
   [image: cover]

   
      
         
            Christmas with an Angel

            Debbie Mason

         

         
            [image: alt]

            New York    Boston

         

      
   


   
      
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

            Copyright © 2016 by Debbie Mazzuca

Excerpt from Starlight Bridge copyright © 2016 by Debbie Mazzuca

            Cover design by Elizabeth Turner

Cover copyright © 2016 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

            The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

            Forever Yours

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104
hachettebookgroup.com
twitter.com/foreverromance

            First edition: December 2016

            Forever Yours is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing.

The Forever Yours name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.

            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            ISBN 978-1-4789-4809-4

            E3-20161021-DA-NF

         

      
   


    Table of Contents

  

	Cover

   	Title Page

   	Copyright

   	Chapter One

   	Chapter Two

   	Chapter Three

   	Chapter Four

   	A Preview of STARLIGHT BRIDGE

   	About the Author

   	Don’t Miss Debbie Mason’s Bestselling Christmas, Colorado Series

   	Newsletters



    
    Navigation
   

   

	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

   	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    



  
   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Tomorrow was to be Michael Gallagher’s wedding day. And now it wasn’t. His bride-to-be had just called the whole thing off.

         Michael sat beside his cousin on the front steps of the manor watching the taillights of the limos that carried the bridal party fade from view, waiting for the misery and despair to kick in.

         Nothing. All he felt was relief.

         He rubbed his hands over his face as he tried to come to terms with his momentous mistake. “How did I miss it, Liam? How did I not know who Bethany really was? That…woman was not the one I fell in love with.” When Liam stayed silent, Michael lowered his hands and glanced at his cousin. “Just say it, I’m an idiot.”

         “Well…” Liam grinned and patted Michael’s back. “What can I say? You got played, bro. She showed you exactly what you wanted to see.”

         “For two bloody years?”

         “The amount of time you two actually spent together probably added up to three months.”

         “You know she’s been living with me for almost a year, don’t you?”

         “Yeah, and I know you. You’re a workaholic, and you made up for it by giving her everything she wanted. Until now.”

         Michael hated to admit it, but Liam was right. As an only child, Bethany was used to getting her way. Her parents spoiled her, and Michael had basically done the same. Now he was paying the price. Along with his Irish wolfhound, Atticus, and possibly his entire family.

         In the two hours that had passed since she’d thrown her engagement ring at him, Bethany had been busy plotting her revenge. She’d already had the locks on his condo changed, planned to keep him from his dog, and hired a lawyer who she vowed would tie Michael up in court for the foreseeable future and smear his family’s good name.

         They weren’t idle threats. Her wealthy Boston family had the clout and connections to make them happen.

         “I gotta get in touch with my dad and let him know what she’s up to.” This was going to get worse before it got better. He’d be lucky if anyone would hire him once the Adamses got through tearing him to shreds in the court of public opinion. “So, is your pal Marco just kidding around when he says he’s got mob connections? A hit man’s sounding pretty good about now.”

         “The guy has been spouting that crap since grade school,” Liam said with a laugh. Then his laughter faded. “You’re joking, right?”

         “Yeah, I just have no idea how I’m going to stop this. How I’m going to get Atticus back and protect the family and the manor.”

         “Knock it off with the I. We’ve got your back. And I’m here to look after the manor.”

         “No shit? What changed your mind?”

         “Sophie and Mia. Instead of only thinking about what the family’s lost over the past seven years, they reminded me of all the good times we had here.” Liam looked down at his hands clasped between his legs then glanced at Michael. “I’ve spent the past seven years keeping everyone at arm’s length and avoiding Greystone, and Harmony Harbor. I didn’t realize it’s exactly where I needed to be.”

         “Spoken like a man in love. And speaking as a man who’s just been duped, dumped, and possibly hung out to dry, I should probably caution you that women aren’t always what they seem, but I won’t, because you and I both know you got lucky. I’m happy for you, buddy.”

         “Thanks. Along those lines, I have a favor to ask.”

         “Sure. Shoot.”

         Liam looked back at the closed doors then leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I was wondering how you’d feel about me and Soph getting married tomorrow? I haven’t asked her yet. I wanted to check with you first. Everything’s been ordered and it seems a shame to let it go to waste. But if you—”

         “You don’t even have to ask. Well, you have to ask Sophie, but I’m good. Actually, it’s kind of perfect that your wedding’s on me. After all, you two would have gotten together a long time ago if I hadn’t screwed things up for you.” Sophie might have dated him for a couple of months that long-ago summer, but it had always been his cousin she wanted. He didn’t blame her. Back then, Liam had been the better man. Maybe Bethany was Michael’s karmic retribution.

         He’d screwed up a lot of things that summer. Including the life of Shay Angel, the girl he’d fallen in love with while he was dating Sophie. Shay had been the one who got away. The girl who’d broken his heart. He had a feeling she wouldn’t see it the same way. If he had any doubts, they’d been laid to rest Thanksgiving weekend. He’d been at the Salty Dog, her uncle Charlie’s bar. It was the first time Michael had seen her in eight years. She’d looked right through him, like he didn’t exist.

         “Come on, Mike. That was a long time ago. You didn’t know I was in love with Soph. If I’d told—”

         “I was a jerk back then, Liam. You know it, and I know it. So I can’t say I would have done the right thing. But I can now. The wedding’s as good as paid for. I’ve canceled my credit and debit cards so Bethany can’t totally wipe me out. Sophie and the staff worked their asses off catering to her, it’s the least I can do.” He stood up and dusted the snow from his black dress coat. “Go ask your girl to marry you.”

         “Where are you going?”

         “To the bar to get drunk.”

         Liam scratched his chin. “Which bar?”

         “Salty Dog. I’m walking, and it’s closest to the manor.”

         “The closest bar would be in the manor. Never took you for a masochist, buddy. After tonight, do you really want to put yourself in the crosshairs of Charlie and Shay Angel?”

         Maybe he was a masochist. Or maybe he wanted to wipe out his karmic debt so he didn’t have another Bethany come into his life and take another gigantic bite out of his ass. And the one way he knew how to do that was to find a way to make up for the five years Shay had lost because of him. If nothing else, he needed her forgiveness.

         
              

         

         Michael stood beside a twenty-foot replica of a sailboat mast decorated with red and green Christmas lights, a fiberglass bulldog standing guard in the crow’s nest above. He glanced in the half-fogged window framed with gold garland. The bulldog could have been a stand-in for the Salty Dog’s owner, who just happened to be manning the bar tonight with a woman. Even with her back to him, Michael knew it was Shay. He’d recognize that thick fall of inky-black hair and the curves of her long, lithe body anywhere. He didn’t know why he’d expected to catch a break tonight of all nights. The last time he’d been here, Liam had snuck him in through a side door. If Charlie Angel had seen him that night, he would have run Michael out of the bar at the end of a shotgun.

         The old man blamed him for Shay’s five-year stint in prison for grand theft auto. It didn’t matter that she’d stolen Michael’s Corvette and broken his heart; in Charlie’s eyes, he was the thief who’d robbed him of his niece. Michael blamed the old man as much as he blamed himself. Like Fagin in Oliver Twist, Charlie Angel had set his niece on a life of crime.

         Maybe Liam had been right after all. On top of everything else, Michael didn’t need to deal with Charlie Angel too. Michael went to walk away at the same time a gust of wind caught the edge of the mast. The wood frame creaked and moaned. There was a loud pop, and then another. Sparks from the exploding Christmas lights rained down on his head. As he brushed them from his hair and coat, he noted the men bellied up to the bar looking at him through the window. He knew the moment Charlie Angel spotted him; the old man’s inventive curses mingled with the Christmas carols that filtered from the bar. Less than two seconds later, Michael found himself staring down the wrong end of a double-barrel shotgun.

         He ducked, moving to press his back against the brick below the window. Between Bethany and the old man, he was done. He wasn’t going to take it anymore. They could find another whipping boy. “You crazy son of a bitch, put the gun away before I call the cops,” Michael yelled, and held up his phone.

         Boom. The building rocked against his back, and glass shattered over and around him, the tips of his fingers burning as the phone was blasted from his hand.

         “Dammit, Charlie, do you know how much it’s going to cost to replace that window? Ben, see if we have any plywood at the back. Okay, good. Appreciate it,” he heard a familiar feminine voice say over the beeping car alarms and “We Wish You a Merry Christmas.”

         Her voice was as sultry as Michael remembered. It used to turn him on, but right now it ticked him off. Her uncle had nearly blown off his hand, and all she could think about was replacing the window?

         “Are you freaking kidding me?” Michael muttered as he carefully shook the glass from his coat and hair and came to his feet. He scanned the street to make sure no one else had been hit before shoving open the door and storming into the bar. The place was packed and smelled like warm bodies, pretzels, beer, and…gunpowder. Everyone swiveled on their barstools to stare at him, people at the tables and on the dance floor craning their necks to get a look.

         He opened his mouth to tear into the old man with the full head of white hair and scruffy beard leaning against the end of the bar, but the tirade stuck in his throat. Shay stood beside her uncle with the shotgun in her hands, and all Michael could do was stare. He’d seen her briefly when he’d snuck in the bar with Liam in November. She’d been carrying a motorcycle helmet and dressed from head to toe in black leather, looking badass, ticked off when she first spotted him, and exceptionally hot.

         She looked just as hot tonight in a black thermal Henley, tight jeans, and high-heeled leather boots, but what she didn’t look like was ticked off. Which was probably a good thing since she was holding a gun. Given the man who’d raised her, she’d know how to use it. If he had to guess at the emotion in her long-lashed gray eyes, he’d say it was shock. As though to prove him right, they narrowed at her uncle. “You said you shot at a rat.”

         “Yep, it was a big bastard. About six-two with eyes of blue,” Charlie said with a smirk.

         Michael drew his gaze from Shay and stalked to the old man. “You think it’s funny, do you? Let’s see if you’re still laughing when I have you charged with unlawful discharge of a firearm, intent to injure—”

         The old man sneered. “It’d be just like you to charge me, Gallagher. It wasn’t enough that you had my girl locked—”

         A flush stained Shay’s cheeks as she scanned the bar before cutting off her uncle. “Knock it off, Charlie. He’s right. It was stupid and irresponsible. You could have hurt someone.”

         “Really, you’re defending him now, are you? The man who—”

         “I said knock it off.” Shay gave her uncle a don’t-mess-with-me look. It was hard, edgy. The look of a woman who’d done time and knew how to handle herself. Shay had never been soft and easy, and God how he’d loved that about her. He’d wanted her from the first moment he saw her riding her Harley down Main Street. Cocky and confident and so damn gorgeous she took his breath away. But this was a level of toughness he’d never seen in her before, and knowing the reason for the change, he felt guilty for the part he’d played.

         “Don’t know what’s got you all fired up. He looks fine to me,” Charlie said.

         “You shot my phone out of my hand and nearly blew off my fingers.” Michael held up his powder-burned digits. Come to think of it, they hurt like hell. He lifted his fingers to his mouth and blew on them, narrowing his eyes at Shay when she pressed her lips together, a glint of amusement in her eyes.

         As though sensing the tension had passed, someone at the bar yelled, “What’s a guy gotta do to get a drink around here? Give him a phone and a beer on the house, will ya?”

         “Yeah, that’s right. Here, Gallagher, take my seat. The night’s young,” an older man, who Michael recognized as one of Charlie’s cronies, got off the barstool and patted it. Then nudged his head at his best friend. “Come on, Angel, let’s give Ben a hand finding that plywood. It’s cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey.”

         Charlie slid Michael’s fingers a look as he walked by and grinned.

         “I should have my head read for not charging him,” Michael muttered as he took a seat.

         Shay bent to put the shotgun under the counter, hesitated for a minute then straightened and laid three brand-new cell phones on the bar in front of him. He looked from the cell phones to her. “Seriously? I’m an assistant district attorney, and you’re bribing me with stolen goods?”

         “Who said they’re stolen?”

         He raised an eyebrow. “Put them away, and I’ll pretend that didn’t just happen.” He nudged them toward her with the tips of his fingers without thinking, drawing a sharp breath through his teeth. “Jesus, that hurts.”

         Her lips twitched as she scooped up the phones and returned them to the shelf. Then she reached for his hand, took it in hers, and softly blew on his fingers while looking at him from under her lashes. “Thank you. I appreciate you not pressing charges against him.”

         The feel of her warm breath caressing his fingers, those familiar gray eyes caressing his face, sent a shot of heated awareness through him. Shifting uncomfortably on the barstool, he cleared his throat. “I didn’t do it for him.”

         She held his gaze. “I know.”

         The spell she’d cast over him was broken by the redheaded man who sat on the barstool beside Michael. “Hey, Gallagher, whatcha doin’ here, anyway? Thought your rehearsal dinner was tonight.”

         The man on the other side of the redhead leaned forward. “Mac made the cake for your big day. It’s a beaut.”

         “My wife’s helping with the flowers. They’ve been working nonstop the past two days,” an older man a few barstools down said.

         Shay released his hand and avoided his eyes. “Okay, boys, who needs a refill?”

         As several of the men lifted their empty mugs, another old-timer at the far end of the bar said, “Give Gallagher a beer on me. It means a lot to all of us here in Harmony, you having your wedding at the manor, son.”

         “Yeah, give him one for me too.”

         “And me,” the redhead said, patting Michael companionably on the back.

         Feeling accepted by the people of Harmony Harbor wasn’t a common occurrence for Michael. He’d always been looked upon as an outsider and had never felt like he belonged. He was the governor’s son, one of the rich Gallaghers, a summer Gallagher. He didn’t relish the prospect of breaking the easy camaraderie, but they’d find out soon enough.

         “The wedding’s off,” he said.

         The bar went quiet, and all eyes turned in his direction.

         “Dammit,” Shay swore as the beer she’d been pouring splashed onto the bar.

         “What did you just say?” the man at the end of the bar asked, his voice not so friendly now.

         “I said, I’m not getting married tomorrow.”

         “Too bad Charlie missed,” someone muttered at the same time the man down from him said, “My wife’s been slaving away over those arrangements. What the hell are they supposed to do now?”

         “Mac’s been working overtime making sure that your wedding cake—” a man began before someone else cut him off.

         “Everyone in town—”

         Michael raised the fingers of his good hand to his lips and whistled to be heard over the people shouting their questions and recalling their offers of beer. “Calm down,” he said when they finally quieted. “There’s going to be a wedding, just not mine. Everyone will be paid.”

         There were several relieved cheers and a smattering of applause, and the music came back on.

         Shay slid a beer and a bag of ice down the bar to him.

         He glanced at her. “Thanks.”

         “So what gives? Why aren’t you getting married?” the guy beside him asked.

         “My fiancée dumped me two hours ago,” he said into his beer.

         “Holy shit!” The redhead swiveled on his stool and yelled loud enough for the entire bar to hear, “Gallagher’s fiancée dumped him!”

         “Whoa, that’s rough, man,” the guy a couple of stools down said, which started a groundswell of sympathetic support for Michael.

         “Well, that’s not the worst of it. She changed the locks on my condo”—Michael’s new best friend shared that with the bar too—“packed all my stuff up and threatened to throw it out.” He waited for his bar buddy to share that news before adding, “And she’s holding my dog hostage.”

         If possible, his new friends were angrier than Michael. Apparently no one messed with someone’s dog in Harmony Harbor and got away with it. Thanks to Michael’s tale of woe, he’d officially been welcomed into the fold. The beer kept coming, and he was well on his way to accomplishing one of his goals for the night—he was getting drunk.

         And because he was, he joined his new friends shouting, “Another angel just got their wings,” every time Shay rang in an order on the old-fashioned cash register. Only this time Michael changed it up. “Shay just got her wings.”

         She glanced at him over her shoulder, gave her head a slight shake, and then smiled. “You’re cut off, Gallagher.”

         Shay was no angel and never would be. But unlike his ex-fiancée, she’d never pretended to be something she wasn’t.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         We’re getting married!”

         Michael jolted upright in bed, and a dull pain roared through his head. Had yesterday been a dream and he was actually getting married today? Dear God, say it isn’t so. He rubbed his temples, trying to bring the night into focus. No, he’d been sober when Charlie shot the phone from his hand, so he couldn’t call Bethany and ask her for a second chance. Something he might have done when he was drunk in a bid to get Atticus back and protect his family.

         Oh hell, had he asked Shay to marry him? It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility. He’d been blotto, feeling sorry for himself, and hanging around her had reminded him how much he’d once loved her. Factor in his guilt that he was the reason…No, he’d probably have a boot mark on his ass if he’d asked her to marry him. He considered checking, but the idea of moving made his stomach turn.

         “Wake up, wake up, we’re getting married today!” Mia shouted outside his door. Her feet pounding down the hall sounded like a herd of elephants.

         “Thank God.” Michael fell back against the pillows in relief. Pain throbbed behind his eyes at the jarring movement, and he grabbed his head. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this hung over. Oh wait, he did. It was the morning after Shay had been arrested. While he’d done a stand-up job accomplishing his goal to get drunk, he hadn’t made amends to her. Although not pressing charges against her crazy-ass uncle probably was a good start, it wasn’t enough. He knew this because he’d seen the ink between her thumb and forefinger—five dots. It was a common tattoo among inmates, a physical reminder of what she’d been through. He didn’t want to think about the reminders he couldn’t see.

         The room phone on the nightstand rang. He covered his ears in hopes it would stop. It didn’t. Leery of making a sudden move, he reached over and patted down the table then lifted the phone to slowly bring it to his ear. “Hello.”

         “Guess the rumor is true,” Liam said with a laugh.

         “Please tell me I didn’t ask someone to marry me. And if you don’t mind, lower your voice and keep it to silent laughter.”

         “Rumor’s true. He got shit-faced,” Liam yelled to someone.

         “Jesus, what part of ‘lower your voice’ didn’t you understand? Who are you sharing my business with?” He inched his way to a sitting positon. “I think I’m going to throw up.”

         “Griffin and Aidan, they just got in. I’ll make it fast. I want you to stand up for me. I’d make you my best man, but then I’d have to listen to Marco whine all night. So what do you say?”

         “You’re still yelling,” Michael said as he slowly moved his legs toward the floor. “If I don’t fall flat on my face when I get up, I’d be honored to stand up for you. Congratulations. I’m glad Sophie said yes because I think I might have outted your plans to everyone at the bar last night. By the way, your daughter is as loud as you are. She’s running up and down the halls announcing you’re getting married.”

         Liam laughed. “Sorry,” he said when Michael groaned. “Wedding’s not till three, so go back to bed and sleep it off. I’ll give you a wake-up call at two. Hey, speaking of phones, something’s wrong with yours. I called you last night and again this morning. All I got—”

         “My phone’s dead. Charlie Angel shot it.”

         “Are you kidding me?”

         “I wish I were. SIM card isn’t damaged, but I need a new phone. Any idea where I can buy one in town? I have to get in touch with my housekeeper about Atticus, and I don’t remember her number. Any numbers for that matter. I’m lost without the damn thing.”

         “Check out O’Malley’s, but I doubt you’ll find one there. You’ll probably have to head to Bridgeport.”

         
              

         

         Michael kicked the black Range Rover’s deflated tire then brought his hand to his head and groaned.

         Jasper looked up from shoveling the walkway to the manor. “Is there a problem, Master Michael?”

         “Someone slashed all four of my tires,” he said from where he stood in the parking lot. And he had a good idea who—Bethany or one of her bridesmaids.

         “Shall I call someone from the garage?”

         “Yeah.” Michael reached for his wallet in his back pocket to pull out his roadside assistance card and remembered that he’d canceled his credit and bank cards. At the most, he had forty bucks in cash. There was no way he’d ask for a loan either. He felt like a big enough fool for getting taken in by Bethany. “What time does the bank close?”

         “They closed at noon. It’s Christmas Eve, Master Michael,” Jasper said in response to Michael’s curse. “Now that I think about it, in all likelihood the garage will be closed as well. You’re welcome to borrow the estate car. Sophie won’t be using it today.”

         “Thanks, Jeeves.” Michael could hold off on new tires for a couple of days, but he couldn’t hold off on a new phone. He knew exactly where to get one for free. Maybe while he was at it, he’d figure out a way to make amends with Shay.

         Jasper’s eyes widened slightly when Michael reached him to get the keys. “You smell very much like your grandmother,” the older man said, unable to hide the hint of a smile.

         Michael sighed. “She said I smelled like pretzels and beer and doused me in rose water. I couldn’t find my clothes. You wouldn’t happen to know where they disappeared to, would you?” He had on the black suit and white dress shirt that he’d worn yesterday.

         “Yes, and I’m afraid they would have been no use to you in the condition they were in. I should have mentioned it to you last night. I’ll have Master Liam bring you a change of clothes.”

         Bethany strikes again. “It’s okay. I’ll buy…” He made a frustrated sound in his throat. “Thanks, I’ll be back within the hour.” It was twelve-thirty; he’d have plenty of time to get ready for the wedding.

         “You may want to drive with the windows down, Master Michael. The estate car wasn’t damaged in the fire, but the smell of smoke has permeated the leather interior.”

         
              

         

         Apparently driving with the windows open and freezing his ass off didn’t help.

         Charlie Angel stopped wiping down the bar when Michael walked in and scrunched up his haggard face. “You been out fighting fires with your cousin?”

         “No, the car—”

         Eyes narrowed, the old man cut him off. “What are you doing here?”

         Michael scanned the dimly lit interior. There were two parties of four sitting at adjoining tables, and aside from a couple of guys tuning their guitars on the raised stage, the place was empty. Michael sat on a stool and tossed his phone on the bar. “I need a new one.”

         “Looks like, but what does that have to do with me?” There was a twinkle in the old man’s eyes when he picked up the phone and turned it over in his weathered hands.

         “You owe me, and I need a phone. No one in town sells them.” When Charlie lifted his hands, Michael said, “Shay offered me a replacement phone from under the bar last night, so don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

         The old man searched Michael’s face then bent to look under the bar and came back up with a phone in his hand. He tossed it to Michael. It was the exact make and model of his. “You’re full of surprises, Gallagher. Always took you for a black-and-white kind of guy, by the book.”

         “I am, and I’ll be returning this, but I need to get in touch with someone.” He dug in his back pocket for his wallet and handed the forty dollars to Charlie. “Any chance you’ve got a couple pay-as-you-go cards?”

         Charlie pocketed the money and picked up the phone. “That’ll cover a couple hours.”

         Hours? Michael scowled at the man but let it go. He looked over his shoulder. “Shay around?”

         The old man’s eyes darted around the bar as he shifted from one foot to the other, his hand tightening around the rag. “What do you want with her?”

         “I…” He frowned. If he wasn’t mistaken, Shay’s uncle was nervous, maybe even panicked. “What’s wrong? Has something happened to Shay?”

         Charlie snarled, “Don’t pretend you care, Gallagher. If it wasn’t for you—”

         “Stop right there. It’s because of you she ended up in prison, not me. She was protecting you.” It was something Michael had always believed but had never been able to prove. “She drove my brand-new Corvette into a chop shop and they were raided. You think the cops would have believed me if I said I’d given her my car? There was nothing I could do or say to protect her.” Even if there had been, his parents were involved at that point. Namely, his mother. “I loved her, old man. I wasn’t the one having her running cons since she was twelve.”

         Charlie’s eyes searched his at the same time he slowly nodded. “You’re right. I screwed up when she was a kid. I know I did. But I love that girl. And I’m clean—”

         Michael held up the phone.

         He waved his hand as though lifting cell phones and reselling them wasn’t a big deal. Given the old man’s past history, it probably wasn’t. “She’s in trouble. It’s bad, Gallagher. The guys she’s running with…” Charlie rubbed his hand across his mouth.

         “Who’s she running with, Charlie? What kind of trouble is she in?” If any of his clients told him what Charlie just did, Michael would have asked the questions calmly in a controlled manner. But this was Shay they were talking about, and he fired the questions at the old man in a voice tinged with both anger and worry, anger that Shay would put her freedom at risk and worry that she was in over her head.

         “How do I know you won’t turn her in to the cops?”

         Michael wanted to make amends, but this sounded like way more than he’d bargained for. He wasn’t sure how far he’d have to go to protect her. But if there was a possibility he could get her out of a bad situation before she ended up in prison… “Give me a hundred bucks. Just do it,” he said when Charlie’s brow furrowed.

         The old man walked to the till, the ring of the cash register reminding Michael of last night. He saw Shay standing there, her smile when he told her she’d gotten her wings. He’d been too drunk, too mesmerized by her face and the memories, to have read anything into her smile or the emotion that he’d seen in her gray eyes. Maybe it hadn’t been there; maybe it’d been his imagination, but he’d felt like she’d been remembering that long-ago summer too.

         Charlie returned with the money, and Michael took the bill. “You’ve just retained me as your lawyer, and Shay’s. Anything you tell me falls under attorney–client privilege. I can’t tell anyone without your permission.”

         “You do this, you help her, and your debt to the Angels is wiped clean.”

         Michael bit back a heated response. He didn’t owe the old man anything. Charlie’s debt to Shay was bigger than Michael’s would ever be. But that was between Shay and her uncle. “I don’t have all day.” Michael glanced at his watch. He had a little more than an hour left before the wedding.

         “Shay hasn’t been around much since she got out. She checks in a couple times a year, stays a day or two at most. Then she shows up at Thanksgiving and decides she’s going to stay awhile. I didn’t think anything of it, just glad to have her around, you know—” A barmaid approached, and Charlie stopped talking to fill her order. He waited until she walked away to continue. “Anyway, Jimmy and Eric, they’re a couple of lowlifes, dealing drugs down at the harbor front. Pills and weed, not enough to put them on the cops’ radar. Back in November, though, word on the street was that they’re mixed up with a gang working out of Bridgeport. They’re dealing heroin. The stuff’s so pure, the junkies can’t handle it. A couple deaths on the outskirts of town were linked to it. They’re calling it ‘Hollywood’ heroin.”

         Michael had heard of it, and there had been more than two deaths attributed to the drug. He crumpled the money in his hand. “Are you telling me Shay’s mixed up in this?” He didn’t know if he could help her if she was, didn’t know if he wanted to.

         “I don’t know. I can’t get her to talk. She just brushes me off. But Shay and Eric go way back. They used to”—his face flushed—“run cons together.”

         “Great. So she’s gone from stealing cars to dealing drugs.”

         “You can’t make me feel any guiltier than I already do, Gallagher. I’d tell you to get the hell out of my bar if I didn’t think you could get through to her. But Shay and drugs.” He shook his head. “Never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. Saw her down on the wharf, selling pills to…Never mind, best if you don’t know. Anyway, after that, Jimmy and Eric came around. I think they tried to warn her out of their territory. Shay, she don’t scare easy. Neither do I.” He looked Michael in the eye. “But I’m scared now. She’s hooked up with those two. They’ve been hanging out. Not here, I don’t hold no truck with drugs, but I’ve seen the three of them together. Two nights ago, they were joined by another guy. Shay can handle Eric and Jimmy, but him…He’s bad news. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that he’s meeting up with them at the same time I start hearing rumbles about a big shipment arriving in Bridgeport. If that happens, I don’t want her anywhere around.”

         “You want me to threaten her? Tell her I’ll turn her in?”

         “Yeah. She’d believe you. She doesn’t believe me.”

         “You’ve threatened to go to the cops?”

         He bowed his head and nodded. “Yeah.” His eyes filled when he lifted them. “If the people involved are who I think they are, the only way she’ll get out is in a box.”

         “Is she using?” He hadn’t seen any visible signs that she was.

         “No, no way. I’d stake my life on it. She was young when my brother and her mother died, but she remembers. Used to see it in her eyes. She knows the how and the why of it. She wouldn’t go down that road.”

         Michael didn’t know much about Shay’s past. She and her two sisters had been sent to live with Charlie when their parents died. A few years after they’d been with him, Social Services removed them from Charlie’s care. The girls were separated, and no one seemed to know where her sisters ended up, but Shay hadn’t been easy to place. She’d run away from every foster home she’d been put in. Always making her way back to Harmony Harbor and Charlie.

         Her early life had been difficult and only got worse after she met Michael. He didn’t condone what she did then either. She didn’t have to steal his car; he would have given it to her if she’d asked. He would have done anything just to see her smile, to see her happy. Yet indirectly he was responsible for her being sent to prison. If his mother had shown even an ounce of empathy instead of doggedly pursuing the case and pulling strings, Shay would have served a year and paid a fine. In Maura Gallagher’s eyes, Shay’s biggest crime was not stealing Michael’s car; it was stealing his heart.

         That’s the only reason Michael wouldn’t drive directly to the police station and fill them in. He’d try and set her on another path before it was too late. “Where can I find her?”

         “She’s not at home, and I haven’t seen her since last night. You could try the shacks on the harbor front.” The brightly painted fishermen’s shacks had been converted into storefronts for artisans during the summer tourist season.

         “There’s too much foot traffic on the harbor front even at this time of year. Besides, if what you’re saying is true, they’ll want somewhere out of the way. Somewhere with easy access to the water. Any abandoned warehouses or buildings in Bridgeport that you can think of?”

         “The old Marine Paint Factory. Closed down five months ago. She’s driving a black Challenger Hellcat.”

         No surprise there, the woman had a need for speed. Michael glanced at his watch as he got off the stool. He had to be back at the manor in forty-five minutes. “If I can’t find her in the next fifteen minutes, I’ll go back out tonight.”

         “You’ll let me know?”

         “Yes, and I’ll do my best to get her out of town. But, Charlie, I’ll tell you what I’m telling Shay. She has twenty-four hours before I call in an anonymous tip to the police. I won’t disclose where I got the information or Shay’s involvement.”

         The old man nodded with a resigned expression on his face. He knew as well as Michael did, that if Shay didn’t leave town, she was already lost to Charlie. “Thanks, I appreciate you sticking your neck out for my girl.” He thrust his hand at Michael.

         “She used to be my girl too,” he said, meeting the old man’s eyes as he shook his hand. In that moment of shared connection, Michael knew that he’d won Charlie Angel’s forgiveness, no matter the outcome. Sadly for Shay, Michael saw only two ways for this to go—bad and really bad.

         What he didn’t realize at that moment was the outcome for him might be worse.

         A bitterly cold wind whipped across the Atlantic and whistled through the car’s windows as Michael drove along the water toward Bridgeport. The downturn in the fishing industry had hit the industrial part of town hard. There were several boarded-up buildings on either side of the road. In the distance, he spotted three red barnlike structures. A crumbling brick smokestack stood beside the largest of the three buildings that were built on stilts and stone footings over the water. He squinted through the windshield and made out the faded white letters advertising the Marine Paint Factory. The buildings looked abandoned. The only signs of life were the seagulls sitting on the broken railroad ties and two harbor seals sunning on the rocks close to shore. If the shipment was coming in by water, this would be an ideal place to unload and store the product with the residents of Bridgeport none the wiser.

         There weren’t any vehicles that he could see, but he decided to take a closer look and turned onto the narrow, dirt road to the factory. First thing he spotted was a black Challenger—as sleek and sexy as its owner—partially concealed by trees. There were no other vehicles around, but that didn’t mean Shay was on her own. Given what Charlie had said about the recent addition to her crew, Michael wasn’t taking any chances. He scoped out a place to conceal his car.

         The gravel crunched under the tires as he slowly drove toward a Dumpster on the opposite side of the lot and parked behind a small shed. He noted a FOR SALE sign leaning against the first building and decided that was as good a cover as any. If he ran into anyone other than Shay, he’d pretend he was interested in buying the property.

         He carefully closed the car door then moved behind the Dumpster to scan the area around the three buildings. A narrow path between the front two led to the biggest structure that backed onto the water. The snow on the path looked like it had been trampled, and Michael made his way toward it, staying low in case anyone happened to be standing near the windows at the front of the building that looked like it may have once contained offices.

         The footprints in the snow were fresh. As he bent to determine if they were Shay’s, a blow to the back of his head took him to his knees. The last thing he saw before his world went black was Shay’s face. She didn’t look happy to see him.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         I’ll take care of him.”

         The man’s offer sounded good to Michael. A glass of water, painkillers, and an ice pack were the first things he’d ask for. His head was pounding, and his brain was fuzzy. He didn’t remember where he was. It didn’t help that he was having a difficult time opening his eyes. He went to lift his hand…The rope cutting into his wrists immediately cleared the fog from his brain. He clenched his jaw and forced his eyelids to open.

         A skinny guy wearing a black bomber jacket and jeans stood in front of him with a gun in his hand. Apparently painkillers and ice weren’t in the cards for him.

         Shay came into view in the dimly lit space. “Give me that.” The tension in Michael’s chest released when she took the gun from the guy. Only to return when she said, “I’ll take care of him.”

         “Great. You wouldn’t happen to have any painkillers lying around, would you?” Michael asked in an attempt to defuse the situation. His voice was rough, the words hard to get out of his mouth. He began to think the effort was wasted on Shay. There was no softening of her expression or amusement in her steel-gray eyes.

         The guy smirked. “A bullet to the brain will take care of that. Shoot him and put him out of his misery, Shay.”

         “I’m not shooting anyone, Jimmy,” she muttered, sticking the gun in the back of her jeans as she moved toward Michael. He was just beginning to think that he might actually make it out of this alive when Jimmy advanced on Shay with a knife.

         Michael opened his mouth to warn her, but she’d already pivoted, knocking the blade from Jimmy’s hand with her arm. Then she expertly delivered an uppercut to the man’s jaw, dropping him to the floor.

         Jimmy shook his head as though to clear it and lifted his hand to his jaw. “You’re going to pay—” he began to snarl at Shay, but from the way he wouldn’t make eye contact with her, it was more bravado than threat.

         “You ever pull a stunt like that on me again, Jimmy, you’ll wish you were dead. Now get your ass off the floor.” She walked to Michael and reached into the pocket of his coat. Their eyes met and held. Hers were no longer cold and hard. If he read the emotion right, he’d say it was concern. Maybe fear. And since Shay Angel seemed fearless, it was obvious he was in trouble.

         She turned and tossed the keys at Jimmy, who was still sitting on the floor. “While I figure out how to clean up the mess you made, get rid of his car.”

         “The guy was snooping around. What was I supposed to do?”

         “Stay out of sight until he left. Not try to bash his brains in with a two-by-four.”

         Jesus, no wonder his head hurt. Michael went to raise his hand to check for blood and felt the burn of the ropes on his wrists. He was tied to a chair.

         Jimmy pushed himself off the floor. “Good luck explaining to Keller why you didn’t off the guy.”

         “I don’t answer to anyone, Jimmy. Remember that.”

         “Keep telling yourself that, Angel. These guys don’t mess around. If you’re not careful, we’ll all wind up dead.”

         “No one’s going to end up dead, but if you don’t get rid of his car, we’ll have his cousin”—she lifted her chin at Michael—“breathing down our necks, and we can kiss our share of the three million goodbye.”

         Jimmy frowned. “Who—”

         “He’s a DEA agent.”

         Jimmy cursed himself and Michael all the way out the door.

         As soon as it closed behind him, Shay turned on Michael. “What the hell were you doing out there?”

         “Looking for you. Charlie sent me—”

         She blanched. “How did he know where to—”

         “He knows about the shipment. He knows what you’re involved with, and he wants you out of it. Now. Before it’s too late. Jesus, Shay, how did you get mixed up in this? Why—”

         “Bring him in.” Her chin dipped to her chest, a hint of panic in her voice as she grabbed the knife off the floor. “He needs to be contained before someone—”

         “Really? I seem to be a little tied up at the moment,” Michael said, angry all over again at what she was doing and the people she’d hurt.

         She ignored him. Walking around the chair to crouch behind him, she gently moved the hair on the back of his head. “You need stitches. Do you think you can walk without passing out?” Cold steel pressed against the back of his hands.

         “Probably. Why?”

         “Because, you idiot,” she said as she sawed through the ropes, “I’m trying to save your life.”

         “That’s rich coming from a woman who is throwing away hers.” He turned his head to look down at her. “Leave with me. I can get a deal for you in exchange for turning state’s evidence.”

         “Too late. I’m in too deep.”

         “It’s never too late. We can put you in witness protection.” He held her gaze as the last of the ropes fell away from his hands and feet. “I’m going to the police as soon as I get out of here.”

         She gave him a slow smile. “Who said you’re getting out of here?”

         “You implied—”

         “I’m hiding you until this is over.” She helped him out of the chair, patting down his pockets with her free hand as she did. She pulled out his phone, dropped it on the floor, and raised her foot.

         “No, wait. I need to…” She slammed her high-heeled boot onto the phone, shattering the screen. He bowed his head, and the room spun. He swayed on his feet. Shay wrapped an arm around his waist, keeping him upright.

         “Lean on me.” She searched his face. “Do you think you can make it to—”

         “I’ll be fine. But I’m not leaving without my SIM card.”

         “Ex still holding your dog hostage, is she?” Shay said as she bent to retrieve the card from his phone.

         “Yes, and apparently my other ex is planning on holding me hostage.”

         The smile she gave him faded when the door opened and a man built like an MMA fighter walked in. He wore a motorcycle jacket, a cobweb tattoo inked on the side of his thick neck. Shay might not be willing to commit murder for the cause, but the dark-haired man with the goatee obviously would, and had. She stiffened then positioned herself between Michael and the man he presumed to be Keller.

         “Were you planning on going somewhere, Angel?” Keller’s smile didn’t reach his cold, flat stare.

         Before she could answer, Jimmy and another man walked in. Michael had a faint memory of the tall, lean twentysomething guy with the shaggy, dirty-blond hair. Eric Stewart. He’d never approved of Shay’s relationship with Michael.

         Eric’s gaze jerked from Michael to Shay. “What’s he doing here?”

         “I’m looking to invest in Bridgeport and was told this property was for sale. Your friend there”—Michael lifted his chin at Jimmy— “apparently thought I was trespassing. I didn’t know the property had been sold. So if you’d give me the keys to my car, I’ll be on my way.”

         “Your car’s swimming with the fishes, but don’t worry, you’ll be joining it real soon,” Keller promised with a cold smile.

         Shay slowly moved her hand toward her back. She was going for her gun. As if Keller sensed what she was doing, he opened his jacket to reveal a Five-seveN semiautomatic pistol. “You better not miss,” the man advised with that same cold smile.

         “I wouldn’t,” Shay said, sounding as cocky and confident as Michael remembered. It used to turn him on but it didn’t right now. He was afraid it was going to get them killed. “Your paranoia is going to get you killed one day, Keller.” She held up her hand to reveal Michael’s SIM card and then slid it in her back pocket. “I was moving him upstairs in case we had any more unwanted visitors.”

         “I’ll save you the trouble and get rid of him now.”

         “Appreciate the offer but when the time comes, I’d prefer to take care of him myself. I have a score to settle.”

         When Keller looked like he was about to argue, Eric intervened. “He’s the reason she went away.”

         The other man’s flat stare moved from Michael to Shay. He nodded, but didn’t look particularly happy that he’d lost out on the chance to put a bullet in Michael’s brain.

         Shay must have sensed the same thing because she added, “We might need him if things go south. His cousin’s DEA.” She turned her back on Keller and lifted her chin at Michael. “Move.”

         “We already have an agent on the payroll. We don’t need another one.”

         Michael caught the surprise in Shay’s eyes before she pivoted. “Bullshit. I’d know if you did, and he’d be on my payroll, not yours. I’ve tested the water with Lancer and Knox. They didn’t bite. Wallace…Dammit, that’s who it is, isn’t it?”

         “You’re not as tough as you think you are, kid. You didn’t lean on him hard enough.”

         Eric and Jimmy didn’t appear to like the way the conversation was going any more than Michael did. It was obvious there was a power struggle under way. Or maybe they were shuffling toward the table on the opposite wall for another reason altogether. The sun had gone down, and there wasn’t much light in the room, but he made out a bag on the table along with a couple of spoons and syringes.

         “Prove it. Get Wallace on the phone. I wanna talk to him,” Shay demanded.

         “That might be a little tough seeing as he’s leading the BPD on a wild-goose chase at the moment.”

         “Coast guard would have been a better…” She trailed off at the man’s smirk. “Who do you have on the inside?”

         “It’s taken care of. That’s all you need to know.”

         “I’m getting real tired of being kept out of the loop, Keller. It ends now or my distribution line dries up. I don’t need a babysitter.” She took Michael by the arm. “Forget about it. I’ll talk to your boss when he gets here.”

         There was an ominous click from behind them. “I’m tired of your threats, Angel. We’ll let the boss settle this once and for all. If I get lucky, he’ll let me get rid of the both of you at the same time. Move it.”

         
              

         

         “Shay, talk to me. Shay.” Michael shuffled closer to where she lay curled on her side on the floor. Her hands were tied behind her back, her feet bound. His heart pounded a loud, panicked beat in his head when she remained motionless, lifeless. He rocked his body, raising his head when he fell on his side and moved in behind her. He nudged her hair away from her face with his chin, breathing in the familiar scent. She smelled like wildflowers—sweet and spicy. The silky strands got caught on his stubble the way they used to. He pushed back the memories and images of their past and pressed his cheek to hers, relieved to find it warm, to hear her soft, even breaths. “Shay, you gotta wake up. We have to get out of here.”

         She released a low moan, her eyes fluttering open. She blinked then held his gaze, a soft smile turning up her lips. “Hey.”

         Unable to tear his gaze from her mouth, he didn’t answer. If she turned her head a fraction to the left, his lips would be on hers. He wanted that. He wanted to kiss her. He wanted her as much as he always had. But this wasn’t the time or the place, and she wasn’t the woman for him. She was a drug dealer. Even if he got her out of this, it was something he needed to remember. Because Shay Angel could make him forget who he was and what he stood for.

         Unwilling to let her see even a hint of what he felt for her, he lifted his head and struggled to sit upright. He felt the loss of her warm, lean body immediately.

         Her eyes roamed his face before she said into her chest, “Don’t send in the cavalry. I’m fine.”

         He snorted. Angry at himself for still wanting her, angry at the choices she’d made. “You’re not fine if you’re talking about the cavalry. Jimmy and Eric like the product you’re selling too much to be of any help to you.” Keller had swatted them off as easily as flies. And Michael hadn’t been much help either. “You shouldn’t have tried to fight him.”

         “You know what? I’m really not in the mood to talk to you. If it wasn’t for you—”

         “Don’t blame me. I’ve carried around enough guilt for the last eight years. I’m sorry for whatever happened to you in prison that set you on this path, but no one held a gun to your head, Shay. Do you even care how many lives you’re responsible for ruining? How many deaths?”

         The only light in the room came from the moon shining through the dirty window above where Shay sat on the floor, but it was enough for him to make out the bruise and swelling on her face when she turned her head to look at him. She curled forward, pressing her knees to her chest. “I don’t blame you for back then, Michael. I never did. So if you’re looking for absolution—”

         “Why did you do it, Shay? You knew I loved you. You had to know I would have done anything to help you.”

         “And bring you down with me?” She shook her head. “I…cared for you too—”

         “You didn’t just care for me, Shay. You loved me.”

         Someone walked up the stairs. They could hear him breathing outside the closed door. At the sound of retreating footsteps, Shay whispered, “We were kids. What did we know about love? Nothing could have come of it anyway. We were from two different worlds.”

         They still were. “You were protecting Charlie, weren’t you?”

         She slanted him a look then nodded. “He got in over his head. Lost a pile at the tables to a couple of guys. They weren’t the kind who accepted IOUs.”

         “You’re the one who’s in over their head now, Shay. You have to let me help you.”

         Glancing at the door, she chewed on her bottom lip then looked him in the eye. “You don’t have to worry about me, Michael. Honestly, I can take care of myself. I’m—” She was cut off by a crash from below. He made out Keller’s voice and Eric’s. They were fighting, yelling. “Dammit, he’s going to get himself killed,” Shay said.

         “So are—”

         “Stop, okay. I forgive you. We’re done. I’ve gotta get you out of here before it’s too late, and I need to concentrate.”

         He realized now why she’d been pressing her knees to her chest. She was trying to slide her tied hands under her ass and over her bound feet. She glanced at him when he tried to do the same and her mouth twitched at the corner. “Don’t waste your energy. You won’t be able to do it and…you’re making too much noise. So stop.”

         Michael persevered in the hopes of proving her wrong. All he got for his effort was rope burn, and a painful pounding behind his eyes. At the same time he gave up, Shay moved her roped hands over her bound feet.

         “Now what are you—” he began when she stood and looked out the window.

         She shushed him and cocked her head. “I hear a boat. Time’s almost up.” She bent her head over the rope.

         “You’ll never be able to…” He sighed when the rope fell on the floor.

         “Eric made sure there was some give when he tied me up.” Her mouth quirked as she sat down and worked on the rope binding her feet together. Once she got that off, she started on his, all the while concentrating on the sounds from the water below them. He could tell because she’d gone quiet and focused, her head tilted to the side, lifting at the slightest noise.

         “Work on your feet,” she said when she’d freed his hands. She got up and tiptoed soundlessly to a corner in the room, lifting a tarp to reveal a couple of guns.

         “You put them there, didn’t you? You had this planned.”

         She smiled and grabbed two semiautomatics and a knife. She tucked one of the guns in the back of her jeans. “‘Always be prepared’ is my motto,” she said, the moonlight glinting off the knife and gun she held in her hands.

         “I didn’t know you were a Girl Scout,” he said dryly.

         She handed him the gun then went to work on the rope binding his feet. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me. Take your shoes off and walk around a bit. Quietly.”

         He did as she suggested, watching as she walked back to the window. This time he heard a boat’s motor. So, apparently, did the men downstairs. She dipped her chin to her chest. “ETA five minutes.” Then turned to him. “Hurry, get your shoes on.”

         “Do you want to tell me why you keep talking to your chest?”

         “No time. You have to get out of here.” She crouched to help him with his shoes.

         “How exactly am I going to do that? Are you planning to shoot our way out?”

         “No, you’re going out the window. I’ll distract them. Here.” She pulled keys from her jacket pocket and tucked them in the inside pocket of his suit. She patted his chest. “Don’t wreck my car. I’ll be coming for her.”

         “I’m not leaving without you. Shay, dammit, would you just listen to me?” he said when she walked back to the far corner in the room. She ignored him, returning with a rope ladder in her hands. She shrugged at his raised eyebrow. “Guess they had it in case of a fire. It’s a long way down.”

         She came to stand in front of him and brought her hand to the side of his face, looking in his eyes. “Thank you for trying to save me. You’re a good man, Michael Gallagher.” She lifted onto her tiptoes and gently pressed her mouth to his. “Now let’s get you out of here.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         At the sound of a muffled pop, Michael’s fingers tightened on the ladder. The wind buffeted the side of the building, causing the rope ladder to sway. It was dark, and he could hear the water slapping against the stone footings beneath him. Around the other side of the building he heard the boat’s motor cut out and the sound of men’s voices. Then he heard Shay quietly calling directions to Eric and Jimmy. He bowed his head, relieved that she was all right. But anger took hold at the thought that she was going through with it and that she must have killed Keller to do so.

         If she got caught, she’d never see the light of day. Nothing he could offer in her defense would change that. She was truly lost to both him and Charlie now. With a heavy heart, Michael made his way down the ladder. When he reached the narrow ledge, he pulled the gun Shay had given him from his pocket. For a brief moment, he considered his options. Confronting the drug dealers wasn’t one of them. Without backup, he was outmanned and outgunned. He’d be stupid to try. And Michael wasn’t stupid. Although his relationships with Bethany and Shay said otherwise.

         He pressed his back against the building and inched his way along the ledge. It sounded like the boat had docked; a hum of conversation floated over the water. He needed to get out of there and to the police before they had a chance to escape. Shay had made her choice. She had to know what he’d do. His head pounded as he made a run for her car, glad of his dark hair and dark clothing. Although if they looked hard enough, they’d see him. The moon and stars lit up the night sky.

         He pressed the lock button on Shay’s key fob. The beep sounded overly loud, and his heart pounded along with his head. Michael slid into the car, put the key in the ignition, and turned it to the On position then shifted the gear into neutral. He got out and moved around to the front of the car, searching the shadows as he did. He wouldn’t be caught unawares again. It sounded like they were moving toward the building Michael had just escaped from.

         He pocketed the gun and pushed the car as far down the road as he could before his arms started to shake and his lungs burned. To hell with it, he knew what the Challenger had under its hood. They wouldn’t catch him once he got behind the wheel. And there wasn’t time to waste.

         As Michael slid into the driver’s seat, he caught movement to his left behind the Dumpster and then to his right behind a stand of trees. He turned the key in the ignition, and the engine roared to life. With a hard press to the gas, he tore down the gravel drive, barely slowing down to turn onto the main road. And that’s when he saw the long line of dark vehicles—cops, SWAT, DEA.

         He pulled to the opposite shoulder. At the very least, he had to ensure that Shay made it out of this alive.

         Two cops in riot gear approached him before he got out of the car. “Get out of here,” one of them said, jerking a thumb at the road.

         “No, you don’t understand. I’m an ADA with Suffolk County. There’s a woman, Shay Angel, she’s…an informant. I want her put in witness protection.”

         The cops shared a look, and the taller of the two said, “What’s your name?”

         “Michael Gallagher. Let me talk to whoever’s in—” he broke off at the sound of gunfire, and then all hell broke loose.

         
              

         

         Two hours later, Michael sat outside Chief Benson’s door at the Harmony Harbor Police Department. If anyone would tell him what was going on, it would be Benson. He knew the man and HHPD had been part of the joint task force. But so far no one would update Michael on Shay’s whereabouts. They’d brought Eric and Jimmy in twenty minutes ago. Keller, from what little he’d overheard, had been transported to the hospital with both shoulder and leg wounds, as well as a head injury.

         Michael straightened as the door to Chief Benson’s office opened. “You’re still here? It’s Christmas Eve, son. Your family’s been worried about you.”

         It was one in the morning, officially Christmas Day. He’d missed his cousin’s wedding and didn’t feel much like celebrating the holidays anyway. “I’m not leaving until I know what’s happened to Shay.”

         The man rubbed his jaw, his eyes flicking beyond Michael before coming back to him. “She’s in the DEA’s custody.” Benson held up his hand when Michael opened his mouth to ask for more information. “That’s all I can tell you. Talk to Aidan. He’ll tell you what you want to know. Now go home.”

         Michael walked past a couple of drunks dressed as Santa as he left the station and thought of Charlie. Not exactly the kind of news you want to break to an old man on Christmas Day. Or any other time for that matter. It just seemed worse during the holidays.

         He unlocked the Challenger and slid behind the wheel. He rested his head against the seat. The scent of wildflowers drifted past his nose and made him think of Shay. He muttered a curse and closed his eyes.

         “Having a bad night, Gallagher?” an amused, feminine voice said from the backseat.

         His eyes shot open and met Shay’s in the rearview mirror.

         “Don’t turn around. Just drive to the town square,” she said.

         By doing as she asked, he’d be aiding and abetting a wanted felon. While part of him, the man who’d once loved her, wanted to help her escape, he couldn’t do it. As though she sensed the battle raging inside him, she smiled and held up a Five-seveN semiautomatic. “I’m not asking.”

         “You wouldn’t shoot me,” he said, even as he backed out of the parking lot.

         “No, but no one else knows that. How’s your head?” she asked conversationally.

         He turned onto Main Street and glanced in the rearview mirror. “After what went down tonight, you’re asking me about my head?” He gave it a slight shake. “It’s fine, thank you. How’s your—” He broke off at the sight of his cousin’s Jeep parked on the other side of the town square. Still wearing their tuxes, Aidan and Griffin leaned against the vehicle. “We have a problem,” Michael said, pulling to the side of the road.

         “Relax. I—”

         “Really? Are you forgetting who my cousin is?” His eyes narrowed at her in the rearview mirror. “I won’t let you hurt them. I have a gun, Shay,” he said as Aidan and Griffin started across the road.

         “Even if you could get the jump on me, which you couldn’t, you and I both know you wouldn’t shoot me, Michael.”

         He clenched his jaw and opened the door to call out to his cousins, “I’ll be right there.” He turned to Shay. “Get out of here. I’ll distract them.” He thought of her out there alone and on the run. “Look, I don’t have much cash on me…” She’d know that since he’d shared his entire tale of woe with everyone at the bar the other night. “But here”—he dug Bethany’s engagement ring from his suit pocket and handed it to her. “Don’t take anything less than fifty grand.”

         She opened the passenger side door, lifting the ring to the overhead light to examine it. Her eyebrows rose. “Harry Winston Belle, two carats.” She winked at him, pocketed the ring, and got out of the car. “I won’t take less than a hundred.”

         Jesus, was she a jewel thief too? Before he had a chance to say anything, his cousins approached the car. Michael’s heart raced as he tried to come up with a way to…

         “I thought you’d be long gone, Shay,” Aidan said.

         “Look, Aidan, she—” Michael began, unsure how to play it. Unsure if he should. Unsure if he even wanted to.

         “I had something I needed to do.” She glanced at Michael and smiled. “Do you remember asking why I kept talking into my chest?”

         He nodded, afraid he knew exactly what she was going to say. She’d made a bigger fool of him than Bethany had.

         “I was wired.”

         “In exchange for what?” Michael gritted out.

         Aidan grimaced. “Maybe we should give you two a minute. Mike, we’ll wait for you in the car. Good job tonight, Shay. We got Wallace.”

         “Thanks. Glad to hear it.” She looked at Michael. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t risk being overheard. I tried to tell you just before—”

         “You’re DEA?”

         “Independent contractor. They brought me in because I knew some of the players from back in the day. I’m a private investigator.”

         “So you’re one of the good guys now.”

         She moved her head from side to side. “I don’t know if I’d go that far.” She glanced over her shoulder at the sound of laughter down the street. “I better get out of here before someone blows my cover. It was good to see you, Michael. Take care of yourself,” she said, moving to the driver’s door.

         He stopped her with a hand on her arm. She turned and looked up at him. “I’m not thrilled that you kept me in the dark, Shay. But I’m proud of you. Your time in prison could have turned you into the woman I thought you were tonight. Instead, you’re, well, you’re pretty amazing. You got your wings, Angel.”

         
              

         

         Michael’s Christmas Day wasn’t much of an improvement over his Christmas Eve. He’d gone to his condo in the hopes of getting Atticus back, either by threatening or paying off Bethany. She wasn’t there, and from the sounds of it, neither was his dog. Atticus would have responded to Michael’s voice and incessant knocking. If Bethany had been there, she would have called the police.

         Which her douche-bag attorney did when Michael showed up at his house and threatened him. Michael had known the cops who’d arrived on the scene, and they’d let him off with a warning.

         Bethany’s father didn’t bother calling the cops. When Michael landed on the Adams’s doorstep, Bethany’s father opened the door and punched Michael in the stomach. The welcome wasn’t much warmer at his parents’ house. His mother started yelling at him as soon as Michael crossed the threshold, and his dad suggested he give her a few days.

         Night was falling when Michael reached Greystone Manor. He grabbed his suitcase from the backseat. The doorman at his building had been holding it for him at the front desk. It was the only positive of the day. He had clothes—not all of them, but some was better than none. Activating the lock on his cousin’s Jeep, Michael headed up the walkway. The doors to the manor opened before he reached them. Unconsciously he jerked back as though expecting a blow. Not surprising after the day he’d had.

         “Master Michael, there’s a call for you,” Jasper said, taking Michael’s suitcase from him when he reached the entryway. “The woman says it’s urgent she speak with you. You can take the call in the study.”

         Michael prayed it was his housekeeper, Carmen. She’d been the one person he couldn’t reach. He ran down the hall to the study. “Carmen?” he said as soon as he picked up the phone.

         “Shay. Meet me at the Village Green in fifteen minutes.”

         She hung up before he had a chance to speak. Afraid her cover had been blown and she was in trouble, Michael made it across town in ten minutes. He and Shay used to meet here at the bandstand with its ornate railings and red roof. He scanned the trees that bordered the Green, searching for Shay as he walked toward the bandstand that had been decorated with white lights. He considered calling out, but worried he’d give her position away if he did. Cocking his head, he listened for her. All he heard was traffic on the surrounding streets, the sound of the church bells. Then he heard the low rumble of the Challenger.

         A car door slammed, and a dog barked. It sounded like…He gave his head a slight shake. No, couldn’t be. He was imagining…Atticus, wearing a big red bow around his neck, broke away from Shay and raced across the snow-covered Green toward Michael. He crouched and opened his arms. “Hey, boy. Come here, buddy. I’ve missed you.” The wolfhound nearly bowled him over, slathering his face with doggy kisses. Michael wrapped his arms around Atticus’s neck as he watched Shay approach. She gave both him and his dog a soft smile.

         “I don’t want to know how you did it or what you did, but I can’t thank you enough for bringing him back to me, Shay,” he said, his voice gruff with emotion.

         She shrugged. “You missed your cousin’s wedding and Christmas Eve with your family because of me, so it’s the least I could do. Besides, he’s your dog, not hers.” She crouched beside Atticus and scratched him behind the ears. Atticus rewarded her with a couple of doggy kisses then flopped onto his back. She laughed and rubbed his belly.

         “Looks like you made a friend,” Michael said, unable to take his eyes off her and his dog.

         “We’ve had a long day together, haven’t we, buddy?” She met Michael’s questioning gaze and reached inside her leather jacket to pull out a bulky yellow envelope. “The other night at the bar you mentioned your ex’s lawyer and her father might give you some trouble. I did some digging. The information in those files should put an end to it.”

         Stunned, he stared at the envelope she’d thrust into his hands then lifted his gaze to her. “I don’t know what to say.”

         “Merry Christmas works for—”

         He reached out and curved his hand around her neck, pulling her against him. “I was thinking more on the lines of a kiss. That work for you?”

         She curled her hands in his jacket. “Depends on the kiss, Gallagher.”

         “Never had any complaints from you before,” he said, and slanted his mouth over hers. But this kiss wasn’t the same as when they were younger. It was filled with the same longing, heat, and passion, but there was something more, something deeper. As though they were making up for lost time. The underlying pain of their shared past. Gratitude for what she’d done, admiration for who she’d become.

         A wet nose shoved between them, and Michael groaned.

         “I think someone’s jealous,” Shay said, laughing when Atticus once again flopped onto his back. She rubbed his belly.

         “Yeah, I am.” He leaned in and kissed her below her ear. She shivered the same as she used to. “Come back with me to the manor.”

         “I can’t. I have to lie low for a while.”

         “Let me—”

         She placed two fingers on his lips. “It’s not the right time. You’re just getting out of a relationship, and work’s piled up since I’ve been away.” She leaned in, pressing her lips to the corner of his mouth. “I have to go.”

         He helped her to her feet. “When can I see you again?”

         She smiled, patted his whining dog, and then looked up at him. “Here. Next year. Same place, same time.”

         “I’m holding you to that,” he called to her retreating back.

         Hands in the pockets of her leather jacket, she turned and walked backward. “Counting on it. Merry Christmas, Michael.”

         It hadn’t been, not until now. “Merry Christmas, Angel.”

         He sat on the bandstand step, hauling his dog to his side as he watched Shay disappear from view. With his free hand, he reached for the envelope he’d dropped when he’d kissed her. He heard the low rumble of the Challenger’s engine, shaking his head at the sound of her burning rubber.

         He let go of Atticus to open the envelope. Pulling out a sheaf of papers, he flipped through them while Atticus licked his face. His eyes widened as he processed what he read. Shay was right. She’d given him enough information on both Bethany’s father and her lawyer to stop their smear campaign in its tracks. They were toast. He tipped the envelope, expecting the engagement ring to fall out. It wasn’t there.

         Michael laughed. “She hasn’t completely gotten her wings, has she, boy?”

      
   


   
      
         The entire town has been abuzz ever since their most prominent citizen died, leaving behind a book called The Secret Keeper of Harmony Harbor. And no one has a bigger secret in that book than Ava DiRossi…Even worse, the book is nowhere to be found. So the search is on…

         Please see the next page for a preview of Starlight Bridge.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Ava DiRossi didn’t believe in fairy tales and happily ever afters, but right about now, she’d sell her soul for a fairy godmother.

         As the elevator shuddered and creaked on its way up to the north tower, Ava removed her black work shoe. The sole had come loose, flapping when she walked. She hammered it against the steel frame of the service cart in hopes it would hold out until the end of her shift. After several good whacks, she stopped to examine the seam. Satisfied the shoe wouldn’t fall apart before she got home, she slipped it back onto her foot.

         Obviously she didn’t need a fairy godmother to take care of her footwear or to provide her with fancy gowns. And Prince Charming? She’d had one of her own. A long time ago. Only he’d turned out to be more princely and charming than she deserved, and she’d ended their fairy-tale marriage. But there was something a fairy godmother could help her with. If Ava had one, she’d ask her to turn back the clock to three months ago. Her life had been so simple then.

         She loved Greystone Manor. It had been her refuge, her sanctuary. She’d been left alone, free to do as she pleased as long as the guest rooms were well and properly cleaned. And they were, because Ava wouldn’t have it any other way. She made sure each room sparkled and shined.

         But everything had changed the day Colleen Gallagher died and Ava’s cousin Sophie had become manager of the manor. Every time Ava turned around, her cousin was there with a new scheme to turn Greystone’s fortunes around. One that invariably required Ava’s help and was designed to push Ava out of her comfort zone.

         The elevator jerked to a stop. Without thinking, Ava rolled the service cart toward the now open doors. A jarring pain shot up her arm, and she sucked in a breath through her teeth. That’s what she got for letting fanciful thoughts fill her head. She used her good arm and her hip to push the heavy cart into the deserted hall. As though in judgment of what she was about to do, long-dead Gallaghers looked down at her from the portraits in gilded frames that lined the stone walls.

         “I’m not any happier about it than you are,” Ava told the portrait of William Gallagher, the family’s patriarch. He looked like the pirate he’d been reputed to be. “But Colleen would understand. She’d want me to find her memoirs.”

         Until the private viewing at the manor three days after Colleen had passed, no one had really believed the memoirs existed. But during the wake, in a prerecorded message for the Widows Club—of which Ava was a member, she was the token divorcée—Colleen had revealed that the book did indeed exist. And not only had Colleen written about her life and her secrets, she’d recorded each and every one of theirs. Just before Colleen announced where she’d hidden the book she held in her hand, static filled the screen and the videotape was damaged beyond repair.

         There were secrets in the book that Ava couldn’t afford to come to light. Secrets she’d confessed to Colleen in a weak moment. Secrets the Gallagher matriarch had promised to take to her grave.

         Oh, now you have a head full of fanciful thoughts today, don’t you, Ava my girl?

         “Yes, thanks to you and Sophie, my head seems to be full of them these days. And I can tell you I was much happier without them,” Ava said as she parked the cart under William’s portrait, then sighed when she realized she was talking aloud. Talking to her ex-husband’s great-grandmother who’d died more than two months ago.

         It wasn’t the first time Ava had caught herself doing so. Though she wasn’t worried she was going crazy. Her newly acquired habit was a result of stress and exhaustion. There wasn’t much she could do about being so tired she could hardly think straight, but she could alleviate part of her stress by finding the book that would expose the truth about her and that night and the man she’d allowed to ruin her life.

         In case someone happened upon her in Colleen’s room, Ava tossed two sponges in a bucket and made her way to the walnut studded door, sliding her passkey into the lock. Colleen had lost her battle with her son Ronan, an historian, over the entry upgrade. She never did like change. If Colleen had gotten her way, Greystone Manor, which had been built in the early nineteenth century and modeled after a medieval castle, would have stayed exactly the same.

         Meow.

         Ava jumped, pressing a hand to her chest as a black cat wound his way between her legs. Simon, who’d arrived at the manor a week before Colleen died, raised his blue eyes and meowed again. Placing the bucket on the hardwood floor, Ava crouched to scratch behind his ears.

         “You miss her too, don’t you?” she said to the cat, realizing that was most likely the reason she’d been talking to a dead woman. She missed Colleen. Ava had worked for her ex-husband’s family for more than a decade.

         Simon purred, rubbing his head against her leg. She gave him a final pat. “You can come with me, but you have to stay quiet.”

         Ava picked up the bucket and straightened to open the door. As she did, a sweet, floral scent wafted past her nose. She frowned at the fresh bouquet of yellow, pink, and white roses in a crystal vase on the nightstand beside the canopied bed. Odd. Who would…Jasper, she decided. The older man had been with the Gallaghers for as long as she could remember. He’d been Colleen’s right-hand man and confidant. Skinny as a rail with stiff, upper-crust manners, he was a pain in Ava’s culo.

         Her gaze lifted from the roses to the gothic-style leaded windows that overlooked the gardens. Sleet pelted the window panes, and the barren trees swayed in the cold, mid-January winds. She wrapped her gray sweater around her while casting a longing glance at the fireplace with a three-tiered wrought iron candelabra standing in front of it. The fireplace was more for show than heat. No matter that she could practically see her breath in the room, now wasn’t the time to put it to the test and risk an actual fire.

         She eyed the hundreds of books lining the walls of the sitting area. More were stacked haphazardly on the antique tables on either side of a well-worn, gold damask love seat with additional stacks creating small towers on the hardwood floor. A cluttered white desk with feminine lines sat in the center of the room with a view of the dark, turbulent sea through the French doors that led onto a stone balcony.

         The room looked exactly the same as the night she’d searched it with her cousin, her auntie Rosa, and the rest of the Widows Club. As far as Ava knew, no one had found the book. Though not for lack of trying. It had to be here, somewhere in this room.

         She set the bucket beside the fireplace and walked the perimeter, lifting the heavy, antique-gold drapes and peeking under the oil paintings in search of a safe or secret compartment. Simon meowed from where he was stretched out on the back of the love seat, drawing Ava’s attention to the shelves of books behind him.

         They’d been looking for a brown, leather-bound book the night they’d first searched the room—aptly named The Secret Keeper of Harmony Harbor. Ava wondered if Colleen had hidden it within another book. She wouldn’t be surprised if she had. Colleen had been a cagey old lady.

         As Ava took in the sheer volume of books, she realized she’d be here longer than she had anticipated. Unconsciously her hand went to her bruised arm; she couldn’t be late again. She reached in her pocket for her earbuds and turned on her iPod. Fitting the buds in her ears, she got to it, leafing through one book at a time. Alone with her music—aside from Simon—Ava felt some of the day’s tensions leave her. She liked repetitive, mindless work. She found it calming. Well, it was usually calming. With the book on the loose, it was somewhat less so today.

         Someone tapped her shoulder, and she jumped, dropping the book she’d just taken off the shelf. She whirled around, pressing a hand to her chest. “You practically gave me a heart attack.”

         “Sorry.” Sophie grimaced. Her cousin had on her uniform of a white blouse and black pencil skirt. “I called out, but you mustn’t have heard me. What are you listening to?” She pulled the bud from Ava’s ear and held it to hers. “It’s loud”—Sophie made a face—“and depressing.”

         “‘Mad World’ by Gary Jules. It’s not depressing. It’s beautiful.” Ava reached into the pocket of her black uniform dress and turned off the iPod then bent to pick up the book she’d dropped. “I, um, was looking for something to read.”

         Sophie removed the black-framed glasses that held back her long chestnut-brown hair and put them on, leaning forward to look at the book. She raised an eyebrow. “Finnegans Wake by James Joyce. Interesting choice.”

         “I thought so. It was one of Colleen’s favorites.”

         “You miss her, don’t you?” Sophie said with a sympathetic smile.

         It wasn’t that long ago that her cousin had been as anxious to find Colleen’s memoirs as Ava. After a fire in her LA apartment left Sophie and her daughter, Mia, homeless, they moved back to Harmony Harbor. For years, Sophie had kept the true identity of Mia’s father a secret. But just a month after arriving home, the truth came out. It had been a difficult time for Sophie and Liam, but in the end, their love for each other prevailed.

         So Sophie would understand Ava’s need to find the book only too well and would no doubt offer her help. But there’d be a price to pay. Sophie would want to know her secret, and it was a secret Ava would take to her grave. “Si, I do.”

         Sophie rested her hip against the back of the love seat, absently petting Simon. “Do you think I’m horrible for renting out Colleen’s suite?”

         Her cousin had announced her plans last night. It was the reason Ava was searching the room. While there was a part of her that didn’t want Colleen’s private space invaded, she understood why Sophie felt she had to do so.

         Within a day of her cousin announcing plans for a bridal show at Greystone, their major competitor, the Bridgeport Marquis, announced plans for their own bridal show. Yesterday, the Marquis’ bridal suite had been featured in the Harmony Harbor Gazette.

         “You know, if Colleen were here, she’d have suggested it herself, Sophie. The bridal suite at the Marquis can’t compete with this.” Ava lifted her hand to the French doors. “Look at the views.”

         Sophie chewed on her thumbnail and nodded. “I know, but maybe I overreacted. The old bridal suite has an ocean view too. It’s just not as big as Colleen’s. I’ll have Dana stage them both. If she thinks the old bridal suite shows just as well, we’ll feature it in the Gazette. That way we won’t have to pack Colleen’s things away.”

         Dana Templeton was a long-term guest at the manor. She’d also become a close friend to both Ava and Sophie. The woman had exquisite taste…and a secret. She was probably as anxious to find Colleen’s memoirs as Ava.

         “Next on the list is updating the restaurant menu,” Sophie added with a look in her golden-brown eyes that was all too familiar.

         “It’s getting late. I should probably get going,” Ava said in hopes of avoiding another conversation about the restaurant. She turned to pick up the books she’d piled on the floor. She adored Sophie, admired the woman she’d become, but her cousin had an almost obsessive need to fix things, including the people she loved. Over the past two months, it had become apparent that Ava was her new pet project.

         “You’re not walking home. I’ll give you a ride. It’ll give us a chance to talk about the restaurant,” Sophie said brightly.

         Ava bowed her head and sighed. Her cousin was like a dog with a bone. “Sophie, no matter how often you ask, my answer will be the same. I can’t. My father—”

         “Please, just think about it? You’re an incredibly talented chef. No, don’t wave me off. You are. You know how important the bridal show is for us. I can’t have Helga handling the food. I need you, Ava. Greystone needs you.”

         “No, what you need is a well-trained and experienced chef, and that’s not me. I want to save Greystone as much as you do, Sophie, but I can’t take over the restaurant. I’ll do anything else but that.”

         “What if I talk to Uncle Gino? I’m sure he’d—”

         Fingers of fear crawled up Ava’s spine at the thought of Sophie talking to her father. She drew the sleeve of her sweater over her hand, fisting it around the gray wool. “Non. Capisce?” The words came out more forceful than she intended, and in Italian. When she was nervous or upset, she slipped back into the language she’d grown up hearing at home.

         “No, I don’t understand,” Sophie said with equal force and a stubborn jut of her chin. “You helped out before so I don’t know why you won’t help out again.”

         There were times when her cousin reminded Ava of her auntie Rosa, Sophie’s mule-headed grandmother. This was one of them. “Because you were desperate.” Ava held up a hand when Sophie opened her mouth. “Find someone else. I’m not interested. I’m a maid, Sophie. Not a chef.”

         “What happened to you, Ava? What happened to the girl I remember?”

         Ava had once loved to cook—it had been her passion. But she was no longer the girl her cousin remembered. She didn’t want to be. “She grew up. Now, do you think I can get back to my job?”

         Sophie made a face. “Fine. Griffin should be arriving within the hour unless his plane was delayed by the weather. It should be enough time for the room to warm up. There’s extra firewood in the lobby. I’ll go—”

         “Griffin…Griffin’s staying here? In this room?” Her ex-husband rarely came back to Harmony Harbor. In the past ten years, Ava had seen him a handful of times. Though that may have been because he’d gone out of his way to avoid her. Granted, she had done the same. But she hadn’t been able to avoid him when he’d come home for Colleen’s funeral or for Liam and Sophie’s wedding.

         “I thought I told you he was coming home.” Sophie lifted a shoulder as though it had slipped her mind, but Ava saw the hint of a smile playing on her lips. “We needed some extra muscle to help get the ballroom ready for the bridal show. You have to admit Griffin fits the bill.”

         She wouldn’t let her mind go to just how well her ex fit the we-need-muscle bill or allow herself to think about the potential consequences of her tenacious cousin playing matchmaker. Ava would worry about that later. Right now, she was more terrified at the thought of Griffin staying in a room that quite possibly held a book that contained her deepest, darkest secret.

         “What’s wrong?” Sophie touched Ava’s bruised forearm, her brow furrowed with concern. “His ex isn’t coming with him if that’s what you’re worried about.”

         At the light pressure of Sophie’s hand on her bruised arm, Ava clenched her teeth to stifle a groan and reached for the bucket. “Nothing’s wrong, I just have a lot to do before he arrives. I’ll get to it now.” She prayed her cousin took the hint and left because, for the first time in more than a decade, Ava had no intention of doing her job. She was going to find Colleen’s book instead. Or at the very least, ensure that Griffin didn’t.

         Sophie looked over the room. “I promised Mia and Liam I’d be home for supper, but if you need me to stay—”

         “Thank you, but no. I’ll get done faster without you.”

         “Umm, are you forgetting I used to work as a maid? I was actually pretty good at—”

         Would she never leave? Ava took matters into her own hands and carefully steered her cousin toward the door. “Yes, I’m sure you were the Maid of LA, but I’m the Maid of Harmony Harbor, so you can go now. Give Mia a kiss for me.”

         Sophie laughed. “Okay, okay, I’m leaving. But call me when you’re finished, and I’ll give you a ride home.”

         “Ciao,” Ava said and closed the door. Heart racing, she pressed her back against it. Simon sat in front of…the fireplace. The one place none of them had thought to look. Ava raced across the room. She knelt on the floor to move the heavy wrought iron candelabra, careful not to knock off the candles as she pushed it to the side. Ignoring the pain in her arm, she scrutinized the brick facing for a sign it had been tampered with. When she didn’t find any, she ran her fingers along the dark oak frame and mantel.

         Simon meowed and padded into the fireplace. He sat on the logs and looked up. Ava stuck her head inside and did the same. It was too dark to see much of anything. She was typically prepared for whatever might come up on the job, but she didn’t carry a flashlight, and she didn’t have her cell phone. Her father had broken it two weeks before in another fit of temper.

         She skimmed her right hand up and down the wall where Simon was staring. Two of the bricks were loose. She pushed her finger between them, touching what felt like soft leather. She held her breath as she tried to lift it and the edges of paper brushed against her finger. It was a book. Her pulse kicked up with excitement, her shoulders sagging with relief.

         Her relief was short-lived. No matter how hard she tugged on the upper brick with her uninjured arm, it refused to budge. Gritting her teeth, she tried using both hands. Her bruised arm protested the movement, but she refused to give up and breathed through the pain.

         Fifteen minutes later, she stopped to regroup. There had to be another way. Her hands were blackened with soot, the tips of her fingers raw, and the bricks had barely moved. She looked around the room for something to wedge between them and spied the poker.

         “We’re in business, Simon. This should do—”

         “Tell Grams I’ll see her in a bit.”

         Her gaze shot to the door. She’d recognize that voice anywhere. Griffin was here. Now. Outside the door. She shot to her feet, shoving the candelabra in front of the fireplace.

         Meow.

         She’d trapped Simon. She grabbed the cat, put him on the floor, and scooped up the bucket and sponges while frantically searching for somewhere to hide. The balcony. She didn’t care if she froze to death, she couldn’t let him find her here.

         As she turned to run, she heard the beep of the passkey. She wouldn’t make it. She spun around and ran the short distance to the bathroom. Her breath coming in panicked puffs, she stepped inside the bathtub and carefully inched the crimson and gold shower curtain across the rod. She sagged against the tile wall, praying his in a bit meant he’d drop his bags off and leave.

         If it had been anyone other than Griffin, she’d pretend to be cleaning the room. But she remembered all too clearly the humiliation of being discovered by Griffin and his ex-wife the last time they’d stayed at the manor. He’d looked at Ava like he hadn’t known who she was, and his wife had asked for fresh towels, acting as though Ava hadn’t done her job.

         And then there was the book. She couldn’t leave without it.

         “How did you get in here?”

         Her gaze jerked to the curtain, her heart beating double-time. She let out the breath she’d been holding when the bed creaked. Simon. Griffin was talking to the cat. “Better question would be, what have you been up to? Your paws are black. Off the bed, buddy.”

         Her toes curled in her shoes, a warm, fluttery sensation settling low in her stomach in response to the slow drawl of Griffin’s deep voice. He always spoke in that low, unhurried tone. Even when he was angry or when he was whispering how much he loved her or when he was talking her out of her temper. Only then there’d been a hint of laughter too. Her temper used to amuse him. He had a long fuse; she had a short one. She used to, at least.

         Her lips curved at the memories, then her wistful smile faded when the consequences of what he just said penetrated her lovesick brain. Simon’s paws were dirty. All she’d need was for Griffin to start looking for the source. She had to…

         There was the rasp of a zipper, then the light thud of something hitting the floor. At the sound of heavy footfalls approaching the bathroom, Ava’s eyes went wide, and she pressed her back against the tiled wall. A bare, muscled arm reached past the curtain, a large hand turning on the water. The cold spray from the showerhead hit her in the face, and a small, shocked squeak escaped before she could contain it.

         Griffin whipped back the shower curtain. His thick, toffee-colored hair glistened under the florescent light, his dazzling, deep blue eyes wide in surprise. She opened her mouth to say something, but the words got stuck in her throat as her eyes drifted down his body. He was completely and gloriously naked. And even more beautiful than she remembered.
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