reading,

        Amanda Siegrist

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

    

    
      
        Thank you

      

      
        Bonus Content

      

      
        Also by Amanda Siegrist

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Ugh, not again.

      Always a bridesmaid, never a bride.

      That saying gets so old. Why did people insist on saying that to her? Because she might actually freak out one of these times.

      “Doesn’t that hurt your feelings, dear?” Lily’s Aunt Zenda said as Sarafina stared at her with a smile. Having no smile would just bring more disastrous questions.

      “When are you going to find yourself a handsome man?” Aunt Zenda said without waiting for a reply.

      Darnation. Maybe her smile wasn’t bright enough. Here was her chance to freak out. She’d had enough.

      “I’m just waiting for the perfect man like you found with Henry.” She couldn’t freak out on Lily’s aunt. Definitely the wrong person to do that to, but she could switch the conversation with ease. Butter her up with compliments about her own marriage, or anything that had to do with her in general, and she changed course as fast as a NASCAR pit crew changed tires.

      “Oh, you are so right, dear. Why Henry, just the other day, he did the sweetest thing...”

      Did she care what Henry did? No. Absolutely not. That simply reinforced all the good ones were taken. When are you going to find yourself a handsome man? Jeepers, if only she could’ve answered with, “As soon as all the men stop acting like bottom-feeding tadpoles and act like a true gentleman.”

      Of course, that would’ve opened a series of questions she didn’t want to answer. What did she mean by that? “Oh, you poor thing, did some man break your heart?”

      You poor thing. Goodness, she hated hearing that as much as the other dratted saying—always a bridesmaid. Maybe she wasn’t as lucky as she could be in the man department. Sure, she had her heart broken a time or two. But all the good ones were snatched away before she had a chance to throw a sweet smile their way.

      “…and then he came home with flowers. Isn’t that the sweetest thing? The entire day was simply wonderful,” Aunt Zenda said with a laugh.

      Sarafina nodded, the same permanent smile on her face, because she had no clue what story Aunt Zenda delivered. Her mind derailed like it always did when she talked to her. “Henry’s something else. You know⁠—”

      “I do know, dear. I was hoping you’d bring him up. Travis is perfect for you. You’re walking down the aisle with him, aren’t you?”

      Her smile dipped. Just a fraction. She had a lifetime of how to perfect acting with Lily’s family. But this question threw her off a little. Travis? Lily’s brother? A big fat no. He was nothing more than a big brother to her.

      “I’m not. I’m walking down with…ah…one of Ryan’s friends. I haven’t met him yet. I should really go check on Lily. It was so nice to catch up, Aunt Zenda. Let’s talk more later.”

      “Yes, dear, always a pleasure. Chin up. Your day’s coming.” Aunt Zenda frowned and patted her shoulder in reassurance.

      One nod and a smile. Horrible conversation over.

      Sometimes, it didn’t pay to respond. Especially when she hadn’t been feeling down about this wedding. Heavens no. Lily was her best friend. Nothing but excitement raced through her veins. Until she ran into someone like Aunt Zenda. She probably wouldn’t be the only one to say that dreaded saying. There was nothing wrong with being a bridesmaid. All. The. Time. Nothing wrong whatsoever.

      Aunt Zenda was right, of course. She was always the bridesmaid. Half of her friends were already married, with nearly the other half engaged. Because she was close with everyone, always the friendly one, the generous one, the go-to gal if you needed anything, she was always asked to be a bridesmaid.

      Anytime a friend asked, she gladly accepted the humble responsibility, never taking a moment of it for granted. She considered it an honor to be asked. A true honor. She cherished each moment, each wedding as if it were the first time she was asked.

      But a girl could only take so much, especially with the constant chatter and annoying statements thrown at her recently.

      She paused mid-step as she walked down the church hallway. Oh, jeepers.

      The dating game.

      Was it time to get back into the dating game? Not that she stopped trying. Certainly not. She merely hadn’t gone out of her way to snag a new man. Perhaps now would be a good time.

      She continued walking.

      Not at the wedding, of course. After. She’d find a great man after the wedding. No matter how hard it would be, she’d stick to her checklist. The perfect kind of man she wanted. Her very own Prince Charming. In the correct order, too. No skipping this time.

      Kind. Check one.

      Funny. Check two.

      Thoughtful. Check three.

      Good in bed. Check four.

      Okay. Maybe she should move that last one up a few slots. Check one?

      Nope. That needed to stay on the bottom. Where had it gotten her already? Nowhere. That’s where.

      Every time she tried the dating game, hunting for a man who would be perfect for her, she failed in every aspect. She always thought she snagged a prime catch, reeling that sucker in like she’d won a fishing contest.

      First, there was Bradley. Delicious in bed. He topped ‘good in bed’ without breaking a sweat. First-prize winner every time. That should’ve been her huge warning sign. He didn’t make it much farther down the list. He cheated on her with his secretary.

      Then came Todd. He didn’t even make it past check one when she brought him to a family gathering and he made her six-year-old cousin, who had a speech impediment, feel like it was something to be ashamed of. He even had the audacity to mock her cousin in front of her after they left the party. She never had the temptation to hit someone before, but that time it almost consumed her. Instead, she hopped out of his car before he could back out of the driveway and told him he better leave before her brother came out with his baseball bat. He was gone in under two seconds.

      Her favorite one. Dominic. He made it far on the checklist, plus some. He had been her true love. Her one and only. Her soul mate. Her cosmic power that centered her world daily. That was, until he cheated on her.

      She would like to say it broke her heart, but in truth, it had set her free. He hadn’t really cheated on her, per se, like Bradley had. He had the decency to let her down gently that it wasn’t going to work between them before he took the plunge with another person.

      But she had felt stripped of something magical, something special, something that all her other friends had. To this day, he was still her one and only…best friend.

      His new relationship was doing great. She couldn’t be happier for him. Truly, unconditionally happy. Considering he was gay and couldn’t continue to ignore that, she was more than glad he found happiness. Just not at times when the reminder she was alone and still hearing those dratted words from people like Aunt Zenda.

      A spa session and maybe even a makeover with Dominic seemed crucial. And his partner, Freddy, well, he was the master makeover king if she ever saw one. He could take the most bedraggled human being and turn them into the most gorgeous creature living on the planet. She wasn’t calling herself ugly, but sometimes a girl needed a little sprucing up to gain some happiness back. To know that she was a worthy catch.

      The minute she saw Dominic, she’d tell him to schedule an appointment with Freddy for her. She could already hear him saying, “Darling, you don’t need to see Freddy with an appointment. He’ll get you in on the spot. He’ll drop anyone for you.” She knew he would, too, but his time was precious and deserved respect. She would, of course, argue with Dominic until she got her way. A pure master. He could never win an argument with her, no matter the issue. Well, besides the one where he wasn’t really gay. She had talked herself blue on that one. Perhaps she should call him now. If she didn’t tell him right away, she might lose her nerve to go through with it.

      Patting the sides of her dress, she muttered under her breath. So much for letting Dominic know right away. No pockets. Duh. She left her phone in the room where Lily was beautifying herself. Her best friend, Lily, was finally getting married. It still seemed surreal at times.

      While she thought of Dominic as her best friend—her guy best friend—Lily was her girl best friend. Some days, she didn’t know how she would’ve survived the aftermath of Dominic telling her he was gay if Lily hadn’t been there.

      She had hoped to be her maid of honor. Sometimes, it felt like a nasty fate bestowed upon her always asked to be in her friends’ weddings as a bridesmaid, but she was never the maid of honor. Only a simple bridesmaid. Just once, she would like to be a maid of honor. Or the bride. That would be lovely, too. To have her own fairytale romance. Only in her dreams, apparently.

      She had been totally let down and disappointed. Silly to feel that way. She knew Lily’s family well. So well, she was practically considered one of their daughters. But when it came to family, Lily never disobeyed. Her mother had immediately said her sister would be her maid of honor without asking or batting an eye toward Lily. It was said with simple authority. One thing a person never did was disobey or question the words of her mother, and especially her father.

      Lily had smiled at her mother and nodded enthusiastically. Of course, when they left the house—because yes, she had been there when it happened—Lily apologized profusely.

      “I’m sorry, Fina. I was going to ask you. I truly was. I didn’t expect my mother to say that at all. She knows Lora and I don’t get along.”

      “She’s your sister. I understand. Don’t worry, Lily. I know when your mother says something, it’s like it’s written in gold.”

      “But you’ll be one of my bridesmaids, right? Say you will.”

      “It would be my honor.”

      A real honor. This wedding, out of every wedding she had been a part of, was a true honor. She would do anything for Lily. Absolutely anything. She was her best friend.

      Finding her right now and making sure pre-jitter nerves weren’t swarming her body, she figured it was a good time to quit wallowing in self-pity. For the day, anyway. Tomorrow she would pick up where her mind had wandered and enter pity-land. Sometimes, a girl had to pull that gallon of ice cream out and eat her pity away. She would do that, then call Dominic for an appointment with Freddy. Purge herself of all that sadness and find a new man. It was time she became the bride for once.

      Deep breath. She would survive the day.

      Running her hands down the soft contours of her periwinkle dress, she released one more breath.

      No need to be nervous. She had done this a million times already. Nothing new. She couldn’t remember exactly how many times she had been a bridesmaid.

      Seven times. No. Probably more like ten. Maybe this one made it eleven. Or was it nine?

      Did it truly matter? Nope.

      She loved this dress. Loved it. Lily made sure she picked a dress that complemented her. Of course, no matter how many times she walked down the aisle as a bridesmaid, she always managed to look elegant and beautiful. Not as gorgeous as the bride, but she held her own. That alone made her nervous when her day finally came, making her think she wouldn’t look as elegant and beautiful.

      Utterly silly. Of course, she would look elegant and beautiful. Her wedding day would be the grandest day of her life. She would look like a princess, feel like one, and be the most cherished woman on earth by the true love of her life. Whoever that fellow might be. She would hopefully know soon after Freddy used his magic hands with her hair.

      “Oh, jeepers, I’m so sorry,” she mumbled, trailing her eyes up a broad chest to a face she didn’t recognize. And she would’ve recognized him if she had seen him before. His bright-green eyes twinkled, a slight amusement lingering. This wasn’t the time to be running into handsome men. She needed all her wits about her. Running into handsome men was supposed to come after the wedding, not before.

      “My fault. I wasn’t paying attention.” He offered a charming smile, lighting his eyes up even more as he let his hands drop from her shoulders. “I’m Dax. I’m sorry for almost knocking you down.”

      He reached out his hand. She couldn’t possibly shake his hand. The brief moment when she smacked her face into his chest, his hands grabbing her to steady her, sent a small tingling flame of desire down the length of her body. So brief, her imagination had probably simply run away from her. A simple touch couldn’t possibly send a burst of pleasure that quickly. What would it feel like to hold his hand?

      His brow rose at her lack of response. Oh geez, she was acting like an idiot. She shoved her hand into his. “I’m Fina…or Sarafina. Most people call me Fina. You can call me that. Or you can call me Sarafina. Heck, some people even call me Sara.” She cleared her throat. She did not just ramble like that. Since when did she ramble like a moron? How long would he continue to hold her hand? Those flames of desire were starting to burn her from the inside out. Her imagination was intact. The tingles were real. And very, very wonderful.

      He caressed her hand with the tip of his thumb before letting her go. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sarafina. You have a beautiful name. Are you a bridesmaid?” He glanced at her dress, a small laugh escaping. “Of course, you are. What position are you walking down?”

      A trembling hand slid down her dress. “Um…I’m third. Why?”

      Her insides continued to melt when another laugh left his mouth. “Me, too. It’ll be my pleasure to escort you down the aisle.”

      Pleasure. Yeah, she was feeling plenty of that. Keep the smile. Do not look terrified at that prospect. How would she manage down the aisle with his warm hand on her the entire time? “Great. You weren’t at the rehearsal dinner, were you?”

      “No, I had some business I needed to wrap up. Are you a friend or family of the bride?”

      “A friend. You?”

      “I went to college with Ryan.”

      They stared at each other. She wanted to say it unnerved her, but she was almost getting used to the way his eyes held hers. Mesmerized. Enchanted.

      Pathetic, Sarafina. Oh darnation. This was too much. His gorgeous smile indicated he wanted to say more. But they had nothing else to say. Unless to brainstorm where the nearest closet could be found.

      Nope. Bad idea. Not happening.

      She needed some air. Especially if his hands would be touching her again so soon.

      “I need a last-minute touch-up…and I should go see if Lily needs my help. I’ll see you soon,” she said a bit awkwardly.

      “I can’t wait.”
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      Dax watched as she hustled away, hiking her dress up a little. It gave him a lovely view of her legs. Way too lovely of legs.

      Screwed. Easiest way to put it. This would be a lot harder than he imagined.

      He groaned as she disappeared around the corner. How did he always manage to get involved in bad situations? Worst decision ever. He jumped slightly when a hand grabbed his shoulder.

      “I really wish you’d stick by me,” Ryan said, the annoyance plain in his tone.

      Dax resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “I’m a big boy. I don’t need a baby-sitter. I was meeting the lovely Sarafina who I’ll be walking down the aisle.”

      “Keep your damn hands to yourself. I don’t need any trouble. I don’t want this,” Ryan said through clenched teeth.

      “You have no say. You’re the one who decided to marry a woman who has ties to the Chilani family. Let me do my job. Go fix your bow tie. I’ll be right there.”

      “If you ruin my wedding, I’ll…” Ryan shook his head and walked away.

      “Good choice, buddy, not finishing that sentence,” Dax muttered under his breath.

      Damn this assignment. He never worked undercover. Or had such a quick reaction to a woman before. Honey-golden hair. Hazel eyes. Softest skin imaginable. He needed to get Sarafina out of his head. Focus on the job. Definitely, worst decision ever.

      He could honestly say it wouldn’t be a hardship escorting the lovely Sarafina down the aisle. The hard part would be keeping his hands to himself. She had sparked a desire by one simple bump. He couldn’t imagine what holding her as they walked down the aisle, maybe even sharing a dance or two at the reception, would do to his libido.

      It had been a while. Or, more like, too long since he had a woman. Just the way he liked it. After the fiasco with his ex, Bridget, he didn’t want to deal with another woman. Too much work. He already had enough real work to deal with. He didn’t need a nagging, in-your-face, why-don’t-you-ever-have-time-for-me woman again. Because that’s all he ever heard from Bridget.

      “You’re never around, Dax. All you do is work, work, work. What about me? What about my feelings?”

      He wanted to say, “What about me? I saw you flirting with my partner, Colt, just last week.” But pointing that out would’ve started a new slew of accusations from her that he didn’t want to hear. So he simply nodded his head, like ‘yeah, I work too much.’ Sometimes, it was better to agree with a woman than to argue.

      Unfortunately, that sentiment and way of thinking had made him a single man. Bridget moved out not long after. Her parting words, “You never communicate. I can’t stand the silence from you.”

      For him, silence was golden. He liked the silence. Appreciated it. Very, very fond of it. Most days, anyway. Some days. Very rare days. He didn’t like the silence so much. On those occasions, he did what he did best: worked.

      For the first time in his life, he hated his work. Normally, his job was his livelihood. Today, more like a form of torture. Just thinking about escorting Sarafina down the aisle had his skin prickling with delightful goose bumps. His hands itched to touch her again. Such beauty.

      No touching.

      He needed to remember that. Of course, sure, he had to touch her while he walked down the aisle. But after that, definitely no touching. Hands away, tucked nicely in his pockets.

      Making his way back to Ryan, he tried to forget why he was here. Not that it did him any good. He could still hear his boss’s voice ringing in his ear.

      “You’re our man, Dax. The show is yours.”

      “Come on, Sloan. Don’t ask me to do this. That man was a good friend of mine in college. I can’t betray his trust like this.”

      “That’s the only reason I’m asking you to do this, because he was a good friend of yours in college. We can’t tip off Martin Chilani that we’re putting an FBI agent in his daughter’s wedding. This is serious, Dax. One tip-off that you’re an agent and you’re a dead man. He will get rid of you so fast, you won’t even know it’s happening. We don’t have time to get another agent ready for this undercover op and make a story seem believable. You were good friends with the groom in college. Nobody in the family will suspect a thing.”

      “And they won’t do a background check on me? It’ll be pretty simple to see I work for the FBI.”

      “Your friend, Ryan, never knew you went into the academy. You fell out of touch with him before you did. All he knows is you majored in business. That’s the cover we’ll create. That’ll be easier to create than sending in somebody else.” Supervisor Special Agent Rick Sloan had leaned forward, cradling his hands into a tight ball over his desk. “Look, Dax, I know I’m asking for a lot. I also know you’re betraying a friendship, but the Chilanis have been causing too much havoc. We know there is a fresh shipment of weapons coming into the city, and we need to waylay that shipment. The tip we got is good intel. We need you to get a little closer to find the exact location.”

      “What makes you think Ryan will know anything?”

      Sloan had thrown his hands up. “I don’t know that he will know anything. But you’ll be surrounded at his wedding by the Chilani family. Maybe you’ll hear something you shouldn’t. We have to take this opportunity. You’re a damn fine agent. You can do this.”

      Yeah, right. He was starting to think he really couldn’t do this. Right from the start, it had been complete shit. They pulled Ryan off the street, explaining in detail what would happen, and Ryan had immediately glared daggers at him as if he were the lowest scum of the earth. At times, he felt like it.

      Refusing to cooperate at first, he had to watch as his supervisor threatened to lock up Ryan and his fiancée for any small thing he could think of. He threatened the part about his fiancée a little more than Dax had appreciated. Ryan had sat in the chair, ticking like a time bomb, his rage for the treatment about his fiancée clear.

      Even after he got Ryan alone to explain everything in better terms, nothing would penetrate Ryan’s thick skull to make him feel better. Dax figured all he could think about was the threat against his fiancée.

      Part of Ryan’s reluctance made Dax wonder if maybe he knew more than he wanted to admit. Did Ryan even know what sort of family he was marrying into? He hadn’t appeared too surprised when they went down the list of transgressions that Martin Chilani committed. That was the worst part that concerned Dax.

      His friend—very good friend from his college days—was beyond pissed off with him. Was he so upset that he would blow Dax’s cover?

      The only safe answer could be no. Otherwise, Dax would be six feet under the minute it happened. He knew this. He tried to mentally prepare for it. But how could one prepare to die cruelly? And cruel it would be. He saw many reports of the crimes Martin Chilani was accused of.

      Accused being the operative word. They could never get anything to stick in court, no matter how hard they tried. So any time they got a decent, reliable tip to bring down Martin Chilani, they took advantage of the opportunity.

      Dax wished this time it wouldn’t have screwed with his life.

      No sweat. Just another assignment. He had wanted to check the perimeter before the wedding, eye the guests arriving, but now he knew he needed to get back to Ryan.

      Sarafina had derailed his plans. Not a good sign. Already finding a distraction. An unwanted distraction. He needed to focus his mind on the job, not on a woman. Definitely not on a woman. They were nothing but trouble.

      Dax walked into the small room in the bottom of the church and found Ryan alone, staring intensely into a mirror on the wall. Ryan looked at him through the mirror, his expression not giving him any happy vibes.

      “Do you want me to say I’m sorry again? I don’t want this just as much as you.”

      “I doubt that. I love Lily. I love everything about her. This day is supposed to be the best day of her life.”

      Dax took a step toward him, the sincerity as prominent as he could make it. “It will be. I’m not here to ruin your wedding.”

      Ryan turned around, his fists clenched by his sides. “No, you’re here to arrest her father.”

      “Did you not hear anything we told you? Murder, extortion, bribery, drug distribution, weapon charges. Just the icing on the cake. He’s capable of so much more. Or perhaps you already know all of this and it just doesn’t affect you.”

      “He’s never been convicted of a crime. Innocent until proven guilty. Isn’t that how the law works, Dax? I mean, you should know, since you’re the law.”

      “I’m good at my job. I won’t justify my reasons and actions to you. Care to know some of the reasons he’s never been convicted before?”

      Ryan swiveled back toward the mirror with his head down. “I thought I knew you. You were supposed to be my friend.”

      Dax almost took another step toward him, but stopped. Getting into a fight with the groom right before the ceremony wouldn’t go over well with any member of the Chilani family, or his boss.

      “I am your friend. Because I’m your friend, I’m trying to help you as well. I know you love her. But at least you’re properly informed what kind of man her father is. One wrong move toward his daughter…what do you think he’ll do to you?”

      Ryan’s eyes lifted, flickering an intense emotion before clouding over, masking any emotion. “Just curious. What would you’ve done if one of my groomsmen hadn’t had that accident and broken his leg? Part of me wonders if it really was an accident. It makes a man curious how I suddenly needed another groomsman a few days before my wedding, and I get picked up by the FBI telling me that I don’t have to worry about finding a new groomsman. They have one for me. I don’t like lying to my fiancée.”

      “And I don’t want to be six feet under the ground. You tell her anything and I’m a dead man. Is that what you want, Ryan?” Clenching his jaw to avoid spewing more words that would cause even more of a bridge between them, he took a step back. “We had nothing to do with your friend breaking his leg. I had nothing to do with that. Everything just fell into place. That’s why we don’t want to pass up this opportunity. I can only say I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t want your damn apologies anymore. I won’t leak your dirty secret because, with everything you told me, if I choose to believe it, how do I know Mr. Chilani won’t blame me, too?”

      “You don’t know. And I would say he would.”

      “Your secret’s safe with me.” He looked down, rubbing his wrist as he glanced at his watch. “I’m about to get married. Get the hell out, Dax. I need a moment.”

      What else could he say? Nothing. Absolutely nothing would make him feel better.

      Closing the door behind him, Dax made his way to his original destination. The front of the church. He wanted to see who was arriving, who was already in attendance. Hone in on conversations. Catch any whispering words was his goal. He needed the information he came for and then he would get the hell out of Dodge. After the wedding, of course.

      Unless he wanted to join witness protection, his cover needed to stay intact, even after any arrests were made. Martin Chilani could never know the leak came from him or Ryan. He knew his friend appeared to hate him at the moment, but he’d still protect Ryan with his life. If Martin Chilani got so much as a whiff that Ryan was involved, he would be a dead man. Married to his daughter or not. Dead man. Dax hoped Ryan fully understood that.

      Dax turned the corner and collided with a warm, soft body, and grabbed ahold of Sarafina once again. This time, not letting go as quickly as the first time.

      “We have to quit running into each other. Maybe we should practice walking side by side so we don’t screw up the walk down the aisle,” he said with a grin that normally had women melting at his feet. To his great relief, her smile widened even further.

      “I’ve been down the aisle so many times, I can’t screw it up. As long as you hold onto me tightly, you’ll be safe in my arms.”

      “Isn’t that my line? I’m supposed to keep you safe in my arms. How many times did you practice walking down the aisle last night? Now I feel terrible for not making it.”

      She shivered, whether from his words or from his touch, he wasn’t sure. It was enough of a sign that he dropped his hands and backed up a step. The strength it took to do that surprised him.

      “We didn’t practice that long. I’ve been a bridesmaid quite a lot. I feel like a pro.” She laughed nervously, running her hands down her dress, then pointed an accusing finger at him. “And don’t you dare say it.”

      He held his hands up in an innocent gesture. “I won’t, I swear.” Then he leaned forward with a sly smile. “What am I not supposed to say?”

      She giggled, shoving his hands down with a playful push. “You know, the line. Always a bridesmaid…”

      “Ah…and you’re never a bride.” He gave her a sheepish grin. “I said half of it. Am I in the doghouse now?”

      Every time she laughed or smiled, he mentally prepared how to make her do it again. Her sweet disposition brightened his mood more than anything else could.

      “No, I suppose not. Do I have to worry about you running into me again later? I want to prepare myself.”

      He laughed. Damn, she had a wonderful, witty humor. What a refreshing encounter
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