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“Women are like tea bags.

You never know how strong they are until they’re in hot water.”

Eleanor Roosevelt
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Chapter 1
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Walk away, walk away, Samantha Kingsley told herself for the hundredth time as she parked her Harley in a white-lined parking spot at the newly remodeled Adams Security building in Laurel Heights. When Lincoln Adams, her former boss, called about a highly critical situation, she couldn’t say no. Sam didn’t need a crystal ball to know what he wanted to discuss.

Right now, her life couldn’t be better. In the next few months, she will realize her dream of opening Tea in Time, her Victorian-themed tea shop and small bakery in the charming town of Laurel Heights. She’s been supplying her cookies and pastries to Sallie Mae, owner of the Spoonful Café, for the past seven months, and the customers love her sinfully delicious baked goods.  

Four tall glass doors framed the entrance leading into a spacious, high-ceilinged lobby. Three security guards staffed a horseshoe-shaped reception area around the clock.  

“Hi, Sam.  Bring us any of your great cookies?” asked one of the guards.

“Sorry, Eric, this is an unexpected visit with the big boss.”

“You’re already cleared, but you’ll need to use the stairs. All elevators are locked while the security system is being upgraded.”

“No problem." Sam pushed open a metal door and walked upstairs to the third-floor administrative level. A small panel to the right of the entry door displayed a keypad. She entered her code and continued down the wide corridor, passing closed office doors to the last office suite on this floor.

Lincoln’s door was open, and two men were engrossed in conversations on their cell phones. She recognized Nate Haines, an FBI agent. He was dressed in navy trousers and a tailored shirt with fine navy stripes, even on a Sunday afternoon. Again, her mind shouted, You know what this is about. Walk away.

Lincoln Adams smiled when she walked into his spacious office.  He’d chosen to dress casually, in slim-fitting jeans and a cream-colored cable-knit sweater. 

“Hi, boss,” Sam greeted, settling into the wide, cushioned seat of the chrome-framed chair in front of his desk. One corner displayed a picture of his wife, Jessie, and daughter, Edie, taken at Jane’s Carousel in Brooklyn. A smaller frame held a black-and-white sonogram of his future child.  

Linc moved to sit in his high-back leather chair and rested his forearms on his desk. Nervous fingers twisted the wedding ring on his finger. “Thanks for coming in on such short notice.”

She’d intentionally chosen a casual outfit, pulling her champagne-blonde hair into a long braid to fit under her cycling helmet. She unzipped her snug black biker jacket, which matched her leather pants tucked into mid-calf boots. With no makeup, her skin had a natural glow, but she always believed her sapphire-blue eyes were her standout feature.

Nate finished his call and sat next to Samantha. “Sorry, I had to take that phone call.”

“No problem.” She draped her long braid over her shoulder and flicked the fuzzy end of the tip with her finger. Neither man spoke, but she sensed a silent challenge flickering between them. “You’ve got trouble written all over your handsome faces. What is it?” Walk away! Walk away!

Linc picked up a manila folder marked Confidential that had been sitting on his tidy desk. “Sam, you know I’d never ask you to do something if I didn’t think we were out of options. Nate, why don’t you go first?”

“You're involved in my earlier investigation into the trucking company smuggling illegal booze and untaxed cigarettes. The case remains open, and I’m determined to catch these sons of bitches.” 

“It's an unsolved case I remember well.” 

“The wife of the first independent trucker killed contacted me two weeks ago and asked if I’d made any progress on the investigation of her husband’s death. I owe her for coming in initially to establish a task force. She said her husband took excellent care of his truck, and there was no way his brakes had failed. He’d also suspected he’d been conned into transporting stolen cigarettes.”  

Linc removed a flash drive from the folder and rolled it between his fingers. “Sam, you’ve handled many risky situations as an undercover operative. You have the skill to blend into a scenario and complete the mission quietly and effectively. You’ve got sharp instincts, but none of those jobs will be quite like this assignment. Personally, I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you, but the decision to take on this case will have to be yours. Nate has come up with an idea and asked me to run it by you.”

Her suspicion had been correct. She clasped her hands together. “Continue.” Walk away now!

“He proposes that you go undercover as an independent driver. They’d never suspect a sassy woman. A confidential informant working in the company reported that Andrew Sayers, the killer who made us all look like fools on your last assignment, has moved up in the organization.”

“Right now, the corporation is experiencing top-level turnover,” Nate interjected. “The president, his wife, and their CEO were killed in a small plane crash, and the company has been handed over to their heirs. The company is also in trouble with its insurance company.”

“Adams Security and Investigations has been hired to investigate insurance fraud, which is your specialty." Lincoln paused and gave Sam a knowing look. "This could be a life-threatening situation—yours—so think carefully before accepting this assignment.”

Sam didn’t need reminding that Nate and Treig Taylor, Lincoln’s brother-in-law and a former Alcoholic Beverage Control agent, had barely escaped with their lives while investigating this trucking company. She gently touched one of her dangling gold duck earrings and shut off the part of her brain that advised her to walk away. The fee she planned to charge would cover her bakery equipment and the tearoom's ornate tables and chairs.  

She folded her hands between her knees and asked the FBI agent, “I have a personal grudge against Andrew Sayers for making me look like a fool on my last assignment.

When would I have to start?”

“The company is currently looking for drivers, so I wouldn’t wait to apply for a job.”

“I’ll need details about the owners, accident reports, the information your task force has collected, and any suspects.”  

“Everything you’ll need is right here." Lincoln handed her the small drive, folder, and a specially programmed cell phone. “Your handle is the password. I’ll let the insurance company know our agent will be working undercover. You’ll contact Nate or me with updates. The special GPS in your truck will be monitored by Reggie DeWitt and his e-team in our New York office 24/7.  Nate and I will also have access to your location, so you won’t be alone.” 

Samantha felt some relief knowing Adams Security’s top cyber team would be riding shotgun, even if they were unseen. “I’ll need a couple of days to get everything sorted out and quit my job at the Spoonful. 

“Tell the insurance company my fee for doing this assignment is triple Adams Security’s fees plus all expenses.” Sam pushed up from the chair and gave Linc and Nate a military salute.

I’ll be in touch.”
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An hour later, Sam added a log to the hot coals in the brick hearth, then replaced the fire screen to keep sparks from flying out and setting the oval fire rug and the wide-plank floorboards on fire. The previous owners had attached the former summer kitchen to the back of the house, creating a cozy den. She loved the two-hundred-year-old stone farmhouse, which came with a four-acre pond perfect for her pet ducks, Cupcake and Muffin.

Sam settled her jean-clad legs on the plaid seat cushion of the wing-back chair and reached for the delicate china cup filled with Lady Grey tea. 

Usually, the cozy warmth of the fire and her favorite drink were the perfect combination to help her relax, but tonight they weren’t working. Her eyes rested on the original oil paintings she had found in the crawl space above the second floor. The three pictures showed the sea in all its moods. The one featuring the clipper ship, amid dangerous waves and stormy clouds, reflected the uncertainty of the situation she was facing.  

She reached for the thick manila folder on the small, round table beside her chair and called herself every kind of fool for ignoring the sixth sense she’d relied on as a kid and giving in to the urge to take a risk. She’d never viewed herself as a gambler, but this time, she was playing with a marked deck. She’d made a commitment and wasn’t a quitter.

“Get to it, Samantha,” she said as she opened the folder. The first items were four eight-by-ten color photographs. Cindi had attached a small sticky note to each picture, identifying the owners of Trans American Motor Freight. The first two showed an attractive man and woman, Edward and Edwina O’Ryan, thirty-three-year-old fraternal twins. The third picture featured their forty-year-old cousin, Jonathan Ellis. His eyes were as blue as a cloudless sky. He was smiling, but Samantha sensed a vain, underlying cockiness in his personality.

She picked up the remaining picture with a trembling hand, and the other three pictures slid silently off her lap. Her heart pounded in her chest. The last time she saw that captivating, handsome face, she was half naked and giving him a lap dance. 
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One year ago

“Angel, you have to help me!  It’s a matter of life and death.”

Samantha had gotten used to her alias, Black Angel, a name she’d used for the past three months while working undercover at a gentlemen’s club in Las Vegas. The investigation focused on a ring of thieves who broke into the hotel rooms of selected guests while those guests were at the club. Their drinks would be spiked, and the customers often had no clear memory of the night or of how hefty charges had been racked up on their credit cards.

Tonight would be the swan song for mysterious pole dancer Black Angel. In three hours, the place would be crawling with cops. She’d get a text when they were on their way. Anticipating the raid, she’d cleared out her few personal belongings from the dressing room and stored her backpack in the janitor’s closet near the back door. She also planned to make sure her friend wasn’t there when the police showed up.

Sam adjusted the wide leather band that supported her breasts. The matching shorts fit snugly around her waist and hugged her hips. Along with her alias, this costume would soon be a thing of the past.  

“What’s so important that you need my help?”

“Bruno double-booked me for a lap dance with two guys, back to back. They reserved a VIP privacy room. When I protested, I couldn’t stay; the lout said it was my problem or I should find another job. My babysitter has to be home by midnight.”

Bella looked into the large mirror above the dressing table. She carefully dabbed at the sweat above her cinnamon-brown eyes with a makeup sponge, which was heavily lined with gold eyeshadow. The matching spandex dress sculpted her well-shaped curves and barely covered her backside.

“Angel, I hate this job, but I can’t leave just yet.  I’ve got another month until I graduate from culinary school, then I can find a decent job as a pastry chef.”

Sam sympathized with her friend, who reflected her Italian heritage, right down to her smooth olive skin and wavy hair that swept her bare shoulders like an ebony shawl. She was a single mother trying to build a better life for herself and her three-year-old son, Antonio. 

“Gypsy, I mean Bella, I don’t do lap dances. I wear a mask to keep a mysterious persona and avoid interacting with customers. All I’ve ever done is make love to a cold, stiff pole." It never fights back with a powerful fist or calls you a worthless piece of ass.

“Honey, with your smooth moves, you could perform a lap dance even with your eyes closed. Just wear your mask," Bella said as she grabbed her iPad from the cluttered dressing table. She swiped her gold-painted nail across the screen. "YouTube has everything. Here’s ‘Basics of Lap Dancing'—you can practice before your debut."

Samantha perched a hip on the edge of the dressing table and held the iPad in both hands. With each step of the detailed video, her eyes widened more and more. Disbelief filled her voice. “Are you kidding me? I’m supposed to massage his crotch with the crack of my ass!”

Bella flipped a naked shoulder.  “Just pretend the guy’s pole is an inanimate object.  That’s what I do.”

“Yeah, and his pole won't be inanimate after I fire it up. Suppose he gets roaming hands and itchy fingers?”

“You set the ground rules on what parts of your body he can touch.  If he smells or is unclean, refuse him and walk away.  Generally, the more touchy-feely he gets, the bigger the tip.”

Samantha inwardly cringed at the thought of sweaty, sausage-like fingers touching her. “What about music?”

“Use the app on your phone.  Choose something sexy, romantic.”

“I don’t have a dress, and I’m definitely not going to wear this tiny two-piece costume while rubbing my boobs and ass against some horny pervert.”  

“We’re both size eight, but you’re taller." Bella hurried to the shoebox-sized closet and grabbed a short silver column covered with thousands of tiny stars. "Just yank it up, and the material will cling to your body like a second skin.”

Sam frowned at the handkerchief-sized dress. Her common sense warned her that this was a bad idea. On the positive side, it would ensure her friend’s absence before the police arrived. “The only underwear I have is a black thong.”

Isabella grinned.

[image: A teapot and cup with flowers in a circular frame

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

“What the hell is this place?” Luke O’Ryan asked his cousin Jonathan as the private car pulled up in front of the garishly painted building. Red fluorescent letters spelled out the establishment’s name, Fanta C. He looked out the tinted window and noticed many storefronts had protective security shields drawn across them.  

“This place isn’t in the best part of Vegas.  You told me we were going to dinner, not to some gentlemen’s club, and that’s being generous.  I’m tired and haven’t slept in thirty hours.”

“You’re an obsessive workaholic and don’t know when to have some fun. The business won’t collapse, and all your fancy electronics will still be there when you get back East. It’s my birthday, and I’m in the mood for some hot female company. I called ahead to arrange a couple of lap dances.” 

Jonathan unbuttoned the top three buttons of his custom silk shirt, revealing the thick gold chain around his neck. “I’m ready to par-tay.” 

“Lap dance! Is that why you asked me if I took a shower when I got to the hotel?” Luke rolled his eyes at his irresponsible, devil-may-care cousin who loves to have fun. “Man, you’re a piece of work.”

“It isn’t every day I turn forty. That makes me five years older than you, so listen to your elders.” Jonathan slapped Luke on the back.  “Time’s a-wasting, loosen up and take off that damn tie!”

The place was packed with guys, from old men with fond memories to guys barely old enough to drink. Luke wished he’d brought his sunglasses to shield his eyes from the bright red and blue neon lights crisscrossing the ceiling. Waitresses in flashy, provocative dresses that barely covered their busty chests and well-shaped butts sashayed around in killer stilettos, serving drinks from small, round trays. Luke raised an eyebrow when Jonathan slipped the hostess a hundred-dollar bill before they were shown to VIP seats directly in front of the stage. Three gold poles were strategically placed on the shiny onyx platform.

Luke ignored invitations from a few “waitresses” and drank two overly strong scotches and waters out of boredom. His annoyance with Jonathan turned into a persistent headache. He was thinking about going back to his hotel for something to eat when the lighting dimmed, like a cloud passing over the moon. A single spotlight focused on the center pole, and clouds of white fog began to swirl across the floor. Deep, haunting chants drifted into the room, piercing the din of merrymaking.

All eyes fixed on a lithe body that slithered down the pole in a slow spin and landed gracefully on the tips of her knee-high black boots. A wide leather band supported her rounded breasts and matched the leather shorts that hugged her slim hips and sat high on the curves of her tight cheeks.

An obsidian tattoo of a deadly-looking scythe decorated her left thigh. A black bandanna with eye slits covered the upper part of her face and was tied behind her head over her thick, midnight-dark hair. Dangling from her wrist by a leather strip was a menacing-looking dagger.

His heart pounded in his chest as he wondered if she was real. He reached for his glass and saw it was full. When had he ordered another drink?

“Who is that?” he wondered out loud and turned his head toward Jonathan, but his seat was empty.  Then Luke remembered his cousin was getting a lap dance.  

He shifted his gaze to the dark vision and was mesmerized by the dancer’s seductive moves. Blending with the sinister haze, she caressed the pole as if it were a golden lover.

The music pulsed with a dark rhythm, and the room had grown unusually quiet. With effortless grace, the captivating figure stepped onto the floor and glided across the black surface, moving toward him—closer and closer. He took a deep breath as the otherworldly creature lifted her hand and pointed the silver dagger directly at him. 

He couldn’t breathe.

He couldn’t move. 

She slowly traced the sharp, deadly tip down his chest and lightly stabbed his heart, leaving a spot of fake blood on his shirt. When the mysterious enchantress brought the red tip to her lips to taste his pretend blood, he clutched the front of his shirt. It felt so real. Heartbeats later, he remembered to breathe again as she slowly stepped back. If she were the Grim Reaper, he’d gladly welcome death in her arms anytime. 

The sensual act lasted just seven minutes. When the spotlight suddenly went out, and the harsh house lights blazed into his eyes, she was gone. Only the fog lingered. The audience erupted in applause and excited whistles, chanting, “Black Angel, Black Angel.” 

“Well, shit." Luke was in a delicious stupor, and temptation burned in his body. All the blood in his body had settled between his legs, and he was rock hard. The pain was intense, and he adjusted his butt in the padded chair. Despite the air conditioning, the atmosphere grew uncomfortably warm, and he ordered another drink, a double. His necktie felt like a noose around his neck, and he didn’t realize he’d already taken it off and shoved it in his shirt pocket.

A guy the size of a WWE wrestler and dressed in a tuxedo approached him. Luke set his empty glass on the small, round table.

“You order a lap dance?”

From the gravelly sound of his voice, the WWE has-been had suffered one too many choke holds.  “No.”  Luke wasn’t the least bit interested in having some floozy rub herself against his crotch.  Now, if he could have the mysterious black beauty, that would be a different story.

“Come on, buddy.  Your friend already paid, so you might as well enjoy some prime female entertainment.”  He put a firm hand on Luke’s upper arm.  “Come on, Isabella is one of our best dancers.” 

“I’m a leg man myself,” Luke slurred and swayed slightly when he stood up.

They exited the main club and walked down a dimly lit hallway, passing by two closed doors before stopping. "You’ll find your good time inside.”

Luke’s head was spinning.  “I’ve never done this before.”

The guy offered a crooked smile. “The more she lets you touch, the bigger the tip.”

“Did he just say touch her tit?” Luke mumbled in confusion as he stepped into a seedy-looking room. Two brass-like lamps reflected off the slim mirrors strategically placed like piano keys on the soot-black walls. Someone had tried to brighten the dingy space by placing tacky plastic palm trees in the corners. A single armchair sat in the center of the room.  

He blinked hard twice to make sure his foggy brain wasn’t tricking him. His beautiful black angel sat on a worn, red leather couch, wearing her mask and sparkling like the Milky Way. Tawny brown eyes peered through the oval slits in her mask, and he wished he could see her entire face. 

Luke took hesitant steps toward the stunning woman, whose body resembled the Venus de Milo's. Her silky black hair fell loosely over her bare shoulders, and a band of silver stars defined every curve of her perfect figure. Siren red lipstick emphasized the shape of her mouth. Up close, she was even more beautiful. He inhaled deeply, filling his senses with the delicate scent of jasmine. 

Flames were consuming his body, and he was hot, so hot.  Relaxed against the plush cushions, she had crossed her stunning legs, and he imagined those long limbs wrapped around his hips. Was she for real?  He wished his head wasn’t so damn fuzzy. His Black Angel was mystifying.
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Sam slipped her thumbs into the band of material around her breasts and tugged up the top of the silver tube dress. The manufacturer had definitely skimped on the fabric, leaving barely enough to cover her backside. The air conditioning cooled the room, but sweat gathered between her breasts. 

She didn’t know what to expect, but the look on her customer’s face was like that of a man who had walked into the wrong room. Wearing the red stilettos, her ankle wobbled as she stood up, and she wondered how she was supposed to dance in those damn ankle breakers.

“Come into my parlor,” she invited, spreading her lips in a friendly smile. Pretend the customer is God’s gift to women, no matter what, Bella had advised, but Sam wouldn’t need to fake it with this guy. His sable-dark hair was neatly cut, with a casual sweep brushing his forehead. Standing straight and unsure of what was to come, she guessed his height to be about six-three. The top button on his white dress shirt was tightly fastened, but the striped silk tie hanging from his shirt pocket softened his geeky look.

Her first and last customer was quite handsome, and he didn’t smell unclean. Sam’s eyes drifted to the red spot in the center of his chest. Ironically, she had already marked him with her dagger.

He reached out a hand but slowly lowered his arm.  “I have a confession,” he slurred.  “I’ve never done this before.” 

Sam decided her handsome, gawky customer wasn’t a threat. She leaned in close and softly confessed, “Neither have I, so that it will be a first for both of us.” 

She drew him to the chair.  His skin was smooth, and he wore an unusual pinky ring on his left hand.  The expensive gold watch and the rich cut of his shirt said he wasn’t a blue-collar worker. “Sit in the seat of honor.” 

“Who am I to argue with a beautiful woman?” 

Sam positioned herself at the back of his chair and tapped her phone on the floor. The sultry, mellow sound of Rod Stewart’s “Tonight’s the Night” filled the room. Her customer sat stiff as a statue, and she gently pressed her hands to his tense shoulders. “Sit back, relax.”

Rod’s sexy voice and sensual lyrics led her to run her hands down his firm chest in a gentle, caressing motion, slowly, slowly, up and down, before sauntering over in a sexy, hip-swinging move to stand in front of his chair. 

With her back turned to him, she slightly bent and enticingly moved her hips. What comes next, she asked herself, trying not to panic. Turn around and face him. She spun around quickly and steadied her hands on his knees when her ankles wabbled. Her hands slid up his strong thighs and encountered something hard when she reached his groin.

When the tips of her thumbs accidentally brushed his obvious erection, his fingers gripped the arms of the wooden chair and jerked forward.

Stupid, too close, she told herself, and jerked her fingers away as if she had just touched a flaming torch. The rounded tops of her breasts were inches from his lips, and his tepid breath caressed her exposed skin like a warm summer breeze. She also caught the pungent aroma of alcohol. 

“What’s your name?” she asked in a breathy voice.

“Call me Star Hunter.”

“Huh, kind of like Orion the Hunter.” From the thick slur in his voice, she wondered how much he’d had to drink. A hint of hazel-blue gleamed through the glassy film in his eyes. Bruno, the assistant manager, always ensured that the special clients received their drinks spiked.    

In a smooth move, she brought her leg up and placed it on the chair between his wide-spread legs.  She ran her fingertips from her ankles to the tops of her bare thighs and continued to trace an invisible line over her breasts, before flipping the thick strands of hair away from her long neck.

“Can I touch you?” 

Her trick had barely gotten the words out, and she wondered if he’d remember where he was and what he was doing.

Sam was so absorbed in the seductive song and her routine that she completely forgot to give her client the do’s and don’ts of touching. The dress felt like a vice around her upper thighs, and she barely managed to straddle his lap. She braced her hands on his broad shoulders and slowly rocked her hips in a smooth, rhythmic motion. Her thong was no barrier to the growing hardness between his legs.

“Let’s play a game.  Red light, green light.  You touch, I say a color.”

“I’d love to be inside you, Angel,” he murmured, tracing her bottom lip with his finger. “What secrets are you hiding, my Black Angel?” 

Sam’s heart was pounding from fear of what he might do with his hands, but he held perfectly still when his finger moved unhurriedly across the surface of her lip.  To her utter surprise, he’d been gentle and left a shivery sensation on her skin.  This is good, very good, she told herself.  “Green light.”

The color gave him the courage to explore a little more. He lowered his gaze to the black scythe tattoo on her thigh, traced the long blade, paused at the sharp tip, and raised his finger to her lips, just like she’d done to him during her performance. "Taste,” he coaxed. 

Sam was captivated by his hunger-filled gaze and the husky sound in his voice. His innocent gestures drew her in like the nectar of a forbidden flower. She kissed the pad of his fingertip, paused, and then bit. When he moaned, she suddenly remembered the video and realized things were becoming much too personal. Her heart pounded wildly as his fingers slid up her bare thighs, stopping at the edge of her tight dress. “Amber. Don’t go any farther.”

“Haven’t you heard? Rules were made to be broken,” he growled and let his fingers hover at the forbidden zone before he outlined the slopes of her breasts that spilled out above the bodice of the glitzy spandex.  

She was trembling with desire, never feeling so aroused before. In a quick move she never expected, he slid two fingers between her breasts. “Red light,” she ordered, and took hold of his hand. Her geeky trick wasn’t as innocent as it seemed.

Both were so caught up in their passionate encounter that neither was aware that the song had ended.  Their eyes continued to absorb each other as fire simmered in their bodies.  

His finger etched her jaw and dallied at the corner of her mouth.  “Who are you?”

The warning beep of an incoming message brought her out of her passion-filled stupor.  She wiggled off his lap and grabbed her phone.  “On the way. Be there in five minutes.”

“Shit!  Shit!  The lingering passion in her body turned to panic. “We have to get out of here.”

In his sexual haze, he kept slurring the song.  “Tonight’s the night.”

“Forget it, Casanova. We need to get out of here, now,” she repeated, pulling his sleepy body up from the chair with both hands.  

The quick motion caused him to lose his balance, and he fell against her soft body.  “Oh, baby, we're gonna do it?” he slurred and started to slip his arms around her waist.

He was no lightweight, and Sam grabbed him by the shoulders to create some space. "Listen up, Star Hunter. This place is about to be raided. There’s a short hall and then a door to the alley. Follow me if you don’t want to end up in jail.”

“Jail?”  The word obviously penetrated his foggy brain. “Can’t damage reputation.”  “Follow you into hell, my Black Angel.”   

Sam kept a firm hold of his hand and only let go when she stopped at the closet to get her backpack. 

They barely made it down the shadow-filled alley before she saw the red flashing lights approaching the front of the building. The damn heels made it hard to run, but she held tightly to his hand as they skirted a deserted parking lot and paused between two closed shops.

“That was fun,” she said, and took a deep breath. Despite his drunken state, he kept up with her quick walk. He wasn’t breathing heavily but leaned against the side of the building. She shivered in the cool night air, and her feet ached in protest.

“What happened?  I don’t want to go to jail.”

The distorted beams from neighboring streetlights cast shadows on his handsome face, and he asked the question clearly, without slurring, but Sam was convinced he’d been given spiked drinks. She really liked this handsome, silly drunk, but now was neither the time nor the place to consider a romantic relationship. Fortunately, she’d gotten him out of the club.  

They’d stopped next to a container that held decomposing garbage. She could well imagine what he was thinking.  One minute, he had a sexy woman in his arms, and the next, he was running down a dark alley.  No way could she leave her innocent trick. 

“We’re safe.” 

He shook his head, as if trying to clear the cobwebs from his mind. “Are you for real?”

“Yes, I’m your Black Angel.”  

“Well, Black Angel, where do we go from here?”  

“You go back to your hotel, and I disappear from your life.”

“I don’t want you to disappear.” He patted the front of his shirt. “No jacket, no wallet." He leaned in closer and brushed the tip of his nose along her jaw. "You smell so good. Jasmine. Come to my hotel room. Don’t deny your man’s desire.” 

“What did you do with your key card?”  She pressed.

When he shrugged a shoulder and offered a sloppy grin, Sam sighed in frustration. They were wasting time.

“Don’t get the wrong idea, Star Hunter,” she warned.

He held perfectly still when she slipped a hand in the front pocket of his trousers and felt the card in its protective sleeve.  She also felt the evidence of her seductive moves.   

“Your key card is in your pocket. I’ll give you the money to take a cab back to your hotel.”

He pushed away from the side of the building and placed his hands on either side of her head. If anyone else had tried that controlling move, she would have knocked him out, but there was something about him, and she didn’t feel threatened at all.  

“What color would you say if I told you I need to taste you?”

Her unfulfilled womanly needs overpowered her thoughts of refusing his invitation. An instinct guided her hands to his solid chest. His body heat radiated through his shirt, burning the palms of her hands. One kiss would be the perfect way to honor the Black Angel’s last performance.

“Green light.” The words had barely left her lips when she found herself pressed against the building by the lower half of his body. He was still hard. 

He captured her mouth before she could hesitate. The electrifying kiss was more than she had ever imagined sharing with her Star Hunter. Her soft breasts pressed against his chest, their firm peaks, like the point of her dagger, pierced his hard muscles.

The kiss, tentative at first, quickly grew into one of unleashed passion. When the tip of his tongue traced her lips, Sam was lost in their sweeping exploration. She didn’t hesitate, inviting him to enter. All logical reasoning left her mind, and she allowed herself to enjoy the mingling of their tongues.

He took the kiss to the limit and then reluctantly released her mouth.  “If you’re a dream, I never want to wake up.”

The taste of him lingered on her lips after he pulled away, something she would savor forever. “That’s the beauty of dreams.  If we wish hard enough, we can enjoy them over and over again.”  She reached for his hand. “Come on, Star Hunter, we'd better go.”   

They walked a short distance to the end of the block. A few cars and taxis were cruising for fares, and he managed to hail a cab. He opened the door and softly brushed her cheek. The streetlight gleamed off the diamonds in his pinky ring. “I didn’t tip you.” 

Without a moment’s hesitation, he took off the ring and pushed it down her cleavage, along with the key card to his room. 

“In case you change your mind. I can get a new key card from the front desk.” He winked before giving her a quick, hard kiss.

Sam stood on the curb and let out a deep, disappointed sigh as she watched her trick disappear into the night. What a perfect way to end both a night and an assignment. It had been a first. She reached for her backpack and flagged down another cab.

She’d just gotten back to her hotel room when she received a message from the detective she’d been working with on the case. The raid was a success. Bruno demanded a lawyer before leaving the club. All the other members of the ring had been taken from their respective hotels. 

This undercover assignment, initiated by credit card companies, had been exhausting both mentally and physically. Tomorrow, she would remove the black hair, contacts, and temporary tattoo, erasing all evidence of the Black Angel.  

She was about to take a quick shower when she remembered Star Hunter’s ring that she had put in the side pocket of her backpack. Coincidentally, they were staying at the same hotel. She held the ring under one of the bedside lamps. The band was thick, made of old gold, and the diamonds, set in a bed of black onyx, formed the constellation Orion. It was unusual and very expensive. The drinks had clouded his thinking when he’d given her the ring, which was undoubtedly an heirloom or a family keepsake.  

Sam was torn.  Leave it at the front desk or return it to him personally?  She noted the time on her phone. Many of the guests were at the tables at two in the morning and wouldn’t see her dressed as a hooker.  She’d return the ring and say goodbye.  Before leaving, she retrieved her mask.  She still needed to keep her identity a secret.

She stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the tenth floor. Sam brushed a finger across her bottom lip, recalling the hot kiss they’d shared. There was no denying she was tempted to finish what they’d started, but she had no room in her life for a relationship. The illusion that she could find love and happiness had been a mistake, one she was determined never to repeat.  

The elevator pinged when she reached the tenth floor. “Return the ring and walk away,” she said out loud.  

Her hand shook lightly when she knocked on Room 1012 and waited.
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Present day – a year later.

Samantha’s life had changed in many ways, but her time with Luke O’Ryan held a special place in her heart. Now he's back, adding confusion to her life and leaving her in a sea of uncertainty.  

She shifted her focus to her current assignment and reached for her laptop to review the file on Trans American Motor Freight. They had submitted claims to their insurance company for their totaled trucks, but not for any cargo. Who compensated the companies for those losses?

Reggie DeWitt, head of computer resources at Adams Security's New York office, would conduct a thorough investigation into the company, its subsidiaries, and owners. Preston Reynolds, their forensic accountant, would manage the financial investigation. If she were thinking clearly, she’d tell Lincoln that accepting the assignment was a conflict of interest. But Luke O’Ryan would never recognize her as the Black Angel.

Despite the danger she faced, Sam was eager to get behind the wheel of an eighteen-wheeler. Shortly after her disastrous marriage, she got certified for her CDL and drove cross-country. Her late husband, Dave, was a skilled driver, and she learned a lot from him. It was when they weren’t in the cab of their truck that he became a monster.

The antique clock on the timeworn wooden mantel chimed the hour of ten, and she realized she’d missed dinner.  Thinking about food was a reminder that she’d have to give notice to Sallie Mae, the owner of the Spoonful Café.  When the back door slammed, she smiled.  Cindi was home.

Sam walked into the kitchen and stopped, her eyes widening in surprise. Cindi wasn’t alone. Her friend Isabella was cradling her four-year-old sleeping son in her arms. Samantha hurried forward and wrapped her arms around both of them. “This is an unexpected surprise!”  

“I dropped Preston off at the airport and was on my way home when I noticed a car with a flat tire hitched to a U-Haul trailer on the side of the road,” Cindi explained.  “I recognized Isabella and offered to call Paul’s Garage to come out and fix the flat.”

“But I told her no,” Bella quickly interrupted. Tears filled her eyes.  “I don’t have the money to pay for a mechanic.”  Bella shifted slightly, and Antonio whimpered.

“Don’t worry about that now,” Sam said.  “Give me that little sweetheart.”

Sam gathered the little boy into her arms, then walked the short distance to the den and carefully placed him on the sofa cushions of the couch. He barely stirred when she draped a handmade cotton quilt over his small body. 

She gazed lovingly at his cherub-like features, framed by curly, dark blond hair. Her older brother also had beautiful curls, but he kept his hair short because he hated girlie-looking hair. "Stop, you no longer have a family." When she pressed a butterfly kiss on Antonio’s warm cheek, a pang of emptiness pierced her heart. She’d never be able to have a child of her own.

Cindi had already started a pot of coffee when Samantha returned to her cozy country kitchen. and Isabella had taken a seat at the table.

“Have you eaten?”  Samantha asked.

“No.  I used the last of my money to fill my tank in Stevensville and treated Antonio to McDonald’s.”

Sam placed a china plate of chocolate-chip cookies on the blue-and-white checked mat that matched the chair cushions on the ladder-back chairs. “How about a bowl of butternut squash bisque? I used the squash from our garden.”

“No, thank you, I’m too exhausted to eat.”

Sam poured three mugs of coffee and set one before Bella. “Now, tell me why you’re sitting in my kitchen instead of working at your job in Las Vegas. You never said anything in your last email about moving.”

Bella held the cup in her hands and took a few sips. “My job as a pastry chef was a dream come true. A month ago, an electrical fire broke out, and the owner decided to retire rather than rebuild. You mentioned Tea in Time in your emails and said the door was always open if I decided to come east. I had just enough money to make the trip.” She shrugged her shoulders and looked down. “I also wanted to make a fresh start and get away from the shadow of my pole-dancer reputation.”

Sam reached across the table and gave her friend’s hand a comforting squeeze. Isabella had lost weight, and dark circles shadowed her tired eyes. Her black hair, pulled up in a ponytail, lacked its shine. No one would recognize Gypsy, the Las Vegas dancer. "You should have let me know you were coming.”

“I didn’t want to because I was afraid you would tell me no.”

“That’s ridiculous. You’re more than welcome here. What I meant was that I would have prepared a bedroom for you and Antonio.  As for a job, my shop won’t be up and running for three or four months. I’m aiming for Valentine’s Day.”

Tears of desperation filled Isabella’s large eyes. “I’ll do any kind of work, even scrub floors.”

Cindi munched on her favorite cookie and winked at Sam.  “Isabella couldn’t have shown up at a better time.  Sallie Mae is going to need someone to take your place while you’re on this assignment.”

“Great thinking,” Sam said, and brought up the idea with Bella. "If you don’t mind working as a short-order cook, I can get you a job at the Spoonful Café.”

“Isn’t that where you work?”

“That’s a long story.” Sam went on to explain her other job and a special assignment without revealing any confidential details.

“I’m sure I could handle the cooking.”  Excitement filled Bella’s voice.  “My Nonna and mama taught me how to cook.  My only problem is finding someone to watch my bambino while I’m at work.  I won’t be able to pay the person until I get paid.”

“That won’t be a problem,” Cindi said. "When our boss, Lincoln Adams, opened his new building, I suggested we establish a daycare for employees with young children. I’m confident we can include Antonio in the program. The teachers and aides are fully certified. Breakfast, lunch, and snacks are provided.”

“What about payment?”

“Since I’m the owner’s highly efficient assistant, I can help your son secure a scholarship.”

“You would do that?  You don’t even know me.”

“Isabella, you’re Samantha’s friend and now one of mine, plus I have a personal motto: Do a good deed for a friend in need.”

Tears of relief and gratitude ran down Bella’s face.  “I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you’ll take the job at the Spoonful and help take care of the farm animals while I’m on assignment,” Sam said. “You’ll be doing me a favor. Cindi and Preston, her fiancé, are living temporarily in the apartment in the barn so that you won’t be alone.”  

“Farm animals?  I thought you only had Cupcake and Muffin.”

“They were lonely. We now have a cow named Pound Cake and her calf, Brownie.  Our rooster, Cookie, has a main squeeze, a hen named Cream Puff.”

“We also have Donut, a pygmy goat, and Cherry Cheesecake, a pygmy donkey,” Cindi added.  

“My son will be thrilled.”  Bella yawned and covered her mouth.  “Sorry, it’s been a long drive.”

“You’re exhausted.  I’ve got a bedroom with twin beds for you and Antonio.”  

“I’ll call Paul and have him take care of your car and trailer,” Cindi volunteered. “Don’t worry about the cost.  He’ll bring it here, and you can start unpacking in the morning.  We can also take Antonio over to the day-care center tomorrow to show him where he’ll be attending school.”

“When you’re done, come to the Spoonful, and I’ll introduce you to Sallie Mae.”

“I can’t thank you enough, both of you,” Bella said, finishing off her coffee.  Antonio chose that moment to stir.

“Mama, I have to go to the potty,” he called in a half-asleep voice.

“We have a powder room under the steps in the front hallway and three baths upstairs,” Sam said.  “You take care of Antonio.  Cindi and I will make up the beds.”

“Paul said he’d be here with your car and trailer in about an hour,” Cindi said.  “I’ll be glad to lend you a nightgown.  Hope you like lavender.” 

Once they had settled, Isabella and Antonio, Cindi and Samantha, enjoyed the warmth of the fire.

“Your farmhouse is turning into a bed-and-breakfast.” Cindi rested her legs on the footrest that matched the navy-and-white checked wing chair.  

Sam sat in the opposite chair and curled her feet up on the wide cushion.

“Bella was a good friend while I was on assignment in Las Vegas and has worked hard to support her son.  She comes from a strict Italian family.  Her father never forgave her for having a child out of wedlock.  She’s never gone into specifics, but hinted that she loved Antonio’s father even though she only knew him for a week.”

“Speaking of assignments, I’m worried about you taking on that trucking company that almost cost Treig Taylor and Nate Haines their lives.”

“I plan to use the Peterbilt I drove two years ago. Lincoln made several major updates to the engine and all the tracking electronics. Reggie will monitor my location while I’m driving.”

Sam didn’t mention that she’d had a brief, hot encounter with one of the owners of the company. Until this evening, she hadn’t known his real name.

“Tomorrow morning, I’ll call about the driver’s position. How long will Preston be gone?”

“At least a week.” Cindi yawned and stood up. “I'd better head over to the apartment. Lincoln is flying into New York tomorrow morning for a staff meeting, so I want to get there earlier than usual to tell him about the scholarship for Antonio.”

Sam also stood up and gave her friend a quick hug.  “You’re a good person, Cindi Pearl Sullivan.  I sure hope Preston Reynolds realizes how wonderful you are.”

“He does, but it works both ways,” she said and kissed Sam on the cheek.  “Have a good night.”  

Sam banked the fire before going to bed. The aged wooden steps creaked softly as she went upstairs. She paused at the first door on the right and gently pushed it open to check on her guests. The moonlight from October cast a gentle glow across the room. Despite having twin beds, Antonio was curled up in his mother’s arms beneath a down-filled quilt.  

She took a quick shower in the adjoining bathroom and put on her soft, fleecy nightgown. The nights had gotten colder, and she loved wearing the old-fashioned-style nightgown with its lace-trimmed sleeves. She brushed her hair until it was nearly dry and settled into the oak four-poster bed.

Her bedroom wasn’t the biggest of the four, but it had a sloped ceiling. Snuggled under a down-filled quilt and sky blue sheets, she turned her head and smiled at the telescope that gave a perfect view of the southwest sky. Orion the Hunter is only visible from November to February.  

“Get a grip, Sam. You have a job to do, and this can’t be personal." She unfastened the top three buttons of her nightgown and lifted the gold chain around her neck. Moonlight reflected off the diamonds in Luke O’Ryan’s ring. "Easier said than done,” she said, punching her pillow before settling in for the night.
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The following afternoon, Sam took off her white butcher’s apron and looked around the spotless kitchen with a twinge of regret. The Spoonful Café had been her home for the past eight months. What had started as undercover work as a short-order cook for Adams Security and Investigations had become her new life in Laurel Heights, a rural community in the Highlands of Pennsylvania. Sallie Mae, the owner, watched over Sam like a mother hen, and Northrup, her brother, who owned the local hardware store and lumber yard, had declared Samantha his adopted daughter.

Once, she had a real family, if you can call it that. Her older brother and sister left for unknown places when she was nine, escaping abusive parents who relied on drugs and alcohol. Her siblings had different fathers, and she always wondered if her parents had ever been married.

As far as the world knew, the girl born with the name Rose Harris was dead.  

In the ten years she worked for a security company with unlimited resources, she never asked them to find her brother or sister. They’d left her behind.  
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