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      Harlequin Holiday Collection: Four Classic Seasonal Novellas

    


    
      A struggling B&B owner scrambles to hide the dead body wrapped in her Christmas tree from a visiting camera crew—and from her still-irresistible reporter ex. A waitress and a sexy FBI agent mix business with pleasure while investigating a crime over the holidays. A crime lab worker finds herself in danger six days before Christmas…and only her off-limits but oh-so-attractive coworker can help. And two childhood friends rediscover their sense of wonder—and love—when reunited for the holidays.


      Discover these four classic seasonal novellas:


      And a Dead Guy in a Pear Tree by Leslie Kelly


      Seduced by the Season by Merline Lovelace


      Evidence of Desire by Debra Webb


      Season of Wonder by Marta Perry
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      And a Dead Guy in a Pear Tree
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      Chapter One

    


    
      With a crew from a Chicago-area travel show arriving in mere hours to do a story on Holly Cavanaugh’s struggling B&B, the last thing she wanted to see was a dead guy on her living room floor.


      Well, maybe not the very last thing. An eviction notice on the door—that would be awful. Or, the expression on her grandfather’s face if they lost his family home. That’d be worse.


      But a stiff on the floor was pretty damn close.


      “Oh my God. Is that what I think it is?” Regina Bates, Holly’s maid asked. Her heavily shadowed eyes had grown to the size of Frisbees.


      “If you’re thinking it’s a corpse, then yes.” Holly couldn’t believe the calmness of her tone, especially because her heart was cart-wheeling in her chest.


      Other than it, the Hollyberry Inn looked postcard-perfect. From the laurel wreath on the door, to the loops of greenery festooning the foyer, to the sheen on the freshly-polished oak floors, the whole place exuded warmth and holiday cheer. Each immaculate room invited people to visit—now.


      Well, each room except this one—the room where the dead guy had just fallen out of the Christmas tree.


      “Are we, like, on some practical-joke TV show?”


      “I don’t think so.”


      Too bad. When they’d cut the tight, plastic binding off the huge fir and a body had fallen from its branches, their expressions had probably been Emmy-worthy.


      But a TV crew couldn’t have set this up. They couldn’t have known her grandfather would come in here last night and—against express orders—jack up the radiator so it fried Holly’s perfectly decorated Christmas tree, leaving needles in a thick moat around it. Nor could they have known she’d dash to the nearest tree lot and buy a replacement without even looking at it. She’d been so panicked, she’d just demanded the tallest one they had, not even wasting a few precious minutes to have them unbind it. And they couldn’t have counted on her and Regina dragging the monstrous tree inside, putting it in the stand and then cutting off the binding so Mr. Corpse could tumble down, crashing against the nativity set, sending a heavenly angel flying and Baby Jesus spinning.


      Baby Jesus was okay, thank God. But that was more than she could say for the man sprawled at her feet.


      “Are you sure he’s dead?” Regina asked. Holly didn’t exactly consider herself an expert, but judging by the stiffness of the guy and his wide-open eyes, she felt pretty confident. The short-statured man’s skin was bluish, but otherwise there wasn’t a mark on him. “He’s dead,” Holly confirmed.


      “Do you think he fell into that tree binding machine?” Regina asked. Her face paled even beneath her Goth makeup. “My boyfriend worked at a tree lot last year and he and his buddies used to dare each other to dive through one.”


      Having met said boyfriend, she was impressed that he’d had the brains to refuse.


      “They never died or nothin’.”


      Scratch that.


      “I’d better go call 911,” Holly murmured, though a big part of her recoiled at the idea. Calling 911 would mean police and ambulances and inquiries. All her work would be destroyed by crime scene tape and the swarm of law enforcement who would inevitably follow.


      It was a scene out of CSI—not the featured story on the Weekend Getaways show, the special that was supposed to save them all.


      Turning her grandfather’s century-old, historic mansion into a bed and breakfast had been Holly’s idea. It was supposed to help them hold onto it, but they’d had to mortgage heavily. If they didn’t get some serious business coming in, the bank would foreclose on that mortgage. Her grandparents would be homeless.


      So, with no bookings at the busiest travel time of the year, Holly cold-called the travel show and got her first break. They’d scheduled the taping and Holly had believed that her luck was turning—until the dead guy fell out of the tree. No TV crew would film around cops, rescue vehicles and corpses. And even if she could get the producer to reschedule, it would be too late. Her grandparents would lose everything.


      And it would be entirely Holly’s fault.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Two

    


    
      Zach Weldon was, of course, not the only reporter covering the robbery of millions in loose stones from a Chicago diamond importer—but he was the only one with an advantage. A detective friend had tipped him to the last known address of one of the suspects, knowing Zach had once lived in that same town. Naturally, it was pure quid pro quo. Zach would have to call in right away if he actually found anything.


      His friend said that the Chicago PD had ruled out the connection, but Zach figured a lead was a lead—which was why he was currently in Wheaton, Illinois, the dinky town he’d lived in during high school. His father had died shortly after he’d left for college and his mother had remarried and moved away. The one other reason he’d had for returning to visit had dumped him. So he’d never gone back.


      He sometimes wondered what had happened to her…that one reason. Considering Holly Cavanaugh had punched him the last time he saw her, he doubted she’d be up for a reunion. God, how could he have been stupid enough to let her get away?


      Enough. He had a story to cover.


      Though he’d never have dreamed it possible, he hit pay dirt almost immediately. Spying an elderly man unloading fresh trees at a temporary Christmas tree lot, he’d shown him a photo of Fred Kipling, a “person of interest” in the robbery. And was stunned by the response.


      “Yessir, that looks like it could be him. Surly fella. Had a gun on him.”


      “He pulled a gun on you?”


      “No, I held a gun on him. I came here late last night and found him inside the lot, wrestling with one of the twelve footers, trying to steal it.”


      Zach had a hard time picturing a pair of wanted robbers stopping to pick out a nice Douglas fir. “Was he alone?” He grabbed another picture, a mug-shot of Kipling’s partner, Leo “Teenie” Meaney, who was half Kipling’s size…and had twice his temper. “Was this guy with him?”


      The old man glanced at the photo, shook his head and hacked a phlegmy cough. “Nope. Feller was alone. ’Tween me and my shotgun, we let him know what we think of thieves around here.”


      He wondered what the old man would say if he learned he’d confronted a pretty ruthless one.


      “He said he’d pay for it, but didn’t have enough cash so he was coming back today with the rest. Problem was, when he came back for the tree, it’d been sold.”


      “He was already here?”


      Nodding, the man hacked again, then spat on the ground. My, how Zach missed these small town niceties.


      “My grandson’s a good, strong boy, but don’t he have a head like a rock? He didn’t see the red ribbon that meant the tree’d been reserved and he let somebody else have it.”


      “Where did he go?”


      “Probably hunting up some breakfast. He’s a healthy eater, that boy….”


      “I meant the angry man,” Zach snapped.


      “Dunno. Said he had to have that tree and wanted to know who bought it.”


      “You didn’t tell him!”


      The man shook his head, causing Zach to sigh in relief. It sounded as though Kipling had hidden something in the tree. The diamonds perhaps? And if so, whoever had ended up with it could be standing between a dangerous criminal and his loot.


      “But my grandson did. Like I said—noggin like a boulder.”


      Zach managed to hide his frustration, though his jaw was clenched hard enough to break his teeth. “Who did buy the tree?” he bit out.


      The man smiled. “Nice lady. Runs the new inn out on Mill Road, on the north shore of the lake. She’s…”


      Zach didn’t wait for the man to finish. He was already hurrying to his car, concerned about the “nice lady” who might be getting a visit from a murderous criminal.


      He only hoped he wasn’t too late.


      


      “Oh my God, someone’s at the door!”


      Holly Cavanaugh wondered if she looked as terrified as her maid, Regina, did. They were, after all, standing above a dead body that had fallen out of a Christmas tree. A TV crew from the Chicago show Weekend Getaways would be arriving in two hours. And now they had an unexpected visitor.


      “Get rid of whoever it is while I…” Stash the stiff? Call the police? Run and hide?


      When the maid came back, she looked even more panicked. “It’s them!”


      “Who?”


      “The TV people! They’re early! I answered the door and this dude says he’s a reporter….”


      This couldn’t be happening. “Where is he?”


      “I shut the door and came to warn you.”


      Oh joy—a great first impression for the critics. She had to think quickly. Call the police? Or save the inn?


      It was a no-brainer.


      “I’ll keep the reporter busy. You go get Manny. He’s working on the furnace. Have him help you move this guy into the storage shed.” Swallowing hard as she realized what she intended to do, she added, “We’ll call the police the minute they leave.”


      She was going to burn in hell for this. Or go to jail. Somehow though, she managed to paste a calm expression on her face. At least until she opened the front door and saw the tall, dark-haired man on her front porch. Then she did exactly what her erstwhile maid had done.


      She slammed the door right in Zach Weldon’s face.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Three

    


    
      Zach Weldon had been more than a little surprised when a heavily pierced, pale-faced brunette wearing all black had slammed the door to the Hollyberry Inn in his face. But when a sweet-faced redhead did exactly the same thing one minute later, he was stunned.


      Because he recognized that sweet-faced redhead.


      “Holly?” He knocked on the door, hard, wondering if his heart was racing because it was her—the only girl he’d ever regretted losing—or because he was worried that an armed jewel thief was already inside the house. A hostage situation might explain the door slamming.


      But then, so could the fact she thought he was a cheating dog.


      “Open the door, Holly!”


      After a long pause, she did, peering around the corner of the oak door and studying him head to toe. “It’s you.”


      “Yeah.”


      She looked good. Incredibly good. Her strawberry-blond hair had darkened to near auburn and it hung in a silky curtain around her shoulders. Her green eyes were so wide that he could see the tiny flecks of gold in the iris. And though more mature, her face still had the slightly upturned nose and a smattering of freckles across her high cheekbones.


      The one thing missing was that brilliant smile, the one thing that had reduced his usual smooth-talking teenage self into the verbal equivalent of a foreign exchange student. Now, it was conspicuous in its absence.


      “This is your grandparents’ house, isn’t it,” Zach said, not really asking since he knew it was true. Holly had brought him out here to meet them a couple of times when they were dating, but today, he’d been so preoccupied with finding out if a dangerous jewel thief was around, he hadn’t even registered the location or even looked at the building until she’d answered the door.


      “Yes,” she murmured. “Now it’s an inn. Are you really…my maid said you’re a reporter?”


      He nodded. “I am.”


      “What did I do to deserve this?” Nibbling her lip, she half-lowered her lashes and mumbled something that sounded suspiciously like, “Other than that.”


      Before he could ask what she meant, Holly slipped outside onto the porch. She tugged the door shut behind her, having to move close since he blocked her path. Only a few inches of cold, winter air separated them.


      If he were a gentleman, he’d step back, giving her more space. But he wasn’t. And if Holly Cavanaugh couldn’t stand the heat, she shouldn’t have stepped so close and turned his entire body into a blazing furnace.


      “Of all people, why in God’s name did it have to be you?”


      “You’re not happy to see me. I’m crushed,” he murmured, unable to prevent a tiny smile. The Holly he remembered had always been cheerful—except that last night when she’d found him passed out at a buddy’s house. With his ex-girlfriend lying beside him.


      On that occasion, sweet little Holly had been a kick-ass, violent tornado.


      “You’re early.”


      He quirked a confused brow.


      “I mean, we’re not quite ready yet.”


      He glanced at the closed door, wondering what was behind her odd behavior. An inn not ready to greet guests? Or a desperate, armed criminal trying to find the loot he’d stashed in a Christmas tree?


      “I think you’d better let me inside.”


      


      The last thing Holly wanted to do was spend one minute with Zach Weldon, the first guy—the only guy—she’d ever really loved. But if he was here to do the story on the inn, she had no choice. Considering the number of tears she’d shed over Zach, inviting him back into her life would be downright stupid. But foreclosure? That would be worse.


      “Let’s tour the grounds first. Where’s the rest of your crew?”


      “My crew?”


      “Oh, is that why you’re early? To get the lay of the land first? If so, let’s start outside…it’s, uh, a beautiful day.”


      It was a flipping brutal day, so cold her fingertips were already numb and her nipples had turned into two rock-hard spikes against her thin sweater. Only the cold. Her body’s reaction had nothing to do with his nearness.


      If only she could convince herself of that. Because, while Zach had once been a teenage heartthrob with his lean build, longish brown hair and devilish smile, he’d turned into an absolutely mouthwatering man. He was still lean, especially in the hips, but broader in the shoulder and the chest. His dark eyes were no longer dreamy, they were piercing. His face had been youthful and soft then, but was rugged and strong now, with slashing cheekbones, a strong, resolute jaw and a sensually curved mouth.


      In short, he was to die for.


      Die. That reminded her. Hello? Dead guy in the living room.


      She grabbed his arm, forcing herself to ignore the resulting spark of heated awareness. “Shall we walk around?”


      He didn’t budge. Instead, Zach stared down at her, an inscrutable expression on his face. Finally he murmured, “No. I don’t think so. I want to see what’s going on inside.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Four

    


    
      Zach was going inside, whether Holly Cavanaugh liked it or not. She was trying to keep him from entering the inn and the first reason that came to mind was that an armed thug was inside holding someone hostage.


      Damn, he should have called the police before heading up here. He’d just taken off, worried about the unknown lady who’d bought a Christmas tree possibly containing stolen diamonds pursued by at least one dangerous criminal. What would he have done if he’d known that woman was Holly Cavanaugh?


      Driven faster.


      He lifted his hand as if coughing, shielding his mouth from view of the window. “Is something going on?”


      Her face blanched—all the proof he needed. “Call 911,” he barked, tossing her his phone. Then he pushed the door open and strode inside to find—


      Nothing. Not a soul was in sight. The cheery foyer looked warm and welcoming, ready to greet holiday visitors, though judging by the empty parking lot and silence in the building, there were none.


      “What the hell are you doing?”


      Holly had followed him inside, and she looked…hot. Not just sexy hot, but ticked-off hot. He remembered that she really didn’t like any macho crap. Playing protector maybe hadn’t been the best way to win her cooperation.


      “I’m sorry. I thought… Has a tall, beefy man been here today?” She shook her head a little too quickly. “Nope. No tall, big guy. Now, listen, I might have to deal with you professionally, but just because we had a few sessions of grope-and-grab in the back seat of your rusted Chevy in the old days doesn’t give you the right to manhandle me now.”


      “Grope-and-grab?” Zach murmured, his voice throaty. He stepped closer, unable to help it, drawn to the fire in her eyes and the flame of her hair. “I think it was more than that.” They had, after all, dated for nearly two years during their senior year of high school and freshman year of college.


      Eight years ago. Could it really have been that long since he’d seen her, touched her, breathed her in?


      Zach lifted a hand to her cheek, running the tip of one finger over it, feeling the coldness of her skin. Cupping her face in his hand, he moved closer so their legs brushed and their chests met. Even through his coat he felt her heat. Gazing down, he noted the creaminess of her skin, revealed by the deep V of her sweater. And the fullness of her breasts, punctuated by her hard nipples thrusting against the soft fabric.


      “Don’t stand so close.”


      Her voice held no conviction. Holly’s breath was raspy, her lips parted. When she moistened them with her tongue, he groaned and bent toward her, knowing she’d probably punch him again but needing to kiss her too badly to care.


      A breath away from her lips, he was interrupted by a loud crash coming from the room to the right. “What the…”


      He couldn’t finish the question—Holly’s hands had come up and tangled in his hair. She pressed her mouth to his in a deep, hungry kiss that made Zach forget all about the noise, the diamonds, the robbery.


      There was only her.


      


      Being in Zach’s arms again for the first time in eight years would have been enough to drive just about anything out of Holly’s head. Anything except the dead guy on her living room floor.


      Although she’d grabbed Zach and planted a kiss on his surprised mouth to prevent him from going into the room and finding the corpse, she quickly realized she liked it. Oh, did she like it.


      He felt so good, the curve of his lips matching perfectly the bow of her own. Beginning to forget why she’d started this, Holly let her mouth open a little, enticing him to deepen the intimacy. He accepted the invitation with a slow stroke of his tongue against hers.


      Whimpering low in her throat, Holly tilted her head, wanting even more—and Zach obliged. He’d always been an incredible kisser, but she could recognize the sheer artistry of the man now that she was no longer a silly virgin determined to keep her hymen.


      When Holly had been dating Zach, her mother had been on her third marriage and her sixth suspiciously muscular gardener, while her father had just become engaged to his pregnant secretary. Sex seemed casual, selfish and often crude, leaving Holly determined that she would not play the same games or be another shoot on the Infidelity Tree. Of course, she grew up and realized the problem wasn’t sex but her parents’ own self-centeredness. But by then, Zach had been well out of her life.


      Holly had a few regrets, but she never dwelled on them. The only one she’d held onto was her sadness that her first lover had not been Zach—the only guy she’d ever really loved—rather than a frat boy she’d met when she’d transferred to a college in North Carolina.


      If she’d lost her virginity to Zach, she suspected she would like sex more. Judging by this deep, slow, sweet kiss, a lot more.


      Which left her wondering—since he’d come back into her life so unexpectedly, could she take him now the way she’d been too naive to do eight years ago?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Five

    


    
      Zach was fully aware that Holly was kissing him only to distract him, but for the first minute of that kiss he didn’t care. She tasted the same—sweet and warm. But the last time she’d been in his arms she’d had an air of innocence.


      Now she exuded sensuality.


      She melted against him, meeting every thrust of his tongue, sighs of pleasure emerging from her throat. Zach’s body reacted strongly and she obviously noticed. Holly rose on tiptoe to rub against his rock-hard erection, quivering with sensation. He dropped his hands to the shapely curves of her ass, lifting her, increasing the heat.


      “Oh God, yes,” she whispered against his lips.


      He didn’t know which turned him on more—the feel of her or that wondrous tone in her voice. He knew from experience that she was incredibly responsive, that he could bring her to a shattering peak of pleasure with a few touches.


      He’d love to do it, knowing now there would be no stopping afterward, no hand job in the back seat of his Chevy before they both returned—unfulfilled—to their dorms. He’d make her come, then find the nearest soft surface and do what he’d wanted to do to her on those long, frustrating college nights.


      But another loud thump finally pierced through the lust-drenched cells of his brain. He pulled his hands off her and stepped back. Back toward reality and the present, where a dangerous situation could be going on in that unknown room. “Holly, tell me what’s happening,” he demanded.


      “I don’t know. I guess it’s just been a long time, and I’ve just…wondered.”


      That wasn’t what he’d been asking, but he knew what she meant. He’d wondered, too. Wondered why she hadn’t even given him a chance to explain that last night at the end of their freshman year when she’d found him lying near an old girlfriend. They’d dated for two years and she’d honestly believed he’d cheated on her after she said “no” one too many times.


      He’d wanted to tell her the truth. But he’d been furious and offended that she hadn’t even asked. And before he’d had a chance to get over that anger, Holly had left. Transferred, never to return.


      “It didn’t mean anything,” she insisted.


      Before he could rebut that, the brunette he’d seen earlier peeked out of the next room. Her eyes widened when she saw him and Holly and he imagined the sexual tension between them was thick enough to stick a fork in. If the woman dropped her gaze three feet, she’d definitely see his physical response. He didn’t know how his zipper was managing the strain.


      The girl grinned. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt.”


      “You aren’t, Reggie,” Holly insisted. “I was just going to give Za—Mr. Weldon—a tour.”


      “Perfect,” Zach replied, feeling better about the situation given the amusement dancing in Reggie’s eyes. But not completely reassured yet, he strode to the now-open door. “We’ll start in here.”


      He heard Holly yelp, but remained undeterred. Striding into the room, he quickly looked around.


      The room was huge, once probably a ballroom in the old, historic mansion. Tasteful furniture was positioned to provide small conversation areas and holiday decorations graced many of the surfaces. In one corner stood an enormous, half-decorated evergreen. This must be it. He stared at the tree, wondering what secrets it held. Why would a diamond thief want it so desperately…and did it still conceal something within the tightness of its branches?


      “Good morning.” An elderly woman that Zach recognized as Holly’s grandmother was seated at a small desk, a hot-glue gun in her hand.


      From over the top of a high-backed, antique sofa, he saw a nearly bald head and a bright pair of twinkling eyes. Holly’s grandfather had turned in his seat to greet him. “Hi there.”


      “Hello Mr. and Mrs. Cavanaugh,” Zach murmured.


      “We’re just sitting here watching Reggie do all the work. These old bones can’t handle climbing ladders,” the old man explained. “Even stringing popcorn’s gotten to be too much for uh…Ernie here. He’s taking his morning nap.”


      Zach hadn’t noticed the top of another head, barely visible above the back of the sofa. Must be a pretty short guy….


      “I remember you,” the grandmother interrupted. “You’re Zach. You used to live in town. You and Holly were friends.”


      Friends? Yes, he supposed they had been. And so much more. “Yes. A long time ago.”


      “How nice. You go along and show him around, Holly,” Mrs. Cavanaugh said, smiling as she glued together some crystal ornaments. “By the time you’re finished, I’m sure Reggie will have the tree done.” Then she looked at Zach. “We had a bit of a tree disaster this morning but we’re working as fast as we can to get everything in tip-top shape.”


      A tree disaster. That explained why Holly had tried to prevent him from entering the room. But it didn’t explain everything.


      Like why Holly Cavanaugh was slack-jawed and wide-eyed, looking like she’d just seen a ghost.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Six

    


    
      Her grandfather was cozying up to a corpse.


      Holly stared in horror at the scene in her living room. When she’d left twenty minutes ago, there had been a short, skinny man lying dead on the floor. Now that man was sitting on her couch, beside her irascible grandfather.


      Stringing popcorn.


      Oh, Grandpa, what are you doing?


      As if seeing Holly’s rising panic, her grandmother rose. “Holly, dear, there’s no point in trying to hide our crisis from your old friend, even if he is now a TV gentleman.” Dressed in one of her typical chiffon dressing gowns, Nana appeared elegant and serene. No one who didn’t know her would imagine her capable of playing hide-and-seek with a body.


      Holly, however, knew her. Just as she knew her grandfather. The two of them were the wiliest pair of octogenarians in Illinois.


      “TV gentleman?” Zach sounded confused, probably because he sensed the panic in the room. Even if it emanated only from Holly.


      “I can’t tell you how happy we are that you’ve decided to feature our home on your show. My granddaughter has worked so hard to make a success of it.” Nana looked as pleased as a little girl at show-and-tell. A secretly bloodthirsty little girl. “You must go with Holly, let her show you everything, from top to bottom.”


      The twinkle in the old woman’s eye, and the suggestiveness in her words, told Holly that Nana had picked up on the tension between her and Zach. Of course, she would—Holly might have been living with her father in town, but during high school, her grandmother had been the one she’d confided in. Just the heat in Holly’s cheeks probably announced that they’d been gobbling each other’s faces off two minutes ago. She was still almost shaking with the need for more. She wanted him top to bottom and wanted to give herself to him the same way.


      But that was a bad idea. Really bad.


      Given the choice between dealing with the dead guy or dealing with her own shockingly weak inhibitions to the guy who’d broken her heart, she’d choose the stiff. Though she’d wondered what it might be like to give in to her desire for Zach, she now knew that was impossible. Taking him once would not remove the temptation borne of wondering. Instead, like a kid raiding the cookie jar, it would only whet her appetite for more.


      Unfortunately, judging by the glitter in his eyes and the half-smile on those well-kissed lips, the bloody man knew it.


      


      Zach began to put everything together.


      Holly’s comments when he’d first arrived about his “crew” and what her grandmother said about his “TV show” added up to a new explanation for Holly’s odd reaction to his arrival. They thought he was some kind of TV travel reporter.


      The slamming doors, the reluctant welcome—they’d had everything to do with a news story and nothing to do with him, his past, his relationship with Holly.


      Plus, hopefully, nothing to do with a diamond thief.


      “All right, I’ll take you around the house,” Holly mumbled, sounding anything but pleased. She cast a quick glance at her grandmother. “Do you think you’ll have everything taken care of in, say, an hour?”


      The old woman waved an unconcerned hand. “Oh, of course. Everything will be in perfect condition, especially that…tree. Not a hair—I mean, branch—out of place.”


      “Good.” Holly turned on her heel and left the room, shutting the door firmly the moment Zach joined her in the foyer. “Let’s get this over with.”


      “I think we need to talk….”


      She put a hand up, palm out. “No. I don’t want to talk about it. It was a stupid kiss and I’m sorry it happened.”


      Zach wasn’t. But he sensed she wouldn’t want to hear that.


      “I have to deal with you professionally, since the story on the inn is so important. Other than that, we have nothing to say to one another.”


      “You’re still angry at me for some crap that happened when we were kids?” He couldn’t believe it, especially because he hadn’t been as guilty as she’d thought.


      “Of course not. It’s history. You’re here to do a job and I’m here to convince you that this inn deserves a lot of attention. That’s it.”


      So she thought. Zach suddenly suspected that if Holly found out he was not doing the feature on the inn, she’d use that same cool tone to invite him to get the hell out of her life.


      Maybe that would be the smart thing to do. But there were two reasons he wasn’t going to. First, there could be a criminal out there who wanted something he thought Holly had.


      And second—he couldn’t walk away from her after that kiss.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Seven

    


    
      For the next hour, Holly led Zach around the Hollyberry Inn, critically eyeing every room, silently praying that he’d see past the few kinks to the jewel just waiting to be exposed to the world—before it was foreclosed on and put out of business.


      The importance of the story Zach was doing was the only thing that could have kept her focused on anything except his nearness—on the reality that she was, once again, alone with the guy who’d introduced her to all her most interesting body parts. If not for that, it would be much too easy to think of the wicked things they’d done during their steamy teenage nights. She and Zach had walked hand in hand toward the sexual cliff, all the way to the very precipice. Only when she’d refused to leap off it, Zach had gone out and had sex with the nearest willing bimbo.


      That memory helped keep her shoulders stiff and her mood aloof. Well, that and the knowledge that her elderly grandparents and her maid were downstairs trying to hide the body that had fallen out of the Christmas tree.


      “You’ve put a lot of work into this place. And it shows.”


      “Thanks.”


      “How long have you been running it as an inn?”


      Finally, they were getting down to it. “We opened for business three months ago after six months worth of construction and remodeling.”


      “So you’ve been back in Illinois for almost a year. I have to admit, Hol, that’s pretty surprising considering how eager you were to leave and run off to North Carolina.”


      He was the reason she’d left school so quickly and he damn well knew it. When she realized that she didn’t have much to stay for she’d made the decision to go live with her flighty mother rather than finish school with him. Not liking that he flustered her, she lifted a nervous hand to her hair, willing her fingers not to shake. “My grandfather was ill and couldn’t keep up with the place.” She did not add that the roof needed to be replaced and the foundation reinforced. Or that the only way she’d had to accomplish those things had been to take out a huge loan—which Holly had intended to pay back out of the profit once the inn got up and running.


      It was up. And it was running. Unfortunately, nobody seemed to realize it.


      But they will.


      “So is it just you, your grandparents and that…Reggie?”


      “And Manny, a part-time maintenance guy.”


      “Other than that, you’re out here, completely alone, pretty far from town?” His tone was subdued, a frown tugging at his handsome brow.


      “We do have guests,” she shot back, not appreciating his pointing out just how empty they were only one week before Christmas. God, she hoped he didn’t mention that on the air. “But most people make their holiday plans long in advance. We weren’t even open for business until Labor Day.”


      Zach stopped, though they were halfway down the staircase leading from the second to the first floor. “I didn’t mean that…I mean, damn it, Holly, it’s remote out here. What would you do in case of an emergency?”


      He was worried about her? The realization caused a flash of warmth—she shoved it down, grabbing the handrail to keep from nervously touching her hair again. “Don’t be ridiculous. What could happen?”


      Uh…except dead guys in trees. That, however, had to have been just a freak accident. Like Reggie had said, the guy had been playing a game of dive-through-the-tree-binder and had gotten tangled up in the plastic.


      How he’d ended up in a tree, she didn’t know. Nor was she ready to dwell on it. She’d leave that for the police…when she called them.


      She would. She’d call. Soon. And hopefully she would not go to jail for waiting two hours to report it. Or for moving the corpse.


      “Is that Manny?” Zach asked. “He a drinker or something?”


      Holly glanced down the remaining steps, following Zach’s puzzled stare. She’d been so focused on Zach’s completely unexpected protective streak that she hadn’t noticed the living room door was standing open. Or that three people had apparently just walked through it. The trio made an odd procession as they headed down the short corridor that led to the kitchen and the private wing of the house.


      Holly could only shake her head in disbelief as she watched the three of them disappear behind another swinging door. Because they weren’t hard to recognize—one was her grandfather, one Reggie.


      And the third, whose feet hadn’t exactly been moving as they’d disappeared from view, was the dead guy.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eight

    


    
      “What are they doing?” she murmured, watching her maid, her grandfather and the dead man disappear down a first-floor hallway.


      “Looks like they’re just helping your grandfather’s friend.”


      Why she should find it so surprising, Zach didn’t know. The only thing he knew for sure after their tour through Holly’s family inn was this: she was desperate to make this place a success. With every step they’d taken, Zach had grown more aware of Holly’s anxiety. She had grown so pale she looked like she’d been doused with powder. And she kept reaching up to shove her hair back—a nervous habit she clearly hadn’t outgrown. And he was pretty sure that her mood had nothing to do with him.


      Too bad. Because his tension was primarily due to her. To her nearness and the sweet, cinnamon scent of her hair. He couldn’t stop thinking about the way she’d felt pressed tightly against his body, the way her mouth had tasted, the brush of her soft skin against his rough cheek.


      Every thought was colored with memory, shaded with the thoughts of the past. To the way she’d blown him away with her smile that first time they’d met, and how his heart had broken for her when she’d had to deal with her screwed-up parents and the problems they’d dumped on her since she was a little kid. He’d wanted to take care of her, to make her happy. And she’d been the same way—keeping him sane when his dad had died suddenly while Zach was away at college.


      Holly had made him believe in all that love-and-happily-ever-after stuff that girls had always seemed to talk about and guys had always seemed to laugh at. At nineteen, she’d made him believe in it.


      No one else had. Not before. Not since.


      “Holly,” he whispered, leaning closer, “This…we…”


      He didn’t finish, he didn’t know how to finish. God, he’d been back in her company for less than two hours and he ached to touch her. Maybe that wasn’t too surprising. He didn’t think there had been a time in the past eight years since they’d broken up that he hadn’t wanted her.


      He’d never imagined he’d get another chance to feel the silk of her skin against his—until today, when he’d knocked on the door to a country inn and seen her open it.


      “I, uh, I guess that’s about it,” she mumbled. “You should know enough to tell your crew what to shoot.”


      This TV spotlight had to be critical to her—which meant she was going to be extremely pissed when she found out he wasn’t here to do it.


      But she wouldn’t be half as mad as he would be at himself if he left and anything happened to her. If a desperate thief who’d killed a guard to escape thought Holly was in his way, he wouldn’t hesitate to hurt her. And there was no way Zach would let that happen.


      So he didn’t tell her who he really was. Not yet. When this TV crew showed up and there were plenty of people around, he’d slip away and call Mark Santori, his detective friend from Chicago, tipping him to Fred Kipling’s possible presence here. And try to find out if there was any word on Kipling’s partner, Leo “Teenie” Meaney. Because if Kipling was here, where was Teenie? And what was so important about Holly’s tree?


      There was only one way to find out. “Maybe they’re finished with the tree.”


      “I hope so. I couldn’t believe it when I came downstairs this morning and realized the first one was ruined.”


      “What happened?” he asked as they reached the first floor and turned toward the living room.


      “The only corner big enough for it is by the radiator, which we normally turn off. But Grandpa apparently forgot last night and when I came down this morning, the thing had lost most of its needles like a dog shaking off water after a bath.”


      He chuckled. “So you went out this morning and bought another one?”


      Stopping in front of the now-decorated tree, she nodded, focusing on the new evergreen. It looked beautiful—not at all thrown-together. “Yes. Reggie stayed here and undecorated the old one while I ran down to town and bought the first big tree I could find.”


      He glanced at the pretty bows, the red and gold ornaments and tiny crystal ones reflecting the twinkling lights. “You were lucky to find such a nice one this close to Christmas.”


      “I didn’t even look at it, just asked the guy at the lot if he had any freshly cut twelve footers left and handed him cash as soon as he said yes.” Her voice trailed away as she reached up to carefully shift a tiny angel. “It’s okay,” she added, low, almost to herself. “Everything’s going to be okay. We just have to get through another few hours.”


      He hated the sound of her desperation. “Things are really bad with the inn, aren’t they?”


      She opened her mouth, her eyes flashed, and he knew Holly was about to make a vehement denial. But when she noticed the compassion he made no effort to hide, she admitted, “yes, they are. This story you’re doing is our last shot at making this place work. We stand to lose my grandfather’s house.”


      That weariness—the slump in her shoulders and the fatalistic tone in her voice—hit Zach harder than any two tons of guilt ever had. He suddenly found himself unable to continue the deception. Holly deserved to know the truth, at the very least so she could prepare for the arrival of the real news crew.


      “Holly, I have to tell you something.”


      The words were there, on his lips, but before he could utter them, a loud sound interrupted them. It came from somewhere else in the house.


      And it sounded very much like a scream.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Nine

    


    
      Holly didn’t hesitate. As soon as she heard her grandmother’s scream coming from the direction of the inn’s kitchen, she took off running, Zach hot on her heels.


      It was only after she skidded to a stop at the entrance to that room at the back of the house that she realized why her grandmother might have been screaming. It very likely had something to do with the dead guy who’d fallen out of the Christmas tree. The one reporter Zach Weldon couldn’t find out about.


      “Maybe you should wait here,” she said to him.


      His disbelieving expression was his only answer to that suggestion.


      Not knowing how to forcibly keep him away, Holly carefully pushed open the swinging door, trying to peek around it. Zach, however, was having none of that. He pushed it all the way in and burst inside, his gaze darting around the large, country kitchen, peering suspiciously into every corner.


      Fortunately, there was no corpse laid out on the table, or hidden behind a trellis of house plants by the window. No sight of the dead guy at all.


      “Everything okay?” Holly asked.


      “Why, of course it is,” Grandfather said, his lips twitching in amusement. He would, of course, find this whole thing incredibly funny. Given his background as an Army medic and Nana’s as a nurse, they were probably the last people who’d be shocked by a corpse floating around the inn.


      Besides, their favorite movie was Weekend at Bernie’s, followed in close second by the film version of Clue.


      So she had no doubt they were enjoying the hell out of this. Even though the tension had Holly ready to either scream or throw up.


      Her grandparents sat at the kitchen table, sipping tea, looking completely at ease. Beside the stove, stirring a large pot of fragrant apple cider, was Regina.


      “Who screamed?” Zach asked in blunt concern.


      “Screamed? What are you talking about?” Regina wasn’t a very good actress. Fortunately, her black-ringed eyes looked very small from across the room. Hopefully Zach couldn’t see the way they were frantically shifting, as if she wanted to find the closest exit and go.


      “Somebody screamed,” he insisted.


      Nana cleared her throat, smiling sheepishly. “I am afraid I may have…yelped a bit.”


      Yelped. Riiiigght.


      “I was just startled, you see, when I opened the door to the old pantry.” The elderly woman gave Holly a look of warning. “There was a big mouse in there.”


      Oh God. They’d put the corpse in the pantry. Right now, a dead guy was cozying up to Mr. Clean and inhaling Clorox.


      The dead don’t inhale, stupid. She was losing it. Just out and out losing it.


      But there was one silver lining. Thankfully, they used the old pantry as a cleaning closet and it contained only household supplies. If there’d been any food in there, Holly would be looking at a big run to the dump. And a huge bill at the market.


      Her grandmother was so angelic looking, the classic, textbook little old lady. Anybody would fall for that delicate smile, that kindly expression.


      Anybody except Zach Weldon.


      Because the guy who’d already proven himself intuitive enough to realize Holly still wanted him now showed he could spot a phony. Holding Nana’s stare for one long moment, he suddenly swung around and stalked across the kitchen to the pantry door.


      “No!” Four voices shrieked in unison.


      But he ignored them and yanked open the door.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Ten

    


    
      Something odd was going on with Holly’s elderly grandparents and that kooky maid, but Zach had pretty much given up on the idea that a dangerous criminal was hiding out here, waiting to retrieve whatever he’d hidden in the Christmas tree Holly had brought home this morning. So when he opened the door to the pantry in Holly Cavanaugh’s Inn, he didn’t really expect to see one of them.


      Boy was he wrong.


      “Oh my God,” he said, immediately recognizing the man from the photos splattered all over the news recently.


      If he’d thought he was about to come face to face with a dangerous jewel thief, he’d have at least grabbed something to use as a weapon. Fortunately, though, the guy in the pantry—who he knew was Leo “Teenie” Meaney—didn’t appear armed or particularly dangerous.


      In fact, he didn’t look particularly… “Holy shit. He’s dead.”


      “I can explain,” said Holly, coming to stand with him in the pantry, half-closing the door behind her.


      Zach couldn’t take his eyes off the body lying on the floor of the pantry, tucked neatly between a mop-laden bucket and an industrial-sized bottle of floor wax. “They did come up here after the tree,” he whispered.


      Holly tilted her head in confusion. “What?” Shaking his head slowly, trying to clear his brain of the image of the dead little thug in the closet, Zach finally managed to look away. Holly’s pale face, wide eyes and quivering mouth caused something to twist deep inside him.


      He reacted instinctively, reaching for her, pulling her close. She hesitated for the briefest of moments, then melted against him, letting him support her.


      He suspected—just like when they’d been together—she rarely had anyone else to do it.


      “What happened, Holly?” Zach murmured, whispering into her hair as he continued holding her. The door of the pantry blocked them from the view of the others in the kitchen and he kept his voice low. “Did you…have to defend yourself?” The very thought of it made him shake with fury, but he maintained his calm, knowing somebody had to in this crazy house.


      He’d finally realized just how insane it was. Now he knew who had been sitting beside Holly’s grandfather in the living room. And who that grandfather and the maid had been supporting as they’d walked here to the kitchen.


      They’d been playing a game of hide-and-seek with a body since the moment he’d arrived.


      “No, it was nothing like that,” she said. Holly pulled back a little, rubbing a weary hand over her eyes. “He was dead when he got here.”


      Hmm. FedEx’d corpse?


      Holly explained, leaving the pantry as she spoke, as if unable to stand the sight of the dead man. When he learned that Leo Meaney had tumbled from her enormous, bound evergreen like some kind of sick present straight out of The Nightmare Before Christmas, he didn’t know whether to laugh or groan.


      One thing quickly became clear, though—Kipling, Meaney’s partner, hadn’t gone back to the tree lot looking for the diamonds they’d stolen together. He’d returned for the partner he’d obviously killed.


      “Why didn’t you call the police immediately?”


      Her wide eyes, so tired and confused as she’d told him about her morning, suddenly shifted. Her hands twisting in front of her and her bottom lip disappearing between her teeth, she softly admitted, “I’m going to. After you and your crew finish the story on the inn.”


      Zach simply stared, his jaw falling open. Holly tilted her head, her chin up, almost defiant as she dared him to criticize her. Glancing toward her elderly grandparents, both watching with trepidation and anxiety, he remembered just how much this family had at stake today. From the sound of it, if they didn’t get some publicity—the good kind, not some involving dead bodies—they could very well lose this home. The home Holly’s grandfather had lived in his entire life.


      Catch twenty-two. Damn.


      He knew enough about law enforcement to know they should call the police right now, this very second.


      But could he do that to Holly’s grandparents? To her?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eleven

    


    
      “All right. I’ll help you,” Zach Weldon said. “But only until after the crew leaves. Then we call the police immediately.”


      Holly couldn’t believe it. She’d been prepared for Zach’s anger when she told him she’d been hiding a dead body. And though she’d seen all those emotions on Zach’s handsome face, he was now offering to do something crazy—illegal even.


      He was going to help her.


      “Are you serious?”


      “I’ll probably regret it,” he admitted, “but yes, I’m serious.”


      The college freshman who’d broken her heart probably would have done exactly what he wanted to do—call the police—no matter who it hurt. Just as he’d done what he wanted the night they had split up and slept with the first girl who’d give it up to him.


      But she could tell that this Zach was different. The warm, sympathetic expression on his face when he gazed at her near-homeless grandparents said how much he’d changed. He’d been a sexy, cute, charming guy the first time she’d fallen in love with him.


      Now he was a blazingly sexy, handsome, thoughtful man who was willing to, uh, bend the law in order to help her.


      Zach’s unexpected kindness didn’t just make her melt a little—it made the quietly banked inferno of desire inside her erupt until she was nearly engulfed by the flames.


      She’d wanted him from the moment he’d shown up at her door.


      Now Holly knew she was going to take him.


      “Thank you, Zach.” Unable to resist, Holly lifted her arms to encircle his broad shoulders and pressed against him in a quick, grateful hug. Only, it wasn’t exactly quick. He dropped his hands to her hips, holding her against him. For a long, heady moment, she forgot about the others in the room—or the corpse in the pantry—and enjoyed being in his arms again.


      The embrace he’d offered when he’d discovered the body had been one of comfort and concern. This was different. Though to the others it might appear to be strictly gratitude, both she and Zach knew it was more. He had to feel the way her heart was pounding out of her chest, had to hear her choppy breaths near his ear. Had to know that she was not only grateful, she was also very attracted to him. Just as she’d always been.


      And judging by the ridge of heat she could feel against her thighs, he felt the same way.


      When her grandfather cleared his throat, Holly finally remembered where they were and who was watching. She let Zach go, but didn’t step away. Instead, she turned around, blocking most of his body from view.


      Considering the guy was hard for her and her grandmother had eyes like a hawk, it was the least she could do.


      


      With Holly in his arms, the soft curves of her body pressing against his, Zach had almost been able to forget they weren’t alone. His cock certainly had. His brain, however, kicked back into gear, noting the way Holly provided a visible barrier between his tented pants and the others in the room.


      “Okay, we can do this,” Holly said, her voice shaky.


      “But nobody touches the body again.” Thrusting a frustrated hand through his hair, Zach added, “Who knows how much evidence you have already destroyed….”


      Holly swung back around. “Evidence?”


      “Yeah. The police are going to be looking for evidence to solve his murder.”


      Her shocked gasp told him she hadn’t considered that.


      “What, did you think he just had a heart attack and fell into the nearest Christmas tree?”


      Her cheeks went pink. “Not exactly. We figured it was more of a…a…”


      “An industrial accident,” offered the maid.


      Industrial accident. Sure. Given the identity of the victim, the only work-related death he could experience was being shot by the police during a robbery.


      But Holly and her family couldn’t know that. So it was time for him to reveal exactly who was lying on the floor of their pantry and why he was there. And who might be looking for him.


      There was also one additional matter he had to clear up. She still thought he was the reporter doing the inn-saving story for the travel show. He only hoped she’d understand when he told her why he’d kept the truth from her.


      “Holly, there’s something I have to tell you.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Twelve

    


    
      Zach’s tone told Holly she wasn’t going to like what he was about to tell her. Well, she hadn’t liked much about her day. Since this morning, she’d gone from nervousness, to worry, to shock.


      And when Zach had held her in his arms, to flat-out lust.


      What could he possibly say that would be worse than what she’d just told him—that she and her family had been hiding a body?


      “I’m not who you think I am.”


      “We dated for a long time,” she replied. “I think I’d recognize a Zach-imposter, even if we haven’t seen each other in eight years.” Given the way her entire body reacted around Zach, she felt sure she could recognize him after eighty.


      “I told you I was a reporter…I didn’t tell you I am a newspaper reporter.”


      Not following, Holly waited for the rest.


      “I’m a writer working the crime beat. I don’t work for any TV station or travel show.”


      Holly gasped. Everything they’d done today—thinking he was here to do the feature on the inn had been for nothing?


      Seeing her expression, he raised his hands in defense. “I didn’t even realize for a while that you thought I was a TV reporter here to do a story on this place.”


      “And when you did realize it?” she asked, her tone icy.


      “By then,” he replied, “I’d decided I wasn’t leaving until there were other people around. I thought a dangerous criminal might be headed this way.”


      “Did he say dangerous?” Nana asked, sounding more titillated than frightened.


      Zach glanced at the elderly couple seated at the table and at the maid standing by the sink. Then, finally, back at Holly. “The dead guy in your pantry is a thug named Leo Meaney. He and his partner, Fred Kipling, are wanted armed robbers and are on the run. I’m following the story.”


      Feeling the strength leave her legs, Holly sagged against the counter.


      “The owner of that tree lot caught Kipling there last night and chased him off with a shotgun. I had assumed he’d hidden something in the tree.”


      “He had,” Holly whispered. “His accomplice.”


      “Exactly. I bet they were meeting up to divide the take, had some kind of disagreement and Kipling killed him. When the owner of the tree lot showed up armed, Kipling did the first thing he could think of.”


      “Shoved his little buddy in a twelve-footer and put the whole thing through the tree binder.”


      “Exactly. When he found out you’d bought the tree, he must have panicked.” Zach stepped closer, reaching up and brushing a strand of Holly’s hair off her face. The warmth of his fingers reassured her in a way all of his words had not. “I’d originally worried he’d follow his stolen goods up here…and that you might be in danger.”


      Oh God. A killer might be coming after them. Stunned, Holly slowly began to quiver. “You can’t be serious.”


      Zach reached for her, both hands comforting, strong and confident on her shoulders. Lending support—and making a promise. You’re going to be fine. I won’t let anything happen to you. Releasing her, he murmured, “that’s why I didn’t tell you the truth right away.”


      Though she knew she should be angry at him for his deception, Holly couldn’t be. She, after all, had been hiding much more than that from him. Namely, a body.


      “Do you think…” She cast a quick look at her grandparents, wanting them out of the inn. “Regina, maybe you could take Nana and Grandpa down into town….”


      “Absolutely not!” Holly’s grandfather replied. “A Cavanaugh would never run.” Her grandmother nodded so hard in agreement that her blue-tinged hair came down from its tight bun.


      She should have known. These two would probably love the chance to take a frying pan to the head of an attacker.


      “Actually,” Zach said, “I suspect things aren’t as dangerous as I’d thought. Stolen jewels would be worth Fred Kipling’s time and effort and that’s what I figured was in the tree. But a dead accomplice whose body he has to figure has already been discovered, probably would not.”


      Feeling hopeful for the first time all day, Holly nibbled her lip. “You really think so?”


      “I do. When Kipling went back to the lot and realized the tree where he’d stashed the body was gone, I’m sure he took off. I’ll bet he’s a few states away by now.”


      Holly certainly hoped so. Especially because, right at that moment, someone knocked on the front door. Everyone in the room flinched, but a quick glance out the side window confirmed the presence of a TV news van.


      Perfect. The travel show crew had finally arrived.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Thirteen

    


    
      For the next hour, Zach kept his promise to Holly. He guarded her secret—the dead guy in the pantry—while a crew from the show Weekend Getaways scoured the inn.


      Damn, he hoped Holly hadn’t been exaggerating about how critical this interview was. Because every instinct was telling him he should have picked up the phone and called his buddy, Detective Mark Santori. He could already picture the conversation…dead criminals didn’t fall out of Christmas trees every day.


      “You didn’t let on that you’re not a paying guest, did you?” Holly’s grandmother asked as Zach walked into the kitchen. She sat alone, repairing more of those crystal ornaments.


      He’d allowed the old woman to talk him into playing the part of guest for the cameras. In truth, that was only a slight exaggeration—he wasn’t planning on leaving this place until he was sure Holly was safe. And until he’d helped her out of the mess she’d created with the authorities by not reporting the body right away.


      And until after he’d figured out if the feelings he was experiencing for her were reciprocated.


      He had known from the second she’d answered the door that he still wanted her. He’d known from the second she’d kissed him that she wanted him, too.


      But until that moment in the kitchen when Holly had melted against him for support, he hadn’t realized that he still felt so much more than simple lust.


      But did she?


      “It sucks that we don’t have any guests here, talking up the place.”


      Aside from the incongruity of the word “sucks” coming out of an elderly woman’s mouth, Zach couldn’t help agreeing.


      “Or at least lying around, making the rooms look occupied.”


      The old woman sounded a little too self-satisfied during that last bit. As if she had something up her sleeve. “What are you up to?”


      “Oh, nothing,” she said. “You go on, keep playing a satisfied visitor. Reading a book by the fire in the study would be a nice touch.”


      She was trying to get rid of him again. He’d been sticking close to the body, both to ensure that the TV people didn’t stumble across it and to make sure no one else touched the corpse. But he’d let himself be talked into saying a few words to the reporter, a perky blonde named Candy, leaving Holly’s grandparents alone briefly. Now, her grandfather had disappeared and Nana looked about as innocent as one of the robbers.


      His palms started to sweat. “What did you do?”


      She shrugged but didn’t look up.


      Zach glanced toward the pantry. He almost knew before he strode over and yanked the door open that it would be empty. Well, except for plenty of cleaning supplies.


      Just no dead Leo Meaney.


      


      Somehow, Holly managed not to shriek when she walked out onto the sunporch and saw the room was occupied. She swallowed the sound, wondering how the dead burglar, last seen in her pantry, had gotten out here.


      He was lying on the chaise lounge, a blanket tucked around him. A pair of sunglasses covered his eyes and he looked like a vacationer enjoying an afternoon nap—as long as one didn’t notice the stiffness of his form or the slightly blue tinge to his skin.


      “Whoops,” she whispered, grabbing the perky reporter, Candy, by the arm. “A guest is napping. He’s, uh, been ill and we shouldn’t disturb him.”


      “Really? I thought I just saw him snoozing in a room upstairs. He must move pretty quickly for someone who’s sick.”


      Oh Lord, that must have been when Holly had been posing for some pictures in the lobby. Candy had gone wandering—and her grandparents had obviously been doing some, uh, redecorating.


      “He looks so peaceful, maybe we could get one shot—”


      “No!” That came from Zach, who’d followed them onto the porch. He met her eyes, silently offering his support. “The man said he wished to maintain his privacy. He wouldn’t sign a release to be photographed.”


      Candy shrugged. “Too bad. But I do understand.” Offering Holly a huge smile, the reporter followed Holly back inside then added, “well, I think we’re finished. I have to tell you, The Hollyberry Inn is absolutely delightful.


      “Thank you so much,” Holly replied. “This means the world to us.”


      As she led the woman out, warming under even more compliments, Holly could only think of what would happen as soon as the news van pulled away. Zach had promised to help guard the body until after the interview.


      But now the interview was over. It was time to call the police. And face the music.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Fourteen

    


    
      “Look, Mark, I know you’re mad, but I swear to you, Holly and her family never had any intention of not reporting this. They were just…delaying a little while.”


      Detective Mark Santori, who Zach had befriended shortly after he’d begun covering the crime beat in Chicago, continued to scowl. He’d had that expression on his face since the minute he’d arrived a half-hour ago, having come down from Chicago after Zach’s call.


      Zach was just glad he’d come, not only because the local cops were inexperienced in dealing with murder, but also because he knew Mark to be a reasonable, laid-back kind of guy. As laid back as a Chicago detective could be, of course.


      “Is there any particular reason the body was moved after it—” he consulted his notes, “—fell out of the Christmas tree?”


      Zach and Holly exchanged a glance and he saw the question in her eyes. How much detail should they go into? Would a potential foreclosure on the inn and a single chance to save it with a story on a popular travel show make any difference to an angry cop?


      In this instance, knowing the angry cop was a decent man, Zach thought yes. So he told Mark the whole story, stressing the very real possibility that Holly’s elderly grandparents could lose the home that had been in her family for a century. And that the Cavanaughs had genuinely believed the guy in the tree had died in some kind of freak accident—they’d never imagined he’d been murdered.


      Sighing heavily, Mark ran a hand through his dark hair and then shook his head. “Okay. I guess it wouldn’t be too obvious to a civilian that Meaney had been suffocated.” Grinning wryly, he added, “Though I’d really like to know what kind of town this is if guys routinely do stupid stuff like diving through tree binders.”


      “Thank you,” Holly murmured. “I really am sorry for the trouble we caused.”


      Mark shook his head once. “Meaney and Kipling caused the trouble. You just got sucked into it. I’ll try to smooth things over with the department.” He smiled broadly. “The local guys are already laughing about it. I guess you’re well-liked.”


      Mark Santori was the kind of guy women typically melted over, but Zach happened to know he was very happily married and expecting his first child. Good thing. Because if he thought his friend was trying to hit on Holly, he might seriously have to belt him.


      True to his word, over the next couple of hours, Mark got the police’s attention off the game of body-mover and onto the crime itself. The tree lot owner had verified Fred Kipling’s preoccupation with Holly’s Christmas tree and there was a lot of circumstantial evidence. When they found Kipling—and the diamonds—they should have enough to nail him for all his crimes. And, hopefully, any potential evidence lost because of the body’s travels wouldn’t matter.


      Hopefully.


      By 5:00 p.m., the body had been taken away and all the officers had left except Detective Santori. After he’d been persuaded to pause for a cup of Nana’s famous cider and ginger cookies, Zach and Holly walked him out. Though they’d invited him to stay for dinner, he said, “Sorry, I’ve got to swing by a tux shop and get fitted. My brother Nick’s getting married in a couple of weeks.” A tender look appeared on his face. “Plus, I don’t like to leave Noelle alone at night, now that she’s seven months along.”


      Thanking him again, Zach and Holly watched Mark pull away. Zach couldn’t help thinking for a moment about how much his friend had changed in two years. From a determined bachelor to a married father-to-be, he seemed entirely happy. All because he’d met the right woman.


      Well, Zach had met the right woman once, too. But he’d been stupid enough to let her believe the worst of him and get away. Now that he had Holly Cavanaugh back in his life, however, he wasn’t about to make the same mistake.


      It was time to confront their past.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Fifteen

    


    
      Though everything had been taken care of and the danger was over, Zach didn’t leave. Holly kept waiting for him to—knowing there was no reason for him to stay. Unless, like her, he was wondering what their unexpected reunion meant.


      He’d loved her once and she’d loved him. They’d just been too immature to deal with it. She’d been nineteen and determined not to let sex ruin their relationship, hoping to avoid the inevitable heartbreak her parents always seemed to be going through. He’d been an oversexed almost-twenty-year old who got tired of hearing no.


      But now she was no longer a virgin and there wasn’t a woman on the planet who’d say no to this man.


      “What a day,” her grandfather said after they’d all finished dinner.


      Nana nodded in agreement. “Time for bed, I think.” It was only eight o’clock, but since Reggie had left an hour ago, Nana had been not-so-discreetly trying to get Holly and Zach alone together. Holly didn’t argue.


      After the elderly couple left, Zach said, “Let’s go into the living room. I’d like to see that tree by firelight.”


      That sounded…romantic. Holly gulped, not sure she wanted romance with Zach. Sex? Oh, yes, she’d decided that hours ago. She wanted to take him, have him, savor him in all the ways she hadn’t eight years ago.


      Her body she’d share. But she didn’t want to risk her heart. Because while she’d gotten over her certainty that sex equaled problems—and she was certainly no longer an innocent girl—she still came from a pair of extremely selfish, self-absorbed, commitment-phobic people. And Zach had already cheated on her once when she’d thought he loved her.


      A sweet, tender evening in front of the Christmas tree sounded emotional. She only wanted physical. “I don’t think so.”


      Zach’s eyes widened in surprise. But she didn’t let him argue. Instead, she grabbed the front of his shirt, pushing him until he was backed against the refrigerator. His mouth opened and Holly leaned up to cover it with hers. She thrust her tongue against his lips, demanding entrance, and he gave it to her with not a moment’s hesitation. The kiss deepened, insistent and hot and was so good she wondered how she’d survived for eight years without his lips.


      Zach’s strong arms encircled her body, tugging her up closer. Every inch of her was pressed against him and Holly writhed, loving the heat, the intensity, the friction. As they continued to kiss—wet and deep—Holly reached for the bottom of his shirt, tugging it free from his jeans.


      Hissing against her mouth, he let go of her long enough to help. Holly trailed her fingers over his rippled stomach and broad chest. She’d noted the changes in his body earlier, but until now, as she watched him tug the shirt over his head, she hadn’t dwelled on just how wide his shoulders had become, nor had she realized that the smooth, boyish chest was now thickly roped with muscle and sprinkled with sexy dark hair. She tangled her fingers in it, reaching to brush the tips of her fingers over his dark, flat nipples.


      Touching wasn’t enough, so she replaced her hands with her mouth.


      “Holly,” he groaned as she tasted him. “God, it seems like I’ve wanted you forever.”


      “Me, too,” she said, reaching for his belt buckle. Her fingers almost shook as she unfastened it and then unbuttoned his pants, strained tight against his erection.


      For her. All for her.


      Holly could hardly wait to see all of him. She and Zach had shared many intimacies. She’d never taken him into her body, but they had definitely explored other sensual delights. Now that she’d seen other men, she was dying to find out if her memories of him—his breadth, his power—were true, or merely a product of her heated dreams of something that had never been.


      Before she could satisfy her curiosity, though, Zach pushed her hands away as if he couldn’t take much more. She liked that she had power over him, but she had to admit that he had just as much over her. When he touched her, every cell in her body surged up to accept the pleasure.


      Zach tugged her sweater off then deftly unfastened her bra. Groaning as her breasts were freed, he cupped them, tweaking her nipples, making her quiver. Murmuring something sweet and sultry, he bent down to taste her, sucking gently. She groaned and twined her hands in his hair, giving her the deeper caress she needed.


      “Where’s your bedroom?” Zach whispered against her skin.


      She shook her head. “No. Here. I want you to take me right now.”


      “You’re sure?”


      She’d never been more sure of anything. She’d take him wildly—satisfy the lust that had been banked for years but never fully satisfied.


      And leave her heart entirely out of the equation.


      “Oh, yes,” she murmured, reaching into her pocket and grabbing a condom she’d tucked in there an hour ago. “I am definitely sure.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Sixteen

    


    
      In the years since he’d lost Holly, Zach had pictured getting her back, seducing her, making love to her in a way that would show her how much he’d always cared.


      He’d never imagined anything as exciting as this. The red-haired beauty standing in front of him was practically begging him to take her, right here in the kitchen of her family-owned inn. With her swollen lips, her beautiful bared breasts and the luscious nipples he’d just sucked into hard, jutting peaks, she was the textbook example of an erotic woman.


      And she was his.


      “Please, Zach,” she whimpered, grinding against him, reaching for his jeans again.


      This time he didn’t stop her. Instead, he helped, pushing the rest of his clothes off and kicking them away.


      Her gaze smoldering, Holly reaching out to cup him in her soft, pale hand, her touch was incendiary against his rock-hard cock. She whispered something that sounded like, “I wasn’t imagining it,” as she stroked him, squeezing, caressing, driving him out of his mind. Finally she lifted the condom packet and tore it open with her teeth as if she couldn’t wait one more second.


      She looked desperate. Wild.


      Reaching for her pants, he quickly got rid of them, too, pausing for one moment to appreciate the soft curves of her body, the line of her hip, the length of her slender legs. Needing to touch her or die, he kissed her again, sliding his hand down her, pausing to tweak her sensitive breast and stroke her soft belly.


      When he went lower, tangling his fingers in those pretty strawberry curls, Holly cried out, “Oh, yes.”


      Zach teased her for a moment, then dipped his fingers further, groaning at how hot, slick and ready she was. When she was almost panting in his arms, he moved to her clit, stroking her, remembering exactly what she liked—how much pressure, how much intensity, how much everything.


      “Please, Zach, don’t make me wait.”


      The thick whisper shattered the last remnants of his restraint. Taking the condom from her, he sheathed himself then turned them around until she was the one backed against the counter. “I can’t believe this is finally happening,” he muttered as he lifted her, holding her thighs in his hands. Her skin was so soft….


      Holly arched toward him, wetting him with the slickness of her sex and Zach lost all restraint. He plunged up into her, both of them throwing their heads back at the shocking pleasure of it.


      She was tight and so damn hot that for a long second he couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. He could only savor.


      Soon, though, the sensations took control. Holly wrapped her arms around his shoulders and her legs around his hips and met his every thrust. They kissed between helpless cries of delight. Until finally, when her jagged pants and cries told him she’d come, he let himself go, too, his body lost to heated orgasm. And, he suspected, his heart was once again lost to the woman in his arms.


      


      Zach spent the night in her bed. After the incredible sex they’d had in the kitchen, she’d been too sated and lethargic to even remember that she’d wanted fast, raucous sex—and nothing else.


      The next morning, when she woke early and gazed at his handsome, sleeping face in the bed beside her, she realized she’d gotten a whole lot more than she’d been looking for.


      She could love this man. She really could. Memories of their past crept into her psyche—moments like those of yesterday when he’d helped her and her grandparents. Who couldn’t love him?


      Stupid. He’s already proved he’s not the stay-around kind.


      And now that he’d gotten what he’d been after before, he surely wouldn’t be sleeping in her bed for long.


      She had to let him go. Correction—she had to make him go. Now, before she got in any deeper.


      Holly cleared her throat. “Zach, it is 7 a.m.”


      He didn’t even open his eyes, but smiled lazily. With his lightly stubbled cheeks, his tousled hair, that incredible bare chest, he looked sexier than any man had the right to be.


      “Good. Time for more,” he replied, his voice throaty.


      Oh, she wished. But she couldn’t back down now, not when she’d made the decision to end things before they went any further.


      “No.” She swallowed hard as his eyes slowly opened. Though it was difficult, she managed to continue despite that warm, sultry green-eyed stare. “I have to get back to work….” To reality.


      Though her heart ached, she added, “I want you to leave.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Seventeen

    


    
      Needing to meet the deadline for the robbery story update, a little confused by Holly’s mood and not having any of his stuff with him, Zach hadn’t argued when Holly had asked him to leave the other morning. He’d noticed she was quiet, withdrawn. Maybe wondering if they’d made a mistake.


      Making love to her—twice—that night had been no mistake. In fact, it had been perfect.


      Suspecting she needed time to process, Zach had kissed her and promised to see her soon.


      So far it hadn’t happened.


      In the three days since he’d slipped out of her bed, dressed and quietly left the house before Holly’s grandparents got up, he hadn’t heard a word from her. She hadn’t returned his calls, hadn’t indicated she was interested in seeing him again. A less secure guy might be feeling used.


      Of course, there were worse things that could happen to a guy than being used for great sex by a beautiful woman. But he knew that wasn’t what had happened.


      Holly might have wanted to use him. In fact, he’d bet her demand to have sex now, immediately, here against the refrigerator had been about her trying to convince herself that what they had was just physical. She’d wanted him but didn’t think she could trust him not to hurt her again. Remembering all the awful crap she’d seen her mother and father do to one another, he didn’t entirely blame her for not trusting her heart.


      He needed to convince her to give him a chance to prove her wrong.


      Which was why on Friday he left work early and drove the one hour back to Wheaton. He got to the inn at around five-thirty. The day was crisp and cold, darkness descending quickly here in the country, far from the city’s lights. There was no snow yet, but the forecasters said there might be a few flakes by Christmas. For the first time in years, Zach looked forward to the holiday because he hoped he’d have someone to share it with.


      Smiling at the possibility, he parked in the empty lot outside the inn. The quiet feel of the place said they were still suffering from the slump that had driven Holly to such desperate measures this week. Hiding a body to ensure a positive story from the travel show had been pretty extreme. He only hoped it paid off.


      It wasn’t until he was almost at the porch that he noticed the place wasn’t entirely deserted. He caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye, seeing someone creeping in the shadows along the side of the house near the kitchen door.


      It could only be one person.


      His heart thudding, Zach knew it had to be the murderous jewel thief he’d thought was long gone.


      But Fred Kipling wasn’t gone. He was here. Now. Breaking into Holly Cavanaugh’s home.


      


      When Holly first felt the gun stuck into her ribs, her first thought was of her grandparents. God, please don’t let them come downstairs.


      Her second was of Zach. Why, oh why had she been avoiding his calls, staying away from him when all she wanted was to ask him to come back?


      Pride. Fear. Habit.


      None of those things mattered now, though. Not when she was looking into the dark eyes of a big, rough-looking guy with Cro-Magnon features and a big-ass weapon.


      She had no doubt who he was. “The body’s not here. The police took it away.”


      “I don’t care about that,” Fred Kipling snapped. “Where are they?”


      “Where are who?”


      “Don’t play stupid with me, bitch. My contact in the Chicago P.D. said they weren’t on the body, which means you found them and kept them.” He pushed the gun harder into her ribs until Holly gasped in pain and terror, then he said, “tell me where the stones are or I’ll put a hole in you the size of Cleveland.”


      The stones? The truth dawned. “The diamonds you stole? Why would they be here?”


      “Teenie double-crossed me. I’d been hiding out in town and he came to meet up. But he got lippy with me and I had to…take care of him.”


      The night they were in the tree lot, no doubt.


      “I had to hide him quick, so I stuck him in the tree. Only when I got back to my place, I realized he’d already snuck in there before our meeting, found my stash and helped himself to a lot more than his fair share. He had to have them on him when he died. Which means you’ve got them now.”


      Glowering as he pushed the gun harder against her, he growled, “now, give me what’s mine, lady. Unless you want to die.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eighteen

    


    
      Zach dialed 911 as he ran around the side of the old inn, demanding the local police but knowing he wouldn’t wait for them. Not while Holly was in danger.


      Damn, how could he have left her alone, so sure that Fred Kipling had skipped town? His stupidity could cost Holly her life.


      Reaching the back door that led into the kitchen, he peered through the window, straining to see through the slit between the silky sheer curtains. What he saw was enough to stop his heart.


      The ruthless criminal stood inside, a gun in his hand. And it was pointed directly at Holly Cavanaugh, the woman Zach now realized he had never stopped loving.


      Through the cracks in the old door, he was able to hear some of their conversation. Enough to realize that he’d been wrong about what Fred Kipling wanted with the Christmas tree Holly had bought three days ago. Kipling didn’t care about his late partner’s body being discovered—he’d wanted the diamonds he thought had been in Leo Meaney’s possession.


      He wanted to crash through the door, but the gun made him hesitate. If Kipling was startled, he might shoot first and think later. And Holly was in the line of fire.


      Looking frantically around, he spotted Holly’s grandfather’s cane, propped beside the back door. It was a heavy, wicked looking thing, with a thick, silver wolf’s head for a handle.


      Good enough.


      Grabbing it, Zach began easing the door open, praying it wouldn’t squeak. Thankfully, luck was with him and he managed to get inside without the killer hearing any noise. But he must have felt something—maybe a sudden cold draft from the outside. Because Kipling began to swing around.


      Zach didn’t hesitate. “Holly, go!” he yelled. Not even letting himself think about the gun in the other man’s hand, he swung the cane with all his might, striking Fred Kipling on the side of his head.


      The blow was hard enough to leave the imprint of a wolf on the other man’s temple. And to drop him right to the floor.


      


      Maybe it was a good thing they didn’t have any guests staying at the inn, Holly decided a short time later. Because for the second time this week the police were combing the house.


      They’d arrived about five minutes after Zach had taken down the horrible man who’d threatened to kill her. If she closed her eyes, she could still hear the crack of her grandfather’s cane against Kipling’s skull, knowing the sound was still better than if she’d heard the explosion of gun fire.


      The thief’s head had been shaped like a large boulder and considering he’d already regained consciousness by the time the ambulance workers were taking him away—with a police escort—Kipling’s skull must really have been made out of rock.


      “You’re sure you don’t want to be seen by anyone?” Detective Santori asked. Though he was, again, out of his jurisdiction, the local department didn’t seem to mind his presence since he was the lead investigator into the diamond robbery.


      “I’m fine,” Holly insisted, just as she had said to the first officer who’d thought she might be in shock.


      She wasn’t. She was shaken up but okay.


      As long as Zach remained by her side, his fingers twined in hers and his arm lying gently across her shoulders, she could handle anything. Absolutely anything.


      She’d been crazy to send him away and just as silly to avoid his calls. Thinking that she could have him for one wild, sensual night and then forget about him forever had been a fool’s plan.


      Holly was no fool. She loved Zach Weldon, she always had. She might have been too young and immature to know what to do about that love eight years ago, but now she was a woman.


      Her grandparents were certainly proof that wonderful relationships could exist in her family. And Holly was not like either of her parents in any other respect—from looks to drive to loyalty. So why on earth should she be like them when it came to emotional commitment?


      Besides, looking back on her relationship with Zach through adult eyes, she knew she had to share some of the blame. Not for doing what she’d thought was right at the time—even if it was a little naïve—but for never confronting Zach, never giving him a chance to explain.


      She’d assumed the worse that night when she’d found him passed out beside his ex. Now, given what she’d come to see of the man over the past few days, she began to wonder if she’d known the real Zach at all. Because a man who’d try so hard to protect her home, who’d risk his life to save hers, was a man with honor. Could he truly have been guilty of what she’d thought he’d done?


      She had to know the truth. Had he betrayed her? Could she forgive him?


      And where did they go from here?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Nineteen

    


    
      By nine o’clock Friday night, Zach and Holly were alone in the living room of the inn. The police were gone, her grandparents in bed. Silence had descended except for Bing Crosby crooning softly in the background.


      They sat on the sofa, close—but not touching and had not spoken a word for several moments. No more talk about the robbers or where the diamonds might have ended up—Santori’s guess was that Leo Meaney had hidden them somewhere before meeting his partner at the tree lot.


      There was no more chatter from Holly’s maid or her grandparents. Just them. Zach and Holly. With no barriers, other than the ones they had erected over the years.


      Zach was going to surmount them no matter what it took.


      “You haven’t been returning my calls,” he murmured, pulling his attention off the flames flickering in the fireplace. Between their glow and the twinkle of lights on the Christmas tree across the room, he could see well enough to notice Holly’s eyes shift, her lashes lowering over them.


      “No, I haven’t.”


      She said nothing else for a second and Zach’s heart stopped. Was she trying to find the words to thank him for his help and then ask him to get out of her life again?


      “I was wrong.”


      His heart resumed beating again and his world started turning again. “I think I understood why you didn’t.”


      “You do?”


      Moving closer, he stretched his long legs out beside hers so that they touched, ever-so-lightly. “You wanted the sex we never had—with no repercussions and none of the heartbreak.”


      She gasped. “How did you…”


      “I did go to school on an academic scholarship,” he said with a laugh. “I’m not stupid. Do you think I don’t know you’ve spent the past eight years thinking I was a cheating dog who couldn’t be trusted?”


      “Not all of the past eight years.”


      “No?”


      She shook her head. “No. I began wondering if I was wrong on Tuesday when you agreed to do whatever you could to help my grandparents save their home.”


      “And your home,” he murmured.


      “Then today, when you could have waited for the police, you came inside, risking your life.”


      “Did you think I’d just watch that bastard shoot you?”


      “A cheating dog might have.”


      Sitting up straight and dropping his elbows onto his knees, Zach stared into the flames. “I’m not. I never was.”


      “I’m beginning to realize that,” she admitted. “What really happened?”


      Hardly recognizing himself in the dumb college kid he’d been, he said, “I went to my friend’s, pissed off, horny. My ex was there, flirting, offering to make it all better.”


      “I’ll bet.”


      “I don’t know, maybe I let her flirt with me out of hurt pride. I’d had a lot to drink.” He finally turned his head, meeting her stare. “But I never had any intention of doing anything. And nothing happened. I fell asleep on the floor and she crashed next to me. I never touched her. Then the next morning you showed up, and everything went to hell.”


      Holly nodded, leaning closer, until their hips touched and her arm brushed his. The sweet, cinnamon-scent of her hair filled his head as she leaned close to press a soft, gentle kiss on his mouth. It ended quickly though the sensations continued.


      “I’m sorry. So sorry. I didn’t even give you a chance to explain.”


      “I don’t know if I would have. I was mad, Holly. Immature, angry, wanting more from a relationship than you were ready to give. Maybe I intentionally sabotaged us.”


      “And maybe that was the right thing to do.”


      It was his turn to stare in surprise.


      “We were at different places in our life. Nineteen and twenty-year-olds, nowhere near ready to commit to anyone or even understand what a genuine commitment meant.”


      “And now?”


      She smiled, her beautiful face cast in light and shadow from the flames. “Now…maybe we’re ready.”


      “You’re sure?”


      Nodding, she said, “I sent you away because I was sure I would fall in love with you again if you stayed.”


      “I know.”


      “I was afraid of that. But I’m not afraid of it anymore.”


      Reaching for her, Zach cupped her cheek. “I’ll never give you reason to be.” Wrapping his arms around her, he caught her mouth in a deep, breathless kiss that said all the other words he hadn’t yet gotten around to saying. Sweet words. Tender words. Heartfelt words.


      Holly shifted on the couch, sliding across his lap to straddle him. The emotional moment shifted, changed, becoming heated and sultry as she stared down at him.


      “I want you, Zach. Make love to me.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Twenty

    


    
      If Holly had been twenty and unsure of herself, she might not have believed Zach when he told her what had happened the night they broke up. But she was no longer a girl. She was a woman who’d experienced life and sex, truth and lies.


      She knew he was telling the truth.


      “Make love to me,” she repeated.


      Zach’s hungry expression was all the answer she needed. They made love in front of the fire, bathed in the amber light of the flames and in the twinkle of the sparkly lights of the Christmas tree.


      And this time, after they’d exploded in pleasure, Holly didn’t immediately start wondering how to make him go. Because she only wanted him to stay.


      “I do love you,” she whispered.


      Still sprawled naked on the thick rug in front of the fireplace, the flames sending shadow and light dancing across his golden skin, he smiled.


      “I love you, too, Holly.”


      


      On Tuesday, Christmas Eve, Holly woke up blissfully happy. Not only because Zach had spent another night in her bed—in her arms—but because this was also the day Weekend Getaway was supposed to air the story on the inn.


      She paced anxiously until it started, then held her breath as the opening credits rolled, her hand clenched in Zach’s. Her grandparents watched just as avidly. Until finally, it was there, on the screen, their beautiful home all decked out in its holiday best.


      Holly groaned when she saw herself onscreen. “Oh God, look at my hair.”


      “Well, you had been wrestling a corpse all day,” Zach said.


      She playfully socked him in the upper arm and then shushed him, hanging on every word the reporter uttered. Candy described her visit as the pictures changed and every word she said made Holly’s smile grow.


      “The Hollyberry Inn is one of the most delightful treasures to be found anywhere near Chicago,” Candy concluded as the video from the inn ended and the image returned to the studio.


      Holly wanted to dance for joy. At least until the final moments of the show, when the studio hostess spoke. “You know,” she said to Candy, “I’ve been following an interesting story about those diamond thieves from Chicago. Weren’t they found in the same town where this little inn is located, and one of them had killed the other? I don’t suppose you ran into them on your visit?”


      Her grandmother gasped. Zach leaned forward on the couch. And Holly froze.


      Smiling at her colleague, Candy then turned to look at the camera. She seemed to be staring directly at Holly and her eyes twinkled under the lights. “How exciting, seeing a jewel thief at the Hollyberry Inn.” She laughed softly, but didn’t look away. “Why, just imagine, one of them could have been lounging right there on the sunporch, sleeping as peacefully as…the dead.”


      Holly didn’t move an inch, not until the show ended and her grandfather clicked the TV off. Then she realized Zach was shaking with laughter, as were her grandparents.


      “That Candy,” Nana said, “she’s a good egg.”


      


      Zach had been so terrified of Holly’s close call on Friday that he hadn’t wanted to leave her side. But he’d managed to slip away for a few hours on Tuesday, long enough to visit a jewelry store to buy her something special. When she opened the tiny package late that night and slipped the solitaire onto her left ring finger, he knew her answer.


      They were still celebrating their surprise engagement on Christmas morning when Holly’s grandparents came downstairs. Zach found himself included in the family celebration, watching as Holly found a dozen reasons to wave her new ring around.


      “It’s awfully pretty—and almost as big as those pretty ones on the tree,” her grandmother said.


      Holly raised a quizzical brow as Zach glanced toward the Christmas tree. The lights were on, twinkling merrily, and for the first time, he noticed the way they reflected off a number of tiny, crystal ornaments that sent out shards of color in all directions.


      “Where did those come from?” Holly asked.


      “I’m sorry, dear, the strand must have broken in the rush to take down the old tree. I found all the beads on the floor, but these eyes are old. I couldn’t see the holes in them to string them back together,” her Nana said. “So I just glued ‘em all onto holders and put them up. Aren’t they pretty? So sparkly.”


      Holly rose. Seeing the color fall out of her face, Zach got up, too and followed her to the evergreen. When she reached for one of the tiny ornaments hanging like jewels from a bough, he suddenly began to suspect the truth. “Jewels…”


      “Oh my God,” she murmured.


      Their eyes met, both of them giggling softly as they realized exactly where the stolen diamonds had ended up.


      “Do you think we should tell her?” Holly whispered.


      “Not yet. It’s Christmas. Besides, I don’t want to interrupt Mark’s holiday. We’ll call him tomorrow.”


      Nodding in agreement, Holly leaned close and wrapped her arms around Zach’s neck. Rising on tiptoe, she pointed to the ceiling. “Mistletoe.”


      Looking up and seeing the tiny green spray, he smiled and lowered his mouth toward hers.


      “I love you, Zach,” she whispered right before their lips touched.


      “Merry Christmas, Holly.”

    

  


  
    
      

      Seduced by the Season


      By Merline Lovelace

    


    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter One

    


    
      Dublin, Ireland


      Balancing a tray of empty beer glasses, Sophie Hawthorne wove her way to a small booth wedged into a corner of the Bull and Crown.


      Located in the heart of Dublin, just a short walk from the campus of Trinity College, the pub featured a centuries-old oak bar that ran the length of the establishment and a selection of libations that made it popular with students, locals and tourists alike.


      Although it was just midafternoon, the pub was jammed with students celebrating the completion of exam week and their imminent departure for Christmas break. Their noisy chatter and laughter swirled around Sophie as she paused beside the corner booth.


      Its occupant was bent over a guidebook, affording Sophie a view of neatly trimmed black hair and wide shoulders encased in tweed. He was busy scribbling notes on a sheet of yellow, lined paper. One of those notes caught Sophie’s eye.


      “That should be thirty-two hundred B.C.,” she commented, switching the heavy tray to her other hip.


      The customer glanced up, and a jolt went through Sophie.


      Sweet Molly Malone! Despite the guidebook and the nerdy black-framed glasses, this fella sure didn’t look like a typical tourist. With those broad shoulders, strong, square chin and bedroom-blue eyes, he had all the makings of a world-class hunk.


      “I’m sorry.” He cocked his head to hear her over the din. “What did you say?”


      His accent immediately identified him as a fellow American. Sophie herself was solidly Midwestern, but she’d acquired a definite lilt during her years in Dublin.


      “The passage tomb at Newgrange was constructed circa three thousand B.C.,” she said cheerfully, “not two thousand.”


      The customer consulted his book and hooked a brow. “You’re right.”


      She had to grin at his surprise. “Irish prehistory is my specialty, y’see.”


      Clint Walker blinked behind his fake glasses. He’d been so absorbed in his prep work that he’d barely noticed the waitress when she’d approached his table.


      But she had his full attention now! With a shaft of sheer male appreciation, he took in her tumble of tawny curls, laughing green eyes and mile-long legs encased in black tights beneath a short cherry-red skirt. The enticing combination almost made Clint forget the dangerous assignment that had brought him to Dublin.


      Almost.


      “You’re a student?” he got out, recovering.


      “A doctoral candidate at Trinity College. What can I bring you?”


      “I’ll have a pint.”


      “Original, draft, extra stout, smooth or red?”


      “Draft.”


      “Righto.”


      While the blonde wove her way back to the bar, the interest she stirred in Clint took a sharp turn from personal to professional.


      He was on the trail of an art thief who specialized in obtaining prehistoric artifacts for a shadowy Miami-based drug lord with discriminating and extremely expensive tastes. Two days ago, the FBI’s Art Crimes Division had received a tip that the thief might be one of the handful of spectators who were allowed into the megalithic Newgrange tomb at sunrise on December 22. On that day—and only that day—the rising sun would align at precisely the right angle to illuminate the tomb’s inner chamber.


      Despite the fact that art theft ranked fourth in major international crimes after drugs, people trafficking and arms, most law-enforcement agencies—including the FBI—had only limited resources to devote to it. Hence why he was the only agent assigned to the case. Plus, his superiors hadn’t been impressed by the vagueness of the tip. Nevertheless, Clint had jumped on a plane the very next afternoon and landed in Dublin just a few hours ago.


      Problem was, what he knew about Stone Age tombs wouldn’t fill even one of the beer glasses on the sexy waitress’s tray. He was counter-narcotics, for God’s sake! But this as-yet-unidentified art thief was the Bureau’s best hope of nailing Rafael Mendoza. The drug czar had ruined hundreds of lives—Clint’s teenage nephew among them. One way or another, the bastard was going down.


      A contact in Ireland’s Arts and Antiquities Division had arranged Clint’s entr&#233;e into the exclusive group that would watch the sun light up the inner chamber tomorrow. He had until then to transform himself into a prehistoric art enthusiast.


      Like the alluring waitress…


      His gaze tracked the tawny-haired girl as she delivered a round of drinks to a group of boisterous young males. When she bent to place their order on the table, one of them reached out and fondled her rear.


      She stiffened, then smiled sweetly and dumped a pint of foaming stout over the jerk’s head. He leaped to his feet with an outraged bellow. His chair toppled backward, crashed into a gent at the next table and brought him to his feet. Fists bunched, the two looked ready to lay into each other…with the waitress caught between them.


      Clint came out of his booth and had started across the room when the blonde slapped a palm against each combatant’s chest.


      “Behave yerselves, lads! It’s Christmas, doncha know!” Green eyes flashing, she gave the one who’d groped her ass a bruising thump. “And as for you, Michael Quinn, yer a bleedin’ eejit. Lay a hand on me again, and I swear I’ll reef y’proper!”


      Clint had no idea what dire punishment she’d just threatened, but the hulking young male swiped a hand across his dripping chin and muttered a shamefaced apology.


      The tumult had subsided and the noise levels were back to ear-numbing levels when the waitress delivered Clint’s pint.


      “That’ll be five euros,” she said with a breezy smile, as if the fracas had never happened. “Or do y’want to run a tab?”


      “I’ll run a tab.” He leaned against the oak-backed booth and regarded her with a speculative look. “What’s your name?”


      “Sophie Hawthorne. And yours?”


      “Clint Walker. Listen, I was wondering—what time do you get off work?”


      “And why would y’be askin’, Clint Walker?”


      “I have a proposition for you.” She went stiff, and he added hastily, “A business proposition.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Two

    


    
      “You’re going to be allowed inside Newgrange? At sunrise tomorrow?”


      Sophie’s voice spiraled to a near-squeak. At the man’s request, she’d dropped onto the bench opposite his to hear his “business” proposition. At his pronouncement about Newgrange, sheer excitement almost brought her off of it again.


      She couldn’t believe he’d won that coveted prize. Twenty thousand nature worshippers, scientists and history buffs—Sophie among them—put their names in every year for the Newgrange lottery. Now here was this fella, this Clint Walker, calmly announcing he’d scored one of the greatest coups in Ireland!


      “How in the world did you get so lucky?”


      Instead of answering her eager question, he gave her a considering, almost suspicious look.


      “What happened to your accent?”


      “Oh. That.” Grinning, she flapped a hand. “I’m a Yank, like you. Born and raised in Des Plaines, Illinois. I did most of my undergraduate and master’s program at Northwestern, but got a scholarship to work on a doctorate here at Trinity. Two years in Dublin have given me a wee bit of the brogue, doncha know?”


      His blue eyes narrowing, he skimmed a glance over her well-worn red jumper and beer-stained apron.


      “You say you’re on scholarship?”


      “I am.”


      “Doesn’t it provide living expenses?”


      “It does, but…well…there are bills. You know how it is.”


      His eyes held hers. “Tell me.”


      Sophie bit her lip. She rarely talked about her personal circumstances. She considered them no one’s business but her own. Yet this man’s steady gaze drew a reluctant response from her.


      “I was raised by my grandmother. Gran didn’t have a lot, only a widow’s pension, but she gave me so much love I never realized we were poor as church mice. She died during her hip-replacement surgery three years ago.”


      Pain splintered through Sophie. Three years, and the loss of her only living relative still sent a lance straight into her heart.


      “I’m almost finished paying off the hospital and funeral bills,” she said with a shrug that made light of the crippling debts she’d worked two and three part-time jobs to pay off while struggling to complete her studies.


      The offer of a scholarship to Trinity College had come at just the right time. Sophie had jumped at it, hoping a change in scenery would heal the gaping hole in her heart.


      Ireland had eased some of the pain, but the holidays always hit hard. Very hard. Especially Christmas, when the campus emptied and everyone went home to their families. Trying not to think about the bleak days ahead, Sophie finished with a deliberate change of subject.


      “Waitressing at the Bull and Crown pays for life’s little extras. Now tell me about this business proposition you mentioned.”


      Clint leaned his shoulders against the high-backed oak booth. Despite the relaxed posture, he was still highly attuned to the instincts that had kept him alive through years of undercover work. Those instincts had gone on red alert when the tumble-haired waitress suddenly lost her Irish accent.


      Even after her explanation, he was still suspicious, so he decided to make a few calls when he got back to his hotel. If she checked out and she was who she said she was, he could sure as hell use her expertise.


      “I want to make the most of my visit to Newgrange,” he said slowly.


      That was certainly true. With any luck, the early-morning excursion would bag an international art thief and, through him, the drug czar Clint was determined to put away. To pull it off, though, he would need to sound at least semiarticulate about megalithic art. Which meant he needed an expert.


      “I want to understand the tomb’s history and that of the people who constructed it. If you have time after you get off work, perhaps you could instruct me. I’ll pay whatever the going rate is at Trinity for private tutoring.”


      “Would y’now?”


      She considered the offer, her lips pursed. Clint caught himself wondering how they’d taste. How she would taste. A sudden tightening below his belt had him rethinking his offer at the same moment she accepted it.


      “As it happens, I finish up at six this evening. We could work here at the pub. Or…” Frowning, she glanced around the jam-packed establishment. “Or at the library at Trinity College. It’s just a few blocks from here and it stays open until midnight, even during the holiday break.”


      “Sounds good.”


      “All right, then. Meet me in the small reading room in the Library for Ancient Books and Manuscripts. Six-thirty.”


      When she rose and made her way back to the bar, Clint pulled his gaze from her swaying hips and told himself it was possible for him to stay focused. Ignore this woman’s lithe curves. Tune out her musical lilt and blind himself to her full red lips.


      


      Or not.


      Clint realized his mistake shortly after they reconvened in a secluded alcove tucked away in a corner of the book-lined reading room some hours later.


      Clint had used the intervening time to check out Sophie’s story. Hadn’t taken long. Sophia Hawthorne’s life was easily traceable through the FBI’s access to public databases. Thanks to academic databases, he’d also skimmed a short summary of her master’s thesis. He was prepared for a session with an acknowledged scholar.


      He wasn’t prepared for the punch to his gut when she breezed in with a stack of books in her arms, her cheeks pink from the cold. Or the hip-hugging jeans and clingy sweater she revealed when she shed her well-worn pea jacket. Or the distracting way she hooked her hair behind one ear, leaving only a loose tendril to feather her cheek when they delved into the books.


      Worse—much worse—were her ready smile and sparkling green eyes. The woman’s engaging personality proved every bit as seductive as her trim curves and astounding knowledge of the great stone megaliths that dated back to one of the earliest eras of human history.


      Ireland and Britain were rife with these monuments, Clint learned as Sophie dived eagerly into the subject. Huge tombs, massive altars, mysterious circles such as Stonehenge and the Stones of Stenness in Scotland—many decorated with symbols and carvings that had to be protected against vandals and souvenir collectors.


      “You wouldn’t believe how these idiots chip away at history,” Sophie huffed. “I caught two of them myself. They got into the ancient documents section here at the library by passing themselves off as visiting scholars. Took me all of thirty seconds to realize how little the goms knew of eighth-century illuminated manuscripts. Another thirty to figure out they planned to rip off a page for a personal trophy!”


      At that point, two thoughts battled for supremacy in Clint’s head. The first was that Sophie Hawthorne already had more experience nailing would-be antiquities thieves than he did. The second…


      Dammit! Did the woman have any idea how enticing she looked with her emerald eyes so indignant and her mouth all pouty like that?


      Hunger for her hit like a punch to the gut. Gritting his teeth, Clint ignored it and forced himself to focus on a drawing depicting the layout of the tomb.


      “Don’t you need those?” Sophie asked, nodding to the glasses tucked in his jacket pocket.


      Well, hell! He’d been so distracted by the woman he’d forgotten his cover.


      “Only for fine print,” he lied.


      She shrugged and went back to the task at hand. Clint took in the facts and dates and dimensions…until Sophie leaned closer to point out a prehistoric spiral design in one of her books.


      Her breast pressed his arm. Her hips nudged his.


      “This is the triple spiral you’ll see at Newgrange.”


      When he didn’t respond, she glanced up. Clint heard the little hitch in her breath, couldn’t miss the awareness that flared in her eyes.


      She felt it, too, he saw with a stab of fierce male satisfaction. The electricity. The heat.


      Giving in to the need that had grown steadily since their first meeting at the pub, he slid a hand under her hair and cupped the warm skin of her nape.


      Her eyes went wide. Her mouth parted.


      Clint gave her time to pull back, expecting she would, hoping she wouldn’t. When she didn’t, he bent and brushed his lips over hers.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Three

    


    
      Sophie couldn’t believe it!


      She’d indulged in only one rather tepid affair during her years in Dublin. Now, after less than three hours with Clint Walker, one taste of him made her want more. Much more. She tilted her head to give him a better angle and opened her lips under his. With a little grunt, he shifted in his chair, propped the back of her head in his palm and found her tongue.


      Jaysus, Mary and Joseph! The man was wicked with that mouth. Sparks ignited at flash points throughout Sophie’s body. Heat speared into her belly, her breasts…


      When she drew back, her breath came in hard, fast pants. So did his, thank heavens. She would have been mortified if she had been the only one who’d almost come unraveled.


      “Sorry.” Frowning, Clint shook his head. “That was…”


      Amazing. Unbelievable. Incredibly stupid!


      The adjectives raced through Clint’s mind as he willed his rebellious body into submission. Every part of him wanted to sweep this woman out of the alcove and take her back to his hotel room. Stretch her out in front of the fire and make love to her until she gasped and writhed in pleasure.


      Right! Like that was going to happen with all he had going down in just a few hours. “I’m sorry,” he said again, raking a hand through his hair.


      “Are y’now?” Her grin slipped out, as rueful and mischievous as her brogue. “I’m not. ’Tis been a while since I’ve been kissed like that.”


      Clint knew he had to end this. Right here, right now. She looked too tempting, too seductive.


      And he would have ended it. He was almost certain of that. If he hadn’t dropped his arm too abruptly and knocked his stack of notes off the table.


      Cursing himself for his clumsiness, he went down on one knee to retrieve them. Sophie knelt beside him.


      “Here, let me help you. We can put them in order easily enough if—”


      She broke off with a gasp. Clint glanced down and cursed again when he saw her staring at the holster strapped to his ankle.


      “It’s legal,” he said quickly.


      She scrambled up, uncertainty and a touch of fear on her face. “Who are you? Why are y’carryin’ a gun?”


      She looked ready to bolt for the nearest exit. Clint had only a moment to weigh his options. Should he let her go? Or trust her?


      The instincts that had saved his life on more than one occasion kicked in and he came to a swift decision. “I’m an agent with the FBI.”


      “What!”


      He reached into his pocket and produced his credentials. She studied them for several disbelieving moments.


      “What business does the FBI have in Ireland?”


      Thankful for the privacy of the small alcove, Clint gestured for her to take a seat and pulled his chair close to hers.


      “I’m part of a counter-narcotics task force targeting a major drug lord in Miami. The agency knows who he is, but we haven’t been able to get into his circle to collect the hard evidence we need to nail him. But he does have an Achilles’ heel, which is why I’m in Dublin. The man is an avid connoisseur of prehistoric art.”


      “And he’s going to be at Newgrange tomorrow?” she gasped.


      “No, but we got a tip that the person who supplies him with stolen artifacts may be there. If so, I want to catch that person and put the squeeze on him.” He paused, probing her shocked expression, giving her time to absorb his startling revelations.


      “Well,” she said slowly, “I wish you luck. But you’ll have a devil of a time taggin’ anyone in that crowd.”


      “Crowd? I thought access was restricted.”


      “Only fifty people can go inside the tomb, but hundreds gather outside. You’ll have to wade through news crews, hordes of scientists, modern-day Druids, wiccans celebrating the end of winter and rebirth of the sun, all sorts of locals and tourists alike.”


      Well, hell! He hadn’t counted on that. His contact in Ireland’s Arts and Antiquities Division had said he’d meet Clint at the site and had promised to alert the local constabulary who covered the event. He’d neglected to mention huge crowds, however.


      “I could… I could go with you tomorrow,” Sophie said hesitantly. “If you think I could help.”


      He paused, considering the proposal. The need to get to Mendoza had driven him across an ocean. He’d be a fool to turn down any offer of assistance.


      “It wouldn’t hurt to have another set of eyes and ears,” he conceded. “Someone to mingle with the crowd outside while I’m inside. Someone who knows this megalithic stuff as well as the dealer I’m looking for.”


      She blinked at hearing her life’s passion described as “stuff,” but nodded when he asked if she was sure she wanted to get involved.


      “I’m sure.” A sudden thought rippled across her expressive face. “Unless…uh… This person you’re looking for? He won’t come armed, too, will he?”


      “If he does, he won’t get far. My counterpart on the Arts and Antiquities Division says everyone has to pass through a metal detector before they’re allowed out to the site.”


      “That’s right. They do.”


      Her momentary concern allayed, she gave him one of those brilliant smiles that made Clint’s heart stutter.


      “Count me in, then.”


      “Good. If you’ll give me your address, I’ll pick you up at five-thirty tomorrow morning.”


      They left the library just before it closed. Clint trudged back to his hotel through lightly falling snow, trying to convince himself he’d agreed to her offer for purely professional reasons.


      But that didn’t explain why he spent the next hour with his arms crossed behind his head, staring up into the darkness and thinking about ways to get the delectable Ms. Sophie Hawthorne into bed.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Four

    


    
      Sophie and Clint arrived at the Brú na Bóinne visitor center well before dawn on the longest night of the year. The visitor center controlled access to the three ancient tombs set on a high plain overlooking the River Boyne.


      Bundled in the thick pea jacket she’d purchased at a secondhand store and a wool muffler wrapped around her throat, Sophie was prepared for the biting cold. So was Clint. In a camel-hair overcoat, a wool driving cap and the black-framed glasses she suspected he didn’t really need, he looked very much the eager tourist about to experience a once-in-a-lifetime event.


      Although the sun wouldn’t top the ridge to the east for another three hours, huge crowds were already waiting in line for transport out to the tombs. Sophie tucked her gloved hands in her pockets while Clint met his Irish contact from the Arts and Antiquities Division.


      Brisk and businesslike, Inspector Dennis Fitzgerald whisked them around the security checkpoint and onto a minibus. Their destination was the largest of the site’s three passage tombs—so called because of the shadowed, narrow inner passages that led to the burial chambers. There were hundreds of such tombs scattered across Ireland, including one on the magnificent Hill of Tara, which later became the seat of the Celtic kings of Ireland. But most scholars, Sophie among them, considered Newgrange the granddaddy of them all. Five hundred years older than the pyramids at Giza and a thousand years older than Stonehenge, the tomb dominated a high hill above the river.


      Inspector Fitzgerald got off the bus first to coordinate with the local constabulary. As they stepped onto the hill, Clint kept Sophie tucked against his side to shield her from the icy wind.


      Sophie’s breath caught at the sight of the massive cairn illuminated by floodlights. Two hundred thousand tons of grass-covered earth formed the rounded roof. Beneath the roof was an upper ring of white quartz “pebbles,” polished to a lustrous sheen by centuries of river water before being gathered by the ancient tomb builders. Beneath the glistening quartz ring stood the base, consisting of ninety-seven monstrous curbstones weighing five or more tons apiece, silent sentinels to man’s determination.


      As Sophie well knew, Newgrange was much more than a burial site. It was a holy place that housed the spirits of the ancestors and thus provided a link to the gods. Religious rituals such as the one taking place this morning had been held at the site for millennia.


      “Just think,” she murmured to Clint, “the people who built this tomb had no clock, no watches, no calendars. Yet every winter solstice for more than five thousand years, the rising sun shines through that box.” She pointed to a square opening directly above the tomb’s entrance. “Sunlight inches its way along the blackness of the passage and illuminates the inner burial chamber for fifteen or twenty minutes. As brief as it is, that phenomenon signals the end of the long, dark winter and the coming of spring. In a more mystical sense, it celebrates the rebirth of the earth and of the king, who the ancient builders believed would lead them again in the afterlife.”


      “Like Christians celebrating the birth of Christ,” Clint murmured.


      “Exactly.”


      She smiled up at him, pleased he’d paid attention to her somewhat lengthy discourse last night about how modern religions incorporated many pagan beliefs. She would have elaborated further but remembered this visit represented more than a mystical event for Clint.


      He maintained a casual stance, one arm hooked loosely around Sophie’s waist, but she could feel the tension in him as he scanned the crowd. Her nerves fluttered as she, too, searched the faces muffled by wool scarves and warm hats pulled low on foreheads.


      “Do you have any idea what this person we’re searching for looks like?” she murmured.


      “Not a clue.”


      Slowly they wove their way through media crews, families sipping hot chocolate, serious sun-and-star worshippers, even two bridal parties where the soon-to-be newlyweds wanted to start their life together on a day sacred since ancient times. Sophie gave the happy brides an envious glance as she and Clint circled the base of the tomb.


      Each giant curbstone was decorated with prehistoric art—spirals, zigzags, concentric circles, triangles—images that represented the sun, moon and stars. Sophie knew there was no way a thief could steal one of these five-ton slabs unless he drove up with a bloody crane. Nor could she imagine that anyone would try to chip out one of the designs with so many uniformed police among the crowd. Still, her anxiety ratcheted up with each passing minute.


      Gradually, the predawn darkness gave way to thin, gray light. Snow glistened on the surrounding hills and mist swirled up from the River Boyne. Excitement grew by the moment.


      At seven-thirty, the floodlights switched off. At eight o’clock, the lucky fifty who’d won a place inside the passageway were asked to assemble at the tomb’s entrance—fifty-two including Clint and Inspector Fitzgerald.


      “I’m sorry I couldn’t wrangle an extra ticket for you,” Clint said.


      “Auch, weel.” She slipped into a smile and heavy Irish accent. “’Tis enough t’watch the sun come oop from here. Go on now. Do what you must. I’ll wait for y’here.”


      “You can sit on the bus if you get too cold.”


      “And miss the sunrise? Are y’daft, man?”


      He turned away, took two steps, turned back.


      “We’re an hour early yet but…” Sweeping her into his arms, he cradled her against his chest. “Happy solstice, Sophie.”


      Her heart thumping, she beamed up at him. “Happy solstice.”


      He kissed her with a passion that left her melting inside even while her breath steamed on the icy air. She must be the daft one, she thought as he strode toward the entrance. She’d met the man just yesterday, for God’s sake! Yet the view of his broad back and long, sure stride stirred a hot, sweet lust she had no business feeling. Not to mention the sparks he ignited with every touch, every kiss.


      Shoulders hunched against the cold, she watched him duck under the stone lintel at the entrance and disappear inside the tomb. Slowly, her internal heat yielded to the frost outside.


      Minute by frigid minute ticked by. With agonizing slowness, the sky lightened across the river. Sophie waited with the rest of the crowd for the sun to inch above the tree line, hugging her waist and stamping booted feet.


      Jaysus, Mary and Joseph, it was cold!


      At a quarter to nine, eager anticipation began to ripple through the crowd. At ten to nine, every person on the site faced east. Two minutes later, a thin red rim appeared above the trees lining the river.


      Thrilled by the sight, Sophie edged away from the crowd. The historian in her wanted to absorb this timeless moment in solitude. She found a spot all to herself in the shadow of a giant curbstone.


      A sense of awe as old as time swirled in her as the thin slice of sun gathered size and intensity. The darkness was retreating for another season. The earth was being reborn. The—


      A low, almost inaudible rattle penetrated her rapt reverie. Another rattle followed. Abandoning the protection of the curbstone, she followed the sounds.


      She didn’t see the figure hunched in the shadows at first. Bundled from head to foot in a bulky overcoat, scarf and floppy-brimmed wool hat in a distinctive herringbone pattern, he was using the tip of a cane to pry a glistening quartz rock from the upper ring. One with an ancient spiral carved on its surface!


      She must have gasped or made some other noise, because the figure whipped around. His arm shot out, and the cane slammed into Sophie’s temple. Pain burst like skyrockets, and the rising sun went black.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Five

    


    
      “Sophie. Sweetheart.”


      A voice penetrated the pain. Deep. Reassuring. Calming the flutter of panic when she opened her eyes and saw only dancing red spots.


      “Don’t move, Sophie. A medical response team is on its way.”


      The red spots converged into a large, glowing ball. A black shadow appeared in its center. Slowly, so slowly, the shadow resolved into Clint. He was crouched beside her, his face taut with worry.


      She blinked up at him, dazed. “Wh… What happened?”


      “You must have tripped and hit the curbstone going down. You’ve got a nasty contusion on your temple. We need to have you checked for a possible concussion.”


      The pain was a steady throb now. It pierced through the fog and Sophie gasped with a sudden recollection.


      “I didn’t trip! He whacked me! With his cane.”


      Clint’s brows snapped together. “He who?”


      “It had to be the art thief! The one you’re looking for. He was trying to pry loose one of the quartz stones. He took advantage of everyone’s preoccupation with the rising sun and… Oh, no!”


      At her low wail, alarm leaped into his blue eyes staring down at her. “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s okay.” Clint twisted around and snarled at a uniformed officer. “Where the hell’s that medical team?”


      “I’m all right. Really.” She struggled to sit up, wincing a little with the effort. His arms came around her, and she leaned against his chest. “It’s just…I missed the sunrise,” she finished on another small cry.


      “There’ll be more sunrises.” His voice was rough with concern, his arms warm and reassuring. “If it doesn’t hurt too much, can you give us a description of the man who attacked you?”


      “I only caught a glimpse of him.” She searched her aching head for details. “I got the impression he was an older gentleman, but that might have been because of the cane. He was all bundled up in an overcoat, scarf and hat.”


      Something tugged at the back of her mind. Some detail she couldn’t quite pinpoint. But before she could pull it from the haze, the police constable had his radio to his mouth. “All units! Be on the lookout for a gentleman with a cane. He’s wearing an overcoat, muffler and hat. Hold him for questioning concerning an assault.”


      “And defacement of antiquities,” Sophie added in dismay, pointing to the small hole barely visible above the curbstone. The shadowed emptiness made a mockery of everything she held dear.


      “The stone had a design carved into it,” she mourned. “A triple spiral. It breaks my heart to think a five-thousand-year-old piece of history might end up in the private collection of a drug czar!”


      The thought didn’t do a whole lot for Clint, either, but his primary concern right now was Sophie. He should have his head examined for involving her in this op!


      He’d been so damned certain his target would be among the fifty people allowed inside the tomb. That’s what the tip had indicated. The thief would be inside the tomb. But he hadn’t been, dammit, and Sophie had paid the price.


      Clint was still kicking himself when the medical team arrived and edged him away. He didn’t draw a full breath until they confirmed her pupils were refracting normally and she showed no signs of an elevated pulse or blood pressure.


      “But it’s best to have a doctor look you over, Miss. We’ll take you to hospital.”


      Although Sophie insisted she could walk, they loaded her onto a gurney and wheeled her to the waiting ambulance. Clint went with her and was about to climb in when his contact in Ireland’s Arts and Antiquities Division stopped him.


      “We’re searching everyone on the site. Purses. Pockets. Coffee and hot chocolate thermoses. So far no cane and no Neolithic art.”


      “I have a feeling you’ll find the cane under a bush or tossed in the river,” Clint said grimly. “It’s served its purpose as both tool and weapon. Probably as a disguise, too.”


      “I suspect so, as well, but we’ll keep at it.”


      


      Two hours later, Sophie and Clint both breathed relieved sighs when the attending physician declared she could go home.


      “You’ve a fine lump on your head to be sure, but I see no reason to keep you, as long as you promise to take things easy until the pain eases.”


      “I will.”


      “You need to watch her closely for the next twenty-four hours,” he warned Clint. “If her headache worsens, her speech slurs or she gets dizzy or confused, bring her right back, do y’hear?”


      “I hear.”


      Sophie bit her lip, but waited until the doctor left to let Clint off the hook.


      “I certainly don’t expect you to stand watch over me for the next twenty-four hours.”


      “Doctor’s orders. Unless there’s someone else available,” he added casually. “Do you share a flat with anyone?”


      “I do, but she went home for the holidays. I’ll be at work this evening, though. My friends will watch out for me.”


      “Not a good idea. You’re supposed to take it easy, remember? You’d better call and let them know you won’t be coming in tonight.”


      “But…”


      “No buts.” Scooping a hand under her arm, he helped her off the exam table. “I was a damned idiot to involve you in this. The least I can do is make sure you don’t suffer any lasting consequences.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Six

    


    
      Clint’s cell phone rang as he and Sophie emerged from the hospital into the cold December morning. He listened for a moment, gave a terse acknowledgment and flipped the phone shut.


      “That was Inspector Fitzgerald. They found the cane, but no trace of your attacker.”


      “Or the stone?”


      “Or the stone. The police are widening the search to include the airport, train station and traffic stops on the motorway. But our perp is either one step ahead of us or he’s gone to ground and is waiting for the heat to die down before he tries to get his prize out of the country.”


      With a careful grip on her arm, he steered her around a pile of slush toward his rental car.


      “I’ll spend tonight at your flat. We’ll swing by my hotel first so I can pick up a few things.”


      The pronouncement was enough to make Sophie forget her throbbing headache and send a tingle down her spine. But it was nothing like the sensation she felt after they’d left his hotel and he had another suggestion.


      “Look, I’ve got some use-or-lose vacation built up. I’m thinking I might stay over in Dublin for a few days. If you don’t have any other plans for the holidays, would you like to spend them with me?”


      Spend Christmas cuddled in front of a fire with this man? New Year’s Eve listening to the bells ring through the night? Sophie’s heart soared—until he added a kicker.


      “If the target has gone to ground, my guess is he’ll try to ferry his prize to Mendoza within the next week or so. I want to be on the scene when he does.”


      The grim reminder of why Clint had come to Dublin in the first place sobered her. “Getting to Mendoza is more than just a job to you, isn’t it?”


      He gave her a quick look. “Yeah, it is. The bastard doesn’t care how many people he destroys. My sister’s son came close to being one of them. I’ll do whatever it takes to bring Mendoza and others like him down.”


      


      Sophie tried to keep that fierce vow in mind during the hours that followed. She really did. But watching Clint putter about her tiny flat proved too great a distraction. That, and the way he cared for her despite her protests that she was feeling better by the moment. He insisted she curl up on the sofa and tucked a blanket around her. After searching the kitchen cupboards and putting the kettle on, he produced a fairly decent pot of tea. For lunch he slathered mustard on thick, crusty rye bread and slapped on slices of boiled ham. As the afternoon wore on and more snow drifted down outside, he entertained her with what she suspected were highly fictionalized accounts of some of his more spectacular screwups as an undercover agent.


      Sophie reciprocated by opening up a little more about her life in Dublin and about Gran. The ever-present loneliness and pain eased with the telling, although Clint must have heard a trace of both in her voice.


      “It must be hard on you,” he commented, “being alone this time of year.”


      “It is, a bit. I’ve got great friends, though, and plenty of work to keep me busy.”


      He nodded, his keen eyes searching her face, but didn’t probe deeper. “How’s the headache?” he asked instead.


      “It was gone hours ago.”


      “You sure?”


      “Positive.”


      She was half afraid he’d take that as a signal he didn’t need to keep watch over her after all. To her relief, he announced that he would go down to the Bull and Crown and bring back dinner.


      He returned with snow dusting his dark hair and the tantalizing scent of fish and chips emanating from a brown paper bag. They ate in front of the fire. Clint crunched down on his deep-fried haddock while Sophie sprinkled white vinegar on her chips and dug in happily. She was halfway through her portion when he smiled.


      “How can you eat fries without ketchup?”


      “They’re better with vinegar.”


      At his doubtful look, she fished out a potato.


      “Try one.”


      She expected him to take the chip, not dip his head. Or eat it from her hand. Or suck the salt and vinegar from her fingers. When he raised his head, Sophie had forgotten how to breathe.


      That’s all it took. One nibble. One look. One spark to ignite the fire. Their half-eaten meal got shoved aside as they fed an altogether different hunger.


      His mouth came down on hers. Her arms locked around his neck. She strained against him, reveling in his warmth and strength. It might have been hours—or merely moments—before she was stretched out under him. He swiftly but gently stripped off her outer clothing.


      Sophie did her share to speed up the process. Hands impatient, mouth greedy, she returned his hungry kisses while helping him peel off his tweed sport coat and yank up the turtleneck underneath. Her palms slid over the silky swirl of black chest hair, planed the bunched muscles of his shoulders, explored the contours of his back.


      In short order, she was down to her hipsters, Clint to his jockey shorts. Silhouetted against the flickering firelight, he raked her with hot, hungry eyes.


      “God, you’re beautiful.”


      The compliment made Sophie blush, but the kisses he trailed from her mouth to her throat to her breasts made her gasp with delight.


      Delight turned to pure, unadulterated lust when he used his tongue and his teeth to bring her nipple to a taut, aching peak. All the while his busy hands explored the rest of her. She was wet and eager, so eager, when he slid a knee between hers to ease them apart.


      She could feel him hard and jutting against her hip, feel the rigid restraint in his quivering muscles as he found her center. Sophie arched, liquid with delight, but clung to a last shred of sanity.


      “You’ve a johnny with you, right?”


      “Huh?”


      She had to chuckle at his startled look. “A johnny. A fifty-pence lifesaver. A condom,” she translated finally, taking pity on the man.


      His mouth tipped into a wicked grin. “Matter of fact, I do. Several, in fact. No undercover agent worth his or her salt ever leaves home without ’em.”


      


      The first time was wild and hard and fast. The second so exquisitely slow Sophie almost wept with pleasure.


      The third came the next morning, when Clint wedged into the flat’s minuscule shower with her.


      “It’s too small in here for both of us,” she protested, laughing.


      “Not for what I have in mind.”


      When they finally pried themselves out of the stall, the floor was drenched and Sophie’s cheeks bore the mark of his prickly whiskers.


      “Shave,” she ordered, pointing to the toiletries he’d picked up when they’d swung by his hotel yesterday. “While you do, I’ll cook you a true Irish breakfast.”


      When he emerged from the bathroom, she served up fried tomatoes, a rasher of bacon, sausage, cold-boiled potatoes, beans, black pudding and fried eggs topped with grated Dubliner cheese.


      “Do you eat like this every morning?” he asked with a look of delight.


      “Just about.”


      She saw no need to tell him breakfast was the only meal she ate at home. Lunch and dinner she took at the pub as part of her wages.


      “There’s coffee, too. Unless you prefer tea.”


      “Coffee,” he said with true Yank fervor. “Please.”


      She fell a little in love with him then. Maybe it was watching him tear into his breakfast. Maybe it was the snow drifting down outside the window. Maybe it was that incredibly erotic session in the shower.


      Whatever the reason, she vowed to make the most of their remaining time together.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Seven

    


    
      Making the most of their time together wasn’t hard to do. Every hour Sophie spent with Clint she learned a little more about this intriguing, fascinating agent.


      And every hour in his company brought back the magic of Christmas. For the first time since Gran’s death, Sophie delighted in the gaily colored Christmas lights strung across the streets, the holly wreaths on every door, the warm greetings from passersby.


      It crossed her mind more than once that her renewed joy in the season seduced her almost as much as the man himself. Each time she pushed the thought away. For these few days at least, she would let herself enjoy both Clint and the happiness he brought her.


      They spent their time wandering through Dublin’s narrow cobblestone streets, Sophie’s arm tucked in Clint’s while she shared the history of the city she’d come to love. In the evenings she had to work, so he became a fixture at the Bull and Crown. The regulars got to know him, even talked him into belting out a slightly bawdy Christmas carol that had the entire pub laughing and applauding wildly.


      But the nights… Dear Lord above, the nights!


      All it took was a single kiss and she got hot for him. One glide of her palms over the contours of his shoulders, one rasp of his thigh as it slid between hers, one nudge of his rock-hard erection against her belly and she went up in flames.


      He was such a fantastic lover—so tender at times she wanted to cry with it, other times, their romps were hard and fast and greedy. Sophie’d fallen a little in love with him after their first night together. By Christmas Eve, she knew she’d tumbled the rest of the way.


      And the best of it was that they still had another week together! Clint had extended his leave right through until the fourth of January.


      Her head was full of plans for the coming week as they crunched through the snow to Dublin’s medieval Christ Church Cathedral for a Christmas Eve concert. The gray-stone church stood bathed in light, its square tower and turrets dusted with fresh white snow.


      “Vikings built the first church on this site around 1030,” Sophie told Clint, hugging his side for warmth. “The present structure is predominantly Norman. Henry II attended the Christmas service here in 1171.”


      The skin at the corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled down at her. “Nothing like hobnobbing with the ghosts of royalty.”


      “The concert tonight will thrill you,” she promised, “but the real treat comes New Year’s Eve. Dubliners all gather outside the cathedral at midnight to hear the change ringers do their thing.”


      “Okay, I’ll bite. Who or what are change ringers?”


      “It a four-hundred-year-old society of bell ringers. They pull the ropes on sets of bells in mathematical patterns called ‘changes’.”


      Caught up in the history and her joy in the season, Sophie bubbled on happily. “Christ Church Cathedral has a total of nineteen bells used for change ringing—the greatest number in the world in one tower. The only time they ring all nineteen together is New Year’s Eve.”


      Eyes twinkling, she laid on the brogue. “T’be sure, it’s great craic. Y’ll have culchies and jackeens all rubbin’ shoulders ’n—”


      She broke off and came to a dead stop.


      “Clint! There it is! That’s the hat the man who hit me was wearing!”


      He jerked his chin up. Following her pointing finger, he zeroed in on a figure about fifty yards ahead.


      The slim, elegant woman wore a cape draped dramatically over one shoulder. A round-brimmed wool hat capped her head of shining auburn hair.


      “That’s probably a popular unisex-style hat,” he said, following the woman’s progress.


      “No, it’s not! I only caught a glimpse before I was attacked, but I remember now noticing that distinctive herringbone pattern. It’s not an Irish or English design. I’ve never seen it in any store in Dublin.”


      That was enough for Clint. Shoving through the crowd, he planted himself in front of the woman and reached into his back pocket for his credentials.


      “Excuse me, ma’am, I’m Special Agent Clint Walker with the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation. I’d like to ask you— Hey!”


      The woman whirled around and took off at a run. Thrusting through the crowd, she raced straight toward Sophie.


      Their glances met for no more than a second. Just long enough for a flash of surprised recognition to leap into the redhead’s eyes. Barely long enough for Sophie to thrust out her foot.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eight

    


    
      When the redhead went down, Sophie’s dreams of a cozy Christmas snuggled in front of a fire with Clint bit the dust as well.


      She spent the rest of Christmas Eve at the police station, and most of Christmas day alone while Clint and Inspector Fitzgerald worked the case. Warrant in hand, they searched the woman’s hotel room and found not only the Newgrange stone, but a Bronze Age ax blade reported stolen some weeks ago from a museum in Cobh and a tiny clay fertility figure at least four thousand years old. As Clint had speculated, the thief—who used Nola Atwood as just one of her aliases—had been waiting for the heat to die down before attempting to smuggle her prizes out of Ireland.


      Faced with the evidence, Atwood admitted to a long history of well-planned and brilliantly executed heists. She also agreed to provide the FBI with information about her wealthy Miami-based client in exchange for immunity from prosecution. As a consequence, Clint rushed through an extradition request, and made travel arrangements to leave Ireland late Christmas afternoon.


      “I need to hustle her back to the States and into interrogation before Mendoza hears she’s been arrested,” he told Sophie during a hurried farewell at her flat. “If nothing else, we’ll get the bastard on at least three or four felony counts of commissioning and financing traffic in stolen goods. I want more, though.” His voice vibrated with raw intensity. “Much more.”


      If Sophie had needed proof of how much his job meant to him, he’d just handed it to her. She could feel the impatience in him. In his mind he was already on that plane and headed across the Atlantic…away from her.


      “The museum in Cobh offered a reward for information leading to the recovery of the ax blade,” he told her. “It’s not much, only two hundred euros, but Inspector Fitzgerald promised to make sure it came to you.”


      She nodded her thanks, her throat too tight to speak.


      “And before I forget…” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small package in seasonal paper. “Merry Christmas, Sophie.”


      Her heart aching, she unwrapped a three-CD set of ancient Irish chants.


      “The shopkeeper said the oldest chant was penned about fourteen hundred years ago,” Clint told her with an apologetic grin. “Not exactly Mesolithic, but there’s one in there about Newgrange.”


      This was all Sophie would have of him. She knew it in her heart. Just these few days and a medieval chant that spoke of ancient times.


      “I got you something, too. Nothing grand, but…”


      The keychain was made of braided black leather with a silver ring at one end and a weighted Celtic knot, also in sliver, at the other. She didn’t tell him it was a love knot. She couldn’t, with him so impatient to be away.


      “It’s beautiful. Thank you.” He curled a knuckle under her chin and tipped her face to his. “I’ll be back.”


      “Will y’now?” Swallowing the lump in her throat, she dredged up a saucy tone. “And when will that be, me boyo?”


      “As soon as I can.”


      


      The week between Christmas and New Year was one of the loneliest of Sophie’s life. The colored lights in the shop windows seemed to mock her. The empty quad at Trinity College echoed her footsteps when she went to the library. Even the Bull and Crown was quiet, with most of the students gone for the holidays and only a handful of tourists hardy enough to brave the icy streets.


      Clint e-mailed her twice. Once the morning after his return to the States to say Nola Atwood was singing like a canary on steroids. And then again the following day to let her know he wouldn’t be able to communicate for a while.


      She interpreted that to mean he was going undercover and worried nonstop that the vicious drug lord he was after might see through his disguise. The fear congealed into a hard lump she carried around for the rest of that week.


      It was still with her on New Year’s Eve, when the entire pub emptied and the patrons headed to Christ Church for the ringing of the bells. The owner, Mick, tried to shoo Sophie out with them.


      “Aren’t you going t’hear the bells?”


      “No, Mick. You go. I’ll mind the pub.”


      “Are y’sure?”


      “I’m sure.”


      Sophie tried to numb the ache around her heart by keeping busy. As the chimes began to sound, faint and clear in the distance, she ducked behind the counter to set up rows of glasses for the patrons who would return eager to toast the New Year.


      “Auch, it’s a bloody fool I am,” she muttered as the pub door opened and a late customer entered on a blast of cold air and pealing bells. “What was I about, fallin’ in love with a great glom I’ll probably nivir see again?”


      She swiped her hands on her apron and turned to tend to the customer, only to find him grinning at her.


      “A great glom, am I?”


      Stunned, she gaped at him. If she’d passed him on the street, she wouldn’t have recognized him! A week’s worth of dark whiskers stubbled his cheeks and chin. His eyes were rimmed with red, and a vicious bruise mottled one side of his face, but triumph radiated from every bone in his body.


      “We got him, Sophie. Mendoza’s toast.”


      “Oh, Clint! Good on ya!”


      Laughter lit his eyes. “Not only that, my knowledge of prehistoric art so impressed my supervisors that I’ve been detailed to a special Interpol task force. I’ll be working here in Europe for at least as long as it takes you to finish your studies.”


      “Are y’serious!”


      “Absolutely.” He cocked his head as the bells rose to a riotous clamor. “Sounds like you’ve got about ten seconds to get yourself out from behind that bar so we can kiss in the New Year. Move it, woman!”


      Laughing, Sophie ducked under the counter, rounded the bar and fell into his arms.
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      Chapter One

    


    
      Six days ’til Christmas


      Kenner City and the Four Corners area where Colorado, Utah, New Mexico and Arizona collided were a world away from Boston.


      Olivia Perez stared out the window of her tiny one-bedroom apartment overlooking the mountain ranges beyond the city. At five on a Monday morning Kenner City was barely awake. It was December 19 and the temperature was about forty degrees. The only snow she would likely see would be atop those mountains that framed her view.


      Nothing like home.


      What Olivia needed was a cup of coffee and a shower. After all, she was the one, much to her family’s dismay, who’d decided to leave Boston. After several years as a biochemist for a New England medical research company, she’d ditched her parents’ dream and headed west to work as a forensic scientist in law enforcement.


      But the last few days she’d begun to have her doubts about her decision. It was almost Christmas and she was lonely.


      What she needed was to put up a Christmas tree. That would surely lift her spirits. Today, after work. No more putting it off. She was going to dive in to the holiday spirit.


      Two hours later she parked her aging Volvo in the rear lot of the annex building on the outskirts of the city. The building wasn’t impressive—a halfhearted effort on the part of the powers-that-be at providing space for the new crime lab. Though the third-floor facilities were far from cutting-edge, Callie McBride, the lead scientist, had put together an outstanding team.


      Olivia was early as usual. Callie, who seemed to live in her office, was already on the job. The only other person who consistently arrived early was Jacob Webster, the most experienced member of the team. Olivia’s pulse skipped at the thought of those precious few minutes she would have alone with him before the rest of the lab personnel filtered in.


      It was silly. Truly it was. Olivia tucked her purse and jacket into her assigned locker and shouldered into her lab coat. She just couldn’t help herself. Maybe it was because she was so far from home. Or the fact that it was almost Christmas. Whatever. There was just something about the man that made her foolish heart react in a wholly uncharacteristic way.


      She took a breath and braced for the impact of seeing him. He was several years older than her thirty—forty or forty-one, maybe. His hair was still dark, no sign of gray. But it was his eyes that really got to her. She melted each time she had the pleasure of peering into those deep, rich brown eyes. He was tall, obviously worked out and he had that movie-star classic profile. Strong jaw, perfect nose. Olivia shook her head as she moved to her station. She had to stop this. The man scarcely knew she was alive.


      Still, she glanced across the lab to where he worked, fully engrossed—completely unaware of her presence.


      Maybe this silly crush had nothing to do with being so far from home or the holidays…maybe it was that ridiculous concept of a woman’s biological clock. After all, Olivia was barreling toward thirty-one. Never married, hardly any past relationships to speak of.


      Whatever it was, she had to regain her perspective. After two months, it was clear Jacob Webster wasn’t interested.


      “Olivia, I need a word with you.”


      Olivia jumped. Too preoccupied with adolescent adulation, she hadn’t realized Callie was right behind her. “Sure.” She offered her boss a bright smile, but the frustration etched across the other woman’s face dragged Olivia’s lips into a frown. “Is something wrong?”


      “Why don’t we talk in my office?”


      If Jacob had looked up from his work when she came in, he wasn’t looking now. Olivia was glad. Any time Callie McBride had that look things were far from good.


      In her office, Callie took a seat, as did Olivia, and got straight to the point. “I’m very pleased with your work so far. However, when I give you an assignment with a deadline, I expect that deadline to be met. At the very least, I expect to be kept abreast of any reason that can’t happen.”


      Confusion joined the anxiety twisting away at Olivia’s insides. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand. All my assignments have been completed. In exactly the time frame I was given.” This made no sense at all.


      Callie’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “I asked you to have the Tanner case results in by five yesterday, so that I would be prepared for my eight o’clock briefing this morning.”


      Now Olivia was utterly dumbfounded. “I e-mailed the complete file to you. Just as you instructed.”


      Callie gave her head a little shake. “I don’t have it. And I need it—” she glanced at the clock on the wall “—in less than half an hour.”


      Olivia stood. “There must have been a glitch in the e-mail system last night. I’ll resend it now. Or print you a hard copy.”


      “Just resend it.” Callie looked even more flustered as she shifted her attention to the mound of paperwork on her desk.


      Olivia hurried back to her station and logged on to her computer. A few clicks later and she searched her e-mail’s Sent box just to set her mind at ease. Then a new wave of confusion furrowed her brow. “That’s impossible.” She had sent the file. But her Sent box indicated otherwise.


      Olivia shook her head and prepared to resend. She clicked the necessary keys. Strange. File does not exist.


      Fear detonated in her chest. What the hell? She searched her system. Nothing.


      Hours of work gone. Poof!


      The file had vanished.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Two

    


    
      Olivia scrambled through her notes. She had twenty-eight minutes to pull her results back together and e-mail them to Callie for the second time. Her hands shook. She could do this.


      “Want some help?”


      Olivia’s heart thumped against her sternum. “Jacob.” Breathe! That made twice this morning that she’d been so caught up in her own thoughts that someone had sneaked up on her. Only this time it was him. Jacob. “I—” she cleared her throat of the lump lodged there “—I have to reorganize the results on the Tanner case and give it to Callie again.”


      He smiled.


      Her heart jolted again. He never smiled! Not for her, anyway.


      “I know. Callie asked me about them before you got here this morning. I assumed something had gone wrong.”


      Focus. “I e-mailed her the file, but it has…disappeared.”


      He moved in next to her, hip to hip. The air evacuated her lungs all over again. “Let’s try this.” His fingers flew across the keys. “What time did you send it?”


      Olivia blinked. Answer the question! “Four-fifteen, four-thirty yesterday.” She had to stop staring at his mouth…his jaw. And, God, he smelled so good. Something subtle and earthy. Very sexy. She wondered if he understood that the cologne or aftershave he selected was so enticing. He certainly didn’t give off any availability vibes.


      “Let’s take your system back to five p.m. yesterday. That should give us what we want.”


      She desperately needed to find that file. But right now what she wanted had nothing to do with her job. The realization startled Olivia. She’d worked hard to get through Harvard. She’d been at the top of her pay grade in her former position. All because she was focused, driven. How had meeting this man suddenly diverted a significant portion of her attention to…sex?


      “There it is.”


      Relief flooded her, washing away those forbidden desires. “I should have thought of that.” She’d been so shocked when Callie questioned her that she hadn’t been able to think straight. “Thank you, Jacob.” She knew the file had to be there somewhere. “I’ll run a virus check on my system. There must have been a glitch.”


      “Callie’s under a lot of pressure right now.” Those dark eyes studied Olivia closely as he spoke. “We all have to be on our toes.”


      Olivia was glad he returned to his station without a backward glance. Her face had gone beet red. The heat scalded her cheeks. She’d foolishly stood here, gawking at him in all her schoolgirl adoration, when he hadn’t been helping her—he’d been helping Callie.


      Olivia mentally added a bottle of wine to her list of things to pick up after work. She was definitely going to need it to shed the day’s stress.


      At five-thirty she shut down her system, locked up her station and gathered her things. Besides Jacob, she was the last to leave.


      The temperature had dropped significantly with the sinking sun. She glanced longingly at the snowcapped peaks in the distance as she trudged across the parking lot to her Volvo. In Boston, there would be lots of white stuff by now. Her family would be preparing for the big Christmas feast and exchanging of gifts.


      No looking back. Olivia had done the right thing. She’d needed to prove herself. To strike out on her own instead of always following the parental master plan. Each of her siblings had done exactly that. She was the youngest and the first to go after her own dreams.


      “Not such an easy task,” she muttered as she climbed into her car. She shoved the key into the ignition and gave it a turn. Something under the hood growled then sputtered to a grinding halt.


      She gave it another try. That weird sound again. The engine failed to crank even after a third attempt.


      She dropped her head against the headrest and blew out a weary breath. What was the name of that mechanic shop one of her coworkers had said he’d used?


      Max’s or Lex’s… She didn’t have a clue.


      Olivia started to dig through her purse in the hopes of finding a note to herself with the name and number when Jacob exited the building.


      She tried starting the car once more. Nada. She gazed at the man walking toward his SUV.


      Maybe he wouldn’t mind rescuing her twice in one day.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Three

    


    
      Jacob hesitated before unlocking his SUV. He was no mechanic, but even he recognized the grinding noise coming from Olivia’s Volvo as a problem with the starter.


      He surveyed the parking lot. Empty. Other than the evening-shift security, the place was completely deserted. He sighed. It wasn’t that he minded helping out a colleague—or a stranger for that matter. The problem was that every time he got close to Olivia Perez, he regretted it. Take this morning, for example. He’d known she was panicked. One look at her face had told him she was in crisis. So he’d given her a hand. He enjoyed the sweet sound of her voice, the way she stared at him with such admiration. What man wouldn’t be flattered…tempted?


      But the next hour afterward had been spent attempting in vain to refocus on his work. He was forty years old and not a single woman he’d ever known had possessed the ability to distract him to this degree.


      From the moment she’d joined the lab’s staff, he’d been struggling with keeping his mind off her. He’d gotten his heart tanked back in Durango, and he’d promised himself then that it would never happen again. Who needed a wife or children? He had his work.


      That had been enough.


      Until now.


      What was it about this young woman that distracted him so?


      “Jacob! Hey!”


      He watched as she dashed across the parking lot in his direction. Dark hair flying behind her like a cape of silk. Hazel eyes wide with worry. Already his body had reacted to her distress.


      Or, more likely, her coming nearer.


      “Sounds like your starter has gone bad on you.” He could make a call to a mechanic he used. But the chances of getting the automobile fixed tonight were slim to none. She would need a ride home.


      He could give her a lift. It was the right thing to do. Truth was, being close to her for a few minutes more…alone…wouldn’t be a bad thing.


      “Do you know a good mechanic?” She bit her lip, staring up at him hopefully.


      Jacob fished in his jacket pocket for his cell phone. “I haven’t had any complaints with the guy I use. I’ll give him a call.”


      “Thank you.” The worry lifted from her face. “I owe you big-time for this morning. Now this. You’re a real lifesaver.”


      “Thanks is quite enough,” he said as he pulled up the number of the shop from his contact list.


      A few minutes on the phone with the mechanic and a tow truck was on its way.


      “So I just leave the keys under the floor mat?” she confirmed.


      He nodded. “Security will let the tow truck into the lot. You’ll get a call sometime tomorrow about when your car is ready for pickup.”


      “Great.” She grabbed her purse and closed the car door. “It’s very sweet of you to drive me home.”


      She chatted away as they loaded into his SUV and headed for town. He got the distinct impression she was nervous. He’d never known her to talk so incessantly about nothing at all. Usually she was quiet and focused on her work. He acknowledged once more how very much he enjoyed her voice. As well as her brilliance.


      “Oh, darn,” she said suddenly.


      He glanced at her as he braked for an intersection. “Did you forget something?” Being alone with her was playing havoc with his ability to breathe normally. But this wasn’t smart. He wasn’t the type of man to evoke desire in a young, beautiful woman like Olivia. Hadn’t he learned that lesson already? She admired him, yes. But he doubted her feelings went beyond that.


      She turned and stared back at the store they’d just passed. “I’d planned to pick up a Christmas tree this evening.” She sighed. “It’s only a few days before Christmas and I…” She turned to him and smiled. “This is my first Christmas alone. I guess I’m a little homesick.”


      He took the next right and doubled back. How could he resist? She’d sounded so forlorn.


      “You didn’t have to do that.” She beamed at him. “I really do appreciate it, though.”


      “No problem.”


      Yes, he argued silently. It was a problem.


      She was a problem.


      The last thing he wanted to do was set himself up for a fall.


      Unfortunately, it felt like he was already falling.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Four

    


    
      “Maybe it would look better over here.” Olivia hurried to move the chair from the corner.


      Jacob patiently relocated the six-foot tree and its stand to the corner she’d cleared.


      She smiled. “That’s perfect.” The scent of evergreen permeated her tiny apartment, and just seeing the naked tree standing proudly next to the window made her heart glad.


      Not to mention the handsome man so generously lending his aid.


      She was suddenly starving. It was nearly eight o’clock. Good grief! She hadn’t even offered him anything to drink. “I didn’t realize the time. I absolutely have to make you dinner.” She made a quick mental scan of the offerings in her pantry.


      He held up both hands as if pushing away the idea. “That’s not necessary.”


      “I insist.” She’d had to ask twice for his coat when they’d first arrived before he’d grudgingly shed it. Enticing him to stay for dinner would likely take an act of Congress. “I won’t be able to sleep tonight if you don’t let me do something to make up for your patience and kindness.” Before he could say no, she added, “You really went above and beyond the call. Please. It’s just dinner.”


      He plowed his hand through his hair. “I suppose that would be…okay.”


      She couldn’t hold back a grin of victory. “Great.”


      In the kitchen, she checked her fridge. Thank God. She had salad dressing. A quick salad with last night’s leftover chicken would be perfect. She made coffee and poured her guest a cup. “Cream? Sugar?”


      “Black is fine.”


      She placed a steaming cup on the counter for him. He sat on the living room side of the bar, probably using it as a boundary between them. She hoped her jittery excitement wasn’t coming off as juvenile. It was just so nice to have company.


      “You have family in the Four Corners area?” she asked to break the silence.


      He cradled his coffee mug as if his hands needed warming. She thought of all the ways she could warm those long-fingered hands…. Stop! If she kept thinking like that it would show on her face and he would be out of there in a heartbeat.


      “My family’s in Durango.”


      “Are you going home for Christmas?” The thought had her heart sinking.


      A quick shake of his head sent her hopes rising again.


      “Then you absolutely must have Christmas dinner with me.” She gave the fridge door a shove with her hip to close it. “If you don’t already have plans, I mean.”


      It would have been nice to see his eyes, to maybe get some take on what he was thinking, but he stared into his coffee. “I don’t usually bother with the whole Christmas thing.”


      “No tree?” Christmas was…well…Christmas. Not having a tree was positively Scroogelike.


      “I can’t remember the last time I had a tree.”


      There was something in his voice when he made the statement that told her there was a story behind that decision. She didn’t dare ask.


      Thankfully she had the good sense to let silence settle between them. She busied her mind with the presentation on the plate. For some reason getting it exactly right was immensely important. She held up two bottles of salad dressing. “What do you want? Ranch or Caesar?”


      When he looked up at her question, there was no way to disguise the grimace. He wasn’t comfortable here…with her. She had been too forward. Darn it.


      “Whatever you’re having is fine.”


      “Ranch it is.” She drizzled the dressing over his salad and placed it in front of him, then quickly prepared her own. “Water?” When he nodded, she poured two glasses of water and freshened his coffee.


      Opting not to crowd him, she pulled up a stool on the kitchen side of the bar. If she hoped to be friends with Jacob Webster, patience was going to be key.


      She paused, fork halfway to her mouth. Who was she kidding? She didn’t want to be friends with him…she wanted him.


      As if her thought had reached out and tapped him on the shoulder, he lifted his gaze to hers. There was no time to wipe the desire from her mind or her eyes.


      “This is…” his gaze dropped to her parted lips “…very good.”


      She licked her lips. Couldn’t help herself. “Thank you.”


      He aimed his attention back at his plate.


      That moment was the beginning of the end. He rushed through the rest of his meal and fled as quickly as possible.


      Olivia sagged against the closed door.


      How was she ever going to reach that man?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Five

    


    
      Five days ’til Christmas


      The next day Olivia recognized the magnitude of her mistake. She should never have insisted Jacob stay for dinner. Now he wouldn’t even look at her, much less speak to her.


      Not that he spoke to her on a regular basis before, but typically he at least said good morning. Plus, the lab wasn’t that large; usually they barely missed running into each other around one piece of equipment or another. He would smile and say, “excuse me”—but not today. He kept to his station without so much as a glance in her direction.


      She’d probably screwed up any chance of getting closer to him.


      It was likely for the best. Coworkers weren’t supposed to date. Friendly get-togethers were acceptable. In fact, the whole staff operated very much like a family. A strictly platonic family.


      Her gaze wandered across the room. Jacob Webster was far from the most outgoing member of the staff. He was considerably older than Olivia. Why was he the one she longed to know more intimately?


      Just like back in college, she reminded herself. Then, too, she’d picked a guy who was way out of her league, and it had cost her. She’d gotten his attention all right. He’d gotten what he wanted and then split.


      End of story.


      Jacob evidently wanted nothing from her, either, because he avoided her very carefully. Obviously, he’d only taken her home last night because there hadn’t been anyone else.


      “Hey, Olivia.”


      She jerked her attention back to her own station. Bart Flemming had stopped next to her, a file in his hand. She produced a smile. “Hey, Flemming.” He was young—twenty-five, she thought. Light brown hair, a little long for Olivia’s taste. He liked teasing her because she was new. She got the distinct impression that he was the competitive type.


      “Webster says you had a little trouble with your computer yesterday.” He cocked his head in that I-got-you-covered way. “You want me to have a look?”


      “That would be great. I need to check on some of the tests I started yesterday, so I’ll get out of your way.”


      He grinned. “Yeah, I wouldn’t want you to learn any of my secrets.”


      Olivia’s smile was genuine this time. Bart was one heck of a smart guy. Kind of a jack-of-all-trades. Any time there was a computer glitch, he could usually figure it out. Not to mention he was an outstanding forensics tech as well.


      Olivia pulled up the analysis for her samples. Sample insufficient for testing. What in the world? She checked each one. They all said the same.


      That was impossible. She never made that kind of mistake. Her pulse lunged into hyper mode. Those test results were due this afternoon. She glanced at the clock. She could try to rerun them, but she’d be damned lucky to make it happen by her deadline.


      She stopped and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. What was wrong with her? Sure she’d been a little lonely lately, wasn’t sleeping well. But none of that was bad enough to interfere with her job.


      She had no time to worry about it now. As quickly as possible, she prepared new samples and prayed they would finish in time.


      When she returned to her station, Flemming shrugged. “Didn’t see a problem, Olivia.”


      Her hand shook as she swiped her hair back behind her ear. “Thanks for checking. I guess I did something wrong.”


      He held up both hands. “Now I didn’t say nothing like that.”


      She managed a smile. Her stomach was churning. As Flemming walked away, she considered him and the others working diligently at their stations. Was there something going on that she didn’t know about? A joke? On her? Someone testing her grace under fire? Flemming certainly possessed the expertise to mess with her electronic data and files.


      Maybe she was just growing paranoid because she’d screwed up? Not once, but twice?


      She opened the next case that required her attention. Maybe she was making too much out of this. Everyone had an off day. Maybe yesterday had been hers.


      It would be nice if she had someone to talk to about her feelings. Her gaze wandered across the room to Jacob.


      She was the newest member on staff. She had no friends outside work. Well, except for the one neighbor.


      Maybe she had no friends here, either.


      There it was, another of those “I’m lonely and no one likes me” moments. She had to get over these silly feelings.


      Just work, Olivia. Everything else will fall into place.


      Unless…someone was out to get her.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Six

    


    
      A grocery bag in each arm, Olivia dropped her keys twice before she managed to unlock her apartment door. Nothing about the day had gone right.


      Jacob had avoided her the entire shift. And because of the erroneous test results first thing that morning, she’d been behind all day.


      Running late made the lab look bad, made her look bad.


      As she twisted the key, she lost her hold on one of the grocery bags. It plopped to the floor and burst like a bomb, sending cans and produce in every direction. She bent down and her purse slid off her arm, hit the floor and vomited its contents. “Damn.” Olivia fell to her knees and raked up her scattered belongings. She was beyond ready for this day to be over.


      “Let me help you with that.”


      Olivia looked up to find Gerald McKay rushing toward her. “Hey, Gerald.”


      “You should try making two trips.” He nodded to the tumble of groceries.


      “Yeah, I know.” She shook her head as she gathered the last of her personal belongings. She snagged her badge. If she lost that she would just cry. She’d already lost one.


      Gerald gathered the final can of soup and pushed to his feet. Arms full of groceries, he waited while she opened the door.


      “Just dump it all on the table.” She tossed her purse on the sofa and took a breath. The day was done. Let it go. “How’s your new job going?” she asked Gerald.


      “Great.” He stacked the last of her purchased items on the table. “I didn’t think I would like working in a medical lab, but it’s growing on me.”


      “Sometimes I wish I’d taken your advice and signed on with MedTech.” She’d only been in Kenner City a couple of days when she’d met Gerald. He lived on the opposite side of the hall, two doors down. He’d told her about an opening at MedTech, but she’d been all gung ho to start at the crime lab. That was the reason she’d made the move from Boston; she’d wanted to stretch her horizons, do something that mattered on a different level—one where results were more readily seen. Medical research sometimes required years, if not decades, of work before results were gleaned.


      “Bad day, huh?” He grabbed an armful of apples and followed her into the small kitchen.


      “Really bad day.” She shivered. It wasn’t that cold outside, but with everything else, she felt cold inside. “Want some coffee?” She wasn’t in the mood to be alone right now and Gerald was good company. Recently divorced, he’d come to her more than once needing to talk.


      “That would be grand.”


      Olivia set the coffee brewing and between the two of them they put away her groceries. She couldn’t talk about her work, but she could commiserate with him about the feeling of not fitting in.


      “Olivia…” Gerald began slowly “…I don’t really know any of the people you work with, but I’ve heard rumors around MedTech that the guys at the crime lab are ruthless when it comes to promotions and such. Maybe you should watch your back.”


      Olivia really hoped that wasn’t true. “Thanks,” she said with a pathetic attempt at a laugh. “That really makes me feel better.”


      “Sounds like you need chocolate.”


      “Chocolate?” She was pretty sure she had absolutely nothing chocolate in the apartment.


      He held up a hand. “I’ll be right back.”


      She peeled off her jacket, hung it in the closet and set her hands on her hips. Only five days until Christmas. She needed to get that tree decorated. She inhaled deeply, loving its smell. That was something nice to come home to. After toeing off her shoes, she shuffled back to the kitchen and poured two steaming cups of black coffee. Maybe the caffeine would give her a boost. She placed Gerald’s cup on the coffee table and curled up on the sofa with her own.


      “Here we go.” Gerald breezed back into her apartment, a plate of brownies in one hand. He held them out for her viewing pleasure. “This is just what the doctor ordered.” He kicked the door shut behind him.


      “Are you serious?” The treats smelled as if they’d just come out of the oven. Brownies were her favorite. “Did you make those?”


      “As soon as I got home today.” He sat the plate on the table and settled into a chair across from her.


      “You’re a good neighbor.”


      “So,” he said as he picked up his mug, “tell me about him.”


      Olivia rolled her eyes. She should never have mentioned in a weak moment that there was a guy at work she was attracted to. “He still doesn’t know I’m alive. Not in that sense, anyway.”


      “Then we’ll have to do something about that.” Gerald sipped his coffee. “Have you thought about inviting him over for dinner?”


      Olivia told him the story about her car troubles. That was another thing that had made today suck. A new starter, the labor for replacing it and the towing had set her back considerably.


      “It’s your turn to go to his place,” her neighbor suggested.


      “What?” He had to be out of his mind. She knew where Jacob lived, but only because each staff member’s name, telephone number and address were on the personnel roster.


      “Make up an excuse.” Gerald shrugged. “Bring him a gift in thanks for rescuing you. Just show up at his door.”


      “What if he has company? He could have a girlfriend or something.”


      Gerald shook his head. “You told me that one of your coworkers said he was a loner. No attachments.”


      True. She laughed. “How do you remember that?” Even she’d forgotten.


      “Just do it,” her nosy neighbor insisted. “Show up at his door with a gift and—” he grinned “—dressed for seduction.”


      It had been so long since she’d tried, Olivia was pretty sure she had forgotten how to seduce a man.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Seven

    


    
      Four days ’til Christmas


      Only four more days until Christmas and Olivia was at home alone. Except for the two bags of newly purchased Christmas decorations sitting at her feet.


      The only good thing about today was that none of her test results had gotten lost or otherwise corrupted. Work had actually gone fairly smoothly. Maybe because she’d slept like the dead the night before. She couldn’t remember when she’d been out cold like that.


      After leaving the lab, she’d stopped to buy decorations, come home, given half a minute’s consideration to Gerald’s suggestion and promptly decided her neighbor was nuts.


      Showing up unannounced and uninvited at Jacob’s door was completely and utterly out of the question.


      He would think she was insane. Like her neighbor.


      Don’t think about Jacob. He’d ignored her all day, just like the day before. Clearly strong-arming him into dinner the other night had been a big mistake.


      Office romances were not a good idea, anyway, even when there wasn’t an unwritten rule about them. When Callie had interviewed Olivia she had mentioned that avoiding that kind of relationship with colleagues was preferred. Considering all the strange mishaps with her work lately, Olivia didn’t need anything else to put her on Callie’s bad side.


      Why was it that having a boyfriend suddenly mattered so much? Back home in Boston, she’d rarely thought about her social life. Now she obsessed on it.


      That wasn’t true. She obsessed about Jacob. He was…handsome. Extremely intelligent. And she loved the way he talked. His voice was deep, his words always chosen carefully.


      Stop. “Decorate the tree, Olivia.”


      The distraction worked for about an hour. She wound the strands of lights and the glittery strands of pretend snowflakes. Then she hung four different types of glass ornaments. Last but not least, she topped the tree with an angel.


      When she plugged in the lights and stepped back, she beamed in satisfaction. It looked nice.


      Jacob had said he didn’t have a tree yet. Hadn’t bothered with one in a long time. She wondered about that. Had he lost his heart once and decided it wasn’t worth the pain, like she had?


      The telephone rang. “Saved by the bell.” She’d been about to go off on another long analysis of the man. One glance at the caller ID screen and she smiled. Her mother.


      The conversation lasted nearly an hour. Both her mother and her father updated her on things in Boston—from different perspectives, of course. They were so funny. Outwardly they never appeared to agree on anything. But where no one could see, they were completely in tune with one another. The perfect couple. That was what Olivia wanted.


      She heaved a big, loud sigh. She could go for a run. But running a few miles wouldn’t help. If talking to her parents for the better part of an hour didn’t do the trick, nothing would.


      There was only one thing to do.


      Bring Jacob a thank-you gift and see what happened.


      The only question left was, what kind of gift? She chewed her lip, thought about something sweet like a cake or pie. But he was a health fanatic, or so it seemed. His lunches were always the good-for-you kind.


      A grin stretched across her lips. She knew just what to get him.


      Something he hadn’t bothered with in a really long time.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eight

    


    
      Jacob set the newspaper aside. He mulled over the offerings on television. Scanning the channels would be a waste of time. Holiday movies and television shows. Even the news would focus on the holidays.


      He surveyed his living room. Small, utilitarian. He’d bought the modest bungalow after relocating here permanently from Durango. Traveling back and forth as he helped Callie McBride set up the new Kenner City crime lab hadn’t been so bad. But once the lab was operational and he’d decided to stay on, moving had made more sense.


      What little family he had left—a brother and an aunt—were back in Durango. But each had a large family to keep them busy, so he didn’t go back often. Besides, he was occupied here. Callie needed him. The lab needed him.


      What else did he need?


      Nothing to speak of.


      Jennifer had taught him well. He’d loved her for five years and lived with her for four of those. Then she’d left him. Simply came home from work one day and said she’d met someone new. Someone who didn’t spend all his time at work. Someone who wanted to start a family now. Someone completely opposite from Jacob.


      That had been eighteen months ago. The last he’d heard, she was married. Her first child on the way. He was happy for her.


      Work fulfilled him as nothing else could, even Jennifer. Jacob stood and walked to the front window. Darkness had fallen and the streetlamps had awakened. Yes, he had loved Jennifer. But not the way she had needed him to. He wasn’t sure he was capable of that depth of emotion.


      His mind drifted to Olivia Perez and immediately his heart rate reacted. A frown furrowed his brow. What was it about the woman that got under his skin? He’d known her scarcely two months. She was a colleague, for heaven’s sake. Not once in his career had he been attracted to a coworker. Even Jennifer had not possessed the ability to distract him from his job. She would be the first to say so. But Olivia… The dark hair that hung nearly to her waist made him want to run his fingers through it. Jennifer had worn her hair short. She’d always said it was more practical. There was nothing practical about Olivia’s long mass of silky tresses.


      He fisted his hand at the thought of touching her hair. He had once. Accidentally. His fingers had tingled, his pulse had raced. The whole concept was ludicrous. As if that wasn’t bad enough, her big hazel eyes tugged at him. Made him want to reassure her whenever she looked stressed or frustrated.


      The whole scenario was utterly foolish. He was not a schoolboy, far from it. Yet when she came near he felt exactly like one.


      Perhaps it was time for a change. He certainly wouldn’t go back to Durango. But there were other places in the Four Corners area. Places where he wouldn’t have to see her every day. Where he wouldn’t hear her soft, velvety voice, or the sweet sensual laughter that pulled at his senses.


      Something to think about.


      A car pulled to the curb up the street, just past his driveway. He couldn’t quite determine the make since a well-shaped spruce lay atop its roof. A Christmas tree, he realized. Most of his neighbors already had their trees. The lights twinkled nightly from the windows.


      Someone visiting a neighbor, he supposed.


      The car door opened, but the brief light from the interior prevented him from seeing if it was a man or woman.


      He started to turn away but then the figure, tree in tow, stepped into the pool of light near his sidewalk. For one second he was certain his errant thoughts had prompted a delusion.


      But, no, it was her.


      Olivia Perez marched up the sidewalk to his door, lugging a Christmas tree.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Nine

    


    
      Olivia rang the bell twice. No answer. She was certain she was at the right house. His SUV sat in the driveway. There were lights on inside. The glow filtered through the drapes.


      Nice place, she decided. Classic bungalow with a generous porch for summer evenings. The stucco was painted a rich earthy brown with tan trim. The door was a mellow gold with a distinctive Spanish flare. Very nice place.


      If he wasn’t home, she would just die. She could leave the tree and a note on his porch, she supposed.


      The door opened.


      She held her breath.


      “Olivia?” He looked from her to the tree she’d broken her back heaving off the top of her car and hauling to his door.


      “Merry Christmas, Jacob.” She managed to suck in a lungful of air. “I wanted to repay you for giving me a ride home the other night—”


      “You made me dinner,” he countered. “This—” he gestured to the tree “—wasn’t necessary.”


      She shrugged, almost losing her nerve. But she was here, by God. She was going to do this. “It is necessary. We work together. We’re friends. It’s almost Christmas and I wanted to…to show how much I appreciate all the times you go out of your way to make me feel at home…at work.” The more she said the worse it sounded. He must think she was an idiot!


      He stared at the tree a moment before meeting her eyes again. “I suppose…” He stepped back, opened the door wider.


      As soon as she had crossed the threshold he took charge of the tree. “Whew,” she said. “That thing is heavier than it looks.”


      “I don’t have—”


      “Don’t worry.” She’d figured as much. “I have everything you’ll need. I’ll be right back.” She rushed out to her car, got the bags of decorations and the tree stand. She’d also picked up some hot cocoa for him and another tin for herself. Snow or not, she could sit by the tree with her cocoa and pretend.


      When she returned from the car, he was still standing right where she’d left him, looking completely dumbfounded. “Pick a spot,” she ordered.


      He settled the tree on the floor, closed the front door and looked around the room.


      Impatient, she suggested, “How about by the front window. It won’t be in the way there.” Not that he had that much furniture. He actually had several good spots for locating the tree, but the big window would allow his neighbors to enjoy the lights. She missed that in her apartment.


      “Sure,” he said.


      Olivia took the lead. She set up the stand and guided the trunk into it as he positioned the tree upright. Once they’d secured it and added water, she grabbed the packages of lights. Jacob’s movements were a little stilted and awkward at first, but by the time they got to the glass ornaments, he was moving along quite efficiently. She’d even coaxed him into conversation.


      “You have a large family, Olivia?”


      Olivia hid her smile. He’d just asked her a personal question. He never did that. “Yes. Two sisters, three brothers. We’re all either lawyers, doctors or law enforcement.”


      “Impressive.” He smiled—just a little but she noticed.


      “You?”


      “A brother and an aunt in Durango. He’s a university professor, she’s a retired nurse.”


      They were making progress. The last item she pulled from one of the shopping bags was instant hot cocoa mix. “Now we have to celebrate with hot cocoa.”


      She could tell he wanted to decline. But then he surprised her again and agreed.


      Ten minutes later they were sitting on his sofa enjoying the cocoa. If she had known chocolate would relax him like this she would have brought Godiva to the lab weeks ago.


      He regarded the decorated tree for a moment. “It looks pretty.”


      “More?” She reached for his cup.


      He held up a hand and shook his head.


      “I’ll take care of this.” She picked up his empty mug and stood.


      “That’s okay.”


      She just smiled and kept walking toward the kitchen. He joined her.


      “I have a dishwasher,” he reminded her as if the appliance tucked into the cabinet next to the sink wasn’t visible.


      “I can see that.” She rinsed the cups and spoons and stacked them into the dishwasher. He hovered nearby. This domestic scene made him nervous. She picked up on his tension immediately. She shouldn’t press her luck.


      She dried her hands. “I guess I should go. This was nice.”


      He stared at her mouth. Five seconds, then ten. She considered saying something else but she was afraid she would break the spell. He wanted to kiss her. She was sure of it.


      Afraid to give him too much time to think, she went up on tiptoe and kissed his jaw. “Good night, Jacob.”


      She didn’t give him an opportunity to analyze what had happened before she got out of there. By the time she pulled away from the curb, she’d managed to catch her breath again.


      She’d kissed him.


      Now she was scared to death what his reaction would be.


      Tomorrow she would find out.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Ten

    


    
      She’d kissed him! Actually stepped right up to the plate and done the deed. Second thoughts warred inside her. Was her move too forward? Would he tell her to never come to his house again?


      She couldn’t think about it. Olivia turned onto Fourth Street so she could stop by Ferguson’s for a bottle of celebratory wine. She’d intended to pick up wine the other night but she’d forgotten. This was the first time in two months—since moving west, actually—that she’d felt like celebrating. And quite possibly she shouldn’t be feeling that way. Jacob might be infuriated that she’d been so bold.


      Enough. Just put it out of your head and wait and see what happens. Shortly before making the turn she noticed the dark sedan in her rearview mirror. If there had been any traffic to speak of she might not have noticed. But there wasn’t. The car had followed her every turn since leaving Jacob’s house.


      She made the right into the Ferguson’s parking lot. Going inside would provide the opportunity to prove that the car wasn’t following her. The idea was a bit over the top. She might not have thought anything of it if the training for her job hadn’t mentioned the possibility she could become a target in certain high-profile cases.


      None of the cases she’d worked on so far had fallen into that category, but there was no need to take the chance.


      The car drove past slowly as she emerged from her Volvo. She didn’t recognize the make or model. There was a dent in the trunk area as if the driver had backed into something. The important part was that he or she had driven on. Olivia relaxed.


      Inside the grocery store, she strolled the aisles looking for something chocolate she could munch on. Chocolate was definitely her weakness. She craved the stuff whenever she was nervous or stressed. It was a flat-out miracle she hadn’t gained twenty pounds since moving here. She’d recently made it a point not to bring chocolate home. But it was practically Christmas. Like the hot cocoa, chocolate was just a part of the holiday.


      She picked out her preferred white wine—something sweet and a little bubbly. Finding nothing chocolate in a bag or box that tempted her taste buds, she moved onto the bakery section. Right there in the aisle in front of the bakery case, she melted. Chocolate cake with fudge icing.


      Exactly what she needed. Thankfully it was one of the small cakes, more likely meant for two. In her case, it would amount to two servings. One for tonight, one for tomorrow night.


      Almost as good as sex.


      Yeah, right. Even she hadn’t done without for so long that she would presume to substitute chocolate for sex and come out satisfied.


      Cake and wine in hand, she made her way to the front registers and paid. As she climbed into her car, she found herself scanning the street for the sedan that had been following her. Or the sedan she’d thought was following her. The latter was far more probable.


      About seven minutes more and she would be safely tucked into her apartment, anyway. Security was good at her place. That had been one of the key selling points when she’d taken the lease.


      If she remained in the area she would eventually need to buy a house. Something small and cozy…like Jacob’s. But she would make it a home. His still looked and felt like a house—not a home. No doubt a bachelor thing.


      Lights flickered in her rearview mirror. The vehicle roared up behind her—too close for comfort. She couldn’t be certain it was the same car. Same color, it seemed. She hadn’t had a good look at the driver before. She peered into the rearview mirror, tried to make out what he looked like as she slowed for an intersection. Definitely looked like a he. Was he wearing sunglasses?


      At night?


      He was.


      A shiver danced up her spine.


      That was officially weird.


      She drove to her block but didn’t turn into the parking lot. Instead she moved into the left turning lane as if she intended to maneuver into the lot of the building across the street. The car cruised by.


      Her heart skipped a beat.


      The same car. The dent in the rear end was exactly the same.


      As soon as the car had driven past, she checked her rearview mirror and cut across the lanes to the garage beneath her building.


      When she’d entered the code and gotten into the garage she breathed a little easier.


      She’d definitely been followed. The only question was why.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eleven

    


    
      Three days ’til Christmas


      Olivia had slept fitfully the night before. Not even the wine and the chocolate had relaxed her nerves.


      The car had been following her. She was certain of that. She’d considered reporting the incident to Callie, but her boss hadn’t appeared to be in a very good mood this morning so she’d scrapped the idea.


      Olivia would watch when she left work. If she saw the car again she would call the police then tell her superior. It wasn’t totally outside the realm of possibility that the whole event was coincidence. The car hadn’t made any aggressive moves. The driver hadn’t even looked at her.


      It just felt…odd. Had her instincts on alert.


      There were people who had light sensitivities who wore protective eyewear at night. She may have made too much of that part.


      Bottom line, there was really no reason to get paranoid. Yet.


      She had a bigger problem today, anyway. Jacob was avoiding her again.


      He hadn’t said good morning. Hadn’t looked her way once. She shouldn’t have kissed him.


      Even now her face heated at the memory. The move had been a mistake. If she’d needed any confirmation, his actions today had given her all she needed.


      Just do your work, Olivia.


      She could sit in the corner wearing a dunce cap when she got home tonight.


      Bart Flemming and another of the lab’s forensic analysts, Bobby O’Shea, returned from a meeting in Callie’s office. Olivia had been a little worried when the meeting hadn’t included her, but Jacob hadn’t been at the meeting either. Meetings with Callie were usually about whatever case one was working. Olivia knew that, but she was feeling extra sensitive these days considering the mistakes she’d been making.


      And that was another thing—she’d never made mistakes before. She’d always been one hundred percent. A lead analyst at her former job. Maybe this whole distraction with Jacob was interfering with her work. She would need to think long and hard about that. Or maybe it was the holidays. Or a combination.


      “Olivia,” Bobby said as he passed her station, “Callie wants to see you.”


      “Thanks.” Olivia shut down her system, something she’d started doing whenever she left her station. She refused to believe anyone here would sabotage her work, but she wasn’t taking any chances.


      Ruthless. That was what Gerald had heard about the guys here. Olivia thought of her coworkers and honestly couldn’t bring herself to believe that rumor was grounded in any sort of reality. Probably just jealousy on the part of the MedTech personnel. But then, Flemming was a genius with computers.


      Olivia shook off the idea and tapped at Callie’s door; her boss motioned for her to come on in. “You wanted to see me?”


      “Have a seat, Olivia.”


      Callie looked tired. Olivia had noticed an additional layer of weariness about her for a couple of weeks now.


      “We have a problem.”


      Those instincts that were already in overdrive started to hum. “What sort of problem?” This couldn’t be happening again.


      “The file you sent me this morning,” Callie explained, “was empty. I checked the system and apparently you failed to follow through on the program before leaving yesterday and all your data was lost.”


      That was impossible. Olivia had double-checked her work before sending the data to Callie. “That can’t be right. I—”


      Callie shook her head. “Olivia, I’m not accusing you. Yet,” she qualified. “But something’s going on here. A glitch in your access code, maybe. I’ll have Bart check on things. Meanwhile, why don’t you print hard copies for me from now on? At least until we clear up this…situation.”


      “Of course.”


      Olivia moved blindly to the ladies’ room. She couldn’t go back to her station. Not yet. She had to pull herself together.


      Did Flemming and O’Shea know? Had Callie voiced her concerns to two of her more trusted staff? Were they all suspicious of Olivia? The new girl? The outsider?


      This was wrong.


      Very wrong.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Twelve

    


    
      It was past eight o’clock before she finished.


      Everyone else had gone already. Except the security personnel in the lobby.


      Olivia stretched her neck and rolled her shoulders. It’d taken her all this time to catch up with today’s work after redoing yesterday’s tests. But now, as Callie suggested, she was printing hard copies of everything. A copy for herself, which she locked in her station, and a copy for Callie, which she put in a large envelope and slid under the door of her office. She wasn’t about to leave anything lying around…to disappear.


      Jacob had left at six. He’d said good night to Olivia but he’d rushed to get away after that.


      She really had gone too far last night. He must think her a complete fool.


      Maybe the whole problem—work, Jacob, all of it—was with her. Olivia wasn’t herself. Clearly.


      She pulled on her jacket and retrieved her purse. She, apparently, was forgetting things. Her focus was easily distracted. But that was only because she had increasing difficulty keeping her mind off Jacob.


      She took the stairs down to the lobby. Okay. Time to get her stuff together. She had to stop this whatever-it-was with Jacob. The distraction. The obsession. And she had to pay extra attention to her every step at the lab. Maybe she would even start a second log, one of her own that had nothing to do with the official system.


      Good plan. She felt better already.


      As she waved to the security guard, a thought she’d been mulling over entered her mind once more. She was grasping at straws…but there was only one way to be sure. She hurried over to the security desk and presented a smile to the guard on duty. She would never know if she didn’t ask.


      “Can I help you, Ms. Perez?” he asked. The Rudolph the red-nosed reindeer pin on his shirt glowed.


      Olivia smiled. “I like your pin.”


      “Thank you. My granddaughter insisted I wear it.”


      “I believe I was the last to leave last night.” She held her breath and took the plunge. “Did anyone from the lab come back after that?”


      The guard turned to the computer on his desk and tapped a few keys. “No one except Bart Flemming. He returned around ten for half an hour.” The guard shook his head. “That young man is a go-getter.”


      “Thank you.”


      Dazed, Olivia wandered to the exit and pushed out the door. The wind was a little brisk. Instinctively, she pulled her coat tighter around her. This couldn’t be right. There was no way one of her colleagues would do this….


      She took a breath. Made a decision. If her work was tampered with again, she would mention this to Callie. Otherwise, she would give Flemming the benefit of the doubt.


      Maybe she just needed a break. That idea of trying to get a last-minute flight to Boston Friday evening was suddenly sounding a lot more appealing. Monday was a holiday. She could spend a long weekend surrounded by family and clear her head of everything here.


      Including Jacob Webster.


      She drove home slowly, pondering the idea of packing a bag and putting it in the trunk so she would be ready to go straight to the airport after work on Friday.


      If she decided that was the thing to do. There went the second thoughts.


      Going home would be good, she reminded herself. She would be too far away to think of anything or anyone here.


      She noticed a pair of headlights behind her as she made the turn onto her street. Her heart rate sped up even as she told herself she was only being paranoid.


      Still, she opted not to turn in at her building. Instead she drove farther up the street. She waited long enough to make it seem like she was headed someplace else, then she whipped into the lot of a convenience store. She jerked to a stop and stared after the sedan, which had no choice but to continue on.


      Her heart surged into her throat.


      It was the same car.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Thirteen

    


    
      Jacob opened his front door to find Olivia standing on his porch. Her hazel eyes were wide with…fear. Her breathing was ragged, as if she’d run all the way to his house instead of driving. But her Volvo sat at the curb.


      “Olivia, what’s going on?”


      The reality that she had kissed him last night abruptly kicked him in the gut.


      “Someone’s following me,” she said in a rush.


      He glanced at the street. No traffic. No unfamiliar cars. “Who?” If anyone had followed her here, they were gone now.


      “Please.” Her eyes pleaded. “Can I come inside?”


      Whatever had happened, she was terrified. “Of course.” What was wrong with him? She’d obviously had a scare. He stepped back to let her pass, then closed the door. “Start at the beginning and tell me everything.”


      She started to shake. Not little shivers but big, body-quaking shudders.


      “Maybe you should sit down.” He took her by the arm, riding out the instant electrical charge that touching her elicited, and guided her to the sofa.


      Once she was seated, he moved to the chair directly across from her. “What happened?”


      She described the dark blue sedan, particularly the dent in the area where the trunk closed. The evasive maneuvers she had taken to clarify whether the vehicle was actually following her were adequate. Judging by her experience, he had to agree she was being followed.


      “Have you received any strange phone calls? Hang ups? Heavy breathers? Anything like that?”


      She shook her head.


      “You haven’t seen any strange cars hanging out around your apartment complex?”


      Another shake of her dark head.


      Disturbing. “Have you reported this to Callie or the police?”


      “No. I…I thought…I wasn’t sure.” She hugged her arms around herself. “But now I’m certain. The man is definitely following me.”


      “He wears sunglasses and a baseball cap, you think?”


      She inhaled a long, shaky breath. “I’m not positive about the cap but I’m absolutely positive about the sunglasses.”


      This needed to be brought to Callie’s attention, as well as to that of the chief of police. “Tell me about the cases you’ve worked recently.” Though the work they did was not anything like what one saw on television, their analysis helped law enforcement bring criminals to justice. Those criminals, at times, targeted the ones they felt were ultimately responsible for their arrests. The forensic analysts.


      She listed the cases she’d performed various tests to support. None struck him as particularly high profile or intense investigations. “Are you certain you haven’t made any enemies since moving here? A jilted boyfriend? Or an admirer you’ve offended somehow?” The idea of Olivia with another man burned deep in his belly.


      She shook her head. “I’ve been busy with the lab. I really haven’t made any social connections.”


      Which meant she was like him. Alone. His chest tightened at the thought.


      “Let’s get you calmed down.” That was the first priority. “Then we’ll call Callie and discuss the situation with her.”


      Olivia nodded. “Okay.”


      He remembered how much they’d enjoyed the hot cocoa last night and he amended his plan. “Let’s have some more of that hot cocoa first.”


      The hint of a smile touched her lips. “That would be great.”


      “I’ll put the water on.”


      Jacob went into the kitchen and filled the kettle. His logic warred with his emotions. He shouldn’t be encouraging this thing between them.


      But…


      But nothing.


      He was tired of being alone.


      Taking a risk on Olivia would be worth the potential pain.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Fourteen

    


    
      Olivia cradled the hot mug of cocoa in both hands. Logically she knew she was warm now, but somehow her brain failed to deliver that message to the rest of her. She couldn’t stop shivering. Couldn’t stop wondering why anyone would be following her.


      Or why everything was going wrong for her at work.


      She lifted her gaze to Jacob’s. He’d been watching her closely since her arrival. He was probably afraid to look away for fear of being attacked. She closed her eyes and pushed away the embarrassing memory of kissing him the way she had.


      Poor man. She was like some crazed fan.


      Callie would likely regret hiring her when she heard about this latest drama. What was going on with her life? Had she ticked off some god or spirit?


      Drink the cocoa. Calm down.


      Until then she hadn’t noticed that the lights on his Christmas tree were twinkling. He’d bothered to turn them on. A genuine smile slid across her lips. Maybe she’d done one thing right in all this.


      Evidently he’d followed her gaze. “I turned the tree on when I got home. It was the least I could do after all the trouble you’d gone to.”


      “It looks nice. Homey.” It was true. The evergreen scent and the classic lights made the place feel more like a home.


      “I don’t do much to promote that, I’m afraid.”


      Had she made him feel guilty for his lack of a festive spirit? “I didn’t mean it that way. I just meant—”


      He nodded. “I know what you meant.” He glanced around the room. “I’ve lived here for more than a year and I haven’t really made it my own.”


      Was that because he was single? Was he missing someone from the past? The idea twisted her already knotted stomach. “It takes a while sometimes.” The chitchat was awkward. She knew the reason why. That stupid kiss was dangling between them like a black cloud. “Maybe you can give me some pointers on the market when I start house shopping.”


      “Gladly.”


      Their gazes held long enough to make her pulse react. She should leave. She didn’t need Jacob to call Callie for her. Olivia was fine now. The last thing she wanted to do was make him think she was incapable. She set her cup on the coffee table and stood. “I’m feeling calmer now. I should go.”


      He looked surprised, but pushed to his feet as well. “What about Callie?”


      “I’ll call when I get home. I shouldn’t have bothered you.”


      She made it as far as the door before he stopped her. He took her by the arm and pulled her around to face him. Another of those full body shivers rippled through her, but this time it had nothing to do with being cold.


      “Olivia.” He searched her eyes, seemed to struggle with what to say. “This is real. You were frightened. You can’t just leave like this. Let’s call Callie and then I’ll follow you home.”


      Every word he said made perfect sense. “I…” It was time to be totally honest here. “I feel bad about last night.” She forced her gaze to meet his, as hard as that was. He had to think she was a fool. “I shouldn’t have…kissed you. It was unconscionable of me. I apologize.”


      He was staring at her mouth again. She couldn’t say another word. Couldn’t breathe. Please don’t look at me that way, her mind begged.


      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” he finally said softly. “I…”


      He was still looking at her mouth. Her heart fluttered like a butterfly trapped in her chest.


      And then he kissed her. Softly, so very softly. His lips felt so good against hers. When he stopped, which was all too soon, he pressed his forehead to hers.


      “We really have to figure this part out. That’s why I’m so careful at work.”


      Her lips stretched into a smile. “I thought you were avoiding me.”


      “Hardly.”


      And then he kissed her again.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Fifteen

    


    
      Two days ’til Christmas


      Olivia could scarcely contain herself at the lab that morning. Jacob had smiled at her when she’d arrived. Not the usual manufactured smile that he tossed at whoever spoke to him, but a real smile that reached his eyes. Whatever was happening between them she wanted it to continue.


      Callie had filed the incident report with Kenner City’s chief of police. Both the chief and Callie had insisted that Olivia had been right to report the activity. Callie also agreed that none of Olivia’s cases were the kind that would prompt such a reaction. Still, one could never be certain.


      Olivia had decided not to go to Boston after work today. She was hoping against hope that she and Jacob would spend Christmas together. But she was getting ahead of herself. He’d kissed her. Twice. That was true. And he’d followed her home. He’d even come into her apartment and checked that all was clear. Then he’d called her before he went to bed just to be sure she was really okay.


      That was a beginning. Wasn’t it? They hadn’t discussed where this was going. But one thing was certain—no one could know. Callie wouldn’t be happy. And they could not allow their personal feelings to interfere with their job.


      Those were the rules. Simple enough.


      Olivia took a breath. Anything but simple.


      Now, if she could just get through the day without any incidents. Callie had gotten the hard copies of her data from yesterday. So all was well on that front. Olivia would do the same today. Better safe than sorry. The last thing she wanted to do was be here alone the day before Christmas Eve—or worse, on Christmas Eve. The lab was supposed to shut down for the weekend.


      Of course, if any high-priority requests came in someone would have to work. Depending on the nature of the analysis needed, that would likely be Olivia since she was lowest in seniority.


      “Olivia, do you mind working at my station for the rest of the day?” Flemming leaned on her table and rested his head in his hand. “Callie wants me to go through your computer. When I ran a routine check this morning of all the systems, there appeared to be some discrepancies in your access. Some appeared to be remote, as if you’d worked from home.”


      “I don’t work from home,” she said. Her suspicions about him rose again even though she’d thought she had put her worries aside where Flemming was concerned. “I usually stay here until I’m finished or come in early the next day.”


      “Yeah, that’s what I thought, but something isn’t right.” He straightened. “We all remote-access the system when we’re out of the lab on a case, but you haven’t traveled on one yet. Maybe it’s nothing, but I should look into it.”


      “All right.” She considered asking him if he thought the problem could be related to her stalker, but she wasn’t sure if Callie intended for anyone else to know at this point. Maybe she should just ask him if he had something against her.


      But she had no proof. Just…nothing.


      “Log in from my station and I’ll see what I can find.”


      “No problem.”


      When she’d settled in at Flemming’s station, Jacob joined her. Her pulse skipped.


      “Is everything okay?”


      She liked that he worried about her. There she went, making too much of things again. “Flemming thinks there might be some glitches in the access of my account. He’s checking it out.”


      “I’m glad they’re taking seriously whatever is going on.” He hesitated as if he had more to say.


      She held her breath.


      “I hoped we might have dinner tonight.” He searched her eyes, his own uncertain. “There’s a very nice place in town.”


      “That would be awesome.” She knew she was grinning like an idiot. She couldn’t believe it! They had a date!


      He touched her arm before walking away and it warmed her all the way to her toes. Slow it down, girl.


      Too late. She was running with it.


      Unfortunately, the day went downhill from there.


      A multiple homicide sent Callie, Flemming and O’Shea to the scene. Callie called in and warned Jacob that it was going to be a long one and that he should join them. With the rest of the lab staff already on location at other scenes, that left only Olivia to hold down the fort.


      It was going to be a long night.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Sixteen

    


    
      As if she’d needed anything else to go wrong, the lights in the lab had started to blink half an hour ago.


      Security had called up and warned her to brace for the coming storm. It was promising to get ugly. Spotty power outages were being reported around town.


      Olivia reminded herself that the generators would kick in if the power went out. She didn’t have to worry.


      But she did anyway.


      Callie and her team hadn’t returned. They were trying to get a second sweep of the scene in before the storm hit the area too hard.


      A little more data compilation and Olivia could call it a night anyway. The drive to her apartment might be a little hairy, but she was more than ready to get home.


      Anticipation welled in her chest. She and Jacob had a date. God, she should hurry home to change. What if he was held up?


      No, she wasn’t going to think that way.


      She printed her hard copies and took them to Callie’s office, which wasn’t locked. Odd. She always locked her office when she left the lab. Olivia shrugged and pulled the door closed as she left. Maybe Callie had just been in a hurry.


      One final test check and Olivia was out of here. She would compile the data Monday morning since it wasn’t a high priority.


      She’d just started back to her station when the lights went out.


      Olivia froze. No need to fall over anything or bump into a door. Just stay still until the generators brought the power back on.


      She checked her cell phone. Watched the minutes tick off. First one, then another. Okay, the generators should have kicked in by now.


      Using the meager light from her cell, she made her way to the nearest station and reached for the phone. No dial tone. She checked all the lines, including the intercom. Nothing. That wasn’t supposed to happen.


      Fine. She would call security on her cell.


      Except she didn’t know the number. If she needed to contact security there was a button for that on each phone in the lab.


      “Dammit.”


      She would just have to make her way down the stairs to the lobby. If she took her time, she could make it with her cell phone as a poor excuse for a flashlight.


      The corridor leading from the lab to the reception area was pitch-black. She kept having to hit a button or reopen her phone to keep its dim light glowing. As little help as it was, it was better than nothing.


      It was so damned quiet.


      Creepy quiet.


      When she reached the stairwell door she relaxed marginally. Three flights down and she would be in the lobby. Security would be there and they would have flashlights. There were flashlights back in the lab, but she felt better heading straight for the lobby rather than feeling her way to where they were stored in the lab.


      Truth was, she was spooked.


      Second floor.


      First floor.


      “Thank God.”


      She opened the door into the lobby and found it wasn’t much better. The wall of windows facing the front parking lot revealed that the cloud cover had obscured the moon. She tried to open one of the exit doors but it was locked. Strange.


      Okay. All she had to do was get to the security desk.


      She was halfway across the lobby when she realized that there was no one there.


      “Hello?”


      No answer.


      Fear crept over her.


      “Hello?” she repeated.


      Nothing. Not a sound.


      Her phone’s screen went black again.


      That was when she heard it.


      A footstep somewhere behind her.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Seventeen

    


    
      Olivia didn’t turn around.


      She ran.


      If whoever she’d heard coming had been a member of the lab staff or security, he or she would have called out to her. Every instinct urged her to run.


      Her phone slipped from her fingers. Hit the floor and slid God-only-knew where. She couldn’t go back for it. He could be right behind her.


      Sheer luck and a good memory was all that prevented her from running headlong into a wall or piece of furniture.


      She found the rear exit and slammed her weight against the door.


      Nothing happened.


      What the…?


      The door wasn’t supposed to be sealed. What if there was a fire? The front doors had been locked, too. This was wrong.


      Running footfalls whispered against her eardrums.


      He was coming.


      She flattened against the wall, unsure of herself now. Struggling with the effort, she slowed, quieting her breathing.


      She couldn’t get out. Her only choice was to make her way back to the stairwell door and head back up to the lab. She could lock herself in Callie’s office.


      Listening for sounds, she felt along the wall, making sure there were no obstacles before she moved.


      If she made a single sound…


      She didn’t want to think about it.


      Just move.


      Almost there.


      A few more steps and she would reach the stairwell door. Her fingers encountered the cold metal knob and she froze.


      Where was he?


      She hadn’t heard a sound in several minutes. It could have been only one or two, but it felt like an hour had passed. Her heart strummed against her sternum. Don’t listen to the sound of your fear…listen for the threat.


      Silence.


      If she hadn’t dropped her phone this would be a good time to call for help.


      But she had.


      There was nothing else for her to do. The lab was her only resort. She had to go for it.


      She turned the knob. The sound echoed in the silence. She winced. The door would probably creak, too.


      Screw it. She jerked the door open and moved into the stairwell. With the door pressing against her back, she listened.


      Nothing.


      Slowly, holding her breath, she let the door close. The click reverberated like a rifle shot.


      Still no sound to indicate whoever was in here was close by or even following.


      Holding the handrail like a lifeline, she moved up the stairs. Slowly, trying her best not to make a sound. Her soft-soled shoes were a blessing to her feet on a daily basis but even more so now.


      Second floor.


      One step at a time. Don’t breathe too loudly. Don’t allow your lab coat to brush against the metal railing. Silent as the proverbial mouse.


      Third floor.


      She stood outside the lab for a full trauma-filled minute.


      Once she entered the third floor there was no place left to go. The fourth floor was a storage room for the city, and there was no access from the lab.


      If he—whoever he was and if he was a he—had come to the third floor in anticipation of her going back there or to steal files from the lab…she was in deep trouble.


      Brace yourself.


      Take a breath and open the door.


      A creak echoed from below.


      Door. First floor.


      He was coming.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eighteen

    


    
      It took every ounce of courage she possessed, but Olivia opened the third-floor door with the same painstaking effort as she had the others. No need to give away her position.


      She allowed the door to close as noiselessly as was humanly possible.


      Then she ran. Down the corridor. Into the lab.


      She grabbed for the door to Callie’s office and twisted the knob.


      It didn’t budge.


      How could it be locked?


      Her whirling mind recalled her steps as she’d placed her report in Callie’s office. She’d closed the door behind her.


      Had it been set to lock?


      Never mind.


      She had to hide.


      Picking her way carefully between the stations, she rushed through the mental list of other places to hide. She needed to be able to barricade herself away from the threat.


      He would be reaching the lab any second.


      Maybe he already had.


      She had to hurry!


      Something hard stopped her forward momentum. Strong fingers clamped down on her arms.


      Her survival instinct erupted inside her.


      She kicked. Screamed.


      He twisted her body around and flattened her back against his chest. Definitely a he, her mind analyzed.


      “Scream one more time and I’ll shoot,” he growled.


      The cold, unyielding muzzle of a weapon bored into her skull.


      She stopped flailing even as her mind raced to rule out the names and faces that didn’t go with that voice. She knew it, even though he had whispered roughly, obscuring the tones…but there was something familiar about him.


      As he dragged her backward, she tried to assess his height and build. Tried to inhale his scent. Anything that might help her identify him.


      Where was he taking her?


      Then she knew.


      The door that led to the fourth floor and roof access.


      But that door was locked.


      When he reached the fourth-floor entrance, he shoved her face-first into the wall and jammed the muzzle into the back of her skull. “Move and I will kill you.”


      He didn’t whisper this time. The voice was clear…hard….


      Keys rattled. A lock turned. He opened the door, grabbed her around the neck once more and hauled her into the stairwell.


      The smell of disuse filled her nostrils.


      Her mind was replaying his last statement over and over. The words had been void of any emotion. Blank. Dead.


      They moved up another set of stairs. He was taking her to the roof.


      The urge to fight roared through her. But the metal tip of the weapon’s barrel kept her submissive.


      The icy air hit her as he dragged her through the final door. Cold rain fell, making the flat rooftop slippery. Lightning lit the sky, followed by the boom of thunder.


      He pushed her away from him, but kept the muzzle pressed to her skull. “Now get down on your knees and keep your mouth shut. You make a move and you’re dead. You do exactly as I tell you and everything will be just grand.”


      Realization sucker-punched her.


      “Gerald?” She resisted the urge to turn around, to allow her eyes to confirm what her brain had told her. “What’re you doing?”


      Why would Gerald do something like this? Was he responsible for one of the crimes she was evaluating evidence on?


      This was insane.


      “I said keep your mouth shut!”


      She dropped to her knees the way he’d told her, kept her mouth closed.


      “You’ve made this entirely too difficult.” He circled her.


      She dared to look up at him.


      “Keep your head down!”


      She lowered her gaze.


      “Every time I fouled up your data, that idiot McBride just let it go. I even did it from your apartment so they would think it was you.” He laughed. “Surprised, aren’t you? Not only am I a magnificent scientist, I’m a wizard with computers.” He paced and paced, the weapon trained on her. She didn’t have to look to know. “You should have been fired the first breach they discovered. But they just kept you around. I ran out of options. So I made a new plan. I took your badge, took care of the security guard and set the security system to total lockdown—full dark mode. No one goes in or out. And here we are.”


      “I don’t understand.”


      He slammed the gun against the side of her head. The blow knocked her off balance, and she scrambled to get back into a kneeling position.


      “This job was supposed to be mine. McBride had already interviewed me. She promised to call me back. Then you showed up. You know that bitch never even called me to let me know I wasn’t getting the job? I needed it. I had plans for tapping into certain opportunities.”


      “Gerald, I’m sure it was all just a misunderstanding.” Olivia’s head was spinning. She had to calm down, think of the right things to say. She had to keep him talking.


      “Oh, it was a misunderstanding, all right. I wanted her to see what a mistake she’d made. Then you would be fired and the job would be mine.”


      Olivia closed her eyes, ordered her head to stop spinning. Didn’t help.


      “But she didn’t fire you.” He suddenly stopped pacing. “I just can’t deal with any of it anymore. Now I’ll have to kill you.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Nineteen

    


    
      Jacob had been trying to call Olivia for half an hour. He’d called her cell phone and her apartment.


      Something was very wrong.


      He’d driven like a bat out of hell, ignoring the angry weather, and now he couldn’t get into the lab.


      The doors were locked. The lights were out.


      She was in there. Her Volvo was in the rear parking area.


      Every instinct warned that she was in trouble.


      He’d already wasted time going around the building to every single access door. All were locked up tight.


      He wasn’t wasting any more time.


      He raced back to his SUV, started it and pulled the gearshift into Drive. He pulled on his seat belt and floored it, pointing it toward the wall of glass.


      The crash exploded around him. The airbag deployed, knocking the breath out of him. He shook himself. Unfastened his seat belt and scrambled out of the damaged car. Glass crackled beneath his shoes.


      The fact that the security system didn’t sound sent off another set of alarms inside him. He punched 9-1-1 into his cell.


      “This is Jacob Webster. I’m at the Kenner City Crime Lab. There’s been a break-in.” He glanced around the lobby. “Security personnel are down. Send help.” He didn’t stay on the line to answer any of the dispatcher’s questions.


      He had to find Olivia.


      He double-timed it back to his SUV for a flashlight, then headed at a full run to check the first floor.


      By the time he completed his round of the second and third floors, panic had started to set in.


      The echo of a gunshot from above sent ice splitting through his veins.


      The roof.


      He ran for the fourth-floor access, made it to the top of the stairs and hesitated. He needed two things. The element of surprise. And a weapon.


      On the fourth floor he found one item that could loosely be called a weapon—the ax located next to the fire alarm. The alarm was dead, too; he’d tried it in an effort to startle whoever had Olivia on that roof.


      Ax in hand, he headed for the stairs to the roof. He moved more slowly now. Listening for screams, cries, anything.


      As he moved cautiously onto the roof, he did one more thing he hoped would help. He prayed.


      His heart stumbled at what he saw when he cleared the final obstacle between him and the wide-open rooftop.


      Olivia was on her knees. Some scumbag had a handgun pressed to the back of her head. He was ranting at her.


      Moving a scarce inch at a time, Jacob eased closer and closer, the ax ready to swing.


      Sirens abruptly split the air.


      The creep with the gun jerked his head toward the highway. The distant throb of lights confirmed that the police were closing in.


      Jacob had to act now.


      Olivia suddenly twisted at the waist, hitting the man at pelvis level. The gunman stumbled back. Olivia dived for his right leg.


      The weapon discharged into the air.


      Jacob slammed the broad side of the ax square into the middle of his back. The gunman flew forward, stumbling over Olivia. Jacob dived onto him, crushing him with his full body weight. The gun slid across the roof. The perp went crazy, bucking, screaming profanities. It was all Jacob could do to hold him down.


      “Stop!” Olivia shouted.


      Jacob looked up. She had the gun. Jacob didn’t know what kind of marksman she was, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He scrambled up and backed out of the crazy bastard’s reach.


      The fool made a dive for Olivia.


      She squeezed off a warning shot in the air. He cowered on the ground.


      The sound of running footsteps announced the arrival of backup.


      Jacob’s and Olivia’s gazes met for the first time.


      And he suddenly understood that deep, emotional connection he’d never quite gotten before. It had taken him two months to understand the feelings growing inside him, but now he knew.


      He couldn’t ever lose her.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Twenty

    


    
      Christmas


      Olivia snuggled more deeply into Jacob’s arms. He hadn’t let her out of his sight since Friday night…except for those few hours on Christmas Eve when they had done their shopping. He’d driven her to town and they’d gone their separate ways until the job was done.


      It was Christmas, she was with Jacob and all her worries were behind her.


      She shuddered when she thought of her former neighbor. The police had discovered that Gerald had been diagnosed as bipolar with violent tendencies years ago. Somehow he’d managed to keep it out of his official records. The guy had been bullying his way through life since he was sixteen. He’d gone completely over the edge with his obsession with Kenner City’s crime lab.


      He’d drugged Olivia with a light sedative the night he’d brought over the brownies. He’d done it more than once so that he could access her home computer at a time when she was also home. He’d wanted to make her look incompetent or perhaps even like a traitor.


      Callie and Flemming had been suspicious for several days, but they’d had no proof or clear-cut conclusions on what was going on. So they’d waited and watched.


      Olivia was glad the whole thing was over. She’d called her parents and wished her family a merry Christmas. Jacob had done the same.


      Other than that, they had been simply enjoying each other’s company. And the tree they’d decorated together.


      “We should eat that amazing dinner we prepared,” he suggested.


      Something else they’d done together, but she didn’t want to move. She liked it right here in his arms.


      Her body warmed, melted as she thought of all the kisses they had shared. Lots of slow, lingering kisses. She smiled against his chest. She loved the way he kissed.


      “I’m not hungry,” she confessed. She wanted to sit here like this, in his arms, until one of them had to move.


      They’d talked about their pasts, their hopes and dreams. Everything. It was like fate had had this plan all along. She understood in the deepest, farthest reaches of her soul that this was the man she’d been waiting for.


      The man who would treat her with the respect and admiration with which her father treated her mother.


      Who could ask for more?


      “There are ways to work up an appetite,” he suggested.


      Another smile pulled at her lips. “We could take a walk.”


      “There is that.”


      “Or we could open those presents under the tree.” She’d bought a very special gift for him. One she hoped would show him just how much she wanted to get to know all of him. She had bought him a scrapbook for their mementoes, a framed photo of her to sit on his bedside table and a duplicate of the key to her apartment. For him. His own key to her place. And a slinky negligee for their first night together.


      Which just might be tonight. Excitement whirled beneath her belly button.


      “We could,” he agreed, “but then you’d only get distracted with your gift.”


      She raised her head to look at him. “Just give me one hint.”


      He shook his head. “You have to wait.”


      He’d been saying that all day.


      She sighed and collapsed against his muscled chest once more. “In that case, I can’t think of a thing else to do.”


      “Actually.” He wiggled free of her, stood. “I can think of lots of things.” He picked her up and carried her to his room.


      He kissed her in that slow, sweet way of his and she forgot all about the negligee. She just wanted him to keep kissing her.


      Frantic hands tore at clothes until they were skin to skin. She couldn’t catch her breath. Didn’t care. She just wanted to be with him…in every way.


      Hours later, as they lay completely sated on his tousled bed, she announced, “I’m starving.”


      He rolled onto his belly, propped up on his arms and smiled down at her. “Shall we have dinner in bed?”


      “That would be amazing.”


      He kissed the tip of her nose. “Promise me you won’t move.”


      “Promise.”


      He was gone long enough to make her want to break her vow. When he finally returned, he carried a tray laden with the exquisite dinner they had prepared together.


      “Dig in.” He backed toward the door. “I just have to get one more thing.”


      She nibbled on a slice of turkey breast. He was back in a flash, the elegantly wrapped gift in his hands.


      He sat it on the bed in front of her. “Open it.”


      Anticipation searing through her veins, she bit her lips, searched his eyes for some hint.


      “Open it,” he urged.


      She released the silky red ribbon, let it fall around the box. She lifted the lid and frowned at the mounds and mounds of paper inside. “What’s this?”


      “You’ll see.”


      She dug through the paper, finally found a long, slender box. Her heart bumped hard. “You shouldn’t have,” she warned.


      “Just open it already.”


      She opened the box. Inside was a dazzling diamond necklace. She gasped. “Jacob, you really, really shouldn’t have.”


      He pressed a fingertip to her lips. “Look under the necklace.”


      She pulled the velvet liner from the box. Another gasp stole her breath.


      A shiny brass key.


      “My home is your home.”


      That dark gaze meshed with hers and in that instant she knew that their future together was set.


      But, for now, it would be their secret.


      It would be better if no one at work knew. Plus, there was just something wickedly sexy about the forbidden.


      She tugged him down onto the bed. Forgot about the food. And her presents for him.


      She hugged him, silently thanking her lucky stars she had found him.

    

  


  
    
      

      Season of Wonder


      By Marta Perry

    


    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter One

    


    
      It was his angel-girl. David Caldwell stopped dead, letting the waves wash over his feet. He hadn’t seen Allison March in fifteen years, but he knew her instantly, with the kind of bone-deep knowledge that didn’t require explanation. Once again, Christmas had brought Allison back to Caldwell Island, South Carolina.


      He waded out of the surf, his footsteps marring the smooth wet sand as he walked toward the two figures on a blanket near the weather-worn cottage in the dunes. He didn’t have to think twice about the identity of the child. The little girl must be about six, the age Allison had been that first Christmas, and she looked the way Ally had then—hair the pale platinum of the sea oats, a delicate heart-shaped face, and huge blue eyes. Just like the angel on their Christmas tree.


      “Allison.” He stopped short of the blanket. “Merry Christmas.” It was what he’d said then.


      She shaded her eyes against the December sunshine with her hand. “Hello, David.”


      He grinned. “You’re supposed to say, ‘Hello, boy.’”


      Her answering smile was as cool and brittle as a shell washed up in the tide. “You’re not a boy any longer.”


      She’d changed. Fine lines spelled worry on her face, and her lips were stiff. Even her hands, thin and elegant, seemed clenched for battle.


      David squatted, careful not to track sand on the blanket. “What happened to you, Allison?” That was blunt, but he and Allison had always been able to speak their thoughts, as if they’d known each other forever and always would.


      She didn’t answer. Instead, she turned to the child. “Kristie, this is David Caldwell. He lives here on the island. David, my daughter, Kristie.”


      “Hi.” He held out his hand. The child hesitated, then nodded and put her small hand in his. It was like holding a sand dollar, soft and quivering on his palm.


      He didn’t let his gaze stray toward the heavy brace on her leg, nor the child-size wheelchair at the edge of the blanket. But maybe he understood what had wiped the sense of wonder from Allison’s blue eyes.


      “So you’ve come to spend Christmas at the beach, just like your momma used to do when she was your age.”


      Her eyes lit. “Did you know my mommy when she was little?”


      “I sure did. I taught her everything she knows about the ocean.” He glanced at Allison. No wedding band on her left hand, only the faintest pale line. “Didn’t I?”


      “I’m afraid I’ve forgotten most of it.” Her smile brushed him off as coolly as a sweep of her hand would a sand fly. “It’s too long ago.”


      He lifted an eyebrow. “Is it?”


      “Yes.” Her mouth clamped shut on the word, dismissing their friendship as if it had never been.


      Well. He sat back on his heels. Allison clearly didn’t want to go back to the way things had been.


      But as for him—


      He hadn’t changed. He wanted to see his angel-girl again.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Two

    


    
      David didn’t look as if her rebuff had had much effect on him, Allison decided. He sat barefoot in the sand, much as he had at ten or twelve.


      He was sun-browned, as he’d been years ago; his hair streaked to a sand color, and his eyes the changeable blue-green of the ocean. And he still had that easy lopsided smile that had once lodged itself in her heart.


      But he wasn’t that boy any longer. The height and breadth of him startled her, as if some trick of photography had taken the boy she knew and turned him into a man.


      David sifted sand through his fingers, apparently content to laze on the beach all day. A spurt of irritation hit her. Was that what he’d turned into—a beachcomber?


      “What brings you back after all this time?” he asked.


      It had been a lifetime, but he didn’t need to know that. “I promised to show Kristie the island. What are you doing these days?” Besides walking on the beach. She didn’t add that, but he probably caught the implication in her tone.


      His eyes crinkled, as if he laughed at her on the inside. He’d always done that when she’d betrayed her ignorance of this natural space between mainland and ocean that he called home.


      “A little of this, a little of that. I help at the inn, run dolphin tours for the tourists.”


      Exasperation filled her. “You’re a bright person, David. You could have done anything with your life.”


      The moment the words were out, she regretted them. Her own track record wasn’t exactly stellar.


      “This is what I want to do.” His voice was gentle. “Maybe you and Kristie would like to go with me one day to see the dolphins.”


      “I’m afraid we won’t have time for that.” She glanced at the cottage, her only tangible asset she’d held on to since the divorce. It was a wonder Richard hadn’t tried to take that, too. “I’ll be too busy getting the cottage fixed up.”


      She’d have to work quickly if she wanted to get the place on the market soon. At least she had her priorities straight now: sell the cottage so she’d have a nest egg; get Kristie through her next surgery; start the new job in Atlanta that would make her and her daughter independent. That left no time in her schedule for something as frivolous as a dolphin tour.


      “I guess you’ll want the cottage in shape for a real sea-island Christmas. Maybe I can give you a hand.”


      “I can take care of it myself.” She stood, brushing sand from her slacks. “Time to go now, Kristie.”


      David picked up the wheelchair. “Let me.”


      She snatched it from him. “I don’t need any help, thanks.”


      No help, no one to depend on. She’d learned that the hard way. From now on she would be tough and practical, and she’d depend only on herself.


      “If that’s the way you want it.” A hint of sadness showed in David’s eyes.


      “It is.”


      He shrugged. “See you around, then.”


      No, she wouldn’t see him. She’d been rude enough that David wouldn’t come back again, and that was for the best.


      So why did she feel as if she’d just lost something important?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Three

    


    
      “Are you sure she won’t come over to supper?” David’s mother turned from the stove to give him a perplexed frown. “There’s plenty, and we’d love to have them.”


      He couldn’t help but smile. There was always plenty to eat at the Dolphin Inn, even when there were no guests checked in. His mother and his gran were used to cooking for a horde of Caldwells.


      “Not today, Momma. Maybe later.” Maybe not at all, judging by the way his angel-girl had brushed him off.


      Gran, her blue eyes wise behind her wire-rimmed glasses, handed him a cookie tin. “You take these cookies for the little girl, then. She won’t turn down something for her child.”


      He kissed her firm cheek. “What makes you so smart?”


      “A lot of livin’.” She swatted him gently on the arm. “You remember, boy. Whatever’s wrong there, Christmas works wonders on the heart.”


      


      Gran’s words lingered in his mind as he drove down the lane to Allison’s cottage. Christmas works wonders. Would even Christmas be enough to bring back the friendship he’d cherished?


      He pulled into the drive, turned off the engine, and hesitated, recognizing the tightness in his belly for what it was. When had he ever been nervous about seeing Allison?


      Something’s hurt her bad, Father, he prayed silently. Something even worse than the child’s problems. Show me what I can do.


      He went to the back door.


      “David.” Allison clearly hadn’t expected to see him. “I’m rather busy.”


      “This won’t take a minute.” He edged past her into the kitchen. The child sat at the round oak table, looking at him warily. “I brought something.” He held up the tin.


      Allison stiffened. “I don’t need—”


      “It’s not for you.” He handed the tin to Kristie. “My gran was baking Christmas cookies. Thought you might like some.”


      “For me?” Her cheeks grew pink when she lifted the lid and saw the iced bells and reindeer. “May I, Mommy? Please?”


      Allison’s shell seemed to melt when she looked at her daughter. “Just one now. I’m making supper.” She glanced at the elderly gas range. “If I can get that monster lit, anyway.”


      He’d learned his lesson when he’d picked up that wheelchair without permission. “May I?” he asked.


      She studied his face before she nodded. “Okay.”


      She watched him as he got the burners going, her attitude that of someone looking at a museum piece. “Are you sure it’s safe?” Her glance toward Kristie was fiercely protective.


      “Seems okay. But you’d best not use the oven until I can check it out.”


      Her face tightened. “I can hire someone to do that.”


      “Sure you can. But why should you?” He leaned against the stove. “Way I see it, you’ve got a lot to do to get this place ready for Christmas. I’m not busy just now. I’d like to give you a hand.”


      There. He’d said it. He held his breath, waiting for the rejection he was sure would come.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Four

    


    
      David’s offer of help hung in the air between them. Instinct told Allison to reject both his help and his friendship.


      He reminded her too much of the girl she used to be—the dreamer who’d expected promises would last forever.


      But she already felt overwhelmed by the amount of work that had to be done on the cottage, and despite her quick words, she really couldn’t afford to hire someone.


      “Maybe you’d better see how bad the cottage is before you make an offer like that.”


      She didn’t miss the relief on his face, and it gave her a twinge of shame. David couldn’t help it that he reminded her she’d once seen the world with a foolish sense of wonder.


      She led the way into the living room. Showing him around didn’t commit her to anything, after all.


      “This doesn’t look bad.” He tugged at a piece of dangling wallpaper. “The paper will come off, and a coat of paint will do wonders.”


      A wave of relief swept over her at his assessment.


      He nodded toward the steps. “How’s the upstairs?”


      “Not as bad as this.” She hesitated, caught between what she wanted and what she needed. “Are you sure you have time to help?”


      His smile was like sunlight on the water. “Absolutely. It’ll be pure pleasure getting this place ready for you and Kristie to enjoy. It’s been empty too long.”


      She almost told him she wasn’t getting it ready to enjoy. She was getting it ready to sell.


      Some instinctive caution stilled the words. David might not be so eager to help if he knew she had no intention of staying. Thoughts of her dwindling bank account and Kristie’s upcoming surgery hung heavy. Perhaps it would be best if David didn’t know her plans.


      She wasn’t lying to him. She just wasn’t telling him everything.


      “Well, that’s great.” She managed to produce a smile. “Since you’re here, maybe you’d give me a hand with these windows.” Anyone buying the place would want to enjoy the ocean breezes. “They’re stuck.”


      “Sure thing.” He gave the nearest window an experimental tug. “Do you have a knife I can use to loosen this paint?”


      She should not be noticing the way his muscles flexed, nor the glint of sunlight on his tanned arms. “I’ll get one.”


      She scurried to the kitchen and back. She gave him the knife, then started to step away. David took her hand.


      “Just hold this for a minute—” he pressed her palm against the frame “—until I can wedge the blade in place.”


      Inches separated them. He was so close she could count the sun wrinkles around his eyes, smell his fresh masculine scent, hear the quick intake of his breath.


      She was not attracted to David Caldwell, she told herself sternly, trying to control her own breathing. He was nothing but an old childhood friend.


      So why couldn’t she get her pulse under control?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Five

    


    
      “Please, Kristie.” Allison’s voice floated down the stairs of the cottage the next day. “You have to exercise to get well.”


      The child’s answer was muted, stubborn, and uncooperative.


      Clearly Allison had a basketful of troubles. Talking with an old friend might help, if David could get her to open up.


      He resumed scraping as she came down. “Hey, Ally.”


      “I see you still say ‘hey’ instead of ‘hi.’” Her smile flickered. “I guess things don’t change on the island.”


      “Not much. Folks get married, have babies, have troubles, but life keeps on going.”


      She picked up a scraper and started working next to him. If she’d seen his words as a conversation opener, she ignored the invitation.


      Maybe he’d best be a bit more direct. “Sounds like that little girl of yours is as stubborn as her momma.”


      Allison ripped a strip of paper loose. “She won’t exercise. The doctors say she has to build up strength for her next surgery.”


      “Next surgery?” Poor child. Poor mother, too.


      She was silent for a moment, as if deciding whether or not to confide in him. “Kristie was born with a malformed hip. She’s had a series of operations. The one next month should be the last.”


      His heart hurt for them. “So you feel like you have to push her.”


      “It’s not just the exercises. She doesn’t want the surgery.” She shoved the scraper so hard it dug into the plaster. “I understand that, but we can’t give up now.”


      He leaned against the wall, studying her determined expression, trying to understand. “So you brought her here.”


      She turned, her arm brushing his as she looked out at the beach. “I remembered how peaceful the island is.”


      He had a brief, fleeting memory of the angel-girl who’d loved the island so much on her vacation visits. She wanted Kristie to have that, too.


      “I thought this place would be good for her—that the change in scene would encourage her to try again.”


      She was talking to him as easily as she always had. Maybe that meant he could ask the question that was haunting his thoughts.


      “What about Kristie’s father? Doesn’t he help with her?”


      Her face tightened. “No.”


      He waited, sure there was more.


      “Everything always had to be perfect for Richard. His wife, his car, his apartment. When his daughter wasn’t…he walked away.” She looked at him, blue eyes direct. “Was that what you wanted to know?”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Six

    


    
      Maybe she’d been wrong to come back to the island. Allison unloaded groceries from the car, frowning. She’d thought this would be good for Kristie, but Kristie hadn’t responded.


      She longed to see her daughter running along the beach the way she used to, arms spread wide as if to take flight with the gulls. No classes, no dance or music lessons, no approved play dates with children from her mother’s social set. Just freedom.


      And David. She seemed to see two figures on the shining sand left by the ebb tide. Always the tanned gangly boy had encouraged, taught, shared the wonders of his world. How much credit was David’s for the happiness she’d found here?


      That was past. This was now. She hauled the remaining bag from the truck and slammed the lid. David had his life, such as it was. Peaceful, probably, but certainly lacking in ambition.


      And she had hers. She had to keep her eyes pinned on her goals. Sell the cottage. Get Kristie through her final surgery. Start the job that would make them independent.


      Repeating the words in her mind, she went into the cottage.


      She set groceries on the table, registering the sounds from the living room. David seemed to be using her absence to play a game with Kristie instead of getting on with the painting.


      She couldn’t complain, she supposed, since she wasn’t paying him. But still—


      She stopped in the doorway, her annoyance draining away.


      “Simon says, ‘Put your hand on your head,’” Kristie said importantly, doing the motion. “Sit on the floor.”


      David, smiling, sat down.


      “I caught you!” Kristie crowed. “I didn’t say ‘Simon says.’ You have to be it.”


      “Maybe your momma should,” he suggested.


      For a moment Allison’s throat was too tight to respond. Kristie, moving as if the heavy brace on her leg weighed nothing. Laughing as she hadn’t laughed in what seemed like months.


      “I’ll be it,” she managed finally. “Just let me put the cold things in the fridge first.” She turned away before either of them could see the tears in her eyes.


      “I’ll give you a hand.” David followed her to the kitchen. “Hope you don’t mind,” he said softly. “I didn’t let her do anything too lively.”


      “Mind?” She reached to him impulsively. “I’m grateful.”


      He caught her hand in a strong grasp that warmed her to her heart. “No need. She’s a great kid. Just like her momma.”


      She tried to ignore the way her heart thumped. Perhaps David’s low-key approach would be as good for Kristie as it had once been for her.


      “Mommy, guess what?” Kristie stood in the doorway, bracing herself with her hands. “David’s going to take us out on his boat tomorrow to look for dolphins. Isn’t that great?”


      Allison pulled her hand away from his, her gaze chilling. Maybe David was good for Kristie. But he had no right to make plans for her—for them—without talking to her first.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Seven

    


    
      David steered the Spyhop slowly into the channel. Kristie, life jacket bright over her navy jacket, bounced with excitement. Allison clasped her daughter, every tense line of her body saying she didn’t want to be here.


      “I’ve never run you aground before. I won’t today.”


      She turned a startled face to him. “I don’t think that.”


      “You grip that rail any tighter, you’re going to bend it.”


      “Not unless I’ve been eating my collard greens.”


      The unexpected response took him back to evenings when Allison had joined the Caldwells for supper. Gran had teased her to try things her own mother wouldn’t have served on her table.


      “Come to supper and you can have some.” He liked seeing her face relax at his teasing. Allison shouldn’t have to go through life tensed up as if waiting for a blow to fall.


      “When will we see the dolphins?” Kristie edged forward.


      “We’re headed for the sound on the other side of the island. The pod is usually there about now.”


      “And if not?” Allison smiled as she got in a little teasing of her own. “How will the dolphin expert explain that?”


      He shook his head in mock sorrow. “I don’t know. They might make me give back my degree.”


      “Degree?”


      He enjoyed her surprise. “Oceanography. Sorry, sugar. I know you had me pegged as a beach bum.”


      “I did not.” But the flush in her cheeks said differently. “I remember you talked about college that last Christmas.”


      He nodded, making the wide turn around the end of the island. They skimmed over the waves toward the sound.


      He remembered that last Christmas, too—especially the look on her mother’s face when she’d seen them walking along the beach, hand in hand. “You never came back. I was sorry.”


      “My mother always had other plans for Christmas.” She smoothed her hand along Kristie’s hair, ruffled by the wind. “And then—well, college, marriage…“


      “Life intervened,” he suggested.


      “I guess.” Her face tightened again. “I haven’t had much time for vacations. I’ve had to be practical.”


      Practical. It seemed a sad word in connection with the girl who’d danced along the beach, hair flowing in the wind.


      “Look.” He throttled back, letting the Spyhop idle on the waves. “There they are.” He pointed as first one, then another dolphin made a silver arc through the waves.


      “Oh.” Eyes shining, Kristie clasped her hands in awe.


      She should look that way more often. The child needed a sense of wonder to sustain her through the difficult times ahead. Didn’t Allison see that?


      He looked at Ally, and his heart seemed to stop at her expression. Ally needed to regain that sense of wonder, too, just as much as her daughter did.


      And if he thought all he wanted from Allison was friendship, he’d been kidding himself.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eight

    


    
      Allison held her breath as the dolphins cartwheeled through the waves. How could she have forgotten that incredible sight?


      “They seem so—” she sought for words “—free.”


      David leaned on the rail next to her, letting the boat rock gently. “They are that. I remember you always loved them.”


      His voice was soft, recalling the past they’d shared. Somehow in the busy stressful years she’d forgotten that, but now it seemed to be here, waiting for her.


      “Look at that one, David.” Her daughter’s face was lit with wonder. “Do they live here always?”


      “They travel, but they always come back to us.”


      He bent close to Kristie as he began telling her some fanciful story about dolphins saving a shipwrecked sailor. Their faces wore identical looks of childlike innocence. Allison had felt that way, too, when she was Kristie’s age. A longing swept over her, powerful as a riptide, to feel that way again.


      No. Her rejection was almost panic-stricken. She couldn’t go back. She had to be practical. She had to take care of herself and Kristie, because no one else would.


      “Do you remember counting dolphins with me, Ally?” David’s smile invited her back into that world she’d left.


      “No.” That was a lie. She remembered. But she shouldn’t. “Is this what you’re doing with your oceanography degree?” She wielded the question like a weapon to push him away.


      He shrugged, refusing to take offense. “Maybe the degree helps me appreciate it more.”


      “You can’t build a career on appreciation. Or dreams.”


      “You can’t build a life without both.”


      He didn’t seem to expect a response to that. He just leaned on the railing next to Kristie, watching the dolphins, apparently content to let the day slip away with the tide.


      She should be telling him how improvident he was. Instead all she could think was how secure he seemed. “You’re happy, aren’t you?”


      The fine lines crinkled around his eyes. “Why not? I live in a place I love. A place my family has loved for generations. Gran says that Caldwells always come back to Caldwell Island, because this is where we belong.”


      Suddenly, Allison realized he wasn’t searching for anything, because he already had it all.


      “You’re a lucky man, David. You have everything you want.”


      Some emotion she couldn’t identify touched his eyes. “Nobody has that. Maybe someday.” He stretched, muscles flexing under his denim shirt. “Today, I’ll settle for this.” His gesture took in the sea, the dolphins, even her and Kristie.


      That sense of freedom she’d felt when she caught her first glimpse of the dolphins seized her again. Maybe today she could push away all the things she should do in favor of what she wanted—to be here, right now, with David and Kristie.


      Just for today.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Nine

    


    
      David eased the boat toward the dock, watching Allison’s relaxed expression harden. Her cares were a visible weight, making his Ally into the brittle, determined woman she’d become.


      “Thank you.” Her voice surprised him with its softness. “I guess you were right. We both needed this.”


      “A little relaxation never hurt anyone.” He had to keep it light, or he’d give in to the longing to try and take her cares away permanently, and that was beyond him.


      He nodded toward the dock. “You’d better get ready. Looks like they’ve sent out the big guns.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Gran’s waiting for us. My loving interfering family thinks you should stay for supper. Nobody ever refuses Gran.”


      “I can’t. I have to go home and get some work done.”


      He shrugged. “Don’t tell me. Tell Gran.”


      He busied himself tying the boat while Ally and his grandmother skirmished. The result was predictable.


      


      “Have another piece of key lime pie,” his mother urged.


      Allison shook her head. “I couldn’t possibly.”


      They’d had dessert and coffee in the living room, watching as his sister Miranda and her boy, Sammy, lured Kristie into making Christmas tree ornaments out of shells. Kristie, shy at first, had thawed under the flow of warmth from his family.


      Ally had, too, but she was fighting it. “I really have to go home and get some work done,” she said for the third time.


      “No need to hurry off.” His father stretched long legs out toward the fire. “If David’s not giving you enough help, you say the word and I’ll bring Daniel and Theo over to work.”


      Allison looked a little overwhelmed at the thought of all those Caldwell men in her small cottage. “Thanks, but we’re doing fine. I do need to get Kristie home before she falls asleep.”


      “I’m awake.” Kristie’s words were interrupted by a yawn.


      David grinned and got up. “I’ll drive you.”


      Daniel and Theo embarked on a mock battle over who got to carry Kristie to the car that had the child giggling. David’s mother shoved a plate of pie into Allison’s hands.


      “Come again tomorrow,” she urged. “Or if you can’t do that, at least promise you’ll spend Christmas Eve with us.”


      Ally evaded the invitation politely, and they finally escaped the clutch of family. David paused for a moment on the porch, waiting while Theo put Kristie in the backseat.


      “Do you remember telling me once you wanted a family like mine?” He looked at Allison, laughter in his voice.


      “I remember.” For an instant, unguarded longing shone in her eyes.


      David’s heart clenched. Was that what she’d tried to have with Richard?


      And after a failure like that, would she ever be willing to try again?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Ten

    


    
      What on earth had gotten into her? Allison stared at live oaks draped with Spanish moss as David drove them back to the cottage. She’d practically agreed to spend Christmas with the Caldwells.


      She was as drawn to their warmth now as she had been years ago, when she’d seen the contrast with her cold, barren home life. But now she had Kristie and her own independence to hold on to.


      The car pulled up to the cottage. She’d left lights on, and they showed yellow and welcoming through the new curtains.


      “It looks like home,” he said lightly.


      “Yes.” She shook off the tempting thought. “I’m afraid our apartment in Atlanta isn’t quite so cozy.”


      “How soon will you go?” He sounded as if it mattered.


      “I promised Kristie we’d stay until her surgery. Mid-January.” She glanced toward the backseat. “She’s asleep.”


      “I’ll get her.”


      He was lifting Kristie before Allison could get out. Having David around didn’t do her drive for independence a lot of good. She opened the front door and nodded toward the couch.


      “Just put her there. I’ll take her up in a bit.”


      David settled Kristie on the couch, tucking the afghan around her gently. He smoothed her tousled hair. “What a sweetheart she is.”


      There was a lump in her throat the size of a baseball. He saw the beauty in Kristie that her own father had never discerned.


      “Yes. I wish—” She wished so much for her child.


      “She’s going to be fine.”


      “Yes.” She had to believe that. She cleared her throat. “Thank you, David. For everything.” She held the door open.


      He started through, then paused on the threshold and touched her arm, nodding toward the ocean. “Look.”


      She stepped out onto the porch with him. A nearly full moon cast a shimmering silver pathway across the dark water, mesmerizing in its beauty.


      “Your grandmother used to tell us a story,” she said softly. “Something about sailing off on a stream of moonbeams to wonderful adventures. I dreamed about that for years.”


      “Good dreams, I hope.” He was very close, his voice a low baritone rumble.


      “The best.” An odd, somehow familiar longing touched her. She wanted— What? She didn’t know.


      That sent a tinge of panic through her. She knew what she wanted—sell the cottage; get through Kristie’s surgery; start her new job. Why did she feel so uncertain? She shivered.


      “You’re cold. You should go in.” David touched her, his palms warm on her arms.


      She should. But somehow her gaze tangled with David’s; somehow his hands were drawing her close, his lips finding hers, and the world went spinning away along the path of moonbeams.


      She pulled away, her lips cold where his had been. This was crazy. She turned and bolted into the cottage before she could do something even crazier, like kiss him again.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eleven

    


    
      David whistled as he drove down the lane. Ally was going back to Atlanta in three weeks, but she and Kristie would come for weekends, maybe longer while Kristie recuperated.


      Even Allison’s rapid retreat after their kiss didn’t discourage him. They had plenty of time for their relationship to grow, and they had years of friendship to build it on.


      He parked and took the box he’d brought into the cottage, finding Kristie at the kitchen table.


      “Hey, sugar. I have something for you from Sammy.”


      Kristie slid from the chair, grabbed her crutches, and went into the living room without even acknowledging his presence.


      So much for all his good cheer.


      “I’m sorry.” Ally kept her voice low. “Kristie woke up when we were on the porch last night. She saw us.”


      “Saw us kissing, you mean.”


      Her gaze evaded his. “I tried to explain that we’re just friends. That it didn’t mean anything.”


      He put the sand dollar he’d brought on the table, then arranged the glue and glitter in a neat row. “Didn’t it?”


      “No.” That sounded firm, but she didn’t meet his eyes.


      “Maybe I should talk to her.”


      “I think it’s better to forget it.” She did meet his gaze then, and he saw that she didn’t just mean Kristie.


      She might be able to forget, but he didn’t think he would.


      “Well, guess I’d better get to work, then.” He carried a paint can into the living room. Kristie was curled on the couch with a book. “Sammy sent you a sand dollar shell and some glitter and glue. So you can make a Christmas ornament if you want.”


      Kristie put the book down, still not speaking.


      He bent to open the paint can. “If you need any help, just tell me.” He started painting.


      By the time Allison got her brush and joined him, Kristie had made her way to the table and was bending over the shell.


      “Thank you.” Allison concentrated on the paint she was applying. “And tell Sammy thanks, too.”


      He suppressed a smile. Ally and her daughter were alike in more than just looks.


      By the time they’d finished the woodwork along one wall, Allison was talking normally again, as if determined to show him that she had forgotten that kiss.


      “David?” Kristie’s voice was small. “Could you help me?”


      “Sure thing.” He found her ready to attach the hanging string. “Hey, great job. Do you know why we use the sand dollar for Christmas?” He felt Ally move, standing behind him.


      Kristie shook her head. “Tell me.”


      “See, on this side is the shape of an Easter lily, and inside it is a star.” He turned it over. “On the other side is a poinsettia. So the sand dollar is perfect for Christmas.”


      Kristie dangled the ornament from one finger. “Thank you for helping me. I’m sorry I acted mean.”


      He touched her cheek lightly. “Friends help each other.”


      Kristie’s smile flashed. Apparently their crisis was over.


      But Ally—he could feel the tension that went through her at his words. And he didn’t have the slightest idea why.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Twelve

    


    
      Allison had felt guilty all afternoon, and nothing she had said to herself seemed to help. She scrubbed paint off her hands at the kitchen sink, trying to ignore the feeling. She couldn’t.


      David had gone home after painting all day, whistling as happily as if she’d given him a gift by letting him work. She didn’t feel that carefree, unfortunately.


      His innocent comment to Kristie about friends helping each other had stung her. David helped because he had a good heart, and because he lived in a place where such simple acts of kindness were routine.


      And all the while she was deceiving him—carefully avoiding the truth about why she was fixing up the cottage. If he knew she intended to sell it…


      Well, what? Did she imagine he’d stop helping her if he knew that? That was silly. David wasn’t that kind of person.


      Maybe she was just afraid of the disappointment in his eyes if he knew she’d kept it from him. David’s honesty had always made her want to measure up. Somehow that hadn’t changed.


      A car pulling into the drive brought her to the window with a ridiculous leap of her heart. It wasn’t David. His grandmother came toward the door, carrying a basket.


      She opened the door. “Mrs. Caldwell, how nice to see you.”


      “Just dropping by with a little something for your supper. I know you and David have been painting all day.” She bustled in, put the basket on the table, and started unloading it.


      “You didn’t need to do that.” She felt helpless in the face of all this goodwill. She couldn’t very well close the door to keep out kindness, but it only increased her guilt.


      “This is chicken pot pie, and that one’s pickled beets. And I brought another tin of my Christmas cookies, ‘cause David said your little girl really enjoyed them.”


      “You’re all being too kind.”


      “I don’t reckon there’s such a thing as too kind.” Her faded blue eyes, sharp behind her glasses, inspected Allison.


      “David’s here every day helping, and now you come with food.” There was a ridiculous stinging behind her eyes.


      “David comes because he wants to. After all, the two of you were always special to each other. Now that you’re back, it’s only natural he wants to help.”


      Special to each other. “I’m not here to stay for good, you know. I’ll be starting a job in Atlanta in a few months.”


      Gran Caldwell just smiled and shook her head. “You still belong here, even if you spend some of the time away.”


      “I don’t—”


      But David’s grandmother was already picking up her basket. “I’d best get home. Don’t you worry about David. Land, that boy was over here fixing the roof when we didn’t know if you’d ever come back. He’s not going to mind a bit of painting.”


      She whisked out the door before Allison could say anything, even supposing the huge ball of guilt in her throat would have allowed her to speak. David had fixed the roof, and he’d never even mentioned it. How much more did she owe him?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Thirteen

    


    
      Allison waited, nervous but determined, for David to arrive. She had to find out how much the materials had cost to fix the roof, even if he wouldn’t take money for labor. And she also had to tell him the truth about why she was fixing the place.


      This was no big deal, she assured herself. But that didn’t seem to erase the sensation of dread in her stomach.


      It was just as well that she had to be out for the rest of the day. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and they’d skip working. By the time the holiday was over, they’d both be back to normal.


      The sound of his footstep on the porch sent her pulse accelerating. Yes, indeed, normal was certainly a good idea.


      “Hey.” He stopped, taking in her business suit. “What’s happening? You don’t look ready for painting.”


      “I have to go to Beaufort today. The firm I’m going to be working for asked me to take care of something for them.”


      “The day before Christmas Eve? Can’t they wait until after the holiday?”


      She’d asked herself that, but it annoyed her coming from him. “This job could take me right to the top. I can’t refuse the first thing they’ve asked me to do.”


      His gaze assessed her. “Fine. Kristie can stay with me.”


      “No, I’ll take Kristie along.” She swallowed. Just say it. “But I wanted to ask you something. Your grandmother said you fixed the roof on the cottage. I’m sure that must have cost something for materials, and I want to pay you.”


      He looked just as offended by that as she’d thought he would. “You don’t owe me a thing,” he said flatly.


      “But the roofing materials—”


      “We always have stuff like that around the inn for repairs. We don’t want money for doing a neighbor a good turn.”


      Her frustration probably didn’t make sense, but she felt it anyway. “But I wasn’t even here then. And after the way my parents let the place deteriorate, I’d think you’d be glad to see it fall down.”


      “I knew you’d want the cottage someday.”


      “How?” She wanted to shout at him. “How did you know?”


      He shrugged. “I knew. People don’t change all that much. You always loved this place, even though your folks didn’t. I knew you could never sell it.”


      Now was clearly the moment to tell him that she was doing just that. Unfortunately the words seemed lodged in her throat, unwilling to come out.


      As little as she wanted to acknowledge it, she knew why.


      She didn’t want to lose what they had. It could never be anything but friendship, but she didn’t want to risk it.


      Kristie appeared in the doorway, still in her pajamas.


      “Kristie, what are you doing? I said to get dressed.”


      “I don’t want to go. I want to stay with David.”


      “You can’t.” She glanced at her watch. This had taken more time than it should, and she was already late.


      “She can stay with me.” David smiled. “No problem.”


      No problem for him. For her, it was just one more reason to feel grateful to him. And one more reason to feel guilty.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Fourteen

    


    
      “The wise man built his house upon the rock,” Kristie sang as she patted sand onto her sandcastle.


      David grinned. “We just have sand to build on here.”


      Kristie glanced toward the cottage. “Do the houses fall down, then?” Her small face was serious.


      “Not your house,” he assured her. He patted the sandcastle. “The tide will take this away, but your house is structurally sound. That means it’s strong inside, even if we did need to do a little painting to make it look nice.”


      His thoughts slipped to Ally, as they had a tendency to do too often. When he’d seen her dressed in her power suit instead of her jeans and sweatshirt, every hair in place, she’d been a different person—smart, ambitious, determined.


      But that brittle sophistication was on the surface, wasn’t it? Underneath, where it counted, Ally was sound.


      Kristie scraped at the sand with a shell. “I wish we didn’t ever have to go away from here.”


      I wish that, too, sugar, David thought. But he couldn’t say it.


      “Your momma told me you don’t want to have your operation,” he said carefully. “But it sure would be nice if next time you come, we could play sandpiper tag.”


      Kristie looked up, intrigued. “What’s sandpiper tag?”


      “Your momma and I used to play that.” He saw Ally running, laughing, happy. He pointed to a row of sandpipers strutting along the wet sand. “It’s like tag, but you can’t tap someone without running between the sandpipers first.”


      “I can’t do that.” She frowned at her brace.


      “After you have your operation, you will.” Please, God.


      “But if I’m well—” She paused, digging her fingers into the sand. “If I’m better, Mommy will go to work all the time.”


      He hesitated, aware that Ally probably wouldn’t appreciate his interference. But the child deserved someone to listen.


      “I guess maybe she’ll have to, so she can earn money to take care of you. She’ll still spend a lot of time with you.”


      Kristie shook her head, her silky blond hair obscuring her expression. “She’ll work all the time, like Daddy. I heard her one time. She told him he was doing it to stay away from me.”


      “Oh, honey.” His heart hurt for them. “That’s not true for your momma. She loves you more than anything.”


      Her lower lip came out. “Maybe that’s why Mommy wants me to have the operation. So she can go to work every day instead of staying with me.”


      He took her sandy hand in a firm grip. “Now, that’s just plain silly. Your momma wants you to have that operation so you can be better. So you can run and play and have fun. I know that as well as I know that the tide’s gonna come in.”


      Kristie looked up at him, fear and hope battling in her blue eyes. “You sure?”


      “Positive.” He made it just as strong as he could, relieved when hope won out in her expression.


      He’d talk to Ally. He’d help her understand Kristie’s fears. They’d find a solution to make both of them happy.


      To make all three of them happy.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Fifteen

    


    
      If Allison’s mind whirled any faster, she wouldn’t be able to drive. She crossed the bridge onto the island, trying to think this through rationally. The firm actually wanted her to start her new job two days after Christmas.


      Her initial reaction had been that it was impossible, but that wasn’t an option. Needing someone in the office immediately, her future boss had made it clear: She started, or the job went to someone else.


      So she had no choice. She’d have to put the cottage on the market tomorrow, if she could find a Realtor open. Get a nanny for Kristie—


      Kristie would not be happy. She’d remind Allison of her promise to stay on the island until the time of the surgery. Somehow, Allison would have to make her daughter understand. This job would secure their future.


      She had to tell someone else, too. David would be—what? Sad? Disappointed? Angry?


      She didn’t know. But as she pulled in next to his car, she knew she was about to find out.


      They were sitting at the table in the kitchen, playing a board game. She paused for a moment. They made a nice picture.


      “Mommy!” Kristie’s face lit up. “I beat David two times!”


      “That’s great, honey.” She put her bag down and took a deep breath. The moment was here, and she didn’t know how to say it.


      “Has something happened?” David read her too easily.


      “I have some news.” She took another breath. It didn’t help. “I talked to my new boss today. He wants me to start my job right away. Right after Christmas.”


      Kristie went from smiling to tearful in a second. “Mommy, no! You promised we’d stay here until my operation. I don’t want to go back.”


      “I know I promised, Kristie, but I have to do this. It’ll be okay. I’ll find someone really nice to stay with you.”


      “I don’t want someone nice. I want to stay here!” Kristie slid off her chair and lurched toward the other room. “I hate you!”


      “Kristie—” Allison started after her, her eyes swimming with tears. But David caught her hand.


      “Wait.”


      She tried to shake him off. “I have to go to her.”


      “There’s something you have to hear first.” His eyes were very serious. “Something Kristie told me today.”


      She stopped, held by his expression. “What?”


      Now David looked reluctant to speak. “She talked about why she doesn’t want to have the operation.”


      She seemed to feel his heart beating through his hand. He was going to say something she didn’t want to hear—she knew it.


      “Kristie said she doesn’t want to have the operation because if she’s well, you’ll leave her to go to work. She said that’s what her father did. He worked a lot, so he didn’t have to be around her.”


      The words stabbed straight to her heart.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Sixteen

    


    
      David didn’t want to cause her pain, but however it hurt, Ally had to know why Kristie was so opposed to the surgery.


      “I’m sorry.” His words were inadequate.


      “Why did she tell you? What did you say to her?”


      “I tried to reassure her that you love her, that’s all. We were talking about all the things she could do when you come back to the island after her operation.”


      “We won’t be back.”


      Now it was his turn to stare, stunned. “What?”


      Her face had lost all the softness it had acquired since she’d returned. “I’m selling the cottage. I can’t afford a vacation house, and our future is in Atlanta, not here.”


      He shook his head slowly, trying to take it in. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


      “Because I thought you wouldn’t help if you knew.”


      “Ally—” He didn’t know what to say to that. “You know that’s not true. We’re friends.”


      She rubbed her forehead, and for an instant he thought her eyes shimmered with tears. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I just couldn’t figure out how to tell you.”


      He tried to push away his own feelings long enough to figure out what she needed. “Look, are you sure this is what you really want? A job so demanding it will consume your life?”


      “It’s a good job,” she said, looking as stubborn as Kristie sometimes did.


      “Good for you and Kristie? Or good because it will bring in a high salary?”


      Her temper flared. “That’s not fair. I have a child to support. I can’t afford to work only when I want to. I need a real job.”


      This was probably not the moment to say that his job was real, even though it wasn’t as prestigious as the position that waited for her in Atlanta.


      “You don’t have to go back to the city for that. You could work in Beaufort and live right here in the cottage. Kristie could have friends around her and the kind of life you always said you wanted.”


      “I was twelve when I said that. I didn’t know anything.” Her mouth firmed. “I’ve learned, believe me. I can’t count on anyone else. I’ve made my plans, and I’ll follow them.”


      “Gran would say we’re not in charge of planning our own lives.”


      “Your grandmother is a lovely person, but I have to do what I think is best for my child.”


      With her face hard and determined and her voice brittle, she didn’t look anything like the girl he remembered.


      “All right, Ally.” He felt a flicker of anger. “But while you’re doing what you’ve planned, just be careful you don’t turn into the same kind of person your husband was.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Seventeen

    


    
      “Come on, Kristie. Help me put some ornaments on the tree.” Allison had run out on Christmas Eve to get a small tree, in spite of the fact that they’d be leaving soon, hoping that might make her daughter happy. It wasn’t working.


      “I want to go to David’s house.” Kristie shoved her lower lip out. “They invited us, remember?”


      “I know, but—” But what? She could hardly tell her daughter that she wasn’t sure of her welcome there. Or that she didn’t want to be confronted by David, challenging her decisions.


      I’m right. I know. I have to take care of my daughter.


      But David’s words kept coming back to her every moment that she wasn’t actively pushing them away. Are you sure you’re doing what’s right for Kristie? That was what his argument amounted to. Are you sure you aren’t turning into the same kind of person your husband was?


      Of course she wasn’t. Was she arguing with David or with God?


      You gave me this special child. Surely You expect me to take care of her as best I can.


      Turning into the same kind of person your husband was? Had she really begun measuring herself by Richard’s standards?


      She rejected that, a little panic-stricken. If she didn’t have the plans she’d been relying on, what did she have?


      Help me. Please, she prayed. Show me that the decisions I’ve made are right for us.


      The knock at the door came on the heels of her prayer, almost like an Amen.


      She opened it to find David standing on the porch. For a moment she could only stare at him. “David.”


      He lifted an eyebrow. “It’s Christmas Eve. You promised to spend it with us, remember?”


      “I don’t remember promising anything.”


      “Mommy, you did. You promised.” Kristie’s pout had vanished as she hobbled to the door. “We have to go to David’s. I want to put my sand dollar on his tree.”


      David smiled at her. “You go get it, okay?”


      “Okay.” She hurried toward the kitchen, eyes shining.


      David looked at Allison, and she felt a ridiculous longing to step forward into his arms and rest her head on his shoulder.


      “Well?”


      “I wasn’t sure you’d want us to come now.”


      He reached out, taking her hands in both of his. “Sugar, if that isn’t the silliest thing I ever heard, I don’t know what is.”


      His warmth flowed along her skin.


      “Come on,” he teased. “You know we’re friends, no matter where we are.”


      She did know that, didn’t she? “Okay. Christmas Eve with the Caldwells it is.”

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Eighteen

    


    
      The whole downstairs of the inn overflowed with Caldwells—sisters, brothers, cousins. And kids, running around, dodging between adults, filled with all the excitement of Christmas. His mother, Gran, and Miranda had filled countless trays with more food than anyone could possibly eat, but everyone who came through the door brought more. The air was filled with the mingled scents of pine, cookies, baked ham, roast turkey.


      David spotted Kristie in the living room near the tree. She wasn’t running, of course, but she seemed to be having a good time. Sammy, bless his good heart, was sitting on the rug playing a game with her.


      When David had lifted her up to hang her sand dollar on the tree, she’d put her arms around his neck and squeezed. He’d felt as if she was squeezing his heart.


      He’d managed to put himself in a position so he could see Ally wherever she moved. Right now she was helping his sister arrange cookies on a platter. Their heads were together, and they were laughing.


      In a few days she’d be gone. She and Kristie would go back out of his life as suddenly as they’d appeared, and he might never see them again.


      There’s nothing you can do, he told himself. Ally’s changed. She’s not the girl you remember.


      Had she changed? Maybe. Or maybe he was being a coward.


      He’d given her every reason she should stay on the island. Except the real one.


      Don’t go. Stay with me. I love you.


      He couldn’t say that to her. She hadn’t given him any indication that she would welcome it.


      Except for the kiss. That had been real.


      It wasn’t very practical of him, falling in love on the basis of one kiss.


      But it hadn’t just been one kiss—it had been a lifetime of knowing her.


      And she already thought he wasn’t very practical.


      His gaze found her again. Now she stood in the archway, chatting with his grandmother. As if she felt his gaze, she looked up at him. Her eyes, wide and startled, were the eyes of the girl he’d known.


      Ally was actually the one person who might understand if he came right out with what was in his heart. They’d always been able to speak to each other heart to heart, without worrying about what they should say or how it would sound.


      He’d tell her. He owed it to both of them to say it at least once before she left.


      He shoved away from the mantel he’d been leaning against. It shouldn’t be hard to detach her from Gran. Gran always had a sixth sense about things like that.


      He’d taken one step toward her when he heard a clatter, a crash, and a cry. He spun around, searching automatically for Kristie.


      One of the running children had bumped into the Christmas tree. Kristie stood, hands pressed against her lips, eyes desolate. Her sand dollar lay shattered on the floor.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Nineteen

    


    
      Allison would have recognized that cry anywhere. Kristie. She turned toward the living room, gaze searching for her daughter.


      She was all right. At least, she didn’t seem to be hurt. Allison hurried across the room toward the tree, weaving through the running children.


      David had reached Kristie first. He knelt next to her, drawing her into the circle of his arms. Allison was caught by the tender expression on his face and by the way her daughter leaned against him.


      She vaguely heard Miranda shepherding the other children into the dining room. The room grew quiet around them, and she moved closer to David and Kristie.


      “I know,” David’s soft drawl was even softer than usual. “I know how disappointed you are, sugar. It was a beautiful ornament, and you made it yourself.”


      Kristie sniffled. “You gave me the shell. I wanted it to be on your tree forever and ever, so you wouldn’t forget me.”


      Allison tried to swallow, but her throat wouldn’t work. David had been more of a father to Kristie in one week than Richard had in her whole life.


      “Honey, I couldn’t forget you.” David sounded as if he had trouble with his throat, too. “No matter how far away you go, I could never, ever, forget you. We’re friends for always. And I’ll find you another sand dollar. Promise.”


      Kristie wiped tears with the back of her hand. “It won’t be the same.” She looked down at the shattered shell.


      David held her closer. “You remember the story I told you about why we use the sand dollar for Christmas?”


      “Because it has the poinsettia on it.”


      “That’s right. But there’s something else I didn’t tell you.” He leaned over the broken shell, pointing. “See those five white things that came out of the shell?”


      Kristie nodded. “They look like little birds.”


      “That’s what they are. There are five tiny doves inside each sand dollar, and when it’s broken, they go free.”


      Allison knelt next to them carefully, as if the moment might shatter like the shell. “That’s a beautiful story, isn’t it, Kristie?”


      Her daughter nodded slowly, as if unwilling to give up her sorrow. “I guess so.” She leaned closer. “They really are like little doves.”


      Free. The thought confused Allison. They’re free.


      Kristie’s smile flickered, lighting her face. “Can I get Sammy and show him?”


      David tousled her hair. “Sure thing.”


      Kristie hurried toward the other room, her brace thumping.


      Allison’s vision blurred with the tears she hadn’t wanted her daughter to see. Oddly enough, she could still make out the doves, flying free. They gave her an odd sensation, the way she’d felt when she’d watched the dolphins arcing through the waves.


      She’d asked for a sign, hadn’t she?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter Twenty

    


    
      David saw the tears on Allison’s cheeks. He caught her hands, drawing her to her feet, wanting to wipe away the tears and not quite daring to.


      “She’s going to be all right.”


      “Thanks to you.”


      It looked as if he had the chance he’d wanted. “Can we talk?”


      She nodded. “There’s something I need to tell you.”


      Kristie was coming back into the living room, accompanied by a flood of kids who slowed their steps to hers.


      “Looks like privacy’s going to be in short supply in here.” David nodded toward the door. “Let’s step out onto the porch.”


      The wraparound porch was dim and cool. Out in the darkness, the Christmas lights strung on the boats reflected the stars. This was Christmas for him—not sleigh bells and snow, but lights shimmering on the water.


      He turned to Ally. “You said you wanted to tell me something.” Whatever it was, he couldn’t let it deter him from telling her how he felt.


      “I couldn’t get away from what you said yesterday.” She looked at him, her eyes troubled. “I kept thinking about it all day. That I was turning myself into someone like Richard.”


      “I shouldn’t have said that.”


      “Yes, you should.” She hesitated, and he heard the whisper of her breath. “I’d begun to see that the life I had with Richard wasn’t right, even before Kristie. But I intended to hold our marriage together. I was devastated when it broke apart.”


      The Ally he remembered didn’t give up once she’d started something. “It wasn’t your fault.”


      “No. But I didn’t realize…until you said what you did. I’ve been trying to rebuild that same world for Kristie, even though it was never what I wanted. I didn’t realize I could be free. I could create a different life for us.”


      Like the doves. Freed by breaking.


      She drew a shuddering breath. “I’m not taking the job. It wouldn’t be fair to Kristie. I need to get her through the surgery before I do anything. Then…we’ll see.”


      That was his cue, wasn’t it? He took her hands.


      “Don’t go away, Allison. You belong here. Stay.” He breathed a silent prayer. “I love you. No pressure. I know you’re not going to rush into anything. You have Kristie to consider. But I love you. Both of you. And I’ll wait as long as I have to.”


      She tilted her head back, her hair flowing over her shoulders. The starlight seemed to be reflected in her eyes.


      She looked at him for a long moment. Then she smiled. “You don’t have to wait.” She lifted her face for his kiss.


      He had his angel-girl back…to stay.
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