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Chapter One 

Something wasn’t right. Rylee Monroe unclipped the leash from Romeo’s collar, then stood still in the quiet kitchen, all senses alert. 

The toy schnauzer clicked across the wooden floor and lapped up water from his bowl, sloshing it over the sides in his enthusiasm. Not a speck of dust touched the slick black granite countertops. An assortment of spoons, ladles, and spatulas hung above the chromeplated gas stove. Above that, a row of dinner, salad, and dessert plates rested between vertical dowels.

From the kitchen, she could see the sunken sitting room and the archway opening into the dining room. White sheers hung in front of two bay windows, foiling the sun’s effort to fade the richly upholstered furniture. No cushion had been disturbed. Nothing was out of place.

She slowly closed the back door, turning the knob to reduce any noise she might make. Romeo looked up from his bowl, water dripping off his wet cheeks. Squatting down, she quietly patted her thigh.

He trotted over, tail wagging a mile a minute.

“Listen,” she whispered, wiping his chin and picking him up. “You hear anything?”

Outside, a tour bus struggled to accelerate. Distant sounds of electric saws, chisels, and hammers kept up a continual din. All normal sounds for the historic district of Charleston.

The floorboards above her squeaked under the weight of a footstep.

She stiffened. Had Karl come back to get something? She checked her watch. Ten o’clock. Too late to return for a forgotten item. Too early to quit for the day.

Romeo began to squirm. She tiptoed to the laundry room and set him behind the doggie gate. He immediately began to whine.

“Shhhh.” She gently held his mouth closed. “I’ll be right back.”

She glanced at the set of kitchen knives resting in a wooden block. The temptation to grab one was strong, but what if it was Karl? What would he think if he caught his new dogwalker creeping up the stairs with a butcher knife in her hand?

She kept to the edge of each step, where the wood had less give.

Sweat beaded her hands, playing havoc with her grip on the railing. At the halfway landing, she paused, her own breathing loud in her ears.

The hum from outside no longer reached her.

A creak from behind.

She spun around. A bust of Henry Timrod, the Poet Laureate of the Confederacy, stared back at her. She glanced down the stairs.

The massive front door with beveled-glass sidelights remained bolted and chained.

Taking a deep breath, she continued up, finally stepping onto the oriental rug gracing the second-story landing. The door to her right stood open. The foot of the four-poster bed and carved hope chest were visible and undisturbed.

The door to her left was closed. She frowned, wondering if it was always closed. She’d never had reason to go upstairs. In spite of how long she’d known the family, the Sebastians were new clients, and it was too soon for her to know what was normal and what wasn’t.

A shadow passed below the door.

Her heart tripped.

Then she forced herself to calm. She was going to feel awfully silly when that door opened and it was Karl.

The floor creaked again.

“Hello?” she said.

The shadow stilled, stopping in the center of the doorway.

“Karl?”

A scrambling from inside.

She touched her throat. What if he had a woman in there? Karl was unmarried. In his early thirties. And gq-gorgeous.

Heat crept up her neck. “Karl? It’s me, Rylee. I don’t mean to be a bother. I just thought I heard something and wanted to be sure everything’s okay. Is everything okay in there?”

A whoosh. A clatter. A grunt.

Her pulse picked up again. He should have answered by now. 

“Karl? I’m coming in.” She placed her hand on the knob, the brass cool to her sweaty palm. Slowly, slowly she turned the handle and peeked inside.

The bedroom stood immaculate. Another four-poster bed. A kentia palm tree. A mahogany chest of drawers. A tall urn.

She pushed the door the rest of the way open. Nothing.

With a crash, one end of the window’s curtain rod swung down.

She whirled around, her heart slamming in her chest. A man’s leg, tangled in gold brocade curtain, protruded from the window. He yanked the limb free, pulling the rod the rest of the way down.

Screaming, she bolted, banging the doorframe on her way out. 

The noise set Romeo off. His loud, incessant yipping echoed through the kitchen like a homing beacon.

She scrambled down the stairs, swung around the landing, and rushed to the kitchen phone. Jumping over the dog fence and into the laundry room with Romeo, she slammed the door shut, then punched 9-1-1.

“Please! There’s a burglar! He’s outside on the second-story balcony. Hurry!”

The operator verified her location and kept Rylee on the line and talking.

Romeo stood with ears and tail up, barking so loudly she couldn’t hear a thing.

The shakes took hold. Her legs quaked. Her arms trembled.

The phone slipped from her hands twice.

She slid down the door and onto the floor. “Yes, yes. I’m fine.

Just hurry.”

The questions and reassurances continued for a few minutes until a deep male voice rang out from the kitchen. “Miss Monroe?”

“Yes! In here.” She cracked the door open.

The uniformed man looked to be in his fifties but plenty robust.

“You say you saw a prowler, ma’am?”

She nodded. “Upstairs. First door to the left. He was crawling out the window.”

He pushed a button on the walkie-talkie strapped to his shoulder, dropped his voice an octave, and mumbled something indecipherable into it.

He looked at her. “Close that door and don’t come out until I return for you.”

Swallowing, she did as instructed. The shakes were worse now. Had the robber managed to get untangled and off the balcony? What if he was still there? What if he was younger and stronger than the officer? What if he had a gun and got the first shot off?

She’d be a sitting duck.

Romeo crawled into her lap, sensing her distress. She cuddled him close, drawing comfort from him. Most schnauzers had bobbed tails and ears and shaved bodies. Not Romeo. For whatever reason, he’d never been clipped. His ears and tail, along with the rest of his coat, were long, shaggy, and adorable. She’d fallen in love with him on sight.

She gave his head a kiss. Maybe that’s why they named him Romeo.

Picking up the phone she’d had earlier, she speed dialed Karl at the law offices of Sebastian, Lynch & Orton. “Rylee Monroe calling. Would you tell Karl it’s an emergency, please?”

Innocuous elevator music filled her ear before Karl picked up. 

“Rylee? What’s happened?”

“There’s been an intruder.”

“At the house?” he exclaimed. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. The police are here now.”

Someone knocked on the laundry room door. “Officer Quince here. You can come out now.”

She scrambled to her feet. “I’ll call you back, Karl.”

“No need,” he said. “I’m on my way.”

Cracking the door, she peered around it. “Did you catch him?” 

“He’s long gone, ma’am.”

Unhitching the doggie gate, she and Romeo joined him in the kitchen.

The officer listened to her story, making occasional notes as she spoke. “So you didn’t get a good look at him?”

“No, sir.”

“White, black, Hispanic?”

“I couldn’t really tell. All I saw was that leg and boot trying to kick free of the curtain.”

“Is anything missing?”

“I don’t know. This isn’t my house.”

He looked up. “Not your house?”

“No. I’m the dogwalker. The house belongs to Grant and Amelia Sebastian.”

“Have you called them?”

“They’re on their honeymoon. I’m walking the dog while they’re gone. But Mr. Sebastian’s son lives here, too. He’s on his way now.”

She gave the officer the last of her personal information just as Karl pushed open the back door, a lock of sun-kissed blond hair falling over eyebrows pale to the point of translucence.

He ran his gaze up and down her. “Are you all right? Did he hurt you?”

She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

“You sounded pretty shaken on the phone.” A well-tailored tan jacket nipped around his graceful frame, his white linen shirt lay open at the collar. His jeans gave the look a relaxed charm. Not exactly the attire she’d expect of a law-firm associate—she’d never seen his father in anything but suits and ties—but Karl knew how to wear his clothes.

“I interrupted him while he was in one of the bedrooms upstairs.” He sucked in his breath. “Which bedroom?”

“Second floor, the one on the left.”

A pained look crossed his face. “That’s my bedroom.”

With the officer leading the way, the three of them headed upstairs. Now that there wasn’t a burglar to distract her, Rylee got a good look at the room. Not what she would have expected from a single man in his thirties. In spite of herself, she was impressed.

The crystal chandelier would have been better suited for a formal dining room. His bed was neatly made. Instead of clothing strewn all over the floor, a single linen jacket hung on an antique wooden valet with a pair of polished shoes underneath. A flat-screen tv atop the chest of drawers angled toward his four-poster. A dog-eared issue of the Robb Report and a dvd lay next to an urn.

She squinted, then smiled. Season Two of Heroes. She loved that show.

On the bedside table rested an iPod, a James Patterson paperback, and three remote controls, all neatly arranged.

Karl scanned the room, went into the bathroom, came back out, and then disappeared inside his closet. “My jewelry casket!”

“Jewelry casket?” The officer joined Karl. Following behind, Rylee noted the empty spot on the low shelf above his slacks.

Karl clamped a hand over his mouth, shaking his head. “It’s nothing.”

“You sure about that?”

“Karl,” Rylee said. “What is it?”

“If he took something, sir, we really need to know about it.”

Karl looked at them both, then surrendered with a shrug. “Yeah, it’s missing. A kind of shrine-looking jewelry box.” He gestured with his hands. “It has all these hand-painted panels and finials that look like Roman statues. Dates to the mid-1800s. Been in our family for years.”

“Was the jewelry inside it worth much?”

His eyes wide with distress, he strode out of the closet. “No.” 

The officer nodded. “Then it was the actual, um, casket that was valuable?”

He tunneled a hand through his hair. “To me, it was. But it’s not near as valuable as that amphora.” He indicated the urn Rylee had seen earlier. “Why couldn’t he have taken that?”

“How much is this urn worth?” Quince asked.

Karl paced. “Twenty-five thousand? Thirty? I’d have to check to be certain.”

Rylee swung her attention back to the urn. It was about a foot-and-a-half tall, had a narrow neck and two handles. Engraved silhouettes of male and female figures decorated its bowl. She’d seen something just like it at Hobby Lobby last week.

“And the jewelry box?” the officer asked. “What’s your best guess there?”

Karl rubbed his forehead. “I really couldn’t say for sure. Not much, though. Somewhere in the one to two thousand dollar range?”

Rylee frowned. Two thousand dollars? And he’d have preferred for the robber to have taken the thirty thousand dollar urn?

She wondered if the jewelry box had a sentimental value.

Inwardly cringing, she fingered the pearl drop hanging around her neck. It was the only memento she had of her mother’s. And no price could be put on that.

“Well, that fits the modus operandi of our Robin Hood burglar,” the officer said.

Karl shook his head. “It’s not him.”

“I’d be willing to bet, sir. This will make the third time he’s hit a house south of Broad and left with only one piece—and a piece that wasn’t close to being as valuable as some of the other items in the house. We’ll know for sure when—if—the piece gets donated to some nonprofit somewhere.” He scribbled on his pad. “You sure nothing else is missing?”

Karl blinked, as if he didn’t understand the question, his self-assurance suddenly gone.

Rylee moved next to him, touching his sleeve. “Did the box have sentimental value?”

His tanned skin had lost all its color. “Yes,” he said softly. “Very much so.”

She squeezed his arm. “I’m so sorry.”

The officer cleared his throat. “Is anything else missing, Mr.

Sebastian?”

Karl opened a few drawers, went back into his closet, and then came out again. “Not that I can see.” He stopped at the window.

The curtain rod lay at his feet, rich brocade pooling around it like liquid gold. “The guy came in through here?”

“We’re not sure. He definitely left through there, though.”

Karl nodded.

“Would you mind taking a look at the rest of the house to see if anything looks out of the ordinary?”

“Of course not.”

A search of all four stories offered up no further clues.

In the kitchen, the officer shook Karl’s hand. “We’ll be in touch. In the meanwhile, see if you can locate a picture of that jewelry casket.”

“Will do, Officer. Thanks.” He closed the door, then turned back to Rylee.

“I’m so sorry, Karl.”

“Yeah.” He shook himself. “But it’s only stuff. You know? It could have been worse. Something could have happened to you. Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“I saw you rubbing your shoulder.”

She touched her right shoulder. “I ran into the doorframe trying to get out of the bedroom.”

He frowned and stepped toward her. “Let me see.”

“It’s nothing. Really.”

He lifted a brow, his eyes more turquoise than blue.

Flustered, she dipped down the side of her summer cardigan. 

He brushed her shoulder with his fingers. “Looks like you’re going to have a nasty bruise.”

He was close. Very close.

She shrugged the sweater into place. “It’ll be fine. I hardly even feel it.”

A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, deepening his laugh lines. “Liar.”

She softened. “It’s good to see you smile.”

She’d had a crush on him for three years. Ever since his father, a longtime friend of her family, had helped sell her house on Folly Beach. Anytime Karl made the society news, she always took note.

But she’d never expected him to notice her.

She swallowed. “Well, unless you need anything else, I probably ought to get going.”

“You’ll be back tonight?”

She glanced at her watch. “Yes. I’ll make sure Romeo gets in a good walk and some dinner.”

“Tonight, then.”

She skirted around him, then darted toward the door.

“Rylee?”

She turned.

“This yours?” He held up a pink and yellow Vera Bradley messenger bag.

“Yes.” She took it and slipped it over her head, careful not to wince when the strap hit her sore shoulder. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

She backed up. “Right. Well. See ya, Karl. See ya, Romeo.”

With a quick wave, she stumbled out the door.



Chapter Two 

Rylee wasn’t afraid of the dark. If anything, she preferred it. The tourists flooding Charleston all day cleared out of the Battery after sundown, so she had the wide streets and cobbled alleyways all to herself.

But now that she’d come face-to-face with the Robin Hood burglar—or face to foot, anyway—the possibility of running into him again put her on edge. He’d hit the Sebastian house in broad daylight, but most of his breakins had occurred in the dead of night.

Therefore, she’d decided to now start her evenings with the smallest and friendliest canines in her charge, saving her biggest dog, Toro, for the late-night walks.

“Nobody’s gonna mess with us.” Sitting on the Davidsons’ piazza, she gave Toro a vigorous scratch, then strapped on her rollerblades. “And if they do, you be sure to take a bite out of them. Okay, boy?” 

The Argentino mastiff panted in response.

She slipped her bag across her shoulders, then stood and pushed off. The two of them headed up Meeting, then hooked a right on Tradd. Toro paused to do his business in front of the old tavern—the carved crescent moons on its green shutters signaled its purpose in the olden days. Across the street—and quite convenient—was what used to be a brothel. Its cream shutters sported hearts.

Rylee looked up and down the street wondering, not for the first time, what it would have been like to live at a time when the most recognizable icons weren’t golden arches, but hearts and moons.

A flash of movement down the alley caught her eye. Stiffening, she scrutinized the area. The darkness ebbed and flowed, making as many varied shapes as the clouds in the sky.

She tugged on Toro’s collar. “Come on, boy. Let’s get moving.”

They turned on East Battery and passed Romeo’s house. Toro began to slow, eventually stopping beside an old carriage post.

She shifted her weight, trying not to hurry him but anxious to keep moving. This particular spot evidently had some enticing smells, though, because she had a hard time drawing the mastiff away.

Glancing behind her, she gave the leash a determined yank.

“Come on, Toro.”

They cut across Atlantic Street to Meeting, then to South Battery. Less than an hour earlier, the antebellum homes opposite White Point Gardens had been ablaze with life. Now they sat dark and foreboding.

Swiveling on her rollerblades, she skated backward. No sign of anyone following. Nothing but a couple of streetlamps and a lot of black to hide in.

Toro trotted along, totally oblivious to the possibility of anyone lurking. Straining to listen, she heard nothing but the clack of her rollerblades and the treetops stirred by the balmy evening breeze.

She faced forward and looked at her watch. Eleven o’clock already. Just one more block to the waterfront, then they’d turn around.

Toro edged ahead on the straightaway, snapping the leather leash taut. His body strained with energy, pulling her forward, dispelling her worries with exhilarating speed. Her lips curved into a smile. She crouched lower on the rollerblades, letting Toro do the work.

This was what she loved about her job, the physical bond between walker and dog, the feeling she was invulnerable, at one with the world around her.

Toro halted abruptly, ears back, tail stiff. Rylee jerked to a stop, glancing back toward the alley. “What is it, boy?”

But it wasn’t the path behind them that held him riveted. He growled into the darkly wooded park up ahead. Following his gaze, she peered into the darkness.

A shape moved behind the hedges. The outline of a man—no, two men—materialized.

Her heart jumped. The figures crouched low to the ground; then one of them straightened and moved forward, coming straight for her.

She tried to speak, but no sound came out.

Toro leapt forward.

“No, Toro! Down! Down!” Grinding her blades against the concrete, she jerked back on his lead with both hands. But it was no use. She couldn’t stop him.

The leash threatened to slip through her palms, but she held tight. The last thing she wanted was to be separated from the mastiff.

Toro dragged her into the park, making a beeline for the men. The silhouettes froze for an instant, then bolted.

The first one cut sideways in the direction of a gazebo. As he passed through a gap in the trees, lamplight from overhead faintly illuminated him. A tall black man with something clenched in his pumping hand.

Her breath caught. A gun?

Toro ignored him, locking in on the other man, who fled toward the edge of the park. The man emerged from the trees onto a circular courtyard surrounding the Confederate Soldier Memorial. In the light, she saw he wore a baseball uniform.

Baseball uniform?

Before she could process that thought, Toro closed the gap, dragging her behind him like an anchor.

The man had nowhere to go. The only thing beyond the park was miles of bay. The moment he stopped for breath, they’d be on top of him.

But he didn’t stop. He headed straight for the monument, never glancing back. He traversed the broad steps leading up to the pedestal, then took a running leap. His body sailed through the air, arms extended.

Rylee held her breath. No way was he going to reach the top of the pedestal. It was far too high. But his fingers hooked the edge of the stone, and after dangling a moment, he hoisted himself up.

Any other time, she’d have been impressed with his jump. Instead, she focused on the low brick wall surrounding the monument. She barely cleared it, her rollerblades slamming down on the opposite side.

As the memorial’s steps rushed up to meet her, she yanked again on Toro’s leash. Hard. There was no way she could navigate the steps at this speed.

But the mastiff wasn’t stopping. At the last moment, she let go of the leash, swerving to a breathless stop.

Toro launched himself against the pedestal, then threw his body again and again into the air, snapping at the man but unable to reach him.

He stared down at the dog wide-eyed. His face flushed, his chest heaving.

She wasn’t sure what to do. She glanced back into the park. Apart from pools of light here and there, the grounds were dark. A shadow flicked from one tree to another. A chill ran up her spine. 

Was the other guy circling back? Would Toro be able to protect her from both men?

She dug through her bag—a jumble of leashes, poop bags, keys, a flashlight, and a water bottle—until she seized on the plastic body of her cell phone and dialed 9-1-1. Twice in one day.

“Yes. There are a couple of guys after me. Please hurry. I’m in White Point Gardens by the Confederate Memorial. I have one of the men cornered.”

“What are you doing?” the man shouted in disbelief.

She glanced at him again. His muscles were taut, his face twisted in outrage.

After answering the dispatcher’s questions, Rylee hung up, only to realize she’d cut off her lifeline. Hesitating, she slid the phone into her cardigan pocket, then peered into the surrounding darkness. Nothing moved.

Behind her, Toro placed his paws on the base of the statue and gave out a deep, booming bark.

The man shimmied farther up the statue’s leg. “Call that albino off!”

She continued to scan the area, resenting the man’s tone. “He’s not an albino. He’s an Argentino mastiff.”

“Whatever he is, just call him off!”

She whirled around. “You call off your friend!”

His laugh caught her off guard. “He’s long gone. Now will you please get control of your dog? I can’t stay up here all night.”

His exasperation seemed real enough, but she wasn’t about to put her back to the park. Gliding to the front of the statue, she positioned herself where she could see both the shadowed grounds and the guy in the baseball getup.

His blue T-shirt, which had Mets plastered across it in big red cursive letters, stretched tightly across his muscled chest. Rust-colored dirt had been ground into his silver pants. He lifted his blue cap, wiped his brow against his sleeve, and gave her a hopeful grin.

She bit her lip. Maybe she’d acted too fast calling the police. Looking at him now, he seemed harmless enough. But why had he been hiding in the dark? Why had he run? Maybe he and his cohort had been canvassing the houses opposite the park.

She unsnapped her blades just in case the other guy showed up. She didn’t want Toro dragging her right to him.

The man glanced at the dog nervously. “Why’d you call the cops? You think I’m some kind of pervert or something?”

“Or something.”

“Dressed like this?” He plucked at his T-shirt, prompting Toro to let out a low growl. “Listen, we were just taking a few photos.”

“In the dark? From behind the bushes?”

“We’re on an assignment.”

“An assignment?”

“That’s right.” He sighed. “My name is Logan Woods. I’m a reporter for the Post & Courier. I’ve been covering the Robin Hood burglaries. Maybe you’ve read one of my stories?” Reaching into his back pocket, he gingerly removed a thick brown billfold.

Toro leapt to attention and started to salivate.

“Here’s my business card.” The card flicked toward her, spiraling to the ground.

Holding the card to the light, she recognized the newspaper’s logo. There was his name in black ink. Anyone could print up fake business cards these days, but this one looked legit.

She glanced at him again. This is the guy who wrote the articles on the robberies? A sinking feeling came over her.

Her idea of a reporter was a pale, paunchy, middle-aged man, and Logan Woods was anything but. He looked as if he spent more time at the gym pumping weight—lots of weight—than sitting behind some desk.

His muscles had mouth-watering definition. Thighs that bulged, a stomach as flat as a wall, a chest that swelled, and serious biceps.

Flashing lights lit up East Battery. Seconds later, a squad car pulled up to the curb. A young officer climbed out of the driver’s seat, slipped a nightstick into the loop on his belt, and headed in their direction.

“Rylee Monroe?” The officer took in her stocking feet, Toro, and the man hugging the statue. “I’m Officer Kirk. You all right?”

“Yes, but there’s another man out there somewhere.”

As Kirk scanned the trees with his flashlight, an old Mustang rattled up behind the squad car. The engine cut off and another baseball player in a Mets jersey jumped out.

Kirk saw the man and straightened. “Detective. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Just passing through after the game to make sure everything was quiet. Saw your lights and figured I’d lend a hand. What’s up?”

“Not sure yet, sir. I was dispatched here on a prowler call.”

The detective inspected the man on the statue. His jutting face caught the gold light, dominated by a prow-like pointer of a nose. He ran a hand over his bristling crew cut, then burst into a grin.

Rylee frowned. “Who are you?”

He flipped his badge open. “Detective Campbell, ma’am. Looks like you caught a live one there.”

“Very funny,” Logan said.

She glanced from one man to the other. “You know him?”

The detective hitched up his baseball pants. “ ’Fraid so.”

“So he’s not a burglar?”

“Why don’t you tell us what happened.”

“This man and another one were prowling—”

Logan laughed. “We weren’t prowling.”

“—were creeping in the shadows along South Battery when my dog here spotted them and they took off running.”

“I didn’t run until that thing charged me.”

Campbell shook his head. “What’s the matter, Logan? This little critter scare you?”

“You’d be up here too if that snarling albino was coming at you with his teeth bared.”

“Is he friendly?” Campbell asked, pointing to Toro.

“Yes, sir.” She patted the dog between the ears. “Very loving and gentle. His name’s Toro.”

Officer Kirk’s walkie-talkie let out a blast of static. He turned down the volume, then looked at Rylee. “You live around here, ma’am?”

“Actually, I’m pet sitting for someone who lives in the neighborhood.” She rummaged through her bag for her address book, producing a creased business card from inside the cover. Kirk looked at the card, then passed it to Campbell.

All she wanted was to get out of there. If the man on the statue really was a reporter—and by now, it was obvious he’d been telling the truth—she owed him an apology.

Her cheeks burned with embarrassment, and she had a hard time meeting his gaze. She waited for the officers to declare it all a misunderstanding, so she could apologize and get going.

Perched on the statue, every muscle in his body burning, Logan finally ran out of patience. The whole thing was absurd, and he couldn’t believe it was still dragging on. The woman should have realized right away she’d made a mistake. She should have gotten her animal under control and let him come down. Instead, she’d dragged the police out, and Nate Campbell showed no sign of resolving the situation speedily.

He was probably having fun. It wasn’t every night Nate had a pretty, long-legged girl in his power, and he wasn’t going to rush things any.

Pretty was an understatement. Once she’d come into the light and he’d had a chance to take a closer look, Logan had seen right away that the dogwalker was stunning. Tall and slim, moving with graceful poise in spite of her apparent fear, her cheekbones framed by the jagged tips of her stylish pixie haircut.

And Nate was just eating it up.

“Aren’t you guys forgetting something here?” he called down. “I’m the one who was attacked. What if I want to press charges for assault with a deadly weapon?”

“Toro did not assault you.” She put a hand on her hip. “And he’s not a deadly weapon. He wouldn’t have done anything at all if you hadn’t run.”

“I’d be in the hospital if I hadn’t run.” He gave Nate a pointed look. “Are you gonna help me out?”

Now that he’d had his fun, Nate put on his serious-cop face. “Actually, miss, this man does have the right to walk in the park without fear of molestation by your dog.”

“Walk in the park?” Her jaw dropped. “He wasn’t walking, he was lurking.” She jabbed her finger toward the trees. “And he had somebody else with him—”

“Your dog charged this man and drove him up onto that statue.” He paused and looked at Logan. “How did you get up there, anyway?” 

Logan peered down at the cobbled circle bounding the memorial, shaking his head at the height. “If I knew I’d tell you. I’m sure it was impressive.”

Nate snorted.

The dogwalker’s eyes flared with outrage. “This isn’t funny.

Maybe I was wrong, but I really thought this man was a threat to me.”

Logan had looked forward to this woman’s comeuppance, but if she’d really been afraid, if she’d thought someone was after her . . .

“Hey, Nate. It’s all right. I can see why she was startled.”

But going easy wasn’t in Nate Campbell’s nature. He had a bit of the bully in him. She might have brought it on herself, but it was, after all, just a misunderstanding.

He tried again. “Look, I just want to get down from here, all right?”

The dog seemed to understand, gazing up at him with wolf-like eyes. A long, low rumble rolled in his throat.

Even with all the distance between them, even with the police there and the leash firmly coiled around the dogwalker’s fist, Logan’s mouth dried up. He knew better, but he couldn’t shake the image of that animal leaping up at him, fangs sinking into him, its head snapping back and forth to pull a chunk of flesh loose. His throat seized up and he began to cough.

“What’s the matter with you?” Nate said. “You can come down anytime. Nobody’s stopping you.”

The dogwalker looped another circle of leash around her hand.

“He won’t bite, Mr. Woods. I promise.”

He closed his eyes, forcing himself to take deep, slow breaths through his nose. The growling stopped, cut off by a jerk of the leash, but it was too late.

“Give me a second,” he said.

On the ground, they kept talking, but Logan checked out of the conversation. His hand gripped the statue, but he felt powerless now that the trembling had taken hold. The others wouldn’t be able to see it. If he just toughed it out, maybe they’d never pick up on his fear.

He took deep breaths and tried to imagine climbing down to join them. He wasn’t ready, though. Not yet. He didn’t trust his arms to hold out.

When he opened his eyes, he wasn’t sure how much time had passed. But Nate was in the dogwalker’s face, hissing in a quiet, menacing way. And the woman, in spite of the bravado she’d shown a few moments before, looked ready to cry. Meanwhile, Officer Kirk watched with a poker face, giving no hint what he thought of the situation. Logan made a point of not looking at Toro at all.

He closed his eyes again and tried to think happy thoughts. His mom standing on the porch, calling him in to dinner. Dad closing the newspaper after finishing one of his articles, a smile across his lips. The crack of his bat against a baseball, the white speck disappearing into the stratosphere. Slowly his heart rate returned to normal.

Nate’s voice thundered below. “Don’t take that tone with me.” 

There was no response. Logan opened his eyes again.

He’d expected to find the dogwalker cowed and submissive, but instead she looked ready to throw a punch.

Before things could get out of hand again, Logan lowered himself down, kicking awkwardly in the air until his foot found a purchase. Getting up had been easy in comparison, and by the time he let go and dropped the final yard, the conversation had stopped so all three of them could watch. Four, counting the dog, but Logan was trying to pretend it didn’t exist.

“And he sticks the landing,” Nate said, clapping his shoulder. “So what do you say, Logan? Feel like pressing charges?”

“Of course I’m not pressing charges.” He cast an apologetic glance toward the pretty dogwalker, hoping to distance himself a little from Nate’s brusque behavior, but she wasn’t having it.

He sighed. The detective had some rough edges. Deep down, though, the guy was all right. Logan counted him as a friend—and over the past couple of years, he’d proven to be quite an asset for a crime reporter to have, considering how talkative he could be. But that didn’t excuse him for bullying the girl.

He glanced at the dog. Now that he was back on the ground, its proximity couldn’t be ignored. It took a tentative step toward him, a gourmet diner edging closer to the table.

Logan’s limbs felt rubbery from the climb. If it turned into another sprint, he didn’t fancy his chances. But it was too late for fear. He stood up straight and did his best to look nonchalant.

“In that case,” Nate said, “why don’t you get going, ma’am? In the future, don’t call us, we’ll call you.”

“And what about the other man? Suppose he’s still out there?”

Nate arched an eyebrow at Logan.

“She means Wash Tillman, my photographer.”

“Ah.” Nate turned to her. “If you run into him, be sure to smile for the birdie.”

She shot Nate a look of loathing, then snatched up her skates and headed back the way she’d come. At the edge of the memorial, she turned again, her eyes boring a hole through Logan.

Hey, wait a second, he thought. He didn’t want her lumping him together with his friend. He had half a mind to go after her and explain.

Nate must have read his mind, because the detective burst out laughing.

“You’re a piece of work, you know that?” he said. “Woman chases you up the flagpole, and you wanna run after her to apologize.

When I reflect on the fact your batting average is so much better than mine, it really pains me, Logan.”

But Logan wasn’t listening. He strained his eyes watching her, not turning until she finally disappeared into the night.



Chapter Three 

The morning sun sparkled on the harbor, and a warm breeze blew the state flag anchored proudly above the Sebastians’ house. Sweeping her gaze over their breathtaking four-story Regency, Rylee studied the windows off the second-floor balcony.

No sign of an intruder. Releasing a pent-up breath, she slipped through the gate and fished an oversized key ring from her bag. It held a dazzling array of color-coded keys. She found the right one with practiced ease and opened the back door.

Karl stood pouring a cup of coffee, a half-eaten slice of toast in his free hand.

“Karl! I’m so sorry. I should have knocked.”

He grinned in reply, raising a finger as he finished chewing his toast. “Don’t be silly. You don’t need to knock. We’re practically family.”

She smiled, though that wasn’t exactly true. Back in the day, Sebastian, Lynch & Orton had been Sebastian, Lynch & Monroe. Until Rylee’s father simply walked out, abandoning his wife, daughter, and law partners. Shortly after, the Monroe was replaced by Orton. Karl would have been eighteen at the time, Rylee only five.

Karl’s father, Grant, had helped with the financial wreck her dad had left behind. Since then, he’d swooped back into their lives during emergencies and been present for the various milestones in Rylee’s life.

In spite of the shared history, though, she and Karl had lived most of their lives in two different worlds.

“Want some coffee?” he asked.

“I better not. I have two more dogs after Romeo, and they’ll be awfully uncomfortable if I keep them waiting too long.”

His eyes held a glint of amusement. “Well, we can’t have that.”

Her heart took an inadvertent jump. It always did when he used that conspiratorial tone, like the two of them shared a secret.

Realizing she’d been staring, she scrambled for something to say. “So, your dad told me you’re moving out when they get back from their honeymoon. Have you decided on a place yet?”

He brushed crumbs from his fingers. “Actually, he asked me to hold off awhile on that.”

“Oh. Well.” I’m an idiot. “That’s nice of you to accommodate him.”

“I missed you last night.” He leaned a hip against the counter and took a sip from his mug. “You didn’t come for Romeo at your usual time. He’s not proving to be too much trouble, is he? Because if he is—”

“It’s nothing like that.” She flicked her thumbnail against the strap of her bag. “I made Romeo my first walk of the night, since he’s one of my smaller dogs. With the burglaries and all, I decided to save my biggest dogs for last.”

“Nothing else has happened, has it?” He lowered his mug. “If you were in trouble, I’d want you to tell me.”

Her first instinct was to pretend everything was normal. But after the burglary here, her fear from the night before, and the condescending way the police detective had treated her, Karl’s concern was like a balm.

“Actually,” she said, “there was an incident last night. I had this feeling someone was following me, and then there were these two men creeping around the Confederate Memorial. I actually called 9-1-1.”

He straightened. “Again? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” She plucked a leash off a peg by the door. “Just a case of mistaken identity.”

Before he could ask more questions, Romeo zoomed around the corner, ears perked, wriggling all over at the sight of her.

Smiling, she put her bag on the table and squatted down. “Morning, Romeo. How’s my sweetie pie?” She tried to clip the leash to his collar. “Hold still, you silly.”

She finger-combed his salt-and-pepper hair aside, trying to locate the loop on his collar. He moved his nose closer and closer to hers. His eyes grew dreamy, and right before she clipped on the leash, his bright pink tongue shot out and swiped her across the lips.

Laughing, she nuzzled his neck and scrubbed behind his ears. 

“Lucky dog,” Karl said, eyes shining. “You’ve stolen his heart, you know. All he does is mope until you show up.”

She smiled. “I admit, I’m a bit smitten with him, too.” She eased Romeo down. “I was wondering if it would be all right if I took him to a retirement home later this week. Your stepmother said it would be all right, but I wanted to check with you just in case.”

Karl rinsed out his mug and set it in the drainer. “No, no. That’s fine. Take him as often as you like. I’m sure he gets bored cooped up all the time.”

“Oh, thanks so much. That would be great.” She slipped her bag onto her shoulder and headed for the door.

“Speaking of being bored,” he said. “There was something I wanted to ask.”

She stopped, her hand on the knob.

“You wouldn’t happen to be free this Friday, would you? For dinner?”

Her breath caught. “Dinner? Friday?”

Slipping his hands into his jeans, he gave her a sheepish look.

“It gets pretty quiet in this big ol’ house sometimes. I thought a little break in the monotony would be nice.”

“Monotony? You’re always at the best parties, the ones I only read about in the papers.”

He shrugged. “They get old after a while.”

Maybe they did, but she couldn’t imagine someone with his looks and background being without a long list of women willing to go to dinner with him. Women who moved in his world. Women who weren’t working for his family.

Still, she couldn’t help but be tempted.

Digging deep, she made herself resist. “Much as I’d like to take you up on that, Karl, I’m afraid I can’t. It’s against my policy to date clients.”

He lifted a corner of his mouth. “But I’m not your client. My stepmother is.”

She released the knob and turned to face him. “You know what I mean.”

He closed the distance between them, a hint of his woodsy aftershave teasing her senses. “Do you really consider me a client?

I mean, we’ve known each other forever.”

“Not really, Karl. Let’s be honest. We hadn’t seen each other since your dad sold my house. And even then, it was for a very brief time.”

“What about when you were a kid?”

“I don’t remember much about that time.”

“I remember. I remember you in your white-and-navy sailor dress one Easter. And the time you sprained your wrist falling out of that tree right there.” He indicated a big oak in the garden behind them. “You’d think you’d broken every bone in your body the way you carried on.”

Her eyes widened. He was talking about the time before her parents died. Things she longed to know, but the memories were always just out of reach.

“You came flying through this door screaming loud enough to bring the house down.”

“I was here when I fell?” she whispered. “At your house? Nonie told me that happened at my house. But she gets so mixed up sometimes.”

He shook his head. “It was here. I’m positive. How is your grandmother, anyway?”

Rylee looked to the side. “Sometimes she’s fine, and sometimes she . . . she doesn’t remember the simplest of things.”

He ran his finger lightly, lightly down her arm. “I’m sorry. That’s gotta be tough.”

She swallowed. “Yes. Well, listen. I better go. I’ll see you later. Okay?”

“I’ll be counting on it.”

She felt his eyes lingering on her as she went out. She hustled Romeo past the three-tiered fountain and around the pool, not looking back until she was on the other side of their green gate.

She’d left her rollerblades in the car, reserving them for bigger dogs and nighttime walks, when the streets were less busy. With Romeo panting merrily at her feet, she replayed the scene in the kitchen. The dinner invitation had come out of nowhere. She wasn’t sure what to think.

She was attracted to him. No question. But dating clients was bad for business. If the relationship didn’t work out, her reputation could suffer. And in her line of work, reputation was everything.

In her bag, she carried keys to dozens of multi-million-dollar homes. Of all her qualifications, trustworthiness was at the top of the list. Compromise that—even a little—and her livelihood would collapse. Charleston was a tight community south of Broad. People talked.

A group of tourists on the opposite sidewalk paused to admire Romeo. They snapped photos of the little schnauzer as if he and his walker were one of the city’s sights. Rylee smiled and waved.

Surrounded by the exquisite, sometimes crumbling, architecture, the Caribbean color palette, and the scent of flowers as she trekked past hidden gardens, she felt she was part of the city. One of the sights. Rooted in the heart of her self-proclaimed neighborhood.

Approaching Tradd Street, they crossed to the opposite sidewalk so she could pass by First Scots Presbyterian, her church home for the past five years. Just a glimpse of the fine old building, pillars and spires, was enough to induce reverence.

As they approached, however, her sense of awe evaporated. A police car sat at the curb, lights flashing. No one at the wheel.

Through the gaps in the wrought iron, she caught sight of her pastor, Dr. Welch, engaged in an animated conversation with a police officer. This one was older than the previous ones she had recently encountered and much wider around the middle.

She coaxed Romeo forward with a light tug of the leash. “Let’s make a quick stop here and make sure everything’s all right.”

They entered the gate and bounced up the wide steps into the shade of the church’s breathtakingly tall portico.

“Dr. Welch?” she called.

The two men turned, and Dr. Welch smiled in recognition. “Mornin’, Rylee.”

His brick-colored polo and tan twill pants were tidy and neat, though his shock of gray hair had frizzed up in the August humidity. Next to him, the portly policeman studied her, clipboard in hand. The chrome name tag over his breast pocket read r. munn. 

“Is everything all right?” she asked.

Dr. Welch bent over to give Romeo a rub. “Fine, fine. But we seem to have a bit of a mystery on our hands. Look what was left on our doorstep last night.”

At the top of the stairs, tucked just behind a fluted column, she discovered a two-foot-tall bronze figure. A horse jockey standing with one leg bent at the knee, his hand resting elegantly on the hip. A riding crop dangled by his side.

She crouched before him, trembling with recognition. The expression on the bronze jockey’s green-gray face was cryptic as the Mona Lisa’s, strangely enticing. An old-fashioned paper tag hung from his neck by elastic, inscribed in black ink: Sell and give proceeds to the poor.

“It’s a fine sentiment,” Dr. Welch said, coming up alongside. “But under the circumstances, I thought I’d better call the police.”

She looked up at him. “I recognize this.”

Officer Munn snapped to attention. “You do?”

“This is the statue that was stolen from the Bosticks. They’ll be so happy to get it back.”

Dr. Welch let out a sigh. “So it is the Robin Hood burglar? I thought so. Imagine. Of all the places he could have donated the loot, he chose our church. Why do you suppose he’d do that?”

“Search me. But I’ll be glad to return it to the owners.” She encircled the statue at its base.

“Don’t touch that!”

She jerked her hands back and stepped away from the statue, smiling apologetically. “Sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.”

Dr. Welch tried to smooth over the awkwardness with a chuckle, but the policeman gave Rylee a hard look, staring her down.

Fine, she thought. After last night, she wasn’t exactly a fan of the department.

“Now,” Officer Munn said finally, “how do you know the Bosticks?”

“They’re clients of mine,” she said. “I walk their dog, Cocoa, and pet sit while they’re out of town. As a matter of fact, they’re on Long Island and won’t be back until next Tuesday.”

Officer Munn frowned. “The Bosticks were out of town when the burglary took place, weren’t they? And now they’re gone again?” He didn’t try to hide the disapproval in his voice. A lot of locals were none too pleased by the influx of wealthy newcomers who treated the city’s historic homes as occasional getaways.

“They’re not like that,” she said, reading between the lines.

“They’ve lived here all their lives. They just like to travel, that’s all.”

“And what’s your name, ma’am?”

“Rylee Monroe. That’s R-y-l-e-e.”

He scratched out what he’d written and rewrote it. “Would you mind waiting here while I radio this in? I’m sure the detective will want to speak with you.”

She hesitated. “Detective Campbell?”

He looked up. “You know him?”

“I ran into him last night.”

Munn made another note, then headed for his cruiser. “Just sit tight and I’ll let you know what the detective wants to do.”

She didn’t want to see Detective Campbell again. Not ever again.

“Dr. Welch?” A woman in her forties stuck her head out the massive front door. “Your appointment’s here.”

He turned to Rylee. “Will you be okay? You want me to stay with you?”

“No, you go on. I’ll be fine. They just want to ask me a few questions.”

“Well, if you’re sure. If you need anything at all, you come round and get me. You hear?”

“I will. Thanks.”

A few minutes later, the detective drove up in his Mustang. The baseball uniform had been replaced with a boxy, bad-fitting suit and a tie with a mottled, synthetic sheen. He and the officer spoke quietly at the curb before Campbell headed toward her.

“Trouble seems to follow you around, Miss Monroe,” he said. 

She tightened her lips.

“I did some checking this morning when I got to the office. I understand you were involved in a robbery on East Battery?”

“I wasn’t involved. I walked in on the burglar.”

“So you say.”

She opened her mouth to object.

“And you work for the owners of this statue right here?”

“That’s right.”

“And in the presence of Officer Munn you plastered your fingerprints all over it?”

She stiffened. “I didn’t plaster them all over it, I grabbed the bottom. I was going to return it to the Bosticks.”

“Convenient.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose, Mr. Campbell. I saw something that belonged to my client. I was simply going to return it to them.”

“It’s Detective Campbell, and I’m just making sure I have all the facts.”

“Well, now you do. Is there anything else?”

“Matter of fact there is.” He rocked back on his heels. “Do you happen to work for Nathaniel Shelby over on Orange Street?”

“No.”

“Have you ever worked for him in the past, in any capacity?”

“No. What’s this about?”

“It’s about the fact that two of the three homes that have been burgled by Robin Hood are clients of yours.”

She gasped. “Has Karl Sebastian’s jewelry casket been donated too?”

“Not yet.” He gave her a penetrating stare. “All the same, I’d like a comprehensive list of your clients. Names. Addresses. How long you’ve been working for them.”

“Absolutely not. Don’t you need a warrant for that?”

“You got something to hide?”

“I have nothing to hide. But I do have clients whose privacy I’m expected to guard.” She wound Romeo’s leash around her hand.

“Now if you’ll excuse me, this whole thing has made a mess of my schedule.”

After a slight hesitation, Campbell stepped back and extended his hand in an after-you gesture. “Let’s keep in touch, Miss Monroe.”

This is the day, Logan thought.

On his drive in to work, he’d checked his phone for messages twice, and again first thing when he reached his cubicle. Nothing so far. Now he sat in front of his glowing monitor, staring at a blinking cursor on a blank page. His agent would call in his own sweet time, so there was no use anticipating.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned, expecting Wash.

But it was Lacey Lamar, immaculate in a sleek pencil skirt and signature pearls. She wore perfume, a subtle bouquet, the only person with guts enough in their scent-free workplace.

He started to rise.

“Don’t get up.” She sized him up with those clear blue eyes of hers, drawing out the pause. “We need to talk about the Robin Hood pieces.”

He leaned back in his chair. “Is something wrong with them?” 

“The story’s good, Logan. It’s front-page good. And as of now you’re not working on anything but the break-ins. We want regular coverage—unorthodox coverage. If the television news isn’t taking its cues from us on this, I’m going to be very disappointed.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“Like I said, I don’t want you working on anything but this story.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

“There’s a rumor that you’ve taken on an extracurricular project— and I’m not talking about the baseball team. Is it true you’re working on a book?”

He gave her a look of baffled innocence. “We’re on the same page here. The Robin Hood burglar is all I’m working on. Twenty-four seven. Scout’s honor, Lacey.”

“All right,” she said with a skeptical nod. “But if I hear otherwise . . .”

“You won’t.”

He could say this with all sincerity. Even though it was true he was writing a book after hours, it was also true that the Robin Hood burglaries were the only thing he was working on.

For months, his agent, Seth, had been trying to sell Logan’s manuscript in New York, but without much success. His collection of true tales from the Low Country underworld, packed with a cast of likeable, larger-than-life bad guys, was missing something. 

Editors seemed to like the writing, but the story needed some kind of hook, a narrative thread to tie all the anecdotes together.

That’s what the Robin Hood burglaries offered. At first, he was uncertain, but when the culprit struck the second time, he was convinced—along with the rest of Charleston—that this was no anomaly. Robin Hood was planning to stick around. The thief had some kind of message to impart, which meant there would be more break-ins—a series of future incidents to serve as a backbone to his history of the city’s crime.

His agent liked the new approach and found an editor who was interested. Today, Logan was supposed to hear one way or the other. But until his book was sold, he really needed his day job. And that meant placating Lacey. He dragged his attention back to her.

“You’re a good kid,” Lacey said. “You’ll turn into a good reporter some day, too—assuming there are still newspapers when you get to be my age. In the meantime, don’t go getting any ideas.

And don’t do anything stupid.”

“Who, me?”

She gave him a pointed look. “Be careful, Logan. I want you on the story, but not if you’re harboring any illusions. You may think this Robin Hood character is some kind of wacky eccentric from a Southern Gothic fairy tale, but trust me, guys like this are dangerous.”

“Stealing from the rich and giving to the poor? What’s the danger in that?”

“Whatever his motives are, they aren’t altruistic. Crime is crime. The moment you forget that, you’re in trouble.”

Turning, she walked down the aisle, her slim skirt and gray stiletto pumps drawing the eye of every man on the floor. Watching her go, Logan thought about the warning. Was it the Robin Hood burglar she wanted him to be wary of, or was it moonlighting?

With a vibrate-mode ring, his phone crawled an inch across the desk. He grabbed it and headed into the storeroom for privacy.

“You sitting down?” Seth asked.

The electricity was unmistakable. They’d been roommates in college long before Seth left for New York, so he could read the agent pretty well.

“Just tell me. Is it a go?”

“Almost. We’re at ninety-five percent.”

Logan’s throat tightened. “What do you mean, ninety-five? What happened to one hundred?”

“The good news is, Dora loves it. She took it to the committee, and it sounds like they were pretty impressed, too.”

“So what’s the snag? Are they going to offer a contract or not?” 

“There’s no snag,” Seth said. “But there is a wrinkle. You’re a first-time author, and you’re trying to sell a story that isn’t finished yet.”

“Of course it isn’t. They haven’t caught the guy. As long as he’s robbing houses, the story keeps going.”

“Which is great for the book. But not so great for the deal. They’re going to need a finished manuscript before they’ll make an offer. They want to be sure the end is as good as the beginning.”

By now, Logan was used to almost-but-not-quite successes. Most of the illusions he’d entertained about publishing were long since gone. But he still held onto a dream he could never admit to Seth. He wanted editors to be moved by his writing, to love it without qualification. No snags. No wrinkles. He’d thought this time it would happen.

“Logan, are you still there?”

“I’m here.”

“Look, this is excellent news. Finish the book, and if it’s as good as what you’ve written so far, they will make an offer. I promise. You’ve been after this too long to give up now.”

He sighed. “I know. It’s just, this story could drag on forever—” “Just write it, man. Don’t worry about the rest. And think about this. You have an opportunity a lot of writers don’t. You are part of the story. You’re the one who dubbed the guy the Robin Hood burglar. You’re covering it. Hey, you might even be the one who reveals his identity.”

“Yeah, right—”

“Actually, that would be great for the book. But the point is, you should be living, eating, and sleeping this story from now until the end. Make it yours, okay? Do that and let me take care of the rest.”

They hung up and Logan tucked his phone away. Lacey and Seth might be on opposite sides in this situation, but for once they were both telling him the same thing. This Robin Hood story was his future. It was everything.

Which meant he had to do more than sneak Wash Tillman out for some dramatic nighttime photos. He had to get in front of the Robin Hood burglaries and stay there.
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Deeanne Gist!

Do you believe in love at first fight?

When Drew O'Connor wins the headstrong Lady
Constance Morrow as his bride, he soon finds this
marriage of convenience has become a most inconve-
nient thing indeed.

ABride Most Begrudging





OEBPS/images/9781441207487_0335_002.jpg
Everything’s set for their wedding...
now someone needs to tell the bride.

Anna Ivey needs a job. Joe Denton needs a wife. Can’
this handsome lumberjack convince his festy cook
1o be his beloved before he loses all he holds dear-
including her?

A Bride in the Bargain
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