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            Chapter One

         

         Snow blanketed the small mountain town of Christmas, Colorado, on the last night of the year. The pastel-painted shops that lined Main Street were decked out for the holidays, their colorful lights blinking through the gently falling flakes.

         Sophia Dane couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this happy to turn the sign on the door of her boutique, Naughty and Nice, to CLOSED. She’d been run off her feet trying to dress what had felt like half the women in town. They’d begun arriving before eight that morning. She couldn’t afford to lose a single sale and had extended her hours of operation for the holidays.

         But the women who crowded into her store today were in search of something to wear to the Danes’ New Year’s Eve party, a hastily organized affair to celebrate both the holiday and their grand reopening. And thanks to the family (of which she was no longer a member) holding their party at the recently renovated lodge, most of her customers had been looking for nice and cozy instead of gold and naughty.

         She glanced down at the blush-colored mohair sweater she’d paired with gold-and-silver sequined leggings in an attempt to show her customers glamorous could be just as cozy as flannel and plaid. Her gaze flitted over several still-packed racks of clothing. Her strategy hadn’t worked as well as she’d hoped. It looked like she’d be holding a blowout sale of all things glittery and gold this weekend.

         “Autumn,” she called to the sister of her heart, whose sweet shop, Sugar and Spice, was housed in the same premises as Sophia’s boutique. An arched opening in the wall provided access to both stores. Sophia liked to say she was the naughty of their joint venture and Autumn was the nice.

         They’d bought the run-down Colonial on Main Street for a steal nine years ago this June. Both their hearts had taken a beating months before they’d decided to go into business together. Autumn’s husband, Logan Dane, had asked her for a divorce, breaking her heart and spirit.

         Sophia had understood better than most what her best friend was going through at the time. She’d lost her own husband, Logan’s brother, in a skiing accident just weeks before Logan pulled the plug on his and Autumn’s marriage.

         The months of back-breaking work it had taken to get the store in shape had been cathartic. It had brought them back to life just as much as it had the old Colonial on Main Street. And those long hours spent toiling side by side in the dust and heat had served to forge an unbreakable bond between the two friends.

         Autumn stuck her strawberry-blond head around the archway. “What is it?”

         Sophia’s heels clicked on the white marble as she walked to one of the racks. Her gold-painted fingernails flicked through the clothes until she found the gorgeous sequined dress that would be perfect on her best friend’s willowy frame. She held it up. “Happy New Year. You can wear this to the Penalty Box tonight.”

         Even Sophia would admit it was a little much for the local sports bar, but no one would care. They all knew them there. She angled her head in an attempt to read Autumn’s expression. It wasn’t one of delight or gratitude; of that Sophia was certain. “You said you loooved this dress when it came in, and now you don’t?”

         “It’s not—” The front door’s holiday chime of “Auld Lang Syne” interrupted Autumn as a customer walked in.

         About to turn and tell whoever it was that they were closed, Sophia instead forced her tired facial muscles into a welcoming smile. After all, the customer might buy an entire wardrobe in glitter and gold, was her hopeful thought, just before she realized it was their friend Ty.

         Ty was a former Hollywood hairstylist who’d opened Diva, a high-end beauty salon, in town a couple years before. He’d be all in with the glitz and glamour had she owned a men’s clothing store.

         Sophia frowned at his army-green parka, plaid flannel shirt, and heavy winter boots. “Why are you dressed like that?” She moved her index finger up and down. Until now his wardrobe had reflected his love of all things stylish.

         “I know it’s small-town-goes-country, but it’s all the rage in chalet-wear these days.” He rolled his eyes at Sophia. “I see by your curled upper lip you don’t approve. But look”—he stuck a black fedora on his head—“totally elevates the style factor, doesn’t it?”

         “It would take a lot more than a hat to…Wait, why do you care if it’s the rage in chalet-wear? We’re not going to the party at the lodge. We’re going to the Penalty Box. Like we always do. It’s tradition.” Sophia did not like change almost as much as she did not like the Danes.

         At least some of the Danes. She liked Calder, the family’s patriarch, and his second wife, Nell McBride, but Sophia did not like her late husband’s brothers, Logan and Adam. Not only had Logan broken Autumn’s heart, he’d broken Sophia’s too. So had Adam. Her husband’s brothers hadn’t thought she was good enough for him. They’d tried to talk Bryce out of marrying her, and then they’d blamed her for his death. She blamed herself too.

         “Ah, ah, ah, remember what you promised on Christmas Day, Gloria?”

         She made an irritated sound at Ty’s nickname for her. “I do not look like the Modern Family lady, and I do not talk like her either.”

         “What was that? I can’t understand you,” he said with a thick Spanish accent, his eyes glinting with amusement beneath his silly hat.

         “You are so funny, I cannot stand it.” She gave Autumn the side-eye when Ty drew a laugh from her best friend as he walked around the store swinging his hips while flicking his imaginary long hair back with his fingers. His heavy winter boots were ruining the effect. He was usually much better at impersonating Sophia’s walk.

         His right hand went to the hip he cocked, and he glanced over his shoulder to waggle his eyebrows at her. “And tonight we’re going to find you your very own Joe Manganiello to ring in the New Year with.”

         She was about to say she didn’t want her own Joe; she was happy with her life just the way it was. But after one glass of spiked eggnog too many on Christmas Day, she’d caved to Ty’s arm-twisting and Autumn’s pleading and gave her word that she’d get back in the dating game. She was too tired to argue with them now.

         “New Year’s Eve is the time for making resolutions, and January is a time for keeping them.” Or breaking them, as was the case for Sophia and nearly everyone else she knew. “So I will look for my Joe next week. Tonight is all about having fun with my two best friends.” She smiled at Ty and went to smile at Autumn, but she’d ducked back inside Sugar and Spice.

         “Yes, but what if your two best friends have plans to ring in the New Year with their own Joes?” Ty said.

         “Which two of my best friends are you talking about?” she asked, because not only did she have a lot of good friends in Christmas, she’d know if there was a man in Autumn’s life. They told each other everything, and they were rarely apart. They not only worked together, they shared an old Victorian house on Holly Lane. They’d bought it last spring.

         Ty glanced at the entrance to Sugar and Spice and then motioned for Sophia to join him on the white leather chaise between the fitting rooms. Her stomach took a nervous dip. Ty wasn’t often serious, but his demeanor said this was a serious conversation, one which he didn’t want Autumn to overhear.

         Sophia joined him on the chaise, her shoulders stiff, her back poker straight, as though perfect posture alone would protect her from the bad news she was positive he was about to deliver.

         So when he gave her an appreciative look instead and said, “You really are one gorgeous woman,” she sagged with relief. She must have misread his expression.

         “It’s too bad men can’t see past your centerfold body and your movie-star good looks to the sweet, caring, and funny woman underneath. If they could, you wouldn’t have been alone for so long. But don’t you worry. Now that Uncle Ty is on the job—”

         “No, I do not need you on the job.” Emotion of any kind thickened her accent, and right now fear had garbled the words so badly even she couldn’t make out what she’d said. So she repeated them, slowly and emphatically, in English and then in Spanish to make it clear she was serious.

         Ty had become as notorious as Nell McBride-Dane for his matchmaking schemes, and his success rate was almost as high as the older woman’s. And that was saying something. Nell had a series of books written about the couples she had matched in Christmas. They were shelved in romantic fiction, but everyone knew they were true. At least in Christmas, Colorado, they did.

         But Sophia did not need, nor want, another man in her life. She’d loved and lost and been betrayed in the most horrible way. She wouldn’t put her heart on the line again. As both she and Autumn could attest to, love didn’t last.

         “You do so need me on the job, and do you know why?” Ty took her hand, and she hoped he didn’t expect an answer because the sympathy she saw in his eyes had caused her throat to go dry. “Because Autumn has a chance to be happy, and she won’t take it unless she knows you have someone to make you happy too.”

         “That is silly talk. The only person who can make you happy is yourself. And Autumn, she is happy. Happy, happy, happy.” Sophia freed her hand from his, waving it in the direction of Sugar and Spice. “Why wouldn’t she be? She has a business she loves, a beautiful home…and me. She has me. You too.”

         “Maybe she wants more, and maybe so do you but you’re too afraid to get hurt again and won’t put yourself out there.”

         “I put myself out there.”

         “Oh, I know you do. You’re hands-down Christmas’s biggest party girl and flirt. The thing is, I spent a decade in Hollywood with some of the biggest names in the biz and can spot someone acting in two seconds flat, so you don’t fool me.” He retrieved her hand, giving it a gentle tug to get her to look at him. “I know what you’re up to. And one day someone will come along who sees past your act and catches a glimpse of the woman only a few of us are lucky enough to call their best friend, and that man will know you’re worth the wait. He’ll settle in for the long haul and win your trust.”

         She pulled her hand from his. “Stop with your silly talk.”

         “It’s not silly talk, and you know it. But while it might take some time before your special someone comes along, Autumn’s is already here.”

         Sophia jumped to her feet. It couldn’t be true. “Autumn! Autumn, where are you?”

         Ty latched on to her arm. “No! Don’t say anything. You’ll ruin everything. She told me in confidence.”

          “Then why did you tell me!”

         “Because! When you find out who she’s dating, you’re going to lose your mind and ruin her chance at happiness. You’re as important to her as he is,” Ty whisper-yelled.

         Sophia briefly closed her eyes and then slowly lowered herself back onto the chaise. Logan Dane. It had to be. He was the only man Autumn had ever loved and the only relationship she wouldn’t feel comfortable sharing with Sophia. He’d stopped in at Sugar and Spice over the holidays with his two children. Their mother, his second wife, had died the year before.

         Logan had spent the last several months overseeing the renovations at the lodge. Before that, he’d rarely come home. Not since he’d left Autumn. And not once on his infrequent visits to Christmas had he ever stopped by the store. Until this year.

         Still, she might be wrong. She sent a prayer to the Virgin Mother. “Logan Dane stopped by Sugar and Spice three times. With his children. Those do not count as dates.”

         “No, but the two nights Autumn missed our Saturday Mystery Movie Night do. Remember when she claimed to have car trouble and a late work order?  She went out with him instead.”

         Autumn stuck her head past the archway. “Hey, did you call me? I was taking out the garbage.”

         “Yes. Yes, I did.” Ty pinched Sophia, and she pushed his hand away. She wasn’t about to confront her best friend until she knew what she was dealing with. Ty didn’t have a clue how badly Logan had hurt Autumn. Sophia did, and she was not about to let her best friend make the same mistake twice. “Ty is being a baby about going to the lodge. So unless we want to listen to him whine all night, we have to go too.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         An hour later, hunched over the wheel of her candy-apple red Expedition, Sophia drove up the narrow, snow-covered mountain road to the lodge with only the headlights and three-quarter moon to guide her. Out of nowhere, a tree loomed up before her, and she jerked the wheel hard to the left.

         “Sophia! You nearly hit that tree.”

         “It’s not my fault it’s in the middle of the road!” she yelled at Autumn, who sat in the passenger seat beside her.

         “You’re not on the road!”

         “OMG, we’re going to die!” Ty cried. “Turn around. Turn around and take us back to town!”

         “You be quiet back there. This is all your fault,” Sophia said, her nose practically pressed against the windshield as she tried to follow the tire tracks in the snow.

         “When are you finally going to admit you need glasses?” Autumn asked.

         “Wait. What? Sophia, you told me you had an appointment for laser surgery the week after mine.”

         She did, but she’d canceled at the last minute after talking to a customer whose surgery had gone wrong. It was all the excuse she’d needed. She didn’t like pain of any kind, physical or emotional. “My eyes are fine.” She just couldn’t see street signs unless she was on top of them.

         “You were driving in the woods, not on the road!” Ty protested loudly, and near her ear.

         “Stop yelling at me! It is dark, and it is snowing, and you are both annoying. How am I supposed to—”

         “Hands! Hands on the steering wheel!” Ty cried.

          “It’s no problemo. I can drive for miles without using my hands.” She wrapped them around the wheel. She had a tendency to talk with her hands. A tendency she should admittedly learn to curb while driving.

         “Oh really? So why is your car in Jake’s body shop once a month?” Ty asked.

         “Because Jake’s body is so nice to look at,” she said, which was true. The same could not be said about her car’s body. There was only so much Jake could do with the multiple dings and dents.

         “Look, there’s the lodge.” Autumn pointed out the lights twinkling through the trees. “The turnoff should be right about…” She thunked her head on the passenger window on purpose. “You missed it.”

         The only place to turn around with a modicum of safety was the lodge’s lower parking lot, and it was a quarter mile down the dark road. It didn’t matter if it was ten feet away. Sophia had no intention of going near the lot. The last time she had been there was the morning after her husband died, almost a decade before.

         They’d been overcome with shock and grief, and no one had given much thought to the car Bryce had driven to the mountain. A former Olympic skier, he’d been his family’s shining star, one of Christmas’s favorite sons, and for three years Sophia had been his wife. A good wife, she had thought. And despite how his family had always made her feel, she had taken some comfort in knowing Bryce had loved her as much as she’d loved him. Except everything she’d thought she knew about her husband and their marriage was turned on its head the day she sat in his car in the lower parking lot, reading the letter he’d left behind.

         Sophia slammed on the brakes, as much to stop the car as to stop the memories. She’d worked hard to move past her anger and her grief and didn’t wish to deal with the emotions tonight. It would be difficult enough being at the lodge without her memories following her there.

         Once the Expedition stopped fishtailing, she put it in Reverse and pressed the gas. Lights from an approaching vehicle turned the inside of her SUV heaven-white.

         “Sophia!” Autumn and Ty yelled.

         She hit the brakes, causing the tires to spin. They kept spinning. Around and around they went, coming to a stop almost bumper to bumper with a monster truck out of a Stephen King movie.

         When the driver’s door of the black truck opened and a tall, broad-shouldered man stepped out, Sophia gasped. And it wasn’t an admiring gasp because the man was so big and so gorgeous; it was a gasp of shock and horror.

         Adam Dane was back in town.

         “Okay, so I totally forgive you for almost killing us,” Ty said, resting his arms on the front seats as he peered out the windshield to no doubt get a better look at the man now walking around the back of his monster truck with his phone to his ear. “What do you think the chances are that our Knight in Sheepskin is gay?”

         “None,” Sophia and Autumn said at almost the same time.

         They used to swoon whenever six-foot-four Adam Dane sauntered into a room, blush and stammer when he deigned to speak to them. They’d spend days, weeks, speculating about his latest romantic conquest while secretly wondering what it must be like to date a man like him. But that was before Sophia had fallen in love with Bryce, before she and Bryce were engaged, before she found out exactly what his older brother thought of her.

         “You don’t have to sound so definite about it. You could have given me a little…Here he comes.” Ty rattled the door handle. “There must be a child lock on this thing. Let me out, bae.”

         “Do not call me ‘bae.’ ‘Bae’ means poop in Danish.” She felt like poop. She always did in Adam’s presence. But it had been years since she’d been within a few feet of him, almost a decade since she’d last spoken to him. At the sound of his boots on the snow, she pressed on the gas, and the engine roared to life.

         “No!” Ty, Autumn, and Adam yelled.

         The sound of crunching metal cleared up Sophia’s why-are-they-yelling-at-me mystery. She’d put the gear into Drive, not Reverse. Swearing in Spanish, she corrected her mistake and put the car in Reverse.

         “No!”

         The teeth-grating sound of metal meeting metal explained why they yelled at her again. Only this time it was more of a ripping-apart sound than a crunching one.

         Her door opened, and Adam leaned past her to turn off the engine and grab the keys, his large body pressing her back into the seat. His jacket was cold where it brushed her cheek. He smelled like suede and fir trees.

         “Hey, Red,” he said to Autumn in his deep, panty-melting voice, and then he turned his head to look at Sophia.

         His blue eyes stood out in his handsome, tanned face. The California sunshine was no doubt responsible for his golden skin and the caramel streaks in his dark brown hair. He worked as a US Marshal in the northern part of the state. She wondered if it was the job or the sun that deepened the lines at the corners of his eyes and the ones that bracketed either side of his mouth. “I see your driving hasn’t improved, Dimples.”

         Sophia’s gaze jerked from his mouth to his eyes. He’d stopped calling her Dimples the day Bryce announced their engagement.

         Adam straightened to stand by the open car door, and her cheeks warmed like they used to whenever he was near. Even though his big body no longer held her hostage, he made her nervous, and that made her as angry as his dig about her driving. “My driving is not the problem. It’s the road. And you and your monster—”

         “It’s great to see you, Adam.” Autumn intervened, then winced. “I mean, the circumstances aren’t great, but it’s really nice to see you. Logan and the kids…” She glanced at Sophia, who stared at her, aghast.

         Not only was her BFF fawning over Adam like when they were young and stupid and enamored with his rugged good looks, but the way she mentioned Logan and his children told Sophia everything she needed to know and didn’t want to. Ty hadn’t been exaggerating.

         Sophia had ruined her car and her New Year’s Eve for nothing. She didn’t need to see Autumn and Logan in the same room to know their relationship was more than casual. She could just as easily devise a breakup plan at the Penalty Box as she could at the lodge.

         At least if they’d gone to the local sports bar, she wouldn’t have to worry about the couple sneaking off somewhere to share a kiss on one of the most romantic nights of the year. And she wouldn’t be mere inches from a man she had hoped never to see again. A man she’d once admired and whose opinion had mattered to her more than most.

         Autumn continued. “I mean Calder and Nell will be glad you made it.”

         “I know I am, and you should be too, Gloria, because he is so your Joe,” Ty said next to Sophia’s ear. Then he leaned the upper half of his body across the seat to offer his hand to Adam. “Hi. I’m Ty. I’m Red and Dimple’s—”

         “Boyfriend!” Sophia blurted in hopes of stopping Ty’s matchmaking before it got started. Then she realized what that sounded like. “Not both of our boyfriend. Just mine. He is my boyfriend.”

         No sooner had the words come out of her mouth than she realized she’d wasted the perfect opportunity to throw a monkey wrench in Logan and Autumn’s budding relationship. She shouldn’t have corrected herself. She should have said Ty was Autumn’s boyfriend. Except most people in town knew Ty dated men, not women.

         Ty and Autumn stared at her. Adam did too, and in such a way that suggested he also knew Ty was gay.

         Ty gave Sophia a hug so exuberant it knocked her faux-fur hat off her head. “Good try, but I’m not letting you ruin this,” he whispered in her ear. Then he lifted his head to look at Adam. “Isn’t she adorable?”

         Thankfully, he didn’t give the man a chance to respond. The last thing Sophia wanted was for Ty to hear what Adam thought of her. “She’s trying to protect my feelings by playing my beard. It’s probably that alpha-man vibe you give off,” Ty told Adam. “She’s afraid you might hurt my feelings if you knew I was gay. And trust me, you don’t want to put Gloria between me and a homophobe.”

         “She knows me better than that,” Adam said, then frowned. “Who’s Gloria?”

         “He did not say Gloria. He said—”

         Ty talked over her. “You know, Gloria from Modern Family? Sofía Vergara?”

         The corner of Adam’s mouth tipped up. “Yeah, you’re right. There’s a resemblance.”

         “Resemblance? They’re twins.” Ty pulled out his phone. “Here, you have to get the full effect.”

         Sophia grabbed Ty’s phone before he could pass it to Adam. “He does not have time to watch your silly video.”

         “Um, are we just going to sit in the car all night?” Autumn asked.

         “Yes. Yes, we are. Why? Did you have somewhere you wanted to go? Someone you wanted to see?”

         “Why are you mad at me? It was your idea to go to the lodge for New Year’s Eve.”

         “No. It was his idea.” Sophia jerked her thumb at Ty, who tried to free his phone from her fisted grip. She tightened her fingers around the gold metallic case. “But you are the reason he had the idea. You”—she stared down her BFF—“and Logan.”

         Autumn’s eyes went wide, and Sophia nodded. “Yes. I know you’ve been sneaking around with him behind my back.”

         Autumn turned on Ty, who’d managed to free his phone from Sophia’s fingers. “I told you not to tell—”

         Sophia cut off Autumn at the same time as she undid her seat belt in an effort to get the phone back from Ty. “You told him not to tell me, the sister of—”

         The voice of Gloria from Modern Family filled the car. “See? Twins, right?” Ty said, holding the phone out of Sophia’s reach.

         As she practically climbed over the seat to get the phone from Ty, Adam’s arms went around her from behind. “Okay, guys, I hate to break up your fun, but the tow truck I called is here.” Adam half lifted her from the SUV.

         He was exactly like she remembered. Strong, decisive, the first to step forward and take charge of a situation. He’d been the laid-back, even-tempered Dane. He could diffuse a bar fight with a single word or a single look. No one messed with him, and no one had been surprised when he’d ended up in law enforcement.

         He set her on her feet beside him, opened the door for Ty, and then leaned in to grab Sophia’s white fur hat and purse off the floor. His eyes glinted with amusement as he carefully fitted the hat on her head, his gloved hand brushing her cheek when he tucked away some wayward strands of hair. “You really haven’t changed, have you?” he said, handing her the oversize purse.

         It didn’t matter that the words were said lightly and without sarcasm; they felt like an insult. “You do not know me, Adam Dane. You never did.” She turned away, blinking the watery sting from her eyes.

         He leaned in to her, his warm, spearmint-scented breath fanning her cheek. “Yeah, I did, Soph. I knew you better than you knew yourself,” he said, and then jogged toward the tow truck, which was at that moment sliding off the road.

         Autumn and Ty came to stand beside her in the glow of the emergency lights, the three of them watching Adam take control of the situation.

         “Please tell me that man has brothers and at least one of them is gay.”

         “Ty, that’s Adam Dane. Logan’s…Logan and Bryce’s brother.”

         “Wha-at? Why didn’t you tell me?” He wrapped an arm around Sophia’s shoulders. “I’m sorry. If I’d known who he was, I wouldn’t have teased you or been nice to him. I would have defended you. I’ll do that right now.” He tossed an end of his scarf over his shoulder with a flourish and started off in Adam’s direction.

         “No!” Both Sophia and Autumn grabbed on to an arm and reeled him back. Sophia narrowed her eyes at Autumn. “I know why I don’t want him to make a scene. Why don’t you?” As the reason came to her, she gave her head a slow, mournful shake. “It’s already happening, isn’t it? You’re protecting Logan, not me, not us.”

         “Of course not. I love you, Soph.” Autumn reached for her hand and gave it a soft squeeze. “I know you’re hurt I didn’t tell you about Logan and me, and I’m really sorry I kept it from you. It’s just that I knew you’d be upset, and I didn’t know if anything would come of it.”

         “Has it? Has anything come of it?” Sophia asked, afraid of the answer but desperate to know.

         “Maybe. I’m not sure. It’s complicated. There are children involved, so…” She lifted a shoulder, looking up when someone called her name. A man wearing a beige cowboy hat stuck his head out of the open window of a silver Range Rover that idled on the road to the lodge. The cowboy waved Autumn over. It was Logan Dane.

         Autumn nibbled on her bottom lip.

         “Go,” Sophia said, feeling optimistic after Autumn’s admission that the children were a complication. To her that sounded like the couple would soon be uncoupling. Besides, there wouldn’t be much they could do tonight with the children around. The party was a family affair.

         “You and Ty come too. I’m sure Adam called Logan to get us.” She nodded at Adam, who’d pushed the tow truck out of the snowbank and was now standing off to the side, guiding the driver, who slowly backed toward the accident scene.

         “I can’t leave until I know how bad the damage is to my car.” She caught Ty gazing longingly at the Range Rover and sighed. “Go with Autumn.”

         “Really? You’re sure?” Before she got yes out of her mouth, he hugged her. “Thanks, ba…bunny.” He grinned. “It’s better than poop, right? And don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye on Autumn and Logan until you get to the lodge. You are coming, aren’t you?”

         She glanced from the monster truck eating her bumper to its owner, who’d gotten behind the wheel. “The way my New Year’s Eve has gone so far, I think I’ll go home and read by the fire.”

         “Are you crazy?” Ty said, holding up a finger when the Range Rover’s horn blasted. “Have you never heard that what happens to you on New Year’s Eve is a harbinger of your year to come?”

         “No, but—” She was going to say she wouldn’t mind spending next year reading by the fire.

         Ty cut her off before she had a chance. “I can tell you from personal experience that it’s true. And your night has been Bad with a capital B. The last thing you need or want is to hit repeat for 365 nights next year.” As though she didn’t understand how truly bad her night had been, he listed the high points for her. “Lousy sales, BFFs lying to you, car crashes, and the first man I decide to match you with turns out to be the meanie from your past.”

         Since he put it that way…

         “Trust me, Gloria. You have to turn this night around, and you have to turn it around fast.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Adam glanced at the woman sitting in the passenger seat of his truck talking on her cell phone. He was surprised she’d taken him up on his offer for a ride to the lodge. Sophia made no secret of how she felt about him.

         She hadn’t always hated him though. There’d been a time when her dark eyes followed his every move. When he’d walk into a room and she’d welcome him with a smile that lit up her gorgeous face and showed off dimples that made him smile in return. Smiling, teasing, and keeping a protective eye on her had been as far as he’d allowed the mutual attraction he sensed between them to go. She’d been too young, and he hadn’t been ready to settle down.

         Back then that was the only future he’d envisioned for Sophia—a house with a white picket fence and kids as beautiful as the girl who’d captured his attention the first time he’d seen her. He’d kept his feelings for her to himself until it was too late to do anything about them.

         He’d walked into his grandfather’s living room in the middle of Bryce announcing his engagement to Sophia. Overcome with shock and an anger like he’d never felt before, Adam had lashed out. His inability to control his jealous rage had shaken him. He’d said things he regretted to this day. His relationship with his brother and with Sophia had never been the same. As he’d learned, time healed many things, but some things it made worse.

         “Were you able to get a loaner from the body shop?” he asked when she disconnected.

         “Yes. Jake takes good care of me.”

         “Boyfriend?” Brilliant, Dane. It was none of his damn business who she was dating. It should have been of no interest to him either. She was his brother’s widow. Off-limits to him just like she had always been.

         She snorted. “I am too old for a boyfriend. Jake is a friend.”

         He wasn’t sure if that meant Jake was her boyfriend or not, but he refused to give in to the temptation to ask. “Thirty-three isn’t old.”

         “You say that because you are old.”

         He laughed. Classic Sophia. She never did have a filter. Except when she and Bryce were married, he amended. She’d reinvented herself to fit his baby brother’s image of the wife his agent, fans, and his family expected. Adam was happy to see the old Sophia back. “Thirty-eight isn’t old,” he told her.

         The irony didn’t escape him. At twenty-three, their five-year age difference had felt insurmountable. The thought annoyed him, and he refocused his attention on the winding road to the lodge instead of on the woman beside him. But his mind wasn’t on board with his plans. The warm, seductive scent of her perfume filled the truck’s cab and his mind with memories. Over the years he’d done his damnedest not to think about her, and now his head was filled with regrets, thoughts of what might have been.

         “I thought you were older,” she said.

         “Thanks a lot.”

         “I meant when we were young. You were always more responsible than us, more serious.”

         “You make me sound like an old man. All I did was try to keep you out of trouble. It wasn’t easy.” She stiffened beside him, and he winced. He’d stepped on a land mine. There were so many between them that it was only a matter of time before he did.

         He should have gone with his gut and said no when his grandfather and brother insisted he attend the grand reopening of the lodge tonight of all nights. With Autumn dating Logan, the likelihood Sophia would be here had been good. The two women were inseparable.

         “Oh, yes, I was the wicked, wild woman who was not good enough for your brother. The woman who would lead him astray.” There was more than anger in her voice; there was hurt too.

         “You know what? It’s long past time we got this out in the open.” He pulled to the side of the road and put on his hazards.

         “There’s nothing to get out in the open. I know everything you said about me when you dragged Bryce outside the night of our engagement. He told me after you left. But even if he hadn’t, it was obvious how you felt. How your family felt. I’m surprised you didn’t all stand up at the wedding and object.”

          Adam clenched and unclenched his fingers on the steering wheel. He’d had no idea Bryce had told her what he’d said that night. Their mother and Logan had reacted as badly, albeit for different reasons. Unlike him, they’d had no problem sharing their opinion with Sophia. His mother had tried to buy her off the next day. Adam had heard about it secondhand. He’d headed back to California the night they got engaged.

         “I’m sorry Bryce told you what I said.” Sorrier than she’d ever know. When his brother had taken his own life, it had felt like the ultimate betrayal; this came a close second. At least he’d been able to protect her from learning Bryce’s death hadn’t been an accident.

         From the moment his grandfather had called to break the news of Bryce’s fatal accident, Adam had begun searching for answers. It didn’t make sense to him. He couldn’t understand how his brother, a world-class skier, could die on Blue Mountain. A mountain he knew like the back of his hand.

          As soon as Adam made it back to Christmas, he headed for the mountain to check out the scene for himself. There’d been no reason for Bryce to be up there after midnight or to crash into a tree. The conditions had been good that night and the runs were clearly marked.

         Some people would also say there’d been no reason for Adam to visit the coroner, an old friend from high school, a few hours later. Though the people who knew him best wouldn’t be surprised at his need for answers, his need for the truth.

         The toxicology report confirmed his suspicions: his brother’s blood alcohol was three times over the legal limit, and opioids were found in his system. Still, with no additional evidence and no suicide note, Adam’s old friend the coroner ruled it an accident and agreed to keep the findings from the family as a favor to him. Adam spent the days leading up to the funeral digging into Bryce’s life, uncovering evidence that served to confirm his suspicions.

         Afraid Sophia would blame herself for his brother’s suicide, and even if she didn’t, his family might blame her, Adam had kept the truth to himself. It was an easy decision to justify. He was protecting Sophia, his family, and his brother’s memory. He owed him that at least. After Bryce married Sophia, Adam hadn’t been much of a big brother. As a result of his investigation, he’d learned that Bryce had needed him more than he’d ever let on.

         It was easier to push back the guilt and regret that accompanied the memories knowing that Bryce had told Sophia what he’d said that night. “I didn’t mean for you to hear what I said. Bryce had no business telling you something he had to know would hurt you. I was angry at him, not you.”

         “You said I would make a terrible wife.”

         “No. I said you were too young to get married. You both were.”

          “You said I was a ski bunny and only wanted him for his money and our marriage would never last.”

         Logan had called her a ski bunny. His mother had called her a gold digger. “I did. I said your marriage wouldn’t last.”

         “Because I was an attention-seeking party girl who couldn’t be trusted.” Her eyes flashed, and her accent thickened.

         “You liked attention, and my brother didn’t like sharing the limelight. You liked to dance and have fun, but Bryce was focused on his career. Nothing was more important to him than winning Olympic gold. You were friendly and flirty, but Bryce was jealous and had a temper. You two were a powder keg, one party away from going off.”

         “I didn’t go to parties. I was too busy helping manage Bryce’s career. I was a good wife. He was happy. He loved me.”

         Bryce was far from happy, but it wasn’t her fault. And Adam would bet Sophia hadn’t been happy either. She’d given up on her hopes and dreams so that Bryce could go after his, only his brother’s had ended when he’d shattered his leg and pelvis. Injuries Adam knew without a doubt had contributed to his death. “My brother couldn’t have asked for a better wife. He loved you.”

         “Your family didn’t think he did,” she murmured, and turned her head to look out the window.

         “Who cares what anyone else thinks? All that matters is you know that he did.” Adam checked his rearview mirror, turning off his hazards before pulling onto the road. “Have you been to the lodge since…?” He’d been about to say since Bryce died, but he didn’t want to talk about his brother anymore. There was nothing freeing about rehashing the past. He was still as angry at Bryce as he had been when he’d pulled to the side of the road. Maybe more so. “The renovation?” he said instead.

         “No. I can’t remember the last time I was here. It was a mistake to come tonight.”

         “So why did you?” he asked as he turned into the packed parking lot.

         “Autumn and Logan. Did you know they’re dating?”

         Clearly, from the look on her face and from the earlier exchange in the SUV, Sophia was not on board with the couple reuniting. Since Adam was on board with Autumn and Logan getting back together, he thought it best to play dumb. “Uh, I might have heard something about it.”

         “And…?” She motioned for him to keep talking.

         “I’m not sure what you want me to say, Dimples.” The nickname slipped out, the way it had earlier. He’d been surprised to see her. Surprised at how little she’d changed. The thing she’d just done with her hands was familiar too. She had beautiful hands—her nails always painted and long. He used to wonder what it would feel like to have her nails dig into his shoulders, score his back…“I don’t have an opinion on it one way or another.”

         At least not one she’d want to hear. And since she wasn’t giving him the cold shoulder or yelling at him, it felt like maybe she didn’t hate him quite so much after their talk on the side of the road. The last thing he wanted was to give her a reason to.

         But before Logan had reunited with Autumn, he’d been making noises about putting out feelers for other job opportunities. His brother had wanderlust and didn’t like to stay in one place for long. If he left, it would fall on Adam to manage the lodge. He had no idea how to run a business and no desire to. But he also didn’t want his family to lose the lodge.

         A few months back, his grandfather had laid down the law. Either one of them stepped up to the plate, or the lodge would fall into the hands of their second cousin, Rick Dane. Years before, Rick had kidnapped Christmas’s sheriff. He’d pleaded temporary insanity and received five years in a mental institution in Pueblo. His five years were up.

         “Well, I have an opinion, and your brother, he will hear it tonight,” Sophia said as Logan managed to find a parking spot a fair distance from the lodge.

         He was going to offer to drop her off at the entrance but decided the walk might do her good. “Come on, it’s New Year’s Eve. Let it go for tonight and enjoy yourself.”

         “Enjoy myself? How am I supposed to enjoy myself when my best friend is about to have her heart broken again?”

         He pulled into the parking spot and turned off the engine. “I understand where you’re coming from. The divorce was hard on both of them. But Logan—”

         “Is an asshat.”

         He laughed. “No, he’s…” She lifted a perfectly arched dark eyebrow. “Okay, I’ll give you that. Sometimes he can be a jerk. But he’s had a tough couple of years. Roxanne, his wife, was sick for a long time before she passed away. He took care of her and the kids. Now he’s trying to be both mother and father. He’s a great dad. He deserves a little happiness. They both do, don’t they?”

         “Autumn was happy. We were happy. We have a wonderful life together, and now your brother is going to ruin it.”

         “It sounds like this is more about you losing Autumn than it is about Logan breaking her heart.”

          “You don’t know what you are talking about.” She opened the truck’s door.

         He knew exactly what he was talking about. She just wouldn’t admit it or didn’t see it herself. “Hang on a minute. I’ll help you out.”

         “You know what they say about men who drive big trucks?” she asked when he reached her side.

         “We have big egos?” His ego was more healthy than big. And his truck was well suited to back-country driving, where he spent most of his days off.

         “No, that you’re overcompensating for…you know.” She put a hand on his shoulder, and he put one at her waist, or where he imagined her waist would be if she weren’t bundled up in an ankle-length fake-fur coat that matched her hat and hid any sign of the lush curves he remembered.

         She jumped down, stumbling as she landed. He brought her close to steady her. Looking into eyes the color of melted chocolate, he said, “What do you think I’m overcompensating for, Dimples?”

         She stared up at him, her glossy red lips slightly parted, and he thought he should let her go before he forgot she was off-limits and that he had a woman waiting for him back home.

         She lowered her eyes and moved away. “I didn’t say you were. Other people did.”

         He decided not to tease her any further, for his own sake as much as hers. “Be careful you don’t slip,” he warned when she headed for the lodge with a determined, sexy stride. “Your boots aren’t exactly made for winter weather.”

         “Yes, they are.” She stopped and hiked up the bottom of her coat to show him a pair of knee-high butterscotch leather boots with gold high heels and decorative gold chains around each ankle.

         He dropped his gaze to his rust-colored Timberlands because looking at her in those boots was putting some really bad ideas in his head. “No, these are what you call winter boots.”

          “No, they are ugly boots, and they are the reason I still have racks of beautiful clothes left.” She flounced off, muttering, “You and your boots.”

         A snowball hit him on the back of the head. “Ow.” He raised his hand to check for damage and brush off the frozen flakes. “What the…?” Looking around, he spotted his brother half-hidden behind a fir tree decorated in multicolored lights. Logan waved him over.

         Sophia turned. “What’s wrong?”

         “Ah, nothing. I forgot something in my truck. You okay to get there on your own?”

          “No. I’m a helpless woman who needs a big strong man to—”

         He held up his hands. “Sorry. Forget I asked.”

         Her huffed breath crystalized in a small cloud.  “No. I’m sorry.” She gestured at the lodge with its peaked rooflines, the deck crowded with laughing people, lights ablaze from the antler chandeliers that were visible through the main floor windows. “I’m just…I didn’t expect it to be this hard. I don’t come here during ski season. I try not to come at all.”

         “Come on, we’ll find Ty and Autumn, and get you a drink,” he said as he walked toward her. He took her hand and gave it a comforting squeeze. “Sometimes running away from the pain makes it worse. It lasts a lot longer than it has to, Soph. Sometimes you just have to lean into it.”

         They didn’t get more than a couple feet before Ty and Autumn arrived to take Sophia away. His brother’s handiwork, no doubt.

         “All right, you can come out of hiding,” Adam said when the three of them disappeared behind the wooden doors.

         His brother came out from behind the tree. He wore a denim jacket lined with sheepskin over a red plaid shirt. The last few years had taken a toll. Logan could stand to put at least ten pounds on his lean six-foot frame. His dark hair was prematurely streaked with silver, the crow’s-feet at the corners of his gray eyes more pronounced. “You had the perfect opportunity to send her back to town, but oh no, my big brother has to play Mr. Nice Guy.”

         Adam tugged his brother out of the light from the lodge and lowered his voice. “I don’t get you. What did she ever do to you?” He held up his hand when the first word out of Logan’s mouth was their brother’s name. “Don’t even go there.”

         “Whatever. I should know better. You always were her biggest champion. I used to think you loved her more than Bryce did.”

         Adam kept his face blank. “At least you’re finally admitting Bryce loved her. Took you long enough. Then again, you always were a hard head.”

         “Yeah, well, all I know is I want a second chance with Autumn, and if Sophia has her way, she’ll ruin it for me.” He glanced at his watch and then at the mountain. “The show’s about to begin. Once it’s over, Nell’s going to take the kids home for me. I’ve got plans for Autumn and me. Plans that don’t include Sophia dogging our every move. And since you’re the one who brought her here, you have to help me.”

         Since he wanted Logan and Autumn back together, he didn’t argue against his brother’s misguided logic. “Fine. What do you want me to do?”

         “Keep Sophia busy until after midnight.”

         “After midnight? That’s hours away. How am I supposed to keep her busy for that long?”

          “I don’t care how you do it. Just do it or you might as well pack your bags for Christmas.”

         “Sophia’s right—you are an asshat.”

         “Whatever. And speaking of the lodge, guess who I saw hanging around today? Rick. He moved into a halfway house just outside of town.”

         More bad news. But he shouldn’t be surprised. It happened every time he came home to Christmas.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Sophia stood on the deck surrounded by people she routinely hung out with at the Penalty Box, attended book club with at the mystery bookstore, had a skinny latte and cupcake with at the Sugar Plum Bakery, and lunched with at the tea shop.

         These were her people. She knew them and liked them, and they liked her. So why was she searching the crowd for a man she hadn’t thought about in years? Okay, so maybe she had thought about him. But whenever he dropped into her brain uninvited, she’d push him out because it hurt too much to think about him. His betrayal had wounded her almost as much as his brother’s, and despite Adam apologizing and saying all the right words in the truck tonight, she wasn’t ready to forgive him.

         Yet as she stood around the wood-burning fire pit drinking a dirty snowman and gazing up at Blue Mountain, she was fighting a desperate urge to find him.

         It was like she’d reverted back to the girl she used to be. The one who didn’t have to worry about guys hitting on her when she danced her heart out at parties because Adam would be there watching out for her. The girl whose heart felt like it would burst if she made him smile or, even better, laugh.

         “You were a silly girl,” she murmured, deciding she needed something stronger than Baileys with vanilla ice cream, hot chocolate, and whipped cream.

         “Where are you going?” Ty called from where he sat on the arm of an Adirondack chair. She’d thought he was too busy with the IT guy from Denver to notice her leave. She raised her empty glass.

         “Okay, but hurry up. The show’s about to begin.”

         She’d forgotten about the show. She shivered despite wearing as much fur as a polar bear. That hers wasn’t real was probably the reason the cold mountain air cut through the coat, or maybe it wasn’t the wind at all.

         She went up on her toes, searching for Autumn’s pink knit hat with the double faux-fur pom-poms, and spotted her where she’d last seen her, standing at the rail talking to Nell McBride, who wore a tiny Santa hat on a sparkly headband that held back her youthfully cut, dyed red hair. Logan’s children were with them, but their daddy wasn’t. Sophia said a prayer to the Virgin Mother. Maybe he’d be too busy to join them tonight. She was about to call to Autumn when several other members of the McBride family joined them with their toddlers in tow.

         They had the best vantage point for the show. So not much chance she’d be able to convince Autumn to join her by the stone fireplace on the main floor.

         Or the bar, Sophia thought, nibbling the chocolate that rimmed her empty glass as she headed for the double doors. Two men walked onto the deck at the exact moment she licked the chocolate from her lips. Logan looked from her to Adam, lifting an eyebrow before turning to walk away.

         “Nice to see you too, Logan!” she called to his back. People on the deck stopped talking to turn and stare, including Autumn. Sophia didn’t care. It wasn’t right for Logan to treat her this way. Though she supposed she was partially to blame. She’d let Bryce’s family get away with treating her like crap for far too long.

         Logan turned and walked back to her. “Nice to see you, Sophia.” His smile was as fake as her fur coat, and he nodded at her glass. “It looks like you got a head start on the night. You might want to slow down.”

         “I’m just getting started, mi hermano.” She called him my brother because she knew he didn’t like it. “But you, you should slow down with mi hermana. You broke her—”

         “Okay, nice to see nothing has changed between you two. Logan, you go to your corner, and, Soph, you’re coming with me.”

         Adam turned to open the door at the same time music came through the outdoor speakers, signaling the parade was about to begin. A cheer went up from the crowd as everyone turned to look up at the top of Blue Mountain. She hurried though the door Adam held open, relieved at her narrow escape. But just as she was about to walk toward the stairs leading down to the main floor, Adam took her hand.

         “Come on, you get a better view of the parade from over here than down there.” He drew her toward a bank of windows to the left of the deck.

         She opened her mouth to make an excuse about needing a drink, but the ski instructors and ski patrol had already begun weaving down the mountain with lit torches held aloft. From where she stood, it looked like a ribbon of fire undulating its way around and down the mountain in time to this year’s top pop songs pumping through the outdoor speakers.

         “Doesn’t get old, does it?” Adam said, obviously mistaking her open mouth as an expression of awe.

         She pressed her lips together, afraid the sob building in the back of her throat would escape.

         “Jeez, Bryce loved this. It was his favorite holiday tradition, even as a kid. As soon as he was old enough to take the lift by himself, he started bugging our grandparents to let him lead the parade. Probably the only thing he hated about being on the circuit was missing out on…Aw, Soph, I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

         She flicked the tear from her cheek. “He led the parade that last year. You weren’t here. Everyone said he shouldn’t do it. They thought I should stop him, could stop him, but there was no stopping Bryce once his mind was made up.”

         She moved closer to the window, pressing her hand to the glass, covering the place she’d met him at the end of the parade, his handsome face aglow in the torchlight. “Do you know, that night was the happiest I had seen him since the accident. He was filled with hope and plans to get back…I should have stopped him. If I had, he wouldn’t have…” She swallowed a sob and the truth.

         Adam’s hand moved over her back in an effort to comfort her. But it wasn’t comforting. He wasn’t comforting. She didn’t know why she’d wanted him at her side earlier tonight. He stirred things up, making everything worse.

         “Come on, Soph. There’s nothing you could have done. Bryce…Don’t blame yourself—”

         She turned to face him, causing his hand to fall to his side. “Why not? You did. You all did.”

         “No. I didn’t. Not once. God’s truth.”

         “I saw the way you looked at me at the funeral. You couldn’t hide it. Not from me. You were angry.”

          “I was. But not at you. Never at you. I was angry at Bryce—” He looked away.

         She took in the muscle pulsating in his scruff-lined jaw, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. He was angry now. But not at her, at Bryce.

         “I’m sorry. You didn’t need to do this tonight,” he said.

         Why would he be mad at Bryce after all this time, she wondered. Why…? “You knew. You know,” she said more to herself than to him. The air around them shifted as the door opened and closed, ushering people and a gush of cold inside. But it was like they were in their own private bubble, walking a tightrope between truth and lies. They stared at each other.

          “What do I know, Soph?”

         She was afraid to say. If she did and he didn’t know, or even if he did, it would be like pulling out the one card that would topple the house of cards. But there was something about the way he looked at her that forced the truth past her lips. “That it wasn’t an accident.”

         He brought his hands to his face, moved them up and down, and then looked around. The deck was nearly empty as people walked by, heading down the stairs to the main floor. “We need to talk, but not here.”

         She didn’t want to talk. Her memories of that time were locked away where they could no longer hurt her. Being here, being with Adam, had unlocked the vault and some had slipped out. She needed to leave; that’s what she needed to do. “I have to find Autumn.”

         She searched the crowd and spotted Nell walking down the stairs with Logan’s children. Their father and Autumn were nowhere in sight. Sophia hurried to the railing, searching for a black fedora in the crowd. Lines of people stood at the bar and at buffet tables piled high with platters of finger food. A small group gathered at the twenty-foot Christmas tree.

         “Ty!” she called out.

         He turned from where he stood by the fireplace, looked up, and waved.

         “Where’s Autumn?”

         He frowned, looked around, and then shrugged.

         “I know where she is, Sophia,” Nell McBride yelled from where she now stood just off to the right of the stairs with Logan’s children.

         Adam glanced at Nell. “Ah, Soph, I don’t think this is a good idea,” he said as he reluctantly followed her down the stairs. “Nell’s got that look in her eyes.”

         Sophia stopped to squint at his step-grandmother. “What look?”

         “You know, the one she gets when she’s up to no good. Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” he muttered when Sophia walked across the planked floor to Nell, who waved over her husband, Calder Dane.

         Adam’s grandfather didn’t need a wig or a fake beard to play the town’s Santa to Nell’s Mrs. Claus. Calder looked exactly as Sophia had always pictured the jolly old elf, right down to the sparkling blue eyes.

         He winked at Sophia and then pulled a small candy cane from behind each of Logan’s children’s ears. The little boy and girl, who were subdued only moments before, lit up. They were lucky to have Calder and Nell in their lives. Their uncle Adam too, she thought when he crouched in front of them, pulling two envelopes from his jacket pocket.

         They opened the envelopes and withdrew bright and sparkly Christmas cards. Their eyes lit up when they looked inside. “Look! Look what Uncle Adam got us!” They held up identical photos of a puppy with a curly, cream-colored coat before throwing themselves at Adam. “Where is he, Uncle Adam? Where is he?”

         “Waiting for you at home.” He looked up at his grandfather. “Don’t worry. He’s in a crate, and I bought everything he needs.” He hugged his niece and nephew before standing. “If you guys think of anything else, we’ll go shopping before I leave.”

         “Can we go now? Can we go home now?”

         “Yes. Yes,” Nell said, making it sound like she was annoyed, but her twinkling blue eyes belied her put-upon voice. Expect they weren’t twinkling at the little people. They were twinkling at Sophia and Adam, and it was an uncomfortably familiar twinkle. Although not one Sophia had ever had directed at her.

         She shot a panicked glance at Adam, who raised an I-told-you-so eyebrow.

         He could tell her so all he wanted, but there wasn’t much she could do about it now. And it wasn’t like she or Adam were interested in being matched, especially to each other. Even if she were interested in dating again, which she wasn’t, she’d never date her late husband’s brother.

         “I won’t keep you, then. I just need to find Autumn,” she said to Nell.

         “She’s with Logan. He wanted her advice on the honeymoon cabin. Calder can take you there.”

         The excitement on Logan’s children’s faces at the prospect of seeing their new puppy disappeared in an instant, a flash of resentment in their narrowed eyes. It appeared Sophia would have allies in her bid to keep their father and Autumn apart. So she didn’t understand the sudden urge to defend her best friend.

         “I’ll take Sophia,” Adam offered.

         She widened her eyes to make the point to Adam that he was playing into the local matchmaker’s hands. But his attention was on the phone he’d pulled from his jacket pocket. While he texted someone, she said loudly enough to hopefully regain his attention, “No. It’s okay. You take Nell and the children home. I will go with Calder.”

         “Already have my ride sorted out,” Nell said. “Calder has to stick around. He and his dog team are booked up for the night. Lucky for you and Adam, he’s got an opening. Better skedaddle.”

         “Give me five minutes,” Calder said, rubbing the kids’ heads and giving Nell a kiss on the cheek before walking toward the exit door.

         “No. Adam’s busy. Ty will come with me. Ty!” Sophia called, her voice rising on a panicked note because of Nell and her matchmaking eyes.

         “Are you the lady on Modern Family?” the little girl asked Sophia.

         Ty, who must have picked up on the panic in Sophia’s voice and rushed over, grinned at Logan’s daughter. “They’re twins,” he told her, and then said to Sophia, “What’s wrong, bae…bunny?”

         She made a frustrated sound. “Autumn and Logan are checking out the honeymoon suite at the—”

         “They actually did it. They set the date.” Ty clapped his hands. “This is soo…” He looked from her to the children. “Bad. This is sooo bad.”

         Once again she found herself torn between wanting to agree it was the worst thing ever and pretending it was the best. Autumn would be an amazing stepmother, and Sophia didn’t like the children thinking she wouldn’t. But in her heart she knew the worst thing for Autumn would be to reunite with Logan. The Danes were heartbreakers. Even Calder had broken Nell’s heart a long time ago.

         And the freckle-faced little boy holding up his envelope to Sophia with a gap-toothed smile showed every sign of growing up to be a heartbreaker too. “Can you get your sister’s autograph for me?”

         “She’s not my—”

         “Of course she can,” Ty said, taking the envelope.

         In Spanish, Sophia muttered what happened to men who lied to little children. Adam glanced up from texting with a half smile. “Soph, the kids are learning to speak Spanish. Lucky for you, you talk too fast for them to keep up. But I can.”

         She’d forgotten that he spoke Spanish. He used to practice on her when he was first learning.

         “And if she can’t get you an autograph, I will. What?” Ty said when she shot him a look. “I’m sending a tape of you to Ms. Vergara. You’d make a great stunt double. Don’t give me that face. You might need a second career if your sales keep—”

         “Ty,” she muttered. The last thing she needed was for her customers to think her sales were down. People liked to support winners, not losers.

         “Autumn mentioned you girls didn’t have a stellar year. I’ll make a note to bring it up at the business association meeting next week. Okay, kiddles, looks like our ride is ready,” Nell said, zipping up the children’s jackets.

         Adam tucked his phone away and moved to help with his niece’s and nephew’s hats and mittens while saying to Sophia, “We should get going too.”

         “It’s okay. Ty will…” Sophia’s eyes narrowed at Ty, who was exchanging hand signals with Nell. “What are you two talking about?”

         “Nell asked me to stand in for her as hostess with the mostest.”

         “What does this”—Sophia made the same hand gestures that he had— “have to do with hosting the party?”

         “I didn’t do that. I did this.” He waved, smiled, and pretended to be serving food.

         “You did not do that.” She waved and smiled. “You did this.” She repeated his previous hand signals.

         Adam put a hand on her lower back and nudged her toward the door. “Say good-bye, Gloria.”

         Ty, Nell, and the children laughed.

         “You’re so funny, I cannot stand it,” Sophia said to Adam as she walked to the doors. She didn’t have a choice. She had to go with him. Because the last thing she wanted was Autumn alone with Logan in the honeymoon cottage on New Year’s Eve.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         You and Ty should take your show on the road,” Adam said as he held open the door for her, his smile fading when they stepped outside. “Does he know about Bryce?”

         “I don’t want to talk about it.” Sophia had hoped he’d forgotten or, like her, wanted to. But she should have known better given his earlier remarks.

         “I’ll take that as a no. You didn’t tell anyone, did you? Not even Autumn. All these years you’ve been carrying this on your own.”

         She slipped, unsure if it was because of the kindness in his voice or the ice under the snow. He took her arm, tucking it through his.

         To anyone who didn’t know them, they probably looked like a couple out for a romantic walk under the starry night sky. The Christmas lights that decorated the lodge lit up the path to where Calder’s sled and dogs awaited, the sound of music and laughter floating to them on the still night air. No one would guess they were talking about the tragic death of a man they had both loved.

         Burying her grief and anger just like she had buried Bryce had made it easier for her to carry on on her own. “You never said anything to anyone. I would have known if you’d told your family. They would have blamed me.” She stopped to stare at him. “You didn’t tell them because of me.”

         Looking away, he shoved his hands in his jacket pockets. “I wanted to save you from spending your nights lying awake asking why, wondering if you could have stopped him. And I wanted to protect his memory and my family.” He brought his gaze back to her. “But I didn’t deal with it on my own. I told friends, people I trusted. It helped, Soph. I wish I could have been there for you. How did you find out?”

         “Autumn brought me to pick up his car. There was a letter addressed to me in the glove compartment. How did you find out?”

         He told her about his suspicions, his visit to the coroner, his cover-up of the truth. She wondered what her life would have been like had the truth come out. Now that it was out in the open, even if it was only between the two of them, she felt a slight lightening of the heavy weight she’d carried by herself for all these years. But she had a feeling the easing of her burden was because Adam’s first reaction hadn’t been to blame her but to protect her. And if he didn’t blame her, maybe, just maybe, she could stop blaming herself.

         The jingle of bells drew her attention.

         Adam lifted his chin to the end of the snow-covered path. “Looks like our ride awaits.”

         “You don’t have to come. I’m sure you have people you want to see tonight.”

         “I can see them later. I’d just as soon not leave you and my brother to fight without a referee. I don’t see Autumn standing up to either one of you.”

         She ignored him and walked to Calder, casting a nervous glance at the huskies. “Are you sure I can’t walk to the cabin?”

         “It’s quite a hike, and not an easy one with the amount of snow that’s fallen. Unless you’re up for some cross-country skiing. Nice night for it,” Calder said, looking up at the bright three-quarter moon in the star-spangled sky.

         Adam laughed. “You do remember who you’re talking to, don’t you, Gramps? Sophia’s allergic to sports of any kind.”

         Unless you considered dancing a sport, it was true. Another reason why she’d never fit in with the Dane family. There wasn’t a sport they didn’t love or excel at. All three brothers had been natural athletes.

         Calder chuckled and reached for a red plaid blanket. “Sledding it is. Adam, you get on first.”

         Sophia looked from the six-foot-four, broad-shouldered man standing beside her to the sled. “There won’t be any room for me.”

          “It’ll be tight, but we can manage,” Adam said, settling himself in.

         “No, she’s right. Here, Sophia, take off your coat, and we’ll put it over you. Adam will keep you warm.”

         “Ah, Gramps, I—”

         “Don’t worry. You can tell your girlfriend you had a chaperone.”

         Sophia gave a little start, surprised by the news, although she shouldn’t have been. There was no way a man like Adam wouldn’t have someone special in his life. Though the revelation had her taking a second look at the space they would be sharing.

         “Are you sure Autumn and Logan are at the cabin?” she asked Calder, hoping for a way out of this predicament. She pulled her cell phone from her pocket to check if Autumn had responded to her latest text. She hadn’t, which was worrisome.

         “If Nellie says so, then that’s where they’re at.”

         Sophia glanced once more at the tight confines of the sleigh, reminding herself that no sacrifice was too great to make if it meant protecting her best friend from having her heart broken again.

         “We better get a move on though. I have another couple booked in twenty minutes,” Calder added.

         Sophia unbuttoned her coat and handed it to the older man, wrapping her arms around herself against the cold. “I’m not sure this is a good idea,” she said with a shiver as she climbed in.

         “You and me both,” Adam murmured with an odd expression on his face. He looked like he was in pain.

         “Sorry,” she said, thinking she must have stepped on him.

         He tucked the blanket around her. “What are you sorry about?”

         “For stepping on you. You made a face.”

         “Right. It’s okay. No permanent damage.” He wrapped his arms around her, and the girl she used to be smiled. It looked like she needed to have a chat with the silly girl inside because the man holding her in his arms had a girlfriend, and even if he didn’t, the woman Sophia was now wasn’t interested. It didn’t escape her notice that she’d had to remind herself several times tonight that she wasn’t interested in Adam.

         Calder lay the coat over the blanket and then tucked both around them. “There, you two look nice and cozy.”

         With narrowed eyes she followed the older man’s progress to the back of the sled. It wasn’t until a spearmint-scented breath warmed her face that she realized how close her angled head brought her to Adam’s lips. She self-consciously raised her gaze to his. “Do his eyes always twinkle like that, or should we be worried?”

         “I’m getting more worried by the minute, Dimples.”

         So was she, and at that moment, it wasn’t the thought they had a matchmaking grandpa and step-granny on their hands that worried her. It was her inability to tear her gaze from Adam’s. She was getting sucked into his eyes and the memory of how he used to look at her, how they used to be. Being surrounded by his strong, masculine presence and enveloped in his warm, woodsy scent only served to heighten her reluctant attraction to him.

         “Okay, you don’t need to come with me. I swear, I won’t say anything to Logan. I’ll just—” She threw back her coat and the blanket and went to get out of the sled, but the dogs shot off, and she fell back against Adam.

         “Hang on!” Calder yelled.

         “Your timing’s a little off, Gramps!”

         Calder laughed, cracking a whip high above their heads and the dogs. “On Donner, on Blitzen, on Comet…”

         “He’s not planning to take us back to the North Pole with him, is he? My face is already freezing, and so are my toes.”

         “You never were much for the great outdoors, were you?” Adam said, a hint of amusement in his voice as he leaned over her to adjust the blanket and her coat. Once he’d tucked her back in, he curled his big body around her.

         “She might be warmer if she turned to face you,” Calder yelled.

         “No!” she shouted above the strangled sound that came from Adam close to her ear. The image of her straddling him must have popped into his mind too. “I’m fine! You just tell Rudolph to pick up the pace or he’ll be demoted.”

         Behind her, Adam snorted a laugh, but she refused to say anything for fear of what else Calder might suggest. She hadn’t straddled anyone for a long time, and that was not something she wanted to be reminded about with her girlhood crush doing his best to keep her warm.

         She focused on the dogs racing through the snow. In the distance, she heard the low buzz of snowmobiles on the forest trails. They were in a valley, surrounded by the towering Rockies and majestic, snow-laden pines.

         Adam was right, unlike 90 percent of Coloradoans, she didn’t spend a lot of time in the great outdoors. She didn’t climb, cycle, hike, run, or ski. Though, since buying the house on Holly Lane with Autumn, Sophia had developed a passion for gardening. She’d been surprised to discover her thumb was green, not black as she had always believed. But even though she didn’t spend the majority of her time outside, she appreciated the beauty of the small mountain town she called home, and thought, as she always did when she was forced to venture off the beaten path, maybe she should get out more often.

         She mentally added the idea to her list of New Year’s resolutions. But as snow swirled on a fierce gust of frigid air, she sank lower beneath her coat and blanket and adjusted the latest addition to her New Year’s resolutions. She’d hibernate for the rest of the winter and come out in the spring.

         “Couple more minutes and we’ll be there,” Adam said close to her ear, pointing to a dark shape on the edge of the woods.

         She resisted the urge to snuggle back against him as the wind howled, focusing instead on their surroundings. Which seemed like a good idea until she realized where they were. She jerked upright, clutching her coat. “We’re on the lake!”

         “Okay, don’t panic. The ice is at least eight inches thick.”

         There was a loud crack, and her heart dropped to her frozen toes. On a panicked cry, she yelled, “We’re going to die!”

         “We’re not going to die. That wasn’t the ice. It was a tree.” He held her a little tighter, his mouth at her ear. “I wouldn’t have let you come if it wasn’t safe. Neither would Calder. He’s cautious. You can trust him.”

         A few minutes later, as they got off the sleigh, Sophia had reason to doubt Adam’s faith in his grandfather, and so did he.

         As she trudged after Adam through the calf-high snow, doing up the buttons of her coat, she heard the jingle of bells. She looked over her shoulder and frowned. Calder appeared to be preparing to leave. Surely he wouldn’t…

           “Gramps, wait! You can’t just leave us here,” Adam called from where he stood on the porch step. When his grandfather ignored him and cracked his whip, Adam swore under his breath and took off after him.

         “I’ll be back after midnight,” Calder yelled, tossing a red sack at his grandson. Then the sled took off like a shot, disappearing in a swirl of snow.

         “I should have known they were up to something,” Adam muttered as he stomped back to the porch, pulling his phone from his pocket. He held it up and moved it around. “No service. Why am I not surprised? This night keeps getting better and better.”

         “I’m sorry your night is so horrible. Mine isn’t any better, you know,” Sophia said as she joined him on the porch. She should have kept her mouth closed. There was a decidedly defensive note in her voice, and she didn’t want him to think he’d hurt her feelings.

         He pocketed his phone, dropping the sack at his feet. “I wasn’t talking about you, Dimples. Seeing you again, getting the chance to finally clear the air between us, that’s made everything else worthwhile.”

         “Oh, I…Yes. You are right. It has.” And even though her car was back in the body shop and her best friend was MIA with Logan Dane, she was glad she’d literally run into Adam tonight. She’d always trusted him, trusted that he would tell her the truth. So to have Adam validate his brother’s love for her, to absolve her of the guilt she’d carried around for all these years…Yes, this was one night in Christmas she wouldn’t forget.

         She glanced at the front window of the dark cabin. She hoped it would be a memorable night because she and Adam had buried the hatchet, not because they’d caught Autumn and Logan in the act.

         “Maybe we should knock.” She followed through with her own suggestion, banging on the window and calling, “Autumn, get out here right now.”

         “They’re not here.” Adam dug around in the sack and then pulled out a key.

         Sophia frowned. “How do you know?”

         “No tracks, no chimney smoke,” he said as he opened the door. He held up the sack when she walked inside. “At least they’ve made sure we won’t go hungry and that you’ll be warm and cozy.” He pulled out a red plaid onesie and thick wool socks.

         “Ty! That’s what he and Nell were hand signaling about. But why…?” She gasped when it hit her what they were up to. “They’re trying to get me out of the way so he and Autumn can ring in the New Year with their Joes.”

         Adam’s brow furrowed as he handed her the pajamas and socks. “Wait. Autumn’s dating a guy named Joe…and my brother?”

         She considered saying yes. “No. It’s another of Ty’s silly Gloria jokes. He said he’s going to find me my own Joe Manganiello. Sofía Vergara’s husband,” she said at his blank look. “They don’t want to feel guilty for abandoning me to be with their Joes.”

         “You’re not dating anyone?” Adam asked as he walked to the stone fireplace.

         “No,” she said, looking around the cabin for any signs Autumn and Logan had been there.

         The cabin had a rustic charm and was beautifully appointed. The leather couch and chairs had brightly colored fabric pillows decorated with black-bear motifs. The pine end tables and coffee table continued the theme. There was a bathroom to the left of the open-concept living room and kitchen and a set of stairs leading to the open loft where a king-size bed sat in a log frame, neatly made with a fur throw on the end of the dark comforter. Adam was right; they hadn’t been here. The honeymoon cabin was a decoy.

          Crouched in front of the fireplace, he glanced at her over his shoulder. “No as in not dating now, or no as in not dating since my brother died?”

         He sounded surprised, and maybe concerned. Living in a small town in which people felt compelled to share their opinion about everything, including her lack of a love life, she was well acquainted with the reaction. So she didn’t understand why she wanted to lie to Adam. It wouldn’t do her any good. He’d always been able to see through her. “I’m not interested in dating.”

         “Bryce would want you to be happy, Sophia.”

         “I am happy. I have my business. Autumn and I bought a house last spring, and I have good friends. Well, they were good friends, friends I could trust, until your brother moved back to Christmas.”

         Adam brushed off his hands on his jeans and stood. Behind him the fire crackled and danced, the smell of woodsmoke permeating the air. “You know, I never understood what it was with you and Logan. It was like hate at first sight.”

         “He thought I was a bad influence on Autumn.” She lifted a shoulder. She might not care now, but there’d been a time when she had. “I thought the same about him, so we’re even.”

         “You know what I think? You were both jealous of how much Autumn loved the other.”

         She waved her hand as though that was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard, even though she suspected he might be right.

         “You know I’m right. You just don’t want to admit it.” He shrugged out of his jacket and lifted his chin at her. “We’re here for a couple hours, so you might as well get comfortable.”

         She dipped her head to hide her reaction to the way he filled out the blue plaid flannel shirt he wore over a black T-shirt. Ty might not be able to pull off chalet-wear, but Adam certainly could. She took off her coat and went to drape it over a chair, turning when Adam made a rough sound in his throat.

         “I’ll, uh, just put on some water for hot chocolate.” He nodded at the fuzzy plaid pajamas and wool socks without looking at her. “You should probably change. You can’t be comfortable in…” His eyes met hers, and he gave his head a slight shake, a slow smile curving his lips. “You know exactly what kind of effect you have on men, so I’m not even going to try to pretend I want you to change so you’re more comfortable. Not even sure it would help.”

         She blinked, surprised. He was right. There’d been a time in her life when she’d dressed to attract attention, but she’d always thought Adam was immune to her. Now she wore clothes that made her feel good. Stylish clothes made from gorgeous fabrics that made her happy just to touch and look at them. The fuzzy plaid onesie did not qualify as an outfit that made her happy.

         “Trust me, it will help,” Sophia said as she gathered up the pajamas and socks. “It will be like sharing the cabin with a lumberjill.” He looked like a lumberjack, in a good way. A very good way. She wondered if she should suggest he put his jacket back on. Though, unlike him, she didn’t feel comfortable admitting she found him attractive. She wondered if it was because she wasn’t only attracted to his rugged good looks. “Maybe we should just walk back to the lodge.”

         He glanced at her boots. “You’re not exactly dressed for a hike, and I’m not comfortable leaving you here on your own.”

         She looked out the window, not overly thrilled with the idea herself. She’d read too many true-crime stories and thrillers that featured an isolated cabin in the woods. Still, Autumn and Logan were out there somewhere on their own. “Just tell me what to do with the fire and I will be fine.”

         “Rick being seen hanging around here was my primary concern, but visions of you stoking the fire trump my worries about him. We’ll just have to wait until Gramps comes back.”

         “Rick was released from the mental institution?”

         “Yeah. He moved into a halfway house outside Christmas the day before last, and he’s been seen hanging around the lodge. Tonight, one of the snowmobiles went missing. Wouldn’t surprise me if he took it.”

         In her opinion, most people could be rehabilitated and deserved a second chance. She didn’t feel the same about Rick Dane. “You make the hot chocolate, and I’ll change.”

         Later, as they sat by the fire drinking hot chocolate and eating sugar cookies, she got the feeling Adam didn’t think the onesie was an improvement over her mohair sweater, sequin leggings, and boots. Though it wasn’t long before they fell into a familiar routine.

         She was obsessed with murders and mysteries, and Adam was only too happy to talk about the cases he’d been involved with or give her the inside scoop on current cases in the news. Time passed easily and companionably as they caught up on each other’s lives. It only became a little awkward when she asked more about his current girlfriend, the judge.

         “She sounds perfect for you.” Her smile felt forced. She didn’t understand why, because it wasn’t a lie. The judge sounded exactly like the type of woman Adam would be attracted to—beautiful, Harvard educated, wealthy, and from a prominent family.

         “Yeah, she’s great.” It didn’t sound like a ringing endorsement. His tone was subdued, and Sophia wondered if he was tamping down his enthusiasm because of her. Did he sense that she might be a tiny bit jealous?

         Before she could come up with an excuse, there was a loud bang and the dark sky outside the front window lit up. “They must have set off the fireworks early at the lodge.” Adam stood and helped her to her feet. From the window, they watched red, white, and blue starbursts light up the night sky.

         He held up his cell phone. “They’re not early.” He looked at her with a smile and slowly lowered his head. “Happy New Year, Dimples.”

         She inched up on her toes to meet him halfway, placing a hand on his chest for balance. “Happy New Year,” she said, just before her lips met his.

         His mouth was warm, the taste of chocolate lingering on his lips. A long time ago she’d fantasized about kissing this man, and somehow her body must have confused this moment for then because she leaned in to him, and a kiss that was meant to be friendly and brief became something more.

         The ping of his cell phone brought her back to reality. Embarrassed, flustered by her reaction to him, she broke the kiss. To hide her heated face, she glanced at his phone while wondering how she’d forgotten he was a Dane and had a girlfriend. Noting the message on his cell phone’s screen, she frowned. “I thought there was no…” Her eyes widened as she absorbed what the brief text message from Logan meant. “You were in on it the whole time!”

         “Wait, Soph, let me explain.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         The judge is not happy with you, my friend,” said Manuel, Adam’s partner in the US Marshals Service.

         Adam glanced at the statuesque blonde in the black robes returning to her chambers with the court deputy. “She’s going to be less happy if we don’t clear her courtroom on time,” he said and went back to searching under and around the chairs on the left side of the public gallery.

         “She’d be even more unhappy if she learned you dumped her for your brother’s widow.”

         Obviously, Adam shouldn’t have shared that with his friend and partner of six years, but he’d needed a sounding board. He’d broken things off with Yvonne a week after he’d come home from Christmas.

         One night with Sophia had done a number on him. He couldn’t get her out of his head, and it had felt like he was cheating on Yvonne. It didn’t matter that Sophia still hadn’t forgiven him for New Year’s Eve or that he had no intention of moving to Christmas and didn’t see her moving to San Francisco. All he knew was that he had to work through his feelings for her before he got involved with anyone else.

         “Good thing Zeus’s mind is on the job because yours clearly isn’t,” Adam said, referring to Manuel’s K-9 partner, an eight-year-old German shepherd who was at that moment sniffing around the jury box.

         The black-and-tan dog had begun his working career guiding the blind, but his personality and talents proved better suited to law enforcement. The ATF adopted Zeus and trained him in explosives and weapons detection. ATF then gave him to the US Marshals Service, and Manuel had been his handler ever since.

         His eyes on Zeus, Manuel said, “He knows he has only one more week on the job. He’s making the most of it. You’re coming to his retirement party this weekend, right?”

         K-9 dogs retired when they were between seven and eight years old and were typically adopted by their handlers. That hadn’t always been the case. Before 2000, when President Clinton passed Robby’s Law, police and military dogs were routinely euthanized when deemed unfit for service. If that were still the case, Manuel would have kidnapped Zeus, and Adam would have aided and abetted. The shepherd and the lanky, dark-haired man with the manicured goatee shared an unbreakable bond.

         “Yeah, I—” He broke off at Manuel’s command to Zeus. The dog had found something.

         Adam called it in as he came to his feet, ordering the courthouse cleared.

         It was the beginning of February and the first day of arraignments for the gang members rounded up in a US Marshals Service’s sweep. Word on the street had been an attempt would be made to disrupt the proceedings and to send a message to the jurors. It looked like Zeus had found the message. Now they had to hope there wouldn’t be more.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sophia sat in the stylist’s chair, waiting for Ty. With its chandeliers and black-and-lavender decor, the salon was as high-end as Naughty and Nice. The three chairs beneath the space-age-looking hair dryers were occupied, as were the three other stylists’ chairs, which faced oval mirrors framed in black.

         Ty stood behind the glass-top reception desk, talking on the phone. “I can’t fit you in, Diva. I’m booked solid,” he told Chloe McBride, Christmas’s mayor and the mother of one-year-old twins. “It’s not my fault you have mommy brain and forgot it’s Valentine’s Day. Trust me, your husband doesn’t care what you look like. He adores you.” Ty sighed and held up his cell phone. “Ladies, Chloe doesn’t believe I’m booked. Smile and wave for the camera.”

         They did as he asked, and Ty sent Chloe the photo. “See, I told you…No, I can’t do that…Fine. Sophia, Chloe has a special date night planned with Easton, and since you don’t have plans for tonight, she was wondering if you’d let her take your appointment.”

         “I can’t. I have a date too.” Sophia picked up a hunk of hair at her crown. “And this morning I found a gray hair.” The other women in the salon gasped. “Oh please, as if none of you had a gray hair at thirty-three. Ty, it is normal, yes?”

         “Diva, I have to call you back.” Ty lowered himself into the chair behind the desk as though his legs were about to give out. “Sophia has an emergency.”

         “But it’s only one gray hair…Okay, okay, so there were three,” she admitted to the women staring at her like they couldn’t believe what had just come out of her mouth. “My hair is black, not blond like yours, Dame Alexander and Grace, so you can stop looking at me like—”

         “Dimples, we’re not staring at you because you have a couple gray hairs. We’re staring at you because you’re the Merry Widow and you have a date. You haven’t had a date for more than a decade. This is not just news. This is a full-out emergency.”

         She didn’t know what bothered her more, Ty using Adam’s nickname for her or that they were making a big deal about her going on a date. “Don’t call me Dimples.”

         “Sorry. I forgot how protective you were of that nickname, Gloria.” Ty dramatically widened his eyes and slapped his hands to his chest. “Adam is coming home to take you out for Valentine’s. Isn’t that romantic, ladies? I knew he was her Joe from the moment I saw them together at New Year’s. You could practically see the sparks flying off them.”

         “Oh, yes, there were sparks when I found out he’d been doing his brother’s bidding by spiriting me away to an isolated cabin in the woods.”

         “We’ve been over this a hundred times. It was Nell’s and my idea. Logan just told him to keep you occupied. Adam had no idea it was a setup. You forgave me and Nell like a week after. I’m glad you finally saw the light and forgave Adam.”

         After their night together, to discover he’d been hanging out with her to fulfill a pact with his brother had been more hurtful than she’d let on. Although Adam might have had some idea she was upset. And while she’d eventually come around to forgiving him, she’d yet to tell him or respond to his texts and e-mails. She should. She owed him her thanks. If it hadn’t been for Adam freeing her from the burden of her guilt, she wouldn’t be going on her first date in more than a decade.

         “But I was right to be worried, wasn’t I? Last week, Logan broke Autumn’s heart.” And if it weren’t for finding her best friend crying in her tea the next morning, Sophia would have been dancing for joy.

         “You’re being dramatic. He didn’t break her heart. His kids need time to adjust to the idea their daddy wants to date, that’s all,” Ty said.

         “Really? So if he didn’t break her heart, why is she calling her new line of candy Heartbreak Brittle, Fickle Fudge, and Bitter Brownies?” She nodded at the face he made. “I am waiting. I want to hear you say I am sorry, Sophia. You were right, and I am wrong.”

         “Ty, apologize. We want to hear more about her date,” Dame Alexander said. Then the other women chimed in with “Where are you going? What are you wearing? Are you nervous? Are you excited?”

         Stella, Nell McBride’s best friend and the town’s biggest gossip, lifted the hair dryer she sat under to say, “If I were forty years younger, I’d give you a run for your money, Sophia. Adam Dane is hunkalicious.”

         Sure, but she wasn’t going on a date with him. “I’m going to dinner with Jake.”

         “Wait. Whaaat? You’re cheating on Adam?” Ty said.

         Stella lifted the dryer next to hers. “Nell’s holding out on us again, Evelyn. Sophia and Adam are engaged, only Sophia is cheating on him with Jake.”

         “But Sophia is such a nice girl.” As though just realizing she was there and listening to the conversation, Evelyn gave Sophia a finger wave and whispered to Stella, “You better tell Nell.”

         “On it.” Stella pointed her cell phone at Sophia. “Word of advice: hell hath no fury like the grandmother of a man scorned. You better watch your step, young lady.”

         “I did not scorn him. I only spent one night with him, and I haven’t spoken to him since.”

         “Hussy.”

         “Trust me, Stella, I’ve tried to turn her into a hussy, but no go. And we’re going to take care of the Adam situation right now.”

         “There is no Adam situation. I came to see you about my gray hair, and all you have done is—” Ty shoved a phone at her, Adam’s face filling the screen.

         The face spoke. “Soph, what’s going on? Where are you? And why would you come see me about your gray hair? You haven’t returned any of my—”

         “Ty!” Sophia shot from the stylist’s chair and headed to the back of the shop, away from prying eyes and ears.

         “Okay, I get it now. You’re at Ty’s salon, and he decided you needed your own Joe for Valentine’s Day.” He grinned. “I’d like to help out with that, Dimples. But I’m working all night. Ty got lucky and caught me on a break.”

         Her shock at having Adam talking to her, smiling at her, rendered her momentarily speechless. She shook off her shock. “I don’t need a Joe. I have a Jake. And I don’t have gray hairs. I have a gray hair.”

          He looked as shocked as she felt, and not just about the gray hair. “You’re dating?”

         “Yes. Jake Callahan. He owns Callahan Automotive. He takes care of me and my car.”

         “When are you going to listen to me, man? I told you you should have—” an unfamiliar voice began.

         She heard what sounded like arguing, and then a table with a menu and a ketchup bottle filled the screen before a man’s face appeared—a handsome man with a goatee. “You weren’t kidding; she looks just like Sofía Vergara.” White teeth flashed when she made an irritated sound. “Hey, beautiful, do me a favor and give my amigo a break. He’s—”

         There was the sound of a chair scraping, and people sitting at tables filled the screen before Adam reappeared. “Sorry about that. I’ve gotta get back to the courthouse, Soph. But it was good talking to you.”

         At the drop-a-pin quiet of the salon, she glanced over her shoulder. Ty pretended to be blow-drying Grace’s hair, except the dryer was off, and everyone else was looking at their cell phones or intently reading gossip magazines. Sophia ducked into Ty’s office and shut the door to the sound of disappointed groans. “I’m sorry I didn’t respond to your texts and e-mails. Nell and Ty confessed that they set us both up.”

         “Does your willingness to forgive me have anything to do with Logan and Autumn taking a break?”

         “They’re not taking a break. They’re over. Se acabó.” She told him about Autumn’s new candy line.

         “We’ll see. I really do have to go, Soph. Happy Valentine’s Day. Enjoy your date with Callahan.”

         “Enjoy your Valentine’s with Yvonne. And be careful, Adam. I read about the bomb the day of the arraignment. The jury’s deliberating on the case against three senior members of MS-13, aren’t they?”

         He gave her one of his slow smiles. “You keeping tabs on me, Dimples?”

         Hours later, sitting across from Jake at an Italian restaurant outside of Christmas, Sophia was having a difficult time getting Adam’s last comment and his face out of her mind. Maybe she’d been fooling herself and she hadn’t been following the case because of her interest in crime stories but because Adam was involved.

         “Your pasta okay, Sophia?”

         “It’s wonderful. How’s your steak, Adam?” She briefly closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”

         Jake smiled. He was a handsome man with black, wavy hair and a square jaw. “It’s the second time you have. What’s up? You don’t seem like yourself.”

         “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have agreed to go out with you, Jake. I’m a terrible date. I don’t think I was ever a good one.”

         “You’re not a bad date. And don’t be sorry. You gave me bragging rights. I’m the first guy who asked you out that you said yes to. Now all you have to do is say yes to the right guy.”

         “But I like you.”

         “I like you too. And maybe that’s the problem. I’m safe, and you’re safe. We were probably always destined to be friends, not lovers.” He laughed. “Your mind never even went there with me, did it?”

         “No, but don’t be offended. My mind doesn’t go there with any man.”

         “Not even Adam?”

         Before she’d fallen in love with Bryce, it had. In the beginning, she’d felt guilty about once lusting after her husband’s older brother. But since lusting after Adam Dane had been the favorite pastime of the majority of single women in Christmas, she’d given herself a pass. And now her phone provided her with another one. “Sorry,” she said at the sound of the alert. She glanced at the update on her phone, and her breath caught in her throat.

         “Sophia, what is it? Are you okay?”

         “There was a shooting at a San Francisco courthouse. Two US Marshals were critically injured. I…I think one might be Adam.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         It had been weeks since the shooting at the courthouse in San Francisco. Adam had thankfully recovered from his injuries, but his friend and partner had died. Sophia had contemplated visiting Adam at the hospital in San Francisco, but she knew his family wouldn’t want her there. Besides Nell and Calder, of course. He’d also have his girlfriend and many friends at his side, and Sophia hadn’t been sure what she was to him anymore. So instead she sent flowers and chocolates and get-well wishes. She hadn’t heard from him and wrestled with whether to text or e-mail, but she’d been preoccupied these last few days.

         Spring had finally sprung in Christmas. The bluebirds warbled, the grass grew, wildflowers bloomed, and the breeze that wafted down from the Rockies carried with it a sweet, earthy fragrance. But there was something more than the smell of spring in the air, and it worried her.

         This past week, she had seen the undeniable signs that love was in the air in Christmas. Actually, it was sitting right beside her on the couch in the house on Holly Lane, hugging a bowl of popcorn.

         Autumn, the only person Sophia trusted to help her bury a body if the need ever arose, was keeping secrets from her again, and Sophia was very much afraid the secret was a renewal of her love affair with Logan.

         Staring blindly at the sixty-five-inch TV screen hanging above the whitewashed brick fireplace, Sophia debated what to say. So far her tentative queries had left her with more questions and concerns than answers. Anytime Sophia mentioned Logan, Autumn would abruptly change the subject or pretend she didn’t hear her.

         Sophia squared her shoulders. No more pussyfooting around. She’d lay her evidence on the table and get a straight answer even if that answer would force her to have a come-to-Jesus conversation with her best friend.

         She shifted on the black sectional and opened her mouth.

         Autumn glanced at her with a grin. “I knew you couldn’t keep the killer’s identity to yourself. Go ahead, tell me. You’ve ruined every Saturday Mystery Movie Night for the past five years. Why should this one be any different?”

         Because lately everything had been different. “I couldn’t ruin the last two. You were with Logan, remember?”

         “No, I—”

         “Yes, you were.” She cleared her throat of what had sounded like petulant anger instead of what it actually was, hurt. Then she made a concerted effort to slow down her normally fast-paced speech to ensure Autumn understood the jig was up. “I know it wasn’t Ty who put that I-had-sex glow on your face two Saturdays ago. And maybe that is why you’re not thinking straight. Logan broke your heart three months ago.” When Autumn opened her mouth to no doubt deny what Sophia had seen, she pointed her long, cherry-red painted nails at her eyes. “He made you cry! Just like he did before. Just like he always does.”

         Autumn stared at the television screen. “It’s not the same. You don’t understand.”

         The background music became suspenseful, signaling the killer was about to be revealed. “It’s the FBI agent,” Sophia said, unable to let the moment pass.

         She typically solved the crime within the first ten minutes of the movie. It was her special talent. Sometimes she thought she’d missed her calling. She should have gone in to law enforcement. As if on cue, there was a bang and then a gasp. The FBI agent shot herself in the thigh before turning the gun on her partner.

         Sophia returned her gaze to Autumn. “How? How am I supposed to understand when you lie to me?” She patted her chest. “Me. Your best friend. The sister of your heart.”

         “We’ve had this conversation before. I knew how you’d react. But it doesn’t matter anymore. I can’t do it. Logan and I can’t make it work.”

         Sophia made the sign of the cross and then pressed her bunched fingertips to her lips, blowing a kiss to the Virgin Mother. Her prayers had been answered.

         Beside her, Autumn sighed. “I guess I should be grateful you’re not cheering or dragging me to the bar to celebrate.”

         “I would never do that. I can see you’re sad, but it could have been worse. You could have been dating for months instead of weeks.” She pulled Autumn in for a hug. “It’s for the best, you will see.” She rocked her in her arms. “We’ll have fun, just you and me. We’ll put a pond in the backyard like you wanted and refinish the stairs and railings in that gray stain you loved.” The stain Sophia hated. She wasn’t a fan of the pond or the goldfish Autumn wanted either.

         “It doesn’t matter. Nothing—”

         “A dog! We’ll get a dog.”

         “You hate dogs.”

         This was true. But she was willing to put up with animal drool, hair, and piddles on the white shag area rug if it made Autumn happy. “We’ll get a little one. It can come to work with us. We’ll dress it up.”

         Autumn’s lips twitched. “You’ll bling it out.”

         “Of course.” She loved bling, but what she loved even more was seeing the hint of a smile on her best friend’s face. “It’s too late to go to the shelter tonight. We’ll go first thing in the morning.”

         Sophia smiled and settled back on the couch, reaching for the popcorn container. Over the past week, the worry that Logan had sucked Autumn in again had ruined her appetite.

         After devouring a handful of popcorn, she made a face and shook the red-and-white-striped container at Autumn. “It tastes like cardboard. You forgot the butter and the salt.”

         “No, I didn’t. I just didn’t drown it in butter like you do.”

         Sophia got up from the couch and headed for the recently renovated kitchen. A short hall off the adjoining living and dining room led to the kitchen at the back of the house.

          “You’re thirty-three. You have to start watching what you eat,” Autumn called after her.

          “I went for my annual checkup in January, and Dr. McBride, he said I am the picture of health,” Sophia called back as she entered the kitchen with its white-painted brick walls.

         Dr. McBride had actually said her blood pressure was higher than he would like and recommended she start exercising to help manage her stress. Autumn’s news that she and Logan were once again terminado the week before Valentine’s Day had taken care of Sophia’s stress.

         After shaking salt onto the popcorn, she opened the kitchen cabinet for the butter. In the living room, Autumn’s cell phone rang, and she answered. There was something in her best friend’s voice that caused Sophia to turn her head and listen. She strained to hear the conversation, but Autumn had lowered her voice.

         Sophia turned on the microwave. The noise would enable her to sneak back undetected and listen. She turned on the fan above the stove for added coverage and then tiptoed across the kitchen and down the hall, wincing when the hardwood creaked.

         “I have to go. No, I…Okay.”

         Peeking around the corner just as Autumn ended the call, Sophia noted the rosy tinge to her best friend’s usually pale skin. Despite Sophia’s heart beginning to race at the telling sight, she walked casually into the room. “Who was that?”

         Autumn frowned and held up her cell. “You mean on the phone? It was a wrong number.”

         Unless a phone-sex operator had called her best friend by mistake, there was only one explanation for Autumn’s glowing skin and sparkling eyes. Sophia swore she felt her blood pressure rising. Logan Dane would be the death of her.

         Autumn gave an exaggerated yawn and made a show of stretching before standing. “You know, I think I’ll go to bed.”

         “It’s nine o’clock.”

         “I want to get up early and head to the store. I have some ideas for Easter that I want to test.”

         The holiday was less than a month away. “Good. I will come with you, and we can coordinate ideas for window displays.”

          Years ago, the Christmas Business Association had voted that stores would close on Sundays. Some shop owners had balked, but Autumn and Sophia were all for it. Although lately Sophia wondered if being open the extra day would help boost their sales or just spread them out. Things hadn’t picked up since the holidays. She was pinning her hopes on her new spring and bridal lines.  

         Autumn laughed. It sounded like a nervous laugh to Sophia. “When I say early, I mean early as in six a.m., not noon. We can talk about it tomorrow night when I come home.”

         Sophia crossed her arms, positive her BFF’s plans didn’t include testing Easter candy recipes. “What time will you be home?”

         “Around eight,” Autumn mumbled, walking past her.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Birds chirped outside Sophia’s bedroom window, and the sun shone directly on her face. She squinted at her bedside table, looking for her cell phone. It seemed awfully bright outside for five in the morning. She’d been positive Autumn would sneak out early, so she’d set her alarm accordingly. She planned to follow her BFF to see what she was up to.

         But Sophia’s phone wasn’t on her bedside table. She sat up and spotted it lying faceup on the floor. She squinted, trying to make out the time. It didn’t help. She leaned over to open the bedside table drawer and pull out the pair of cheaters she’d hidden there. She fitted them on her face and read the now-clear numbers on her screen.

         “Ten!” She shot out of bed, stuffed her feet into her slippers, and then raced down the hall. She threw open the door to Autumn’s room with its rich wood furnishings and blue-and-cream accessories. Her bed wasn’t as neatly made as usual, so Sophia had a feeling she’d also slept in. Which made her feel slightly better.

         Still, she ran out of the room, down the hall, and down the stairs, grabbing her car keys off the console table. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror and made a face. She weighed the consequences of taking the time to change out of her pajamas, brush her hair and teeth, and put on makeup. Too much time had passed for her to take the risk. She wasn’t going to see anyone anyway. But to be on the safe side, she grabbed her trench coat out of the hall closet and a piece of gum out of the console table drawer.

         She stepped outside into the bright Sunday-morning sunlight, her flower beds catching her eye. Pink tulips, white crocuses, and yellow daffodils were poking through the garden soil. The bucolic sights and fragrant smells of spring were everywhere, and she felt the stirrings of gardening fever. But instead of indulging in the feeling, she had to go chasing after her best friend, who had the other kind of spring fever. The kind that would get her in trouble.

         Sophia hurried to her SUV and got inside, her eyes lifting to the Victorian and the cluster of cherry trees on either side. She’d never thought she’d be house proud, but she was. She and Bryce had lived a nomadic life and had kept only a small apartment in Christmas for when they were home.

         After she and Autumn had bought the house on Main Street, they’d moved into the two-bedroom apartment above the stores. Now they rented it…Sophia swore. The apartment was empty. A new tenant was taking over the lease at the beginning of April, which was ten days away. The perfect love nest in which Autumn could once again lose her heart to Logan.

         Sophia put the car in Reverse and stepped on the gas, nearly taking out their neighbor and his dog. She lowered the window, yelling sorry as she put the car in to Drive and headed down Holly Lane. She turned onto Main Street, driving at a crawl as she searched for signs of Logan’s Range Rover on the street. She wouldn’t put it past him to park several stores away from Sugar and Spice.

          A car honked at her and then another one did. She waved them on, edging toward the side to give them room to pass as she continued scanning the cars and trucks lining the road.

         A black monster truck parked in front of the sheriff’s department caught her eye, and she blinked in surprise. But not half as surprised as when a car plowed into her from behind.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         As soon as Adam walked into the office of Christmas’s sheriff, Jill Flaherty-Anderson, he knew he’d been set up. Which was why, before he’d even sat in the chair across from her, he said, “The answer is no.”

         Jill pretended to be surprised, but she was fighting a smile. “All I said was it’s good to see you.”

         “Right. And it’s good to see you too. Congratulations on your very obvious pregnancy. I hope you’ve got a replacement lined up, because it won’t be me.”

         His grandfather and Nell had been after him to move home to Christmas from the moment his eyes had opened after surgery. So when they’d called him two days ago, professing their fear his cousin Rick was up to no good and begging him to speak to Jill on their behalf, he had a sneaking suspicion they were playing on his protective instincts. Now he had evidence they were sneakier than he’d given them credit for.

         Jill tapped on her keyboard and turned the monitor. On the screen was an application with his name on it. “I figured it was too good to be true. But you got the job, in case you’re wondering.” She filled him in on the compensation package. “I’m only taking four months off, if that makes it more palatable.”

         “I appreciate your confidence in me and the offer, but trust me, I’m not small-town-sheriff material, Jill. I’ve put down roots in San Francisco.”

         “Nell thought you could use a change of scenery after the shooting. I’m really sorry about your partner, Adam.” She nodded at Zeus, who lay by the door. “Nell mentioned you adopted his K-9 partner. How’s he doing?”

         He didn’t have a choice. On his dying breath, Manuel had exacted the promise from him. At the time, Adam hadn’t known if he himself would make it. He’d taken a bullet to the stomach; Manuel had taken one to the chest. They’d just gotten back to the courthouse. Manuel had been teasing him about Sophia seconds before all hell broke loose.

         Adam glanced at the dog, who didn’t react to Jill’s voice. Lethargic and despondent, he barely did anything but sleep. “He’s not good. It’s like he blames himself—and me—for not saving Manuel.”

         Zeus was the reason Adam had finally given in to Nell and Calder’s plea to come to Christmas. He thought the change of scenery might do the dog good. “So, do you have legit concerns about Rick? Or was that just an excuse to get me in here?”

         “It’s more Nell and Calder’s concerns than mine, but given Rick’s history, there is a possibility they are legit. I just don’t have enough evidence to confront Rick or to talk to his parole officer.” She smiled. “And full disclosure, I may have mentioned you were better suited to handle this than me. You’re the expert at this end of the justice system.”

         He was decidedly less confident in his abilities since the shooting. He blamed himself for not locating the shooter before he got off a round. In his defense, the area had been crowded, with multiple places to hide. But he’d eventually taken the shooter out before he hurt anyone else.

         “Full disclosure on my end, I’ve been keeping tabs on Rick since he was released,” Adam said. “I’ve checked in with his parole office and the halfway house before he moved into the apartment on Main Street. As far as they’re concerned, he’s doing everything by the book. He would though. Rick is a smart guy and happy to bide his time to get what he wants.”

         “And what does he want?”

         “His share of the lodge. He believes my side of the family stole his inheritance. So, in his eyes, the snowmobile that went missing, the ski equipment, and the petty cash are rightfully his. Nell mentioned that he has a YouTube channel, and she thinks he’s beginning to make some cash, so that’s a step in the right direction. He was always motivated by money, and it’s not like he’d have an easy time finding a job around here.”

         “Yeah, I’ve had some complaints about his channel. It’s called The Truth Behind Small Towns. Sounds like he’s airing Christmas’s dirty laundry, only he’s changing the names of the parities involved.”

         “He wouldn’t happen to be blackmailing anyone with their dirty laundry, would he?”

         “You see, that’s exactly why you would make a great sheriff. I—” A knock on her office door interrupted Jill.

         Suze, the dispatcher, opened the door and poked her head inside. “Sheriff, you’re needed out front. Sophia—”

         From the outer area came a torrent of Spanish curse words. “It is not my fault he rear-ended my car!”

         As Adam and Jill came to their feet, Zeus lifted his head from his paws.

         “She stopped in the middle of the road!” an unfamiliar man’s voice said.

         “I pulled to the side and put my flicker on.”

         “What the hell is a flicker?”

         “A flicker, you know.” She made the sound of the signal light.

         Jill moved past Adam, who stood stunned in the doorway after catching his first glimpse of Sophia. She had serious bedhead and looked librarian sexy wearing a pair of glasses, but her fuzzy bunny slippers paired with a pink trench coat took the look to laugh-out-loud territory. And given her current mood, he didn’t think she’d appreciate him laughing. He did though. He hadn’t felt like laughing since before the shooting.

         He leaned against the doorframe, crossed his arms, and settled in to watch the show. The heavyset bald man stared at her, gave his head a slight shake, and then looked at Jill. “What are you people thinking, issuing this woman a driver’s license? She’s wearing bunny slippers.”

         Adam felt a warm weight against his leg and glanced down. Zeus had come to stand beside him. It was the first time the dog had moved without being told, and even then, he took his sweet time.

         “Yeah, but on the other hand, she got herself a pair of glasses. They look good on you, Soph. Now, why don’t we take this…” Jill trailed off.

         Adam looked up from Zeus to catch the moment Sophia clued in to his presence. Her face softened, and her eyes got shiny behind her glasses. “Adam,” she whispered just before rushing over to throw herself into his arms. “I was so worried about… Ack,” she squeaked and shuffled backward. “What’s that?”

         “Okay, I see how it is. Her boyfriend is a deputy, so everyone looks the other way.”

         “He’s a US Marshal, and he’s not her boyfriend. He’s her brother-in-law,” Jill informed the guy.

         “Is that right? Well, her husband might want to borrow her glasses because it’s obvious there’s something going on—”

         Jill, who like Adam, was watching the interaction between Sophia and Zeus with interest, said, “Suze, can you take the gentleman’s statement, please?”

         The guy muttered something about suing and preferential treatment as he followed Suze to her desk.

         “Soph, this is Zeus. He won’t hurt you.” Adam reached out to stop her from backing into the corner of a desk. “Come here. Let him smell your hand and get to know you.”

         “It’s okay. He knows me. He licked me.”

         “Yeah, and trust me, that’s a pretty big deal for him. I think your accent reminds him of his handler, Manuel.”

         “That’s nice. Can you put him away now?” Zeus moved toward her, and Sophia stumbled in an effort to get away from him. “Adam,” she said, a tremor in her voice.

         “Zeus, sitz.” Sit. He walked over and crouched beside the dog, who had yet to make up his mind if he was going to listen to Adam. “Sorry. I was so intent on Zeus, I didn’t realize you’re really afraid of him. This is the most interest he’s shown since Manuel died. He was his K-9 partner. They were together twenty-four seven for years.”

         “Manuel, was he your friend, the partner who died in the shooting? The one who took your phone on Valentine’s Day?”

         “Yeah, that was Manuel.”

         “I’m very sorry for your loss, Adam. Yours too, Zeus.” She leaned in to gingerly pat the dog on the nose. When she pulled back her hand, Zeus nudged her. Sophia dutifully patted him again. Though when she stopped for the second time and ignored the dog’s insistent nudge, Zeus stood up on his hind legs, put his paws on her shoulders, and licked her face. “Adam.”

         He was so stunned at the change in Zeus that it took him a moment to react. “Sorry. Zeus, plaz.” Down. Once again the dog took his sweet time doing what he was told, but eventually he sat at Sophia’s feet, staring up at her adoringly.

         “Damn pregnancy hormones,” Jill said, wiping her eyes. “The poor dog was in a deep depression before he met you, Sophia. Now he’s happy and in love. Looks like you might be staying in Christmas after all, Adam.”

         “You’re moving to Christmas?” Sophia asked while inching away from Zeus, who inched along with her.

         “No, I’m not, and I have to get going. Can I take you home? It sounds like your SUV is headed back to the body shop.” Then he remembered who her boyfriend was and tamped down the same flare of jealousy he’d felt on Valentine’s Day. “No doubt Jake is coming to get both you and the car, so I’ll—”

         “Why would he? The tow truck is taking my SUV to Jake.”

         “I thought you guys were dating?” Adam wondered if Sophia and Jill heard the hopeful note in his voice. He prayed they didn’t.

         Jill snorted. “She went on one date with him. Her first and last date of the next century. Isn’t that what you told Ty, Sophia?”

         “Yes. Dating is for young people.” She wouldn’t look at him and tried not to look at Zeus either.

         “Right, ’cause you’re so old. And just FYI, rumor has it that Ty put up a profile for you on Match, and he’s been fielding your requests. You’ve had forty so far, but none of them have been Ty-approved,” Jill told her.

         Sophia made an irritated sound, and Zeus stood at attention. Eyes widening behind her glasses, Sophia took a step back. “What’s wrong with him?”

         “He’s reacting to the sound you just made and looking for a threat.”

         “I am looking for a threat too. His name is Logan Dane.”

         “What’s my brother done now?”

         “He has arranged an assignation with Autumn, and I am going to catch them in the act…Not that act. I don’t want to catch them in that act. I want to confront your brother once and for all and tell him how much he’s hurting my best friend with his games. But I slept in, and I’m running late, so I have to get going.”

         “Okay, so that explains why you look like you do. I was actually a little worried about you,” Jill said.

         “Soph, where are you going?” Adam called to her when she went to walk away with Zeus following after her.

         “To Sugar and Spice,” she said over her shoulder. Catching a glimpse of Zeus behind her, she quickened her pace. It didn’t do her much good, as the dog did the same.

         “Zeus, heir.” Come here.

         “Uh, Sophia, you do remember you have bunny slippers on your feet, right?” Jill said. “And I’m almost afraid to ask, but you do have clothes on under that trench coat, don’t you?”

         “Of course I have clothes on,” Sophia said, clearly ticked off because the words rolled off her tongue and into one another. She unbelted her trench coat and held it open.

         “Whoa, you definitely have the naughty in Naughty and Nice down. Can you maybe put a pair of those pj’s away for me for after I have the baby?” Jill glanced at him. “You might want to close your coat before Adam has a heart attack.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         Sophia opened the door to her house, and the dog and Adam followed her inside. “Are you sure Nell doesn’t know where Autumn and Logan are?” she asked him.

         After the truck towed away her SUV, Adam had driven her to Sugar and Spice. Autumn wasn’t there, and there was no sign she had been. She wasn’t in the apartment upstairs either; nor was she answering her cell. Sophia couldn’t shake the feeling there was more going on than an early-morning booty call.

         “Nell swears she doesn’t know where they are. Gramps says the same, and so did the kids. And it’s not like there was a reason for them to lie. I said I was checking in because we had plans to go fishing.” Closing the door behind him, he looked around. “Nice place, Soph. Might be a good idea to lock the door when you go out though.”

         “I usually do, but I was in a hurry.” She lifted a slippered foot as evidence, and the dog came over to sniff it. She would have preferred he stayed in the truck while she changed, but she felt sorry for him. As sorry as she felt for his new owner.

         The loss of his friend and his own near-fatal injury had taken a toll on Adam. He was pale, the angles of his handsome face more pronounced, but it wasn’t just the physical changes that concerned her. His reflexes were off. In the past, he would have been between her and Zeus before the dog had taken a step in her direction. She didn’t think his surprise at how Zeus responded to her explained it away. There was more going on than he let on.

         “I won’t be long.” Sophia pointed to the kitchen. “If you want something to eat or drink, the kitchen is in there, and the living room is that way. You can sit on the couch, but you stay on the floor,” she told the dog as she removed her trench coat. Catching a glimpse of the look on Adam’s face as she hung it in the closet, she rolled her eyes.

         Ty had given her the adorable pj’s as a joke gift when he’d found out about her brief stint as a Playboy Playmate. She’d been Miss January. A job the Danes had never let her live down. Still, she didn’t allow herself to regret the decision. The money had paid her college tuition after all.

         But it wasn’t like she was parading around in a merry widow and a thong. The lingerie set was hardly risqué. The pink camisole imprinted with the Playboy logo and pink tap pants decorated with tiny bunny ears covered all her parts.

         “Some women would wear this outside in the summer, and no one would bat an eye.”

         Adam scrubbed a hand over his beard-stubbled jaw. “Pretty sure you’re not one of those women, Dimples.”

         Suddenly conscious she wasn’t wearing a bra, she turned and walked to the stairs. “Go to Christmas’s Facebook page and ask if anyone has seen Autumn and Logan.”

         “To do that, I’d have to be on Facebook, which I’m not.”

         She glanced over her shoulder. “Twitter?” He raised an eyebrow. “Instagram?” He raised the other eyebrow. She sighed and gave him her Facebook log-in information. “I’m an administrator on Autumn’s page, so you can access hers through mine. Check Instagram too. Autumn posts all the time. But be careful who you like or respond to. People will think it’s me.”

          “Got it. I promise not to try to pick up hot women.”

         “If you do, I’ll tell Yvonne.”

         “You’ll have to do better than that. Yvonne and I ended things in January.”

         The girl she used to be cheered, and so did the woman she was now. Although she wished she’d known sooner. Yvonne was the reason she’d stayed away from San Francisco. She’d been afraid the judge would see through her. She’d pictured them laughing at his brother’s silly widow and her pathetic crush. “I’m sorry. She seemed perfect for you.”

         “Yeah, well…Zeus, heir. Come here.”

         Sophia bowed her head at the clicking of nails on the hardwood floor. Adam called the dog again, but the clicking continued unabated.

          “What is it with you and this dog?” Adam said as he came to get Zeus.

         “Typical male. They always want the woman who doesn’t want them.” She shouldn’t judge. She was a silly woman lusting after a man who’d never wanted her. “It’s okay,” she relented when Adam tried once again to get Zeus to come, feeling some empathy toward the animal, who now bounded up the stairs ahead of her. “But you’re not coming in my bedroom.”

         “I promise I’ll get him out of there so you can change. He just needs to make sure you’re safe before he can relax.”

         “Okay.” She stood beside Adam outside her bedroom, watching the dog at work. “I didn’t get a chance to make my bed.”

          “This isn’t the same setup you had when you were married to Bryce, is it?” he asked in a tone of voice that made his thoughts on her overly feminine room perfectly clear.

         “No. I decorated it for me, and I love it.” Her gaze moved fondly over the mirrored bedside tables and dresser, gray velvet headboard and bedframe, and pink bedding and chandelier. “It makes me smile every time I walk in my room.”

          It was true. Though, ever since New Year’s, she’d been fantasizing about Adam standing right where he was now, looking at her bedroom with that same half smile on his face. Only in her fantasy, he didn’t lean on her doorframe for long. He swept her into his muscular arms, carried her into her room, tossed her on her bed, and then covered her with his big body.

         “I’m glad it makes you happy, Soph.” He held up his phone. “I should get on this.”

         “You’re not pretending to help like last time, are you? You really are trying to find Logan and Autumn?”

         “Like I told you at New Year’s, I agreed to keep you occupied but never got a chance. Nell, Ty, and my grandfather took care of that all on their own. Couldn’t pretend then and can’t pretend now that I’m mad at them for setting us up though. I enjoyed spending New Year’s with you.”

         “I enjoyed spending it with you—” She broke off when the dog jumped on her bed. “Zeus, down. Now.” He got off immediately and came to her side, sitting at her feet. “I wish all men listened as well as you. Okay.” She waved both the dog and Adam off. “I’m getting changed.”

         “You have anything casual?” he asked as he glanced doubtfully in the direction of her open closet. “Jeans, maybe? I have a feeling my brother took Autumn on an adventure, so we’ll be taking one of our own if you want to find them.”

         “How adventurous?”

         His mouth lifted at the corner. “Horseback riding, hang gliding, white-water rafting. That kind of thing.”

          “Oh, I thought you meant something really adventurous.” She waved her hand like she took part in activities such as those all the time and then shut the bedroom door in Adam’s laughing face.

         While Sophia searched her closet for something outdoorsy to wear, Adam updated her on the activity on her Facebook account.

         “Soph, when was the last time you checked Facebook?”

         “A couple of days ago. Why?”

         “Because there’s a bunch of guys thanking you for accepting them, and you sound, ah, really friendly.”

         She growled low in her throat and heard an answering rumble on the other side of the door.

         “Relax, Zeus,” Adam said. “Stop pacing. She’ll be out in a minute. Zeus, sitz.”

         At Adam’s frustrated sigh, she said, “Zeus, sit,” and then picked up her cell phone to call Ty. It went straight to voice mail. “Just because you have spring fever doesn’t mean I do, Ty. Stop pretending you are me on my Facebook page and stop screening your calls. Autumn is missing.”

         “Don’t worry. He won’t get on your account anymore. I took him off as an administrator. I also got rid of the guys he accepted. I’m on Autumn’s page now. She hasn’t updated her status in a couple days…”

         “What? What do you see? Don’t pretend you don’t. I can hear it in your voice.”

         “It’s not what she says. It’s some of my brother’s recent comments. He’s been messaging her too. Okay, I’m not really comfortable with this, Soph. But I will tell you that there’s no doubt they’re dating. And I know you don’t want to hear this, but it sounds like they’re serious.”

         She whipped open the door. Adam, who’d been sitting on the floor leaning against her door, fell on his back at her feet. He stared up at her and gave his head a slight shake. “Next time, do me a favor and wait until you’re fully dressed before opening the door.”

         She looked down at herself. She had on a long-sleeve cream thermal top, a faux-fur vest, and a thong. She turned, ignored his groan, and went to grab the black jeans off the end of her bed. “You can’t say things like that to me and expect me not to react.”

         “And you can’t parade around in your underwear and expect me not to react.”

         “I’m not parading around in my underwear,” she said, hopping with one foot in her jeans.

         “Can you stop that, please? I’m already having trouble thinking straight.”

         She stopped to stare at him. “You’re worried. Don’t try to deny it. I can see it on your face. You get a line here.” She rubbed her index finger between the bridge of her nose and right eyebrow. He couldn’t fool her. She’d studied his face for years, mostly searching for some sign he liked her as much as she liked him.

         He walked into her room with the dog on his heels. Zeus skirted around him, reaching her first. He sat at her feet. All but positive Adam was about to deliver bad news, Sophia slowly lowered herself onto the edge of the bed. Adam joined her there, which caused the flutter of nerves in her stomach to increase. The girl she used to be cheered, Adam Dane is sitting on my bed!

         “Okay, I could be wrong, but I do think something’s going on, and that’s why Nell and Calder came up with this story about Rick to get me home this weekend. I tried to push them off to next weekend, but they were insistent.”

         He’d filled her in about Rick when they were driving around Christmas looking for Autumn and his brother. “Not five minutes ago you said you believed them when they said they didn’t know where Autumn and Logan are.”

         “I don’t think they do. But I do think they know what they’re doing wherever they are.”

         “Even I know they are having sex, Adam.”

         “That’s not what I’m talking about. Trust me, the two of them having sex is the least of our worries.”

         Because they were sitting on the end of her unmade bed and talking about sex, it took a moment for Sophia to stop thinking about Adam naked in her bed. Once she did, her eyes widened. “You think he’s proposing to her?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Adam stood on the back deck of his grandfather’s log house nursing a beer as the sun slowly sank behind the Aspen trees. He’d been right. Logan had taken Autumn up to the top of Blue Mountain at sunrise and proposed to her. She had said yes. Around the time Sophia had been getting rear-ended on Main Street, the newly engaged couple were at the Rocky Mountain Diner with his niece and nephew. About ten minutes after Adam had shared his theory about the couple with Sophia, Autumn arrived home to break the news.

         Only she hadn’t shared where the couple intended to spend their life as man and wife. Logan asked Adam to keep the couple’s plans for their future to himself for at least a week. They wanted a chance to slowly ease Sophia and the family into the idea of them moving halfway around the world.

         He lifted the beer bottle to his mouth and took another deep pull. Before the night was over, he’d need something a lot stronger than a bottle of beer. So would Sophia. He couldn’t keep Logan and Autumn’s plans from her. He’d tell her tonight.

         As he’d suspected, Nell and his grandfather had wanted him home for a reason. They knew damn well Logan planned to propose this weekend, no matter how hard they tried to deny it. His evidence: the impromptu engagement party they were hosting tonight at seven. Nell assured them only close friends and immediate family would be there, but it sounded like half the town had been invited.

         A rustle in the undergrowth and the snap of a branch brought Adam’s head up. His grandfather’s house was on an isolated part of the old mountain road, and it wasn’t uncommon for a big cat, bear, deer, or elk to end up near the place. He glanced back at Zeus, who lay practically comatose at the back door. Neither his tail nor his ears perked at the sounds coming from the bush.

         Adam had made the mistake of thinking Sophia had somehow gotten through to him and the Zeus he remembered was back. Sophia had worked her particular brand of magic on both of them. Adam had felt better today than he had in weeks, but now the feelings of guilt returned, weighing him down. He’d failed Manuel the day of the shooting, and now he was doing it again.

         His mood darkened, which might have been why he growled, “You’ve got two minutes to show yourself or I shoot.”

         A wild animal wouldn’t be as noisy as whoever was in there. A dark-haired man wearing camouflage stumbled out of the woods with his hands up. “Don’t shoot.”

         “What are you doing, Rick?” Adam asked his cousin at the same time he checked on Zeus. The dog didn’t lift his head, but his eyes followed Rick from the woods to the deck.

         Rick held up a camera. “I heard the news about Autumn and Logan and wanted to offer my congratulations.”

         “Try again.”

         There was something about the defensive lift to Rick’s chin that reminded Adam of his baby brother. There was no denying the strong family resemblance. “Does no one remember I’m family? I didn’t get an invitation. That hurts, you know. I’m a changed man, and I’m trying to get back on my feet. It’s not easy around here. All anyone does is throw my past in my face.”

         “Maybe that’s the problem, Rick. You should have gone somewhere where no one knows you. Start over with a clean slate.”

          “How? I have nothing. The Danes are real good at helping everyone else, but I haven’t seen any of you offering me a hand up.”

         “Is that why you stole the snowmobile, ski equipment, and petty cash?”

         His face flushed, but his chin once again went up. “You know as well as I do that the lodge is as much mine as it is yours and Logan’s.”

         “I know that’s what you believe, but that’s not what the judge ruled. You have to move past this, Rick.” Adam reached in his back pocket for his wallet and pulled out a couple hundred-dollar bills. “This isn’t the time for it now. I’ll talk to Gramps and Logan in the morning. I can’t make you any promises, but if you give me your word that you’ll clean up your act, there might be a job for you at the lodge.”

         “Doing what? Lift operator? I’m a Dane. I—”

         “And that’s your problem, Rick.” Zeus came to his feet and began whining at the back door. Adam frowned. No one was expected for at least a couple hours. It had to be Sophia. “Look, I can’t deal with this or you right now. Drop by tomorrow. I’m sure there will be leftovers—”

         “I don’t want your handouts. I want what is due to me.” He stormed off the deck and into the woods.

         And not a moment too soon. The back door opened, and Sophia stepped out. She wore her pink trench coat and shiny black boots that disappeared under the hem of her coat. Her hair was disheveled, her glasses askew, and he couldn’t help but wonder what she had on under her coat. When images of her in her Playboy Bunny pj’s filled his mind, he had to fight the urge to walk across the deck and check for himself.

         “Hello, Zeus,” she said to the dog dancing at her feet. Her voice sounded like she’d been crying for a week. She surprised him by kneeling beside Zeus and throwing her arms around the dog. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t kinder to you. I forgot what it was like to lose your best friend, and now I remember.”

         If she was this bad off because Autumn was marrying his brother, he didn’t want to think what she’d be like when she learned the truth.

         “Come on, you’re going to get your coat dirty.” He went to help her up. Zeus looked like he wanted to tear him limb from limb. Totally get where you’re coming from, pal, he thought. But he couldn’t let the dog’s reaction go. He repeated the Spanish phrase Manuel used when he wanted to remind Zeus who was the alpha in the partnership. And there was the problem—Adam and Zeus weren’t partners. As though aware of the battle for dominance playing out around her, Sophia waved Adam off and gave the dog one more hug.

         Just when Adam was thinking he wouldn’t mind taking Zeus’s place, Sophia rose to her feet and walked to him. Wrapping her arms around his waist, she sobbed her heart out. He guided her to a wooden rocker and sat down, pulling her onto his lap. Zeus sidled over and put his head on her knee.

         “You’re worrying me, Dimples. Zeus too.”

         “They’re leaving Christmas, Adam. Logan has a job opportunity in Switzerland, and they’re leaving in six weeks.”

         “How did you find out? Logan said they weren’t going to say anything for at least a week.”

         “Oh, but he tells you. He doesn’t think his fiancée’s best friend, her business partner, the woman she owns a home with deserves to know that he’s about to upend her life completely?”

         “I wouldn’t let you be blindsided, Soph. I planned to tell you tonight. Is there any chance you can buy Autumn out of the house and business?”

         “No. And Autumn will need her equity from the house and the business if she plans to open an online candy store.”

         “What did she say when you talked to her about this?”

         “She doesn’t know I know.”

         “How did you find out?”

         “I knew she wasn’t telling me everything, so I followed the crumbs they left on social media.” She looked at him through fogged-up glasses, her face splotchy and tear-stained. “What am I going to do?”

         “We’re in this together, Soph. I don’t want them to move any more than you do. If they do, I have to take over the lodge or Rick will inherit, and that would kill my grandfather.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         Why do you get to be best man and I get to be matron of honor? I should be best woman. Matron of honor makes me sound old and boring,” Sophia grumbled from the passenger seat of Adam’s truck.

         They were on their way to the lodge for Spring Fling, the final weekend of events before the ski runs were closed for the season. It was also the weekend they put Operation Happy Ever After in Christmas into action. Sophia’s idea, not his. She said they needed a code name for their plan. At that point, he’d been ready to agree to just about anything to get her to stop crying.

         “You are the best woman, a gorgeous best woman, but right now we have more important things to think about. Like how we’re going to convince Autumn she loves you and her friends and Christmas too much to leave. And—”

         “You think I’m gorgeous?” she asked with a teasing smile, because the woman was nothing if not confident in her looks. All she had to do was look in the mirror or go to her Facebook page for confirmation. Today she was stunning in a body-hugging, cream-colored ski suit with a pink vest and pink fur boots.

         “Yeah, and I think you know I do. You always did,” he said, his eyes on the narrow mountain road. Traffic was heavy as everyone made their way to the lodge for the cardboard box race. Tonight they’d be dining under the stars with live music.

         He glanced at Sophia when she didn’t say anything. She was staring at him. He frowned. “What?”

         “I didn’t know you thought I was gorgeous back then. I didn’t know you looked at me that way.”

         “Come on, you had to know. And how was I supposed to look at you? I was a guy. You were a girl.”

         “I didn’t know, Adam. If—” She broke off and looked out the window.

         “You had to know I was attracted to you, Soph. All the guys were.”

         “I didn’t care about all the guys. I only cared what you thought about me.”

         “I thought you were beautiful and incredibly sexy and funny and sweet, but I was enjoying being single and free, and you were too young for me.”

         “And now?”

         He wasn’t sure how to respond. He was as attracted to her as he’d always been, maybe more so. But there was a part of him that still thought of her as his brother’s wife. And even though Bryce had been gone, and gone a long time, Adam found it difficult to get past that. “I still think you’re the most beautiful woman in all of Colorado.”

         “You know that’s not what I meant.”

         “Yeah, I do.” He reached for her hand, brought it to his mouth, and brushed his lips over her knuckles. The same hand that had worn his brother’s ring. He lifted his gaze to hers, and the thought must have shown in his eyes because she nodded and drew her hand away. “Soph, look at me.”

         “It’s okay. I understand. I don’t know if I can get past it either.”

          “We’ll talk, okay? But right now we have a job to do.”

         “Yes, convince Autumn and Logan that they belong in Christmas, not Switzerland.”

         He’d returned to San Francisco the day after Logan and Autumn’s engagement party to get cleared for work, so he and Sophia had done their strategizing by phone. They were planning to show the couple that not only would Autumn miss Sophia and her friends, but that his brother and Sophia had things in common and could get along. Then they’d pull out the big guns Easter Sunday. They’d show his brother what his kids would be missing if he took them away from their extended family.

         “If they’re anything like Zeus, that shouldn’t be hard. He missed you this week.” If he was honest, so had he. Even though he’d talked to her every day, sometimes twice a day.

         “I missed you too.”

         He thought she was talking about him and was just about to admit he’d missed her too when he glanced over and realized she was talking to Zeus. “Hey, stop feeding him,” he said when she gave the dog an iced cookie. “You can’t give him human food, Soph. It’s not good for him.”

         “He’s skinny, and I’m not stupid.” She dug a Sugar Plum Bakery bag out of a purse the size of a suitcase. “Grace is making doggie cookies now.”

         “Okay, but don’t overdo it with the treats.” Adam pulled into the parking lot. It was filled beyond capacity, so he drove around to the back of the lodge to take advantage of family parking.

         “I’m sorry for thinking you didn’t know what you were doing, Sophia.” She mimicked a man’s voice. “I should have known that just because you have big hair and big boobs doesn’t mean you’re a bimbo with no brains.”

         “I don’t sound like that, and trust me, I know better than anyone that behind that big hair and body lies a devious little mind.”

         She cocked her head.

         “A mind as big as your other assets.” That earned him a look from both her and the dog. “Okay, I’m sorry. I know you’d never do anything to endanger Zeus.”

         But an hour later, the same could not be said for Operation Happy Ever After in Christmas. From Logan’s expression, his brother definitely did not feel like he had anything in common with Sophia…or Ty.

         “Adam, I’m not sure putting Logan on Team Diva was a good idea,” Autumn said, glancing to where Sophia and Ty were hard at work blinging out the pink car they’d fashioned out of cardboard while his brother stood watching them with his arms crossed. Twenty-five vehicles—cars, boats, tanks, planes, and trucks—fashioned out of cardboard had been entered in this year’s race. Prizes would go to the best-looking and the fastest time down the bunny hill.

         “Yeah, Soph kinda forgot to mention their entry’s theme,” he told Autumn.

         “It’s Sophia and Ty. What did you think they’d be entering in a race?”

         He laughed, and then he saw Zeus. “What’s he doing over there? He’s supposed to be on our team.” Autumn, Jill, Nell’s nephew Gage and his wife, Madison, were on his team. Since three of them were law enforcement, they’d made a police cruiser three times the size of Sophia and Ty’s car. Zeus was their mascot. Just five minutes before, he’d been wearing a vest with a badge and sheriff’s hat, which had been replaced with a pink tutu and crown.

         “Soph, you stole my dog. And in case you forgot, his name is Zeus. He’s—”

         “Stop while you’re ahead,” Gage warned Adam as he affixed a cardboard headlight to the front of their cruiser.

         “Did the dog tell you its name was Zeus, Adam? No, I didn’t think so. Just like I don’t think it told you its gender identity,” Ty said.

         “The—” Adam was about to point out what did identify Zeus as male when Gage said, “Geezus, don’t go there.”

         And maybe because Sophia also could tell where he’d been going, she decided a distraction was in order. “I did not steal your dog, Adam. I cannot steal that which is already mine.” She gave him a smug smile and Zeus a cookie.

         She’d added a pink fur hat to her outfit and looked so adorable that all he could do was smile back at her like an idiot. Well, he was smiling until Ty decided his brother didn’t fit the Diva theme and sprinkled him with pink glitter.

         Autumn yelped and ran over to save the day, but not Adam and Sophia’s plan. At least not the part in which his brother and Sophia became lifelong friends. Autumn suggested she and her fiancé change teams.

         Logan managed to crack a smile when Team Diva came barreling down the hill, Zeus in the front of the pink cardboard car with what could only be described as a doggie grin, while Autumn, Ty, and Sophia were hugging one another and laughing hysterically behind him. They didn’t win for best-looking car or fastest down the bunny hill, but that didn’t stop them from celebrating as if they had.

         Logan wasn’t smiling several hours later as they stood by the outdoor bar, watching Sophia, Autumn, and about ten of their girlfriends, including Ty, dance to live music under the stars.

         Adam had finally had enough. “I don’t get it. What is it about Sophia that you don’t like?”

         “Everything,” his brother muttered, and Adam wanted to punch him.

         Instead, he tightened his grip on his glass of soda. He was the designated driver tonight.

         Logan must have sensed Adam was ticked because he rolled his eyes. “Start thinking with your other head and put yourself in my shoes for a change. I’ve loved Autumn since we were in grade school. There was no one else for me but her, and she’d always felt the same. Until she went off to college and met Sophia. Every weekend she came home, Sophia tagged along with her. So instead of hanging out together like we used to, the two of them were the life of every party.”

         They were the life of the party again, Adam thought. He glanced at Zeus, who paced the perimeter of the outdoor dance floor, keeping a watchful eye on Sophia.

         “But you married her, so obviously you guys worked through it.”

         “I thought we had. And then about a week after Bryce died, I got the offer for my dream job. Travel, great money, everything we had talked about, but she wouldn’t go. She wouldn’t leave Sophia.”

         “So you left her.”

         “I was tired of coming in second.” He glanced at Sophia and Ty, who were now performing in the circle of their clapping and laughing friends. “Soon I won’t have to.” His brow furrowed, and then he pointed at the man videoing the women on the dance floor. “What’s Rick doing here?”

         He’d had a feeling today might be a bust and had a backup plan. “You’re leaving, and like I’ve been trying to tell you, I’m not taking your place. Which means, if Gramps won’t step in, Rick will.”

         He wouldn’t let it go that far, and he certainly hadn’t broached the idea with Rick. His cousin had come to him the morning after the engagement party with a business proposition. Rick had once owned the town’s local newspaper and had an interest in photography and videography. He’d proposed offering it as a service to the lodge’s guests. Adam had been impressed that Rick had gotten his ego in check and wasn’t asking for a handout. He also believed in second chances and that family should help out family when they could. So he’d decided to give him a trial run, albeit with security keeping an eye on him.  

         “Good try, but I know you too well. And this is an offer of a lifetime that I can’t afford to pass up. It’ll be good for the kids. It’s the chance for a new beginning for the four of us. Please don’t stand in my way, brother.” He looked at the two women hugging and laughing on the dance floor. “And maybe you can make Sophia understand that if she loves Autumn, she has to let her go.”

         “Maybe if you gave her a chance and sat down and talked to her, explained where you’re coming from, she would. But from where she’s standing, her best friend, business partner, and co–home owner is moving to the other side of the world with a man who is an asshat.”

         “I’m not an asshat.”

         “No, not to most people, but you are to Sophia, and it ends now.”

         “That’s how it is, is it? Can’t say I’m surprised. I always thought you’d end up with her. But then you went to California and Bryce came home.” He looked up at Blue Mountain. “If he were still here, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. He was always Gramps’s first choice to manage the lodge.”

         Sophia’s too, he thought, no matter what his brother said. No matter what he once believed.

         “I’m going to take Autumn home. You mind sticking around?”

         “No. I’ll look after things here. Soph’s with me, so you’ll have a couple hours before she gets to the house.”

         “You’re a big boy, so I won’t warn you to be careful. Besides, if anyone can handle her, it’s you. She was too much woman for our little brother.” He raised his hand. “Okay, I’ll shut up.”

         “Yeah, you do that. And for the record, Bryce loved her, and she loved him. You know it, and so do I.”

         “You weren’t around. Things weren’t good after the accident. Bryce—” His brother glanced at the people waiting for drinks and must have realized it wasn’t the time or place for this conversation. Adam would be just as glad to never talk about it again. “I better go get Autumn. Appreciate you closing up for me, Adam,” Logan said before walking toward the dance floor.

         Adam was keeping an eye on Sophia when he felt someone watching him from the other side of the bar.

         The guy was about six foot one with dark hair and tattoo sleeves. “You Adam Dane? US Marshal who got shot in San Fran?”

         “I am. Who’s asking?”

         “Jake Callahan. Callahan Automotive.”

         “Ah, the man who keeps an open bay just for Sophia.” He smiled and offered his hand as he sized up her Valentine’s date.

         “Right, and you’re the guy who ruined my shot with the woman of my dreams.” He grinned. “So, you heard of me. Good. At least it’s not one-sided.”

         “You’ve lost me, man.”

         “She’s in love with you. Thought she might be when she called me Adam a couple times during our date. Knew it for sure when she got word you were shot.” He glanced to where Sophia danced by herself. “You going to stand here all night, or are you going to dance with the woman?”

         Adam moved to put his glass on the bar and then clapped the other man on the shoulder. “I’m going to do something I should have done a long time ago.”

         Jake lifted his beer bottle. “Good luck.”

         Adam thought he might need it when Sophia saw him coming and stopped dancing. “It didn’t work, did it? Your brother still hates me.”

         “We have Sunday. But I don’t want to talk about Autumn and Logan right now.”

         “No.” She looked down when he put his hands on either side of her waist and drew her toward him. “What are you doing?”

         “I was hoping to dance with you.”

         She smiled like she used to, and he smiled in return, fighting the urge to kiss her adorable dimples.

         “I didn’t think you could dance. You never did. All you did was watch,” she said as she moved into his arms, looping hers around his neck.

         “You were fun to watch, but I don’t want to watch anymore. I’m tired of sitting on the sidelines.” He glanced over his shoulder at Jake, who saluted him with his beer bottle, and then Adam looked into Sophia’s eyes. “I’m afraid if I do, someone else will come along, and I’ll lose out on my chance with you.”

         “That would never happen.”

         “It did, Soph. It happened more than a decade before.”

         “I…I don’t know what to say.”

         “You don’t have to say anything. It’s time to let go of the past. Nothing we do or say will change anything.”

         “I can think of something that will change everything.”

         “What’s that?”

         “Dance with me, and then kiss me.”

         “Happy to.” But as they began to move to “The Keeper of the Stars” by Tracy Byrd, Adam knew he couldn’t wait and bent his head to kiss her. Almost from the moment his mouth closed over hers, he knew it was nothing like the kiss they’d shared at New Year’s. It wasn’t friendly, and it wasn’t brief. It was deep, and it was real and hot and tinged with regret for all the years wasted. There was also a hint of nerves, because this kiss felt like a promise.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         

         The first real kiss Sophia shared with Adam would be a moment she’d never forget. The kisses that followed in the past twenty-four hours were equally memorable and wonderful. So wonderful that they changed everything, just like she’d predicted.

         Only she didn’t know what to do about it. If Operation HEA in Christmas succeeded, her life would stay pretty much the same. She’d have her best friend in town, their business partnership would remain intact, which would enable Sophia to work out a deal for the house, and Adam would return to San Francisco and his job as a US Marshal.

         But if Operation HEA in Christmas failed, Autumn, Logan, and the children would jet off to Switzerland. And not only would she lose her best friend, the house would have to be sold, and eventually her business unless she found another partner. Only in this scenario, Adam would remain in town to run the lodge or risk losing it to Rick, something she knew he would never do no matter how much he might want to. Either way she lost, and she didn’t want to choose.

         She stood at the top of the bunny hill on Easter morning, watching Autumn help Logan’s children hunt for the hidden plastic eggs. Last night, Sophia had volunteered to help fill the colorful eggs—all twenty-five hundred of them—with chocolate and candy. It was their biggest hunt ever, and half the town had shown up.

         Her volunteerism seemed to have won her some brownie points with Logan. Though having Adam at her side might have been the reason Logan hadn’t sent his usual pointed barbs her way.

         Sophia spotted one of the special giant eggs with prizes inside that had been donated by local businesses. As Chloe and Madison McBride arrived with their children in tow, Sophia texted Autumn the location of the giant egg in an effort to win her best friend some brownie points with Logan’s children. With that done, she decided the McBride women needed a distraction. “Madison! Chloe! There are lots of eggs under the deck.” Both women looked from her to Autumn. “Follow Autumn,” Chloe said.

         “Go! Ski, ski!” Sophia cheered Autumn and the kids on.

         Logan, who’d been talking to Madison’s husband, turned. Immediately catching on, he sprinted toward his family, scooped up his kids, and followed Autumn’s pointed finger to the egg. His daughter scooped it up seconds before Chloe swooped in. The egg was filled with Easter treats from Sugar and Spice. As Sophia had known they would, the Dane family generously shared their winnings.

         And while Sophia stood on the hill watching her best friend and her new family-to-be, it hit her that Autumn was the one person who would understand exactly how it felt to be torn between your best friend and the man you loved. Though she might also be a little ticked if she heard about Operation HEA in Christmas. Sophia wouldn’t blame her.

         She wanted the best for Autumn. And as she continued watching them together, she noticed something. Her best friend looked different. She looked…happy, really and truly happy. She looked like the girl who used to talk endlessly about her boyfriend back home. The boy she wanted to marry. Sophia was just about to shout Go, go and be happy to her best friend when a man wrapped his arms around Sophia’s waist from behind.

         “Why are you looking so sad, beautiful?” Adam nuzzled her neck, poles in his hands, his skis on either side of hers. He’d never raced professionally like Bryce, but he was an excellent skier and volunteered with ski patrol whenever he’d been home.

         She turned her head and kissed him, wondering what he’d say if she told him. They’d known each other for what seemed like forever, and it felt like they’d had feelings for each other for almost as long. And maybe that's why she said “I love you” without meaning to.

         She closed her eyes, wanting to cry. She did love him. Some part of her always had. But she hadn’t meant to tell him. Not yet. Not now. Not here. And from the expression on his face, she thought maybe he wished she hadn’t told him either.

         “Is that what’s making you sad?”

         She nodded and blurted out how torn up she was about him and about Autumn. She didn’t want anything between them. She’d kept her secrets about Bryce, and she’d made herself a promise at New Year’s. No more secrets or lies, to herself or anyone else.

         He didn’t say anything, just wrapped an arm around her waist and skied her to the bottom of the hill. He didn’t have to. She knew his answer. Which was why, when Zeus bounded over, she crouched to give him a hug, burying her face in his fur so no one would see her tears.

         “Soph, don’t cry.” Adam released his boots from his skis and then hers, drawing her to her feet. “Come on. I’ll grab us a couple hot chocolates. We’ll go for a walk.”

         “I can’t. I promised Nell I’d help with the baby bunny race.”

         “Okay.” He wiped away her tears and then gave her a tender kiss. “This doesn’t have anything to do with you. I want to be with you, but I don’t want to take over management of the lodge. I love my job, Soph. I’ve put down roots in San Francisco. I’ve got a great place, and I’ve got really good friends.”

         “I understand.” She wished she didn’t, but she did.

         “No, I don’t think you do.” He framed her face with his cold hands. “I love you too. I do. But the idea of moving here—”

         “Sophia!” Nell waved her over to the front of the lodge.

         “I’d better go.” Zeus went to follow her. “Stay, Zeus.  I’m sorry. I’d take you if I could, but there will be babies crawling in the snow.” And no matter what Adam said, Zeus should probably get used to not seeing her. Adam was returning to work in less than a week.

         When she reached Nell, the older woman’s eyes narrowed at her. “Maddie and Chloe, do me a favor and get the parents and babies in a line. You, come with me.” She took Sophia by the arm, stopping at a secluded spot near a fir tree decorated with brightly painted Easter eggs.

         “All right, what did my step-grandson say to make you cry?”

         “It wasn’t him. It’s me, Nell. I thought…” She lifted a shoulder. “It’s okay.”

         “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” She waved a hand when Sophia didn’t answer. “You can tell me. Despite what everyone thinks, I can keep a secret. But if you don’t think everyone knows how you feel about Adam after Spring Fling, you’re mistaken.”

         “I thought you and Calder might be upset because he’s Bryce’s brother.”

         “You’ve been on your own for too darn long, if you ask me. Both you girls have. Get your happy wherever you can find it, and don’t let anyone stand in your way.”

         “Like I’m standing in Autumn’s?”

          “I figured it’d take you a week or two to come around, but in the end, I knew you’d do what’s best for your girl. You don’t have to worry about her. He loves her. It’ll be good for them, being on their own, having to depend on each other. And it might be good for you too.”

         “I don’t see how. I have to sell the house, and I have to find someone to partner with or I’ll lose the business too. I—” Spotting Rick Dane a few feet away with his camera, she hurriedly wiped her eyes.

         Nell followed her gaze and waved Rick away. Then she said to Sophia, “Don’t work yourself into a tizzy. I know it’s a lot to take in, but you don’t have to do it alone. We’re all here for you, girlie. We’ll put our heads together and figure something out.” A slow smile spread across her face. “I think I’ve just come up with the perfect solution for everyone. Bryce might have died, but you’re still Calder’s granddaughter by marriage. How would you feel about managing the lodge? You’ve got a degree in business and lots of experience.”

         “Yes, but I love my store and…”

         “So, move Naughty and Nice and Sugar and Spice into the lodge. You should be able to get a good price on your place downtown. Enough to buy Autumn out of the house, I’d imagine.” She put her hands on Sophia’s shoulders. “Change isn’t always easy, but it’s good.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         

         Adam grabbed two hot chocolates and went outside looking for Sophia. The baby bunny races had ended five minutes ago in a tie. Madison’s son and Chloe’s daughter were the official winners. Adam walked over to the ski rack and set the hot chocolate on the nearby bench, pulling a cookie for Zeus from his jacket pocket as well as his phone. Just as he was about to call Sophia, he spotted her on the deck with Autumn.

         After watching their heartfelt and tearful exchange, he sat heavily on the bench. “That’s it, boy. Sophia just threw herself on the sword for her best friend’s happiness.” There was a swoosh of an incoming text, and he looked at the screen. Good news travels fast, he thought. Logan wanted to see him in his office. “This day keeps getting better and better,” he murmured, thinking about Sophia. In the early days, if they’d admitted they loved each other, it would have been a whole lot less complicated than it was now.

         Catching sight of Sophia leaving the lodge at the same time Adam did, Zeus shot off in her direction, his cookie forgotten. She offered the dog a weak smile and gave him some love before continuing on her way without giving Adam a passing glance.

         He stared after her. What the…? “Soph, hold up. Where are you going?”

         “Back to town. I have things to do.”

         “You don’t have a car.” His cell rang. It was his brother. “Just give me a minute. I have to see what Logan wants, and then I’ll take you home. We need to talk.” He was pretty sure he knew what his brother wanted, so the conversation would be brief.

         “It’s all right, Adam. I can’t get into it now, but Nell has come up with a solution to your problem. If Calder agrees, no one will expect you to leave the job, town, and people you love. Least of all me. I’ll be too busy building a wonderful life.”

         “If it’s so wonderful, why do you look like you’re holding back tears?”

          “Because you’re taking Zeus from me!”

         “Adam!” his brother yelled from the lodge.

         “Soph, come on. Just give me two minutes.” She ignored him and walked toward the parking lot.

         “Adam, get in here now!”

         He looked from Sophia to his brother, who appeared to be having a breakdown. “Come on, Zeus.” He gave the whining dog’s collar a light tug. “It’s okay. We won’t be long. She won’t get far.”

         By the time he made it inside the lodge, his brother was nowhere to be found, so Adam headed for Logan’s office on the third floor. He opened the door to see his brother standing at the window that overlooked Silver Lake and the mountains. Logan turned, holding up his phone, his face pale, his eyes stricken.

         “What’s going on?”

         “Someone texted me this.” He walked over to hand Adam the phone. “I don’t know who, but it can’t be true. It can’t be. Bryce would never do this.”

         Adam knew before he even looked at the screen what the message would read. It didn’t make sense though, not after all this time. Two people knew about his brother’s suicide, though the coroner might have guessed.

         Adam looked at the screen. He was wrong; he hadn’t expected this. “This is bullshit. Sophia is not to blame for Bryce committing suicide. She did nothing wrong.”

         His brother stared at him. “But Bryce…Are you saying it’s true? It wasn’t an accident? Bryce took his own life?”

         Adam nodded and then proceeded to tell his brother everything he knew about their baby brother’s state of mind leading up to the suicide.

         Logan sank into a chair. With his elbows on his knees, he lowered his face into his hands. “I knew he shouldn’t have married her. I knew she’d bring him down. Things were great when he was riding high, when the royalties were coming in from the endorsements, but after the accident, when the money dried up—”

         “Stop. Just stop. Bryce was self-medicating for the pain. He got hooked on opioids.”

         “Whose fault is that? She wanted him back in the game, and she didn’t care how hard she pushed him. She—”

         “Isn’t to blame. Sophia—” He broke off as the office door opened.

         “Sorry. Am I interrupting something?” Autumn’s smile faded when she got a better look at his brother. “Logan, what—”

         His brother lifted his head to look at her, his eyes accusing. “Did you know?”

         “Know what? What’s going on?”

         “My brother’s death wasn’t an accident. Bryce killed himself. He killed himself because your best friend didn’t get him the help he needed.”

         “Don’t start with that again, Logan. I—” Adam began, but Logan was beside himself with grief and anger and kept going.

         “Because she couldn’t stand that he was no longer earning the big bucks, she pushed him, and when they wouldn’t let him back on the circuit, he killed himself. He killed himself because of her!”

          Autumn stared at her fiancé as if she couldn’t believe he was the same man she loved. “How dare you! How dare you speak about Sophia that way. You have no idea what you’re talking about. She did everything she could to help Bryce. She loved him, and he loved her.”

         “If he loved her so much, then why did he kill himself?”

          Her color high, Autumn got in his brother’s space. “If you loved me so much, why did you leave me? Sophia never did. She’s always been there for me, Logan Dane. She’s the best friend I could have asked for. She’s losing everything, everything because of you and me. And do you know what she did? She told me to go and be happy. That’s the kind of woman she is.”

         The door opened, and Nell walked in. “What the Sam Hill is going on here?”

         “I’ll tell you what’s going on, Nell. The wedding is off!” Autumn pulled off her engagement ring and threw it at Logan.

         “Autumn, wait!” Logan called after her, bending to retrieve the ring from the floor.

         Nell shut the door. “The two of you sit down.” When Logan protested, she added, “Now.”

         As though sensing he’d have to bodily move Nell out of the way, Logan returned to the chair, his shoulders slumped. “You have no idea what’s going on here, Nell.”

         “Oh, I think I do. Probably better than the two of you.”

         “No, you don’t.” Logan glanced to where Adam stood by the window. “Give her the phone.”

         “No, I won’t. Because it’s a lie. Whoever—”

         Nell walked over, took the phone, and read the text. “That’s a lie. Sophia did everything in her power to help Bryce. Who sent this?”

         Adam frowned, confused by her reaction. “Wait. You knew Bryce committed suicide?”

         “Just like your grandfather, I suspected it. Most of the folks in town did. We were here.  We saw what was going on. Tried to help where we could, but your brother…” She lifted a shoulder. “You can’t force someone to get help or to accept it.”

         Crossing her arms, she looked from him to Logan. “Now I’ve got some advice for the pair of you, and I suggest you take it. Until you boys got involved with Sophia and Autumn again, they were happy. They’d made wonderful lives for themselves. They might not have had a man in their lives for a good long while, but as someone who spent decades on her own, I can tell you, you can be perfectly happy without one. In fact, with men like the pair of you, they’d be better off single.”

         Adam opened his mouth to defend himself and then, remembering Sophia’s face earlier, closed it.

         “What are you talking about? Autumn—” Logan began, but Nell cut him off.

         “I’ll tell you exactly what I’m talking about. You expected Autumn to give up everything because of you and your dreams. Bryce did the same to Sophia. And you”— she pointed at Adam—“aren’t willing to give up anything for her.” She held up her hand. “Don’t give me the we just started dating; it’s new bull crap. You love her, and she loves you, and you’re not getting any younger. Either one of you. But you can’t build a life or a relationship living nineteen hours apart. You have to take a risk, do the work, make the sacrifices.”

         She pointed at Logan. “So do you. Stop thinking about yourselves and start thinking about them. If you can’t, leave them alone and move on because they don’t need the two of you to be happy. There. I’ve said my piece. And just so you know, Calder doesn’t need either one of you to manage the lodge. Sophia’s going to take it over, and she’ll do a damn fine job.”

         Someone knocked on the door. Adam was all for not answering. Logan appeared to feel the same. But Ty opened the door, sticking his head inside. “Happy Easter…” He looked at each of them in turn. “Okay, so not so happy. Sorry to disturb you, but I’m looking for Sophia. Everyone said she left, but I can’t get her on her phone.”

         At the mere mention of her name, Zeus’s ears perked, and he sat up. Nell’s attention perked too, and the last thing Adam wanted to do after her lecture was admit that the last time he’d seen Sophia, she was heading for the parking lot, no doubt looking for a ride home. “I’ll, uh, see if I can find her,” he said.

         Adam barely held back a groan when someone else knocked and stuck their head in the office. It was Jill. “Sorry to interrupt, but I think we might have a problem. Have any of you seen Autumn?”

         Logan avoided looking at Nell. “She left here a few minutes ago. Why?”

         “Okay, I don’t want anyone to panic. It might be nothing. But her car door was open and…there are signs of a struggle. Her purse is on the ground, wallet’s gone, but her phone is there. No one I’ve spoken to has seen her. Gage has organized a search of the grounds.”

         “I can’t get Sophia on her phone,” Ty said.

         Adam, who’d been trying to call her, said, “She’s not picking up for me either. She left about fifteen minutes ago. I asked her to wait, but she was upset. Last time I saw her, she was heading across the parking lot.”

         “I’ve got people searching the lot and the surrounding area.”  Jill’s cell phone rang.

         “Zeus, heir. I’m going to look for Sophia. Let me know—”

         “Adam, wait.” Jill held up a finger. “Okay, yeah, we need to interview anyone who might have seen either Sophia or Autumn. Put it out on all social media channels with the timeline. Our best information will come from people leaving the parking lot in the last thirty minutes.”

         “What did they find?” Adam asked the second Jill disconnected. He had to work to keep his panic under control, trying not to go to worst-case scenarios. Trying not to see the hurt on Sophia’s face before she walked away from him.

         “A secondary location was found in the parking lot. There are signs of a struggle. Sophia’s hat was found at the site but nothing else. There’s a faint tire imprint. We’re having it analyzed now.”

         Adam was racking his brain, trying to figure out who would take Sophia and Autumn and why. “Logan, give Jill your phone.”

         “Why…? What—” Logan began.

         “Because I don’t believe in coincidences,” he told his brother, then returned his attention to Jill. “Logan was sent a text within ten minutes of Sophia leaving. It implicated her in my brother’s suicide. It’s connected. I’m sure of it. I just don’t know how. We need to find out who sent the text.”

         “But why would they take Autumn if they blame Sophia for Bryce’s—”

         “They don’t blame Sophia,” Adam told his brother. “They want you to. Which begs the question—why? What did they have to gain from you blaming her? I’d say them knowing Bryce killed himself might be a clue, but from what Nell implied, a lot of people in Christmas had come to the same conclusion. But you’re right. Autumn is somehow connected.”

         His frustration grew as he tried to connect the dots, to see a pattern. He took Autumn out of the equation and focused on Sophia and the text. What did the person stand to gain with Sophia out of the way? What had happened within the last hour to trigger…? “Nell, did you tell anyone else that Sophia was going to take over management of the lodge?”

         “Just you boys, and Calder knew, of course. Why? What are you—”

         He held up his finger and called security. “Is Rick on the grounds? When was the last time you saw him? Okay, and…”

         Nell tugged on his arm. “He was there. Rick. I shooed him away, but he might have heard me talking to Sophia about the lodge.”

         “Jill, put out an APB on a 2010 Buick, black. Best they can remember, Rick asked one of the staff to borrow it twenty-five minutes ago.” He moved to the door. “Zeus, heir.” As though he sensed that Sophia was in trouble, Zeus responded immediately.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         

         Sophia woke up in the dark. As she waited for her eyes to adjust to the lack of light, she tried to remember what had happened. The last thing she recalled was hearing heavy footfalls behind her and then a soaked rag was pressed over her mouth and nose. It smelled sickly sweet.  Chloroform. She’d struggled and tried to call out, but the person was strong. She remembered thinking it was a man because of his height, his size. Within moments, she’d lost feeling in her legs and arms. Then her vision and hearing dimmed. She couldn’t remember anything else after that.

         She went to move, only to discover her hands were taped behind her back. There was also duct tape on her mouth. She wasn’t alone. Someone else was with her in the small, confined space. She smelled gasoline and heard the rumble of an engine. A trunk. They were trapped in the trunk of a car. Her heart began to race, and she began to shake. Your mind can’t work if you panic, she told herself.  Listen. Think.

         The road was bumpy. Too bumpy for a paved road. Either backwoods or off-road. She heard tinny music, a man singing along. Middle-age, something familiar about his voice. The car hit a rut, and she bounced, rolling into the other person. Her back was to their front. She smelled perfume, and panic once again set in when she recognized the familiar feminine, powdery scent. Autumn!

         Sophia wiggled deeper into the trunk until she had room to lie flat on her back and then turned to face Autumn. Her eyes were shut. There was blood near her temple.

         Hands. She had to get her hands free. On Saturday Mystery Movie Night a month before, a woman had freed herself from duct tape. Her mind reminded her it was a movie. Anything could be done in a movie.

         She shut out the negative thoughts. There was no room for pessimism. Besides, once her hands were free, she could easily open the trunk. She’d tried it after reading one too many books where the kidnap victim had been trapped inside. There should be a release by the latch. But the car was moving too fast. She’d have to wait until he reached his destination.

         Wiggling to put as much distance as possible between herself and Autumn, Sophia then pulled her knees to her chest. She should have taken yoga, she thought, as she arched her back and then moved her shoulders down in an effort to get her bound wrists under and then over her feet.

         After several tries, she knew it was futile. But if she could just…She stabbed the tape between her wrists with the heel of her boot. On the third try, it went through. As the tape began to give, Autumn awoke. Her eyes went wide as she took in their surroundings.

         Seeing the fear and tears in her best friend’s eyes, Sophia stabbed through the tape with renewed strength caused by fury at the man who had done this to them.

         She wrenched her wrists apart and then tore the duct tape from her mouth, stifling a pained yelp. It felt like the tape had ripped the skin off her lips. “It’ll only hurt for a second,” she whispered to Autumn, biting the inside of her cheek as she went to rip the tape off her best friend’s mouth. “Are you okay?”

         Autumn nodded, her gaze darting around the space. “Why would Rick do this to us?”

         “Rick? Rick Dane?”

         “Yes. I…Logan and I had a fight. I ran to my car. Rick was just closing the trunk of a black car. He was angry. He asked what I was looking at. I said nothing. And then he asked why I was crying. I told him the wedding was off. Then he bent down and held up your hat. I went over to get it, and he…” She touched her temple. “He slammed my head against the car.”

         “I’m sorry he hurt you, and he will pay for that. But right now we don’t have time to worry about his motivation. Our only job is to get free and be ready when he opens the trunk. Unless he stops and leaves us alone and we can get away without him seeing us. But I don’t think that will happen. Turn so I can get the tape off your hands.”

         While Autumn rolled to her stomach, Sophia looked around. She smiled and reached for her purse. “It’s a good thing Rick isn’t very bright.” Though she didn’t share with Autumn that even stupid kidnappers could be dangerous. If they had a gun.

         The car slowed, and the road grew bumpier. “We’re getting closer,” she whispered in Autumn’s ear as she took a small pair of scissors from her purse and cut through the tape.

         Once Autumn was free, Sophia began pulling anything that could be used as a weapon from her purse. The benefits of being a mystery-loving, true-crime junkie and a fan of oversize purses were that she was well equipped to deal with situations such as this. She had Mace (thank you, Madison), a Taser (thank you, Jill), a pink switchblade (thank you, Chloe), and a deep faith that the man and the dog she loved were out there searching for them right now. The thought of Adam and Zeus on the job buoyed her spirits. The situation also helped put everything in perspective. As long as he loved her, they could figure it out.

         The car stopped. Be ready, Sophia mouthed as she handed Autumn the Mace, pointing at her eyes. Then, with hand signals, she laid out the plan. Autumn would strike first with the Mace, and then Sophia would use the Taser on his chest. She would be in the ideal range of seven feet. She just had to ensure the prongs made contact with his chest.

         A car door closed. There was no sound of traffic. They were somewhere isolated. No one to help them. Yet.

          “Now!” Sophia yelled as soon as the trunk opened.

         Rick’s eyes went wide, his hand reaching up to slam the trunk just as Autumn sprayed the Mace in his face. He screamed, brought his hands to his eyes, and stumbled backward. Sophia lunged, half in, half out of the trunk to press the prongs to his chest. She activated the Taser, maintaining contact while she climbed out of the trunk. She wouldn’t stop until he was unconscious. His body contorted, his screams becoming guttural and weak. Finally, he dropped to the ground.

         Her hand fell weakly to her side as she walked back to the trunk. She returned the Taser to her purse before helping Autumn out of the trunk, her eyes narrowing on her best friend. “You’re dizzy. Here, lean against the trunk. I’ll take care of everything.”

         Once she’d zip-tied Rick’s hands and feet (thank you, survivalist. com) it took twenty minutes for her to access his phone (no password protection made it easy) and look through his latest communications to ensure he’d acted alone, as well as establish that the small, well-provisioned hunting cabin was safe. She got Autumn settled with a cup of tea on the bed, and then went back to the car, grabbing some rope from the trunk before dragging Rick inside the cabin. He began to stir as she tied him to a chair.

         She dragged her purse and her tired self to the bed, crawling in beside Autumn.

         Her best friend smiled, looking better than she had an hour earlier. “I’m so glad you’re addicted to mysteries and murder.” She glanced at Rick in the other room, still half out of it, or at least pretending to be. “Why do you think he kidnapped us?”

         “The lodge. It’s always been about the lodge for Rick.” She told her about Nell’s idea and surmised Rick had overheard and wanted to get rid of her. “He must have worried that you had seen something you shouldn’t or he thought if the wedding was off, Logan wouldn’t leave Christmas. Why did you call off the wedding?”

         Autumn reluctantly told her about the text, which Sophia had seen when she checked Rick’s phone looking for a partner in crime, and Logan’s reaction to it. She was surprised to learn Autumn had guessed the truth all those years before. She hadn’t had to carry it around on her own after all.

         “Don’t call off the wedding because of how he reacted to the text, Autumn. He was shocked, angry, hurt at discovering Bryce had died by suicide. I felt the same. It’s natural to want to blame something or someone. And Rick made sure Logan blamed me.”

         “But if no one other than you and Adam knew for sure, how did Rick know?”

         “Why don’t you ask me?” Rick turned his head to look at them. There were streaks of dirt on his face, and his eyes were bloodshot. “I’ll tell you. I can even tell you what was in the letter he wrote Sophia. I can tell you because I was there. At the last minute, he was going to back out. He was afraid you’d blame yourself. But I wasn’t going to let that happen. I wasn’t going to let him ruin my best chance to get the lodge. It was mine, not his, not theirs. Mine.”

         “It was you. You were getting him the drugs, weren’t you?” Sophia said, her throat tight with tears and fury. Her hand shook as she dug in her purse for the Taser and her phone. She left the phone on the bed and wrapped her trembling fingers around the Taser.

         “Well, someone had to help the poor boy. You wouldn’t, and he was in so much pain. He would have killed himself someday. I just helped him along.”

         “What are you doing?” Autumn asked when Sophia got off the bed and walked to Rick. There was a nervous hitch in her best friend’s voice.

         Sophia pressed the prongs to his chest. “Then maybe I’ll help you along too.”

         “Sophia, don’t!” Autumn cried.

          “I wonder what a full charge does at this close range. Autumn, video this. I’m sure people would want to know how…” She looked down at the puddle forming on the floor.

         Eyes wild, Rick strained at the ropes. “Stop her, Autumn. Stop her!”

         “Did my husband beg you to stop, Rick? Did you push Bryce off the mountain? Tell me, what did you do?” She pressed the prongs as hard as she could against his chest.

         “Please,” he gasped. “I’ll tell you everything. Just stop pushing that thing into me.”

         She released the pressure. But as he relayed the last hours of her husband’s life and the part he had played in excruciating detail, her grip on the Taser caused her fingers to ache, her hand to shake.

         “I told you everything. You can’t kill me. It was his choice, just like I told you. I didn’t push him. I didn’t give him the pills or the booze that night.”

         “No, you just made sure that he felt like his life no longer had any meaning, that he was a burden to me and his family.” She put the Taser down, and he sagged on the chair.

         Exhausted both emotionally and physically, Sophia picked up the roll of duct tape, cut off a piece, and then taped his mouth shut. “Death is too easy. I want you to suffer. I want you to spend the rest of your life in jail. A real prison this time.”

         Autumn, who’d moved to stand beside her as Rick recounted the last moments of Bryce’s life, took Sophia in her arms and held her tight. “I wish there were something I could do or say that would make this better.”

         Sophia drew back. “All we can hope for now is that Rick will pay for the part he played, but in the end, nothing has changed.”

         “As long as you know there wasn’t anything more you could have done for Bryce.”

         “Don’t worry. I will not carry this burden. This is Rick’s to bear. I’m just grateful we made it out alive and I’m here, with you.” From now on, she would not take one more moment of her life for granted. She’d live it to the fullest. She put an arm around Autumn’s shoulders. “I could use a cup of tea. How about you? Do you want another one?”

         “Um, sure, but don’t you think we should let everyone know we’re okay?”

         “There’s no cell service, and I don’t feel like hiking through the woods. Besides, Adam and Zeus will find us soon.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         They’d gotten a break early in their search. Someone had spotted the Buick turning on to one of the back roads north of the lodge. But their good luck didn’t hold. Rick had gone off-road, and his wasn’t the only vehicle to do so.

         “I know you don’t want to give up, but we’re losing light, Adam.” Jill had stayed with him, along with Logan and a couple of volunteers. Gage and his brothers had followed other leads in case the information they’d been given didn’t pan out.

         “You go, Jill. Zeus won’t stop, and neither will I.” He couldn’t make Zeus stop if he wanted to. The dog was as sharp and as focused as when he’d been in his prime. And he was working as well with Adam as he had with Manuel. “We could use a little help, my friend,” he murmured to Manuel in heaven.

         He wouldn’t lose hope. Rick had pulled this before with Gage, and Gage had escaped. Adam clung to that.

         “If we get them back, I’ll do whatever Autumn wants. Stay, go, I don’t care as long as she loves me. I don’t care if she marries me, as long as she lets me be in her life. Nell’s right. I’ve been an asshat. In the past and now.”

         “It’s Soph who thinks you’re an asshat. And there’s no if about it. We will find them, and they’ll be okay. Trust me. Soph wouldn’t let anyone hurt Autumn.”

         “I know. She’s kinda scary. In a good way,” he said when Adam gave him a look. “I will never say another negative word about her…What is it?”

         “Zeus found something.” He ran to the dog, who sat still as stone. It was a coffee cup. Adam held it up. “Must be Rick’s.” He walked a short way and found tire tracks. They were fresh. “Zeus, such.” Track.

         “Thank God for that dog.”

         “Look. Around the bend. There’s the Buick. Zeus, heir.” Come here.

         After a brief and heated exchange, Jill let him take the lead. She was an excellent sheriff, but she knew as well as he did that she should be on desk duty at this stage of her pregnancy, which was no doubt why she acquiesced. Adam crouched low and ran to the window, inching up on an angle to get a look inside. He shook his head with a laugh.

         “What’s going on?” Jill joined him at the window to peek over the ledge. “I should have known.” She rose to her feet with a hand at her lower back. “Honestly, if you don’t take the job as sheriff, I’m offering it to Sophia.”

         Logan’s voice came from behind the Buick. “I’m dying here. Would someone please tell me they’re okay?”

         “Unless Rick tied himself to a chair and duct taped his own mouth, they are.” Adam opened the door to the cabin.

         Rick made noises behind the tape, jumping the chair forward as though they were coming to save him and not the two women, who were sitting on the bed. Autumn was drinking something from a cup, and Sophia was doing her nails.

         “No one move,” Jill yelled, pulling out her cell phone. Once she’d taken several pictures, she said, “Okay, go ahead. You can kiss and make up now.”

         Logan pushed past Adam to rush to Autumn’s side, and Zeus beat Adam to Sophia. She smiled, put her nail polish on the bedside table, and then moved to sit on the edge of the bed to give Zeus a cuddle.

         “I knew you would find us.” She looked up at Adam with nothing but love shining from her eyes. No fear at the ordeal she’d just gone through and no anger at him for putting his job and his life in San Francisco ahead of her. But then she turned those gorgeous dark eyes on Rick, and they flashed with fury.

         “He killed Bryce, Adam. He fed his drug habit. He told him to kill himself.”

         Adam stared at her, stunned. “Say again.” She repeated the exact same words he’d thought he’d misheard, and he slowly turned his head. He stood rooted to the spot, afraid of what he'd do if he got any closer to Rick. Putting Sophia and Autumn in danger had been bad enough, but this…Adam walked over and ripped the duct tape from his cousin’s mouth.

         “It’s not true. Don’t listen to them. They’re setting me up,” Rick cried.

         “I don’t know why everyone thinks I’m a bimbo with no brains.” Sophia held up her phone, and Rick’s voice filled the room as she played the recording of his confession.

         “That’s inadmissible. You can’t tape someone without their consent.”

         “You heard me tell Autumn to video you. You didn’t object.”

         “I thought you were going to Taser me to death!”

         “Get him out of here before I do,” Adam said to Jill.

         “No problem. We’ll give you a couple minutes.” She looked over at Sophia. “Good job with the Taser, girlfriend.”

         “Thank you. And you would have been proud of Autumn. She handled the Mace like a pro.”

         Jill frowned. “Mace?”

         “Um, I meant bear spray.”

         “Sure you did. You might want to check her purse, Adam. It wouldn’t look good for the acting sheriff’s girlfriend to be packing illegal weapons.”

         “Call me an optimist, but I’m hoping, when I take over for you, she’ll be my fiancée, not my girlfriend,” he said to Jill, and then went down on one knee in front of Sophia. Zeus moved in beside him and put a paw on her knee. Adam laughed, and Sophia stared at him. “You’re going to take over for Jill? You’re moving to Christmas?”

         “Yeah, but did you miss the other part? The reason I’m down on one knee in front of you? Or are you pretending you didn’t hear me so I didn’t just embarrass myself? Don’t say no, Dimples. I know it’s fast, and I know I messed up earlier, but I love you, Sophia Vergara Cortez, and I’ll do whatever I have to to make you happy. Please say you’ll marry me and my dog?”

         “Yes. Yes, I will marry you.” She threw herself into his arms and kissed him until his brother groaned and Zeus barked. She laughed and leaned over to hug Zeus. “I love you too. You are mine as much as Adam’s.” She waved a hand at Autumn and Logan. “Now it’s your turn to make up.”

         “No, it’s my turn to make up to you, Sophia.” Logan took her hand. “I’m sorry for being such a jerk to you over the years. There was no excuse for it.”

         “You were jealous of me. It happens.” She winked at Adam, but then she grew serious. “I was jealous of you and overprotective of Autumn and didn’t always make your life easy. For that I am truly sorry. But I know you love her. You have my blessing.”

         She reached for Autumn’s hand and placed it in Logan’s. “Marry him. You always wanted to travel, to see the world. I’ve done that and then some. Now’s your chance to do it with the man you love. We’ve made a nice life for ourselves here, but I think we got stuck and our dreams got too small. Go chase the dreams you used to have, and when you’ve done all you wanted to do, come home. We’ll be here.”

         “And if I’m happy here?” Autumn asked his brother.

         “Then I will be too,” Logan said.

         “What if I want a double wedding?”

         Logan looked from Autumn to Sophia. “You two have already talked about this, haven’t you?”

         “A little bit when we were waiting for Adam and Zeus to find us.” Sophia looked at him.  “But it was just a dream. I didn’t know if you would want to marry me.”

         “Wait a minute,” Autumn said. “Adam called you Sophia Vergara Cortez. You’re not really related to Sofía Vergara, are you?”

         She sighed. “Yes. She is my second cousin. But don’t tell Ty.”

         “How are we supposed to keep it from him? We promised he could be in the wedding party if we ever got married again. He’ll see your name when we sign the papers.”

         As the two women walked away talking about the wedding, Logan looked at Adam. “I’m beginning to think their dream wedding might turn into our nightmare.”

         “No, the real nightmare would be if we weren’t the men they were marrying.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Epilogue

         

         Five weeks later.

         “Ty, you have taken over my wedding. I will not let you take over my new store,” Sophia said, pushing the rustic-looking wooden counter back where it had originally been.

         “You really do have to learn to share, bunny. It’s our store, remember? Menswear to the left, ladies’ wear to the right. And this is where my display is supposed to go,” he said, pushing the counter out of the way.

         “I don’t know why I ever agreed to go into partnership with you,” she said, now in a tug-of-war over the counter.

         “You went into partnership with me because your best friend is moving to Switzerland and you bought her out of the house on Holly Lane. Besides that, other than you, I’m the only person in this town who has an eye for fashion. Not to mention, I’m your other best friend, and you need me. You’re manager of the lodge now, remember? You can’t do it all.”

         “Why not? You do. You own Diva and a catering business too.”

          “Yes, but unlike you, I have staff. Which you would have if you just hired the woman I found for you yesterday.”

         “I don’t trust her. She has shifty eyes.”

         He sighed. “You said the same thing about the woman Autumn hired to run Sugar and Spice.”

         Logan had signed a two-year contract with the company in Switzerland, so Autumn decided to move Sugar and Spice to the lodge instead of closing. Though their new locations were half the size of the old.

         The Colonial on Main Street sold three days after the FOR SALE sign went up. But the sale was dependent on an early-May occupancy. Since Autumn wanted to leave with Logan and the children and it was a good offer, they accepted. Between their upcoming wedding, moving locations, and overseeing the construction of the new stores at the lodge, not to mention learning everything she had to about the management of the place before Logan left, there weren’t near enough hours in the day.

         Suddenly too tired to fight, Sophia sprawled across the counter. “Fine. I will hire the lady. If she ends up being a serial killer, I will sue you.”

         “If she ends up being a serial killer, we’ll both be dead.”

         “If you’re talking about the woman who applied for the job yesterday, she’s a con artist, not a serial killer,” said a familiar deep voice.

         Sophia lifted her head to smile at her husband-to-be, who looked breath-stealingly gorgeous in his sheriff’s uniform. Zeus looked to Adam for permission. At his head nod and smile, the dog bounded to Sophia’s side. But Adam wasn’t smiling when he joined him there.

         He lifted her chin with his knuckle. “You look beat. You gotta take a break, Dimples.”

         “I can’t. There’s too much to do. We want the stores up and running on the first day of June. Then there’s the wedding and—”

         “Ty, I thought you were handling the wedding stuff for her.”

         “So did I, but your fiancée has control issues.”

         “I don’t have control issues, I just want it to be special for you. It’s your first wedding. I want it to be special for Autumn, too, and the children.”

         Adam frowned. “Wait a sec. What about you?”

         “I’m marrying you. That’s special enough for me.”

         “No. Do not even think about it, Adam. She doesn’t know what she’s saying. She wants a wedding, a big splashy affair with lots of bling. And pink. She loves pink.”

         Sophia narrowed her eyes at Ty. “Fifteen minutes ago, you told me to think garden-party-goes-country.”

         “Well, what was I supposed to do? It’s a double wedding, and everything you liked Autumn didn’t, and everything Autumn liked, you hated. So I had to make an executive decision.”

         Adam smiled. “You thinking what I’m thinking, Dimples?”

         She walked into his arms. “I hope so,” she murmured against his chest.

         He bent his head to whisper in her ear. “Paperwork is done, so we’ll head to the courthouse and see if the judge will marry us right now. And then we’ll spend the next two days at the honeymoon cabin on Silver Lake. Sound good?”

         She tipped her head back. “Sounds perfect. I love you, Adam Dane.”

         “I love you too, Dimples. Now, let’s get this done.”

         “Hey, you two, get back here right now. This is not funny. Sophia? Adam?”
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         Firefighter Marco DiRossi wants to beat the local matchmakers at their own game, so he conspires with visitor Theia Lawson to pretend they’ve already fallen in love. It’s only for the summer. What could go wrong?
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            Chapter One

         

         Marco DiRossi’s birthday fell on the Fourth of July, the combined celebration ensuring the day had been one of the high points of the summer, his favorite time of year. Summertime when being single in Harmony Harbor had been synonymous with living the good life in paradise. Lazy days spent at the beach soaking up the sun and scoping out the toned and tanned hometown girls, hot summer nights spent at the local bars and seaside cafés flirting with the tourists who flocked to his coastal hometown.

         But his love for the Fourth had done a one-eighty once he became a member of the Harmony Harbor Fire Department. Now the holiday represented an uptick in grass fires, minor injuries, and burns.

         The summer was also fraught with danger of another kind—his matchmaking grandmother, Rosa DiRossi. She’d been trying to marry him off for years. Her efforts increased tenfold during the summer months, when his hometown became Wedding Central, thanks to Greystone Manor.

         Home to Harmony Harbor’s founding family, the Gallaghers, the manor also served as a hotel. A hotel that had become, under his sister Sophie’s expert and creative management, the premier wedding destination on Massachusetts’s North Shore.

         Sadly for Marco, at that moment the manor was only a five-minute walk from where he sat in Sophie’s backyard. As if on cue, the sound of wedding-day celebrations drifted his way on a warm ocean breeze. His hand tightened around the wineglass stem as he lifted it to his lips.

         This year might take the prize for worst Fourth of July, and it wasn’t his grandmother’s fault. It was his own.

         Liam Gallagher, his brother-in-law, best friend, and fellow firefighter got up from the picnic table and started to clear the remains of Marco’s birthday dinner.

         When Marco put down the wineglass to pick up an empty platter and a bowl of hot antipasto spread, Liam said, “Relax. You’re the guest of honor. I’ll be in the doghouse if I let you help.”

         “You’ll be in the doghouse with me if you don’t.” At the sounds of wedding guests chanting kiss, kiss, kiss and clinking cutlery against crystal, Marco sprang to his feet. He wondered what the chances were of moving his party indoors. “Bugs are getting bad. We should probably have cake and coffee inside.”

         The screen door on the two-story white stucco house banged closed. Marco looked over to see his grandmother carrying a tray loaded down with a coffee urn, mugs, and a bottle of Amaretto. He knew better than to rush over and take the tray.

         In her late seventies, Rosa was still strong in mind, body, and spirit. Sometimes annoyingly so. But as he often reminded himself when she got on his last nerve, the traits that drove him crazy were the reason she’d not only survived but thrived when her husband, Antonio, vanished on a rainy summer night.

         He’d left her alone with three toddlers to raise and no money. She’d cleaned houses and taken in laundry and boarders until she’d scraped enough money together to start DiRossi Fine Foods and Deli. She worked harder than any woman he knew.

         Tonight she wore her favorite blue dress, faded from its many washings. Her dyed black hair fell to her shoulders in loose curls, flattering a face that bore a striking resemblance to Sophia Loren. Rosa looked great for her age, her olive skin barely lined. Until her attention moved to Marco’s and Liam’s hands and her sucked-on-a-lime expression deepened the creases at the corners of her eyes and mouth.

         “Eh, what do you think you’re doing? Put those dishes down.” Her Italian accent was thick despite the fact she’d moved from Pisterzo, Italy, to Harmony Harbor, Massachusetts, in the fourth grade.

         Liam shot Marco an I-told-you-so grin, which faded when he realized Rosa was now focused on him.

         “You too. Sit. Sit.” She nodded at Liam and then at the dishes. “It’s woman’s work.”

         His grandmother was stuck in the fifties, where women had their roles and men had theirs and never the two shall meet.

         Liam looked torn. Unlike Rosa, his wife was not stuck in the fifties. Which his ten-year-old daughter, Mia, proved by opening the screen door and yelling, “Daddy, Mommy says hurry up and clear off the picnic table so there’s room for the cake.” Marco’s niece smiled at him. “I made it for you. Mommy said it’s your favorite.”

         Mia had the same long, curly dark hair as her mother and her father’s Gallagher-blue eyes. Looking at his niece’s adorable face, Marco got a glimpse of what the future held in store for him and her father. They’d have to beat the boys back with sticks. The kid was going to grow up to be a looker just like the rest of the DiRossi women. She was also his favorite little person on the planet, her baby brother Ronan Jr. coming a close second. They’d probably be tied for first place in his heart when his nephew wasn’t attached to his mother’s hip.

         “You gonna give me a hint what kind of cake it is?” Marco asked as he moved the plates and parmigiana to make room for Rosa’s tray.

         He figured Mia had made him an Italian rum cake. Up until his twentieth birthday, the dessert, with its three layers of sponge cake soaked in a rum-flavored syrup and filled with layers of vanilla and chocolate pastry cream had been his favorite. But then life as he’d known it had ended, and neither he nor Rosa had had the heart to make the cake again.

         “Nope. It’s a surprise.” His niece grinned and then waved over her father. “Come on, Daddy. Hurry up before Mommy finishes changing Ronan.”

         When Mia disappeared into the house, Liam glanced at his grandmother-in-law, obviously gauging whose doghouse he’d rather be in. He carefully picked up the plates in an effort not to draw Rosa’s attention away from unloading the tray.

         Marco made a wrong-choice buzzing sound.

         Liam glared at him.

         Marco didn’t know what the big deal was. Rosa hadn’t heard him. Lately they’d noticed her hearing wasn’t what it used to be. He lowered his voice anyway. “I’m just trying to help. All you have to do to get out of Soph’s doghouse is sing to her.” The Gallagher boys put the harmony in Harmony Harbor. “But that won’t work on Ma.” Marco had taken to calling Rosa Ma when his own mother deserted him.

         His grandmother lifted her head to frown at Liam. “Eh, what—”

         As Rosa geared up to give Liam hell, his best friend threw Marco under the bus. “Hey, Rosa, did you hear our boy here got asked to be in another wedding? How many is that this year, bro? It looks like you’ll beat last year’s record after all.”

         Ensuring that Marco now had his grandmother’s complete and disappointed attention, his supposed best friend went about clearing the table.

         “Madonna mia,” Rosa said, pouring herself a healthy shot of Amaretto. “Always the groomsman, never the groom.” She made it sound like he’d been handed a death sentence.

         “Ma, what are you doing?” he said when she tossed back the almond-flavored liqueur and then went to pour herself another shot. He reached across the table, picked up the coffee urn, and filled her mug.

         “He could have been the groom today. Three years ago too.” Liam dropped his bomb just before heading to the house with an armload of dishes.

         Marco stifled a groan, shooting a glance at his grandmother to be sure she hadn’t heard, followed by a glare at his brother-in-law’s back. Liam had to know how badly it would go for Marco if Rosa found out how close he’d come to marrying Callie. At the last second, terror had struck his confirmed bachelor’s heart, and he couldn’t go through with the proposal.

         Callie was a woman with a plan. She wanted a ring on her finger, a house by the sea, and two babies, preferably one boy and one girl. There was a time stamp on the baby end of things so, no matter how much she loved him, she couldn’t afford to wait around until he got his act together. As Liam had alluded, it wasn’t the first time Marco had choked at the big moment. There’d been another woman before Callie. He’d loved her too. At least he thought he had.

         Rosa took a seat across from him at the picnic table, glancing in the direction of the manor’s spa as she did. The Gallaghers owned five thousand acres of land that were bordered by the Atlantic and the woods, which meant they owned the majority of the cottages that lined the gravel road upon which Liam and Sophie’s home sat.

         For the past year, Marco’s mother, Tina, worked at and managed the spa. Room and board came with the job. He did his best to avoid her, but his sister made that difficult to do. She invited Tina to every family gathering, of which there were quite a few. He couldn’t avoid the family get-togethers without hurting his sister’s and his niece’s feelings, something he would never do. So he went. Lucky for him, Tina was at a conference in LA this week.

         Maybe lucky for his mother as well, he thought when Rosa returned her attention to him. With one look at her dark, flashing eyes, he knew what was coming. “Your mother, she ruined you for marriage. You don’t trust women because of her. She abandoned you. She’s a—”

         He’d heard it all before. “Ma, relax. I was twenty. She didn’t ruin me. The right woman hasn’t come along, that’s all.”

         Only he was pretty sure she had, and two hours earlier she had said I do to someone else. He lifted his glass of wine, toasting Callie in his mind. Wishing her all the love and happiness she deserved. His chest grew tight as he thought about the woman he might have loved and lost, and he wondered if there was something wrong with him. He wanted what his sister and Liam had.

         His grandmother sighed and came to her feet, leaning across the picnic table to pat his cheek. “Time is running out, mio bel ragazzo.” My handsome boy. “You are thirty-three.” She said it like he had one foot in the grave.

         “I’m a baby. No one gets married this young anymore.”

         She snorted and then named ten men he knew, including his best friend and several of his firefighter brothers, one of whom was Callie’s new husband. Marco hadn’t known how good an actor he was until he’d been greeted with the news of their upcoming marriage at the station four months before.

         His sister’s voice and Ronan’s baby babble drew his attention to the house. Sophie, with the toddler on her hip, walked backward as she filmed Mia, who carried a cake aglow with so many candles it looked like they might need an extinguisher to put them out, which was probably why her father walked beside her with his hands poised to grab the cake. The four of them sang “Happy Birthday,” providing the distraction Marco needed.

         Or was it? he wondered when Sophie and Liam smiled at each other and then at their children. Marco felt the weight of someone’s gaze and glanced over to see his grandmother watching him. Glassy-eyed, she pressed a hand to her heart. He needed a better distraction.

         Beaming with pride, his niece set the cake in front of him.

         “Italian rum cake, my favorite. Thanks, cara. It looks amazing.” He leaned over to kiss Mia’s cheek and grin at his sister. “Now you can stop passing off the stuff from Truly Scrumptious as your own, Soph,” he said, referring to the local bakery. “Mia can bake for you.” Unlike him, his sister hadn’t inherited the DiRossi passion for food or the cooking gene.

         And just as Marco had hoped, Liam couldn’t let the jibe against his wife go unanswered. “What are you talking about? She’s an amazing baker.” Liam began reeling off several examples of his wife’s superlative baking skills.

         “I might have had a little help with Ronan’s birthday cake and the cupcakes for Mia’s last day of school,” Sophie admitted sheepishly before shooting Marco a thanks a lot look.

         “Trust me, it’s better she buys from the bakery or asks me or Mia to make her cakes and cookies.” Rosa chuckled and then went on to regale them with stories of Sophie’s disasters in the kitchen growing up.

         While his family laughed and argued, Marco smiled and blew out the candles on his cake. They stopped talking to stare at him. Rosa looked like he’d committed a mortal sin.

         He raised his hands. “What did I do now? The candles were melting into the cake.”

         “You didn’t make your birthday wish. You need to make one.” Rosa picked up a candle and showed it to Sophie. “We need new ones. Matches too.”

         He sighed, knowing exactly what she wanted him to wish for. “I did,” he lied.

         She saw right through him and snapped her fingers at his sister. “Sbrigati! Hurry up.”

         He blinked at the forceful note in her voice. Apparently, there was a short birthday-wish window.

         “We don’t have any more candles, Nonna. But it’s fine. Marco already made a wish.” His sister raised a questioning eyebrow at him.

         He frowned at her. “Seriously?”

         She rolled her eyes and then lifted her chin at Rosa. Okay. He got it. She wanted to know what was up with their grandmother. He raised a shoulder. He didn’t have a clue why she seemed more anxious than usual about the birthday-wish thing.

         “Wish papers, Nonna. Remember? I got them for my birthday,” Mia said. His niece ran back inside the house without waiting to see if her great-grandmother remembered.

         Liam sat next to Marco at the picnic table and held out his arms for his son. Sophie handed him over and then went to help Rosa cut and plate the cake. Marco’s grandmother looked not only relieved but pleased. If he believed that birthday wishes came true, he might be getting nervous right about now.

         “Any idea what that was all about?” Liam asked Marco under his breath while trying to keep Ronan entertained with an empty mug.

         “It’s the same thing every year. She insists I wish for the woman of my dreams. I say I do, but I don’t.”

         Liam glanced at Rosa and then nodded as if he’d figured it out, mouthing the name of a long-time member of the Widows Club who’d died five months before.

         “Why would—” Marco bowed his head. His best friend was probably right. The Widows Club’s biggest regret was that Mrs. Fitzgerald hadn’t seen her granddaughters settled and happily wed.

         Marco grabbed Ronan’s wandering hand and nibbled the little boy’s fingers, making him giggle. There was nothing better than a child’s laughter to lighten the mood. He looked up when the screen door banged close behind Mia.

         She ran to the picnic table with a sheaf of colored papers in her hands.

         “Let’s eat the cake first,” he suggested, uncomfortable with the idea of them making wishes on his behalf. Especially if they said them out loud. Especially because he knew what they would wish for.

         Maybe instead of putting the cart before the horse and wishing he’d get married and live happily ever after, they should ask the wish fairies to grant him the ability to fall in love. He frowned, wondering where that had come from. There was no problem with his heart. Look at how much he loved Rosa, Sophie, Liam, and the kids. But then he remembered the debilitating case of nerves that had swamped him when he’d almost proposed to Callie. So maybe he did need some help in the romantic love department.

         “No. We do this now. It’s more important than eating.”

         Marco stared at his grandmother. Other than her family, there was nothing more important to Rosa DiRossi than food. It was a good thing she couldn’t read his mind. If she had even an inkling that he thought he needed some help in the romantic love department, not only would today be his worst Fourth of July on record, but any chance of salvaging the rest of his summer would be blown.

         While he’d been silently staring at his grandmother, Mia had handed out the colorful squares of tissue paper and markers. He looked at the paper in front of him, then nudged it away with the tip of his finger.

         Rosa pushed it back with hers. “You need all the help you can get.”

         He sighed heavily, shielded the paper with his hand, and wrote Have an awesome summer just like in the good old days. He glanced at his niece and sister, who had finished theirs and were rolling them into tight cylinders.

         “Are you two writing books?” he asked Liam and Rosa when he’d finished rolling his paper into a tiny tube.

         His grandmother didn’t respond, but Liam did. “Ronan’s fine motor skills aren’t fully developed, so he needs help. In case you’re wondering, he wants a cousin. Preferably before he’s a teenager.”

         “Thanks a lot—”

         Mia interrupted Marco. “That was my wish too, Daddy.” She then turned her earnest gaze on him. “You don’t have a lot of time, Zio. Some people don’t get pregnant right away. I’ll be a teenager in two years.”

         “Try three. Besides, you already have cousins on the Gallagher side.” Before his sister or grandmother could get in on the conversation, he said, “Now what are we supposed to do? Rip them up?”

         “No!” Sophie and Mia cried, while at the same time Rosa set her rolled paper upright on the table. Before he realized what she was up to, she lit a match and touched it to the tip. The paper floated in the air and then whooshed into flames.

         He stared at Rosa, who cupped her hands to catch the burning embers. “Are you crazy? Don’t catch…What do you two think you’re…?” he began when Sophie and Mia did the same. Like Rosa’s, their papers rose into the air and burst into flames. “Careful where the embers…”

         “We all caught them!” Mia squealed. “Now the wishes will come true for sure.”

         “Don’t you dare light yours.” Marco had just finished telling Liam when Rosa leaned over and set theirs on fire before he could stop her.

         Above Mia’s and Ronan’s laughter and squealing, Marco could have sworn he heard screaming. He held up a hand. “Quiet for a sec.”

         There it was again. Someone was in trouble. Liam handed him Ronan. Marco passed him to his sister and then jumped to his feet. Their pagers went off. They were on call. A recording from dispatch relayed the location of the emergency—Greystone Manor.

         Liam pulled out his cell phone as they took off at a run for the manor. “It’s my uncle Daniel. He went out on a paddleboard and appears to be in distress on the water,” he said once he’d disconnected.

         “Heart?” Marco asked as his own began to race. The last place he wanted to be tonight was anywhere near Greystone Manor.

         “Could be anything. They never did figure out what happened last fall,” Liam said as they sprinted along the path through the woods. He glanced at Marco when they cleared the trees and raced for the bridge. People in their wedding finery stood outside the white tent opposite the pond. “You gonna be okay?”

         “I’m fine.” He whipped his T-shirt over his head, letting it drop onto the grass. “Just glad I didn’t go commando today,” he said as he went to unbutton his jeans.

         “You and me both. Though I have a feeling the women might be disappointed.” Liam lifted his chin at a group of twentysomething women congregated on the beach.

         One of them turned, her pretty face stricken. “Can you swim?” she called out. “Our husbands tried to help and got caught in the undertow.”

         “Everyone wants to be a damn hero,” Marco muttered as he looked around for the groom while toeing off his running shoes. “Where the hell is Johnny?” Callie’s new husband and a member of their crew.

         He spotted the bride at the water’s edge. Her back was to him, her wedding gown billowing in the light breeze off the ocean, her long, golden-blond hair streaming down her back. And just beyond her, Johnny struggled to keep himself and a sandy-haired man afloat.

         Faint cries drew Marco’s attention from the two men. He squinted against the setting sun and made out Daniel Gallagher lying prone on a yellow paddleboard in the distance.

         “You’re a stronger swimmer than me. You get my uncle. I’ll take these two,” Liam said as he kicked off his shoes, leaving on his board shorts. They galloped into the cold water. Liam going right, Marco left.

         Callie called his name, but he didn’t have time to turn around and respond. It was more than that though; he didn’t want to see her face. He pushed her out of his mind, focusing instead on Liam’s uncle.

         Marco dove under the water, coming up several yards away from where he went under. He began to swim out into the harbor, his strokes even and powerful, his kick strong. Liam was right. Marco was the stronger swimmer of the two. It hadn’t always been that way. But now his best friend had a family to occupy his free time.

         In the distance he heard the sirens as the emergency vehicles raced for Greystone Manor.

         Five minutes later, when the searchlights cut across the water, Marco stopped swimming to raise his arm, glad of the light, as night had fallen, the moon and stars buried beneath the clouds.

         Daniel lifted his head from the paddleboard, seemingly disoriented. “Where am I?”

         “Mr. Gallagher—Daniel—don’t try to get up, okay? Just stay down on the board.” He didn’t want him falling off and into the water. “Can you tell me what happened, sir? Do you have any pain?” he asked as he treaded water to the front of the board. Like most of his crew, Marco was a certified paramedic.

         “My heart, I think. I had an attack last fall, you know.” His Irish accent was thick. The older man had returned to Harmony Harbor last summer, after spending the majority of his adult life in Ireland. No one knew why he’d come home.

         Marco refocused on his patient. Daniel’s color appeared to be good. His breathing wasn’t labored, nor were his words slurred. And other than that brief moment of disorientation, he seemed aware of the situation. All good signs. “I heard about your attack, sir. Are you in pain now? Any light-headedness?”

         “No. Although it might be the chill keeping the pain at bay.”

         Possibly. An archaeologist, Daniel regaled him with stories about his digs while Marco swam the older man and his board to shore. For someone who’d been in distress not more than twenty minutes before, he appeared to be doing remarkably well. No sooner had Marco had the thought than things took a turn for the worse.

         As soon as he stood up to push the paddleboard the rest of the way to shore, Daniel began to moan. Callie, who’d been standing with the crowd gathered on the beach, lifted her wedding gown and waded out to meet them. She was a nurse.

         Of all the things he could have said to her, “You look beautiful” shouldn’t have been one of them, but that’s exactly what he said.

         She stared at him, her eyes glassy. “I wish…” she began, only to be cut off by a man wading out to them wearing a soaked tuxedo.

         “Baby, what are you doing? You’re going to ruin your dress.” Johnny held Marco’s gaze as he lifted his wife into his arms and carried her back to shore.

         There was a whining sound just before fireworks exploded in the night sky above them. Red, white, and blue starbursts twinkled down to earth.

         Daniel moaned louder when Liam and his father, the fire chief, reached for the board, pulling him the rest of the way to shore. “I’m dying. Call my daughters. Tell them their da needs to see them to say goodbye.”

         “Daniel, you’ll be fine.” The chief tried to reassure his brother as the paramedics moved him onto a stretcher with Liam’s and Marco’s help.

         “I’m dying, I tell you. You need to call my daughters, and you need to call them now.”

         “All right. We will. Just calm down. Here comes Mom, so stop saying you’re dying.”

         An elegant older woman with white-blond hair clutched Rosa’s arm as they hurried down the grassy incline. Kitty Gallagher wore low heels and a light-blue pantsuit. The two women had been best friends since grade school.

         After leaving Kitty with the chief, Rosa came to Marco’s side. She smiled up at him. “You see, mio bel ragazzo. Wishes do come true.”

         He bent down to look her in the eyes. “What are you talking about? You didn’t wish Daniel dead, did you?”

         She cuffed him on the arm. “Stupido. Kitty’s granddaughters, they’re coming home to Harmony Harbor.”

         “What does that have to do with…?” It hit him then what she meant. “No, Ma. I’m serious. Don’t even think about setting me up with the Gallagher girls.” Looking into her shining eyes, he knew to protest was useless. He grabbed his shoes and jeans and chased down his boss. “Hey, Chief. Any chance I can take my vacation time next week?”
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