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Chapter 1

Marianna Suarez closed her eyes and put her hands over her face. Two weeks ago, her mother died, and the loss weighed heavily on her. Tears poured down her cheeks, but she didn’t bother to wipe them away. Overwhelming grief replaced the initial shock of her mother’s passing.

Her mother had been an artist, and her oil paintings were sought after. In her youth, Marianna had tried to follow in her footsteps, but her talent was lacking—despite her strong love of art. That love of art led her into a career as the art director of Adler Museum in Philadelphia. In addition to many other duties, she curated art and ran the gallery.

Without her mother, the art world seemed devoid of passion.

It was late in the day, so the gallery was closed. Her office was quiet, with only a glimmer of city light through the tall window. There was only silence except for the sounds from the street outside.

She heard a tap at her door, then her boss stuck his head in. Carter Adler was in his early forties, handsome, and charming. She thought he looked like a movie star with his thick, dark hair, soft brown eyes, and kind face. She found him to be a good person and a decent manager. He was a shrewd businessman, as he’d proven many times.

Carter stepped inside. “Are you okay?”

Marianna shrugged, afraid if she spoke that she’d burst into tears.

“I know it’s too soon to think about it, but your mother’s artwork needs to be shared. We’ll work together to make sure her legacy lives on.” 

“That’s kind of you,” Marianna said. She appreciated Carter’s support in arranging to have her mother’s art displayed. It meant a lot to her. “I’ll get it together. I still have the funeral and relatives to face.”

Carter nodded. “Do you want me to drive you home?”

“No need. I’ll be okay,” Marianna said. “I’ll make my way home or get a cab later. I’ll lock up after you.” Her condo wasn’t far; she’d chosen it for that reason. She was close to work and the nearby city areas.

Carter hesitated, looking at her as if he wanted to say more. But he just nodded then closed the door behind him.

Marianna was alone again. Going home to her condo didn’t sound enticing. It was time for dinner, but she had little appetite. She decided to go downtown and stop for a drink at one of her favorite places. Being around other people would help.

The funeral was in two days. The struggle to return her life to normal would take a while. But she would have to face family and friends, while sorrow filled her heart. She had to be strong.

Marianna made a stop in the restroom to fix her makeup. There was little she could do to hide her swollen eyes, but in a dark bar it wouldn’t be as noticeable. Her long, dark hair was disheveled, so she wound it up then secured it with a clip. She slipped on her jacket before going out into the chilly October evening. With a last look in the mirror, she sighed. Her dark eyes reflected the sadness she felt. She turned from the mirror and headed for the door. Staying frozen in grief was ill-advised. In addition to the loss of her mother, she had a lot going on in her life.

When she stepped outside, a cool breeze blew against her cheeks. The city lights illuminated the darkness of early evening. South Street bustled with galleries, restaurants, and bars. It was a sort of melting pot of groups and cultures. The area offered an exciting nightlife, and Marianna wished she was more in the mood to enjoy it. She hadn’t been making social engagements in the last couple of weeks, so she had no friends to meet or live bands to listen to. For now, being alone sounded better.

It was early, but the street was already buzzing with activity. People in business attire flowed toward various restaurants, looking for food and conversation. Others were casually dressed, laughing, and chatting. Marianna felt so alone, but she shook off the feeling and forced herself to look around. The familiar establishments began to make her feel more grounded. She chose to walk a bit before ducking into a bar. The brisk air felt good, and being around people took her attention off her own troubles.

Twice Marianna noticed a man watching her. He was half a block behind. She could be imagining it, but it made her nervous. 

She tried to recall where she knew the guy. He was stocky and broad-shouldered, with longish hair. When she’d spotted him looking at her, tendrils of fear crept up her spine. One more glance confirmed that he was following. Not good.

Up ahead was a bar that Marianna frequented with coworkers or friends. As a test, she stopped outside the door and looked back. The man kept walking, and he was looking right at her. As she put her hand on the bar door, the man closed the distance and touched her arm.

Marianna’s heart pounded. “Get away from me.” She yanked the restaurant door open and nearly fell as she hurried to get inside.

“I just want to talk,” the man said in a gruff voice. She couldn’t recall where she’d heard that voice before, but she had a bad feeling about it.

The bar was busy. There were tables filled with people eating and drinking. Others were at the bar on stools, and a few people crowded around, waiting. 

There was no time to think. Marianna glanced around to see if she knew anyone. She could almost smell the guy close on her heels. He had to slow it down a bit, so as not to attract attention. But he was coming for her.

Whether he was a sleazy dude wanting to hit on her, or a bad memory from her past, Marianna didn’t care. She panicked and rushed around a waiter blocking her path.

Then Marianna saw a friendly face. Austin Burke had retired from the Navy. She’d seen him last year, only briefly. He wasn’t a man to be forgotten.

Marianna strode toward Austin. As recognition dawned, a welcoming smile lit his face. There was no time for that. Her heart pounded as she fled from her pursuer. His hand grazed her arm, just as she threw herself at Austin and wrapped her arms around his shoulders—and gave him a passionate kiss.

The kiss was long and breathless. What started as a desperate attempt for safety turned into a real kiss.

To his credit, Austin didn’t stiffen. The instant her lips touched his, he softened against her. Marianna was enraptured by his warm, sexy touch. Enjoying the moment and wanting to delay separating, she dipped her tongue into his mouth. He dug his hands into her hair, gripping it tightly so that she had an unexpected urge to rip her clothes off for him.

Then reality snapped back into focus. Marianna was kissing Austin. That was a first, and they hadn’t even dated. He must think that she was either very forward or plain crazy. 

Austin was her brother Sebastian’s buddy. They’d all grown up together. Marianna was the youngest, and she had only been eighteen years old when Austin joined up to be a Navy SEAL. 

But now he was out. Clearly, because she was in his arms. And she was much older now. Soon, she would be thirty-nine.

Marianna broke away from the kiss and leaned back, not quite willing to leave his arms yet. Her cheeks warmed. “I, uh, owe you an explanation.”

Austin’s sensual smile shot straight to her core. “None needed.”

Now she was really in trouble. She’d come on to her brother’s best friend. That had been forbidden before. But now she couldn’t remember why.

Austin’s strong arms had provided the safety she sought. The menace who had been following her had vanished. And she couldn’t blame him. She looked up at Austin and his impressive stature. He was over six feet tall, muscled, and broad-shouldered. His dark hair was graying at the temples, and crinkles were around his eyes. The maturity suited him. He was handsome as hell.

*****

It was Austin’s lucky day. Marianna was as gorgeous as he remembered. She was tall, although shorter than he was. Her dark hair shone in the bar lighting, and her huge, dark eyes were filled with emotion. He liked to think that was because of him.

“Do you see a stocky guy hovering around?”

“Why, do I have competition?” Austin said, with a glance around the bar.

“Very funny,” Marianna said. “I can explain.”

Still heated from the encounter, Austin said, “I kinda wish you wouldn’t. I can take things at face value.”

“You’d better not,” Marianna said. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

Austin let her make the next move.

“Can we sit and talk?”

He waved his arm toward the seating area. “After you.”

Marianna led him to an empty table at the back. There was no sign of any stocky lurker, so it was likely he’d looked at Austin’s muscle and made a quick exit. While Marianna was with him, no other man was going to give her a hard time. He sat across from her, interested to hear what had prompted her to use him as a decoy. He’d already figured that much out.

Until the beer was ordered and plopped on the table, Marianna kept her eyes toward the front of the establishment. Austin wasn’t sure if she was worried that guy would return, or she was trying to avoid looking at him. There was no denying the electricity between them. At least, that was the case for Austin. And if Marianna was faking it, she was doing a damn good job of it.

Austin took a gulp of beer, waiting to hear her story. He could tell that Marianna was spooked, and he didn’t like seeing her that way.

She took a tiny sip of her beer like it was vintage wine. Then she took a breath. “I was being followed.”

“I gathered that much.” It irked Austin that some asshole thought he could harass a woman. There was no good reason for that. “Who was your boyfriend?”

“That’s the thing.” Marianna sat forward. “He followed me. I didn’t just imagine that.”

“Nope, I don’t think you would.”

“Things have been happening lately,” Marianna said. “Worrisome things. And I think I’ve seen that guy before.”

Austin waited for her to talk it out. He didn’t know women as well as he should, but he’d learned that talking was usually the best approach.

“Since my mother died, I’ve been a wreck.” Marianna’s eyes welled with tears. “It’s a lot to deal with.” 

She didn’t have to break the news to Austin. He was close friends with her brother Sebastian, so would have known.

“Since then, nothing has been right. I’m not only talking about my loss. It’s more than that. This wasn’t the first time I sensed that I was being watched, and even followed.”

“Who would want to do that?”

Marianna twirled her glass on the table. “I wasn’t sure at first. But it might be my ex-husband. I’m telling you this because I trust you. I’ve known you, well, as long as I’ve known my own brother. And I need to tell someone.”

Austin had a bad feeling about where this was going. He knew Sam Montgomery and didn’t like what he knew. She’d married him when Austin was on deployment. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway, since he was also married at the time. It occurred to him that this was the first time since he’d joined the Navy that they’d both been single. Divorce wasn’t a desirable outcome in Austin’s mind, but in Marianna’s case it was probably for the best.

“What’s Sam up to?”

Marianna expelled a breath. “Harping about our divorce, for one thing.”

“Still? It’s been years.”

“He holds a grudge,” Marianna said. “You weren’t around at the time, but I was the one who filed for divorce. That’s a long story. But the short version is that we were incompatible.” She gulped her beer. “For years, he’s found ways to needle me about our situation. He’s creative; I’ll give him that.”

“Am I to understand that he has some dude following you?”

“It’s not just that. He hired an investigator after our split. He was determined to prove that I’d committed adultery.”

Austin raised his brows, encouraging her to spill the beans.

“No, I didn’t,” Marianna said. “Absolutely not.” Her tiny smile momentarily lifted the mood. “That’s probably not as commendable as it sounds. You’ve met Sam, so I won’t elaborate. He’s a nightmare to be married to, and worse to be divorced from.”

“What’s his angle? What does he want?”

“At the beginning, he tried to force me to go back to him,” Marianna said. “That didn’t work, but he remained undaunted. If he couldn’t have me back, then he’d settle for making me miserable. I won’t go into detail now, but his enthusiasm for that waned…until recently.”

“What changed?”

“My mother’s death.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with his behavior toward you. He should sympathize, allow you time to grieve.”

Marianna rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, right. Of course not.”

“I was barely over the shock of my mother’s death. She had pancreatic cancer. It’s relatively rare but particularly deadly. Most women who get that type of cancer die from it. Unfortunately, the symptoms are vague, so it’s difficult to catch early.” She wiped away tears with her napkin. “The loss of my mother was devastating.”

Marianna took another gulp of beer. “But almost as if on cue, Sam started up again. I didn’t know it was him at first. I was being watched, followed. But then I recognized one of the guys who terrorized me. And I swear that I recognized that guy from tonight, too.”

“He hires these guys?”

“I guess so,” Marianna said. “He used hired help to gain control of me for a while. Yet he didn’t go so far as to have them attack me. But he’s more unhinged now. The last two guys, including the one tonight, have come in physical contact with me. The stocky guy grabbed for me, and his intentions weren’t good. Maybe I’m being overly dramatic, but I don’t think so.”

“I don’t like it one bit.” Austin wanted to wrap his arms around her and assure her that no threat would come within two feet of her.

One pretend kiss didn’t make a relationship. But he was her friend, and he intended to do what he could to protect her. He’d been a Navy SEAL. Since retirement, he’d worked for Black Swan as a bodyguard. Protection was what he did. It was what he was good at. Marianna’s ex-husband shouldn’t be hard to scare off.

“I have to find out what he’s after and cut him off.” Marianna frowned. “But I’m at a loss.”

*****

Austin was the perfect gentleman. He listened to her without making her feel like she was overreacting. If anything, he seemed to take the situation to heart. He hadn’t wanted to leave her alone, and Marianna didn’t mind that. He bought dinner for her, which she ate very little of. Afterward, she sipped coffee and chatted with him about anything other than her current dilemma. It was obvious that her situation was on Austin’s mind. His expression was intense, while he tried to appear relaxed.

She appreciated that he didn’t press for more information, since she’d told him all she knew. The conversation was mostly about her. She’d been so self-involved that she hadn’t even inquired about him. The kiss had been so captivating that she hadn’t even asked why he was at the bar. Maybe he’d been waiting for someone. Under the circumstances, maybe he would excuse her lack of social graces.

At the end of the evening, Austin drove her back to her condo in his pickup. Being with Austin was unsettling. He had been her brother’s friend, a guy she had known growing up, and had encountered every few years when he was on military leave. It was true that he was sexy as sin. But he’d never been an option for her.

After he left to join the Navy, Marianna met and married Sam. And not long after, she’d learned that Austin married also.

She’d seen Austin a few times when he was home, just brief encounters. And Sebastian talked about him, kept her up to date. Once she’d asked about his wife, and Austin told her that they’d separated. From his tone, it was clear to her that the marriage breakup hadn’t been his idea. She was curious about what had happened in his relationship, but it wasn’t the time to bring that up.

Austin pulled up to the circle drive in front of her condo. Before she could say anything, he hopped out to open the door for her.

“This is fine,” Marianna said. “The door is right there. You can watch me go in.” 

For a moment, she nearly kissed him again. Standing that close to Austin was dangerous.

He suggested trading phone numbers, which sounded like a good idea.

“Thank you for taking me home,” Marianna said. “I’m okay now.”

“Yes, but if you need me…”

“I have your number.” Marianna turned and went inside, resisting the lure of looking back. She’d just lost her mother, and her ex-husband was threatening her. That was only the tip of the iceberg of what she had to face. It wasn’t a good move to get romantic with her brother’s closest friend.

Her condo was in Center City, close enough to walk to the museum, weather permitting. The building faced the Schuylkill River, and the park was adjacent. She often walked or jogged on the trails. The last few days, getting out of bed had been enough of an effort. But she vowed that tomorrow morning she’d go for a jog. She needed to force herself to get back to normal, because she had a lot to take care of.

It wasn’t only attending the funeral but granting her mother’s dying request. She had the duty and honor of ensuring that her mother’s artwork was properly displayed in Adler Museum. The name Isabella Suarez was known in art circles, and her paintings went for a good price. But when her father had been alive, he persuaded Isabella to leave the paintings in storage. Only if a collector offered an acceptable price would the painting be released.

But her mother’s wish was that her paintings were shared. She wanted her treasured work in a museum, and Marianna could accommodate her. It was important, and no matter the effort, she’d make sure it happened.

Marianna walked across the hardwood floors to the bedroom and took off her shoes. She flopped onto her back on the bed and put her arm across her forehead. With a deep sigh, she reflected on her situation. The annoying behavior of her ex-husband seemed to have no end. Just when she thought that he’d finally given up, a new tactic would surface.

But it had been so long. Marianna had divorced him years ago. Even he had to admit that it was over, so she couldn’t understand his purpose in pursuing her. In the beginning, it had been an ego thing. Sam couldn’t admit that a woman would leave him. After all, he thought so highly of himself. Marianna had heard numerous times that she was lucky to have him.

She hadn’t felt so lucky. Sam Montgomery looked good on paper. He had a start-up company and seemed to be doing well. Her father Alfredo Suarez had also been successful in the tech field and thought highly of Sam. It was a match made in heaven. Marianna had been fooled.

At first, Sam had been charming and seemed to be everything he claimed. But marriage revealed all. He’d been impossible to live with, and after enduring a few years of unhappiness, she’d divorced him. Only, she couldn’t seem to get rid of him.

Marianna turned over and crunched her pillow beneath her head. It was so frustrating. She deserved to be allowed to live her life unencumbered. She’d had enough and wasn’t going to put up with more of his ill-treatment. 

But she didn’t want to think about that. She was tired, both from lack of sleep and stress. 

Unbidden, thoughts of Austin filled her mind. She’d felt safe with him. That made sense. He was a former Navy SEAL, and he worked as a bodyguard. Protection was what he did. Yet it was more than that.

She put her finger on her lips and closed her eyes. That kiss! It had been pure impulse, but the moment was memorable. The thing about Austin was that he was a kind person. She’d known him most of her life, but he’d been her brother’s friend. Yet she’d observed him from a distance. She knew what type of man he was.

All her life, there hadn’t been an opportunity for a relationship with Austin. Either one or both were married, or he was overseas. She hadn’t lost touch over the years, since Philly was home to him. When he was on leave, he’d hook up with Sebastian, and that meant Marianna would see him.

The encounters were friendly but short. He’d been polite, but he’d been a married man so was off-limits.

Now, Austin was a single man. That didn’t mean that he wanted Marianna, even if she did give him one hell of a passionate kiss. He knew that she’d used him as a decoy. But once that kiss started, all Marianna had been aware of was his strong, muscled body against hers. And a kiss that was the best she’d had.

Yet she wasn’t going to take it further. She couldn’t. Austin was her brother’s friend, a guy she’d kept at arm’s length. And if she was going to fall for him, the timing was off. 

It was probably a bad idea anyway.


Chapter 2

Marianna had assistance with the funeral arrangements. She didn’t think she could have handled it on her own. But her mother’s friends stepped in to take over the planning, with Marianna’s supervision. Invitations were provided to immediate family and to Isabella’s closest friends. She’d wanted her funeral to be a small event, so it had been arranged that way.

The wake took place the evening before, at the funeral home. It was a time to pay respects to her mother and recite a collection of prayers. As an adult, Marianna hadn’t attended church regularly, like she had growing up. But she was familiar with the rituals. 

It was a time to pray for her mother. The attendees sang Catholic funeral hymns and delivered tributes. The priest conducted the vigil and read from the scriptures. The eulogies that were delivered had Marianna in tears. And she wasn’t alone. She doubted there was a dry eye among them.

The following day, funeral mass was held at Old St. Mary’s, the parish Isabella had attended for many years. The church was lovely. The brick façade was Gothic style, and the interior balcony choir loft extended around three sides of the building. On the exterior wall, above the main door, was a statue of St. Mary in a special alcove.

The church had been renovated over sixty years earlier, but its original features had largely been retained. Chandeliers that were originally in Independence Hall were
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