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        Every step you take,

        Every keystroke you make,

        Every single click,

        Every password you pick,

        I’ll be watching you.

      

      

      

      
        
        ALEXANDRIA ROCKWELL
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ALEXA

          

        

      

    

    
      “That’s enough; you can go now.”

      “Mais mademoiselle, il nous reste encore trente minutes.”

      “I’m done.”

      I hadn’t wanted a massage in the first place, but Chase—my companion, Man Friday, assistant, bestie, whatever you wanted to call him—had insisted. “You’re stressed,” he told me. “You need to learn to relax.”

      As if relaxation were something to be studied like French or coding. Not that I’d ever really needed to study coding—I spoke programming languages better than I spoke human ones.

      “Hey, wait. Wipe the oil off before you leave, okay?” I gritted my teeth. “S’il vous plaît?”

      Politeness didn’t come naturally to me. Peopling in general didn’t come naturally. Apart from Chase and two sets of colleagues, I avoided company as much as possible. Why sit in a restaurant when I could get food delivered and spend the evening with me, myself, and I? Restaurants were full of micro dangers—drunk people, weird men hitting on you, questionable bathrooms, cutlery that didn’t feel right in your hands…

      As of today, I’d been hopping around the world for six weeks straight. From Austria to Poland to Japan to Argentina to Jamaica to France, never staying in the same place for long. Why was I hopping all over the world? Because I’d hooked my bestie up with a hot guy, and now she was mad at me. Sounds crazy, huh? I mean, she should have been thrilled.

      But no, she was more focused on the fact that I’d tricked her onto an airplane with him when they were on a break than on the happy ending I’d gifted them, so now I was waiting for her anger to simmer down. Jerry Knight didn’t like being tricked. She didn’t much like anything, if her resting bitch face was any indicator, but now I was hanging out far, far away until she accepted that I had, in fact, done her a favour. Oh, did I mention she was an assassin? Yeah, she killed people for a living. Okay, I killed people too sometimes, but not with guns and blood and stuff. That was gross. No, I merely finagled them into situations where they stopped breathing.

      The masseuse wiped gloop off my back and then scuttled out of the room without another word. Was I mean to her? Chase said I should be nicer, and I tried occasionally, but I wasn’t always sure it worked. It was easier to stay away from people. They gave me the ick anyway. Unfortunately, I couldn’t avoid human interaction completely—I had a business to run, plus hotel staff had an annoying habit of buzzing around me like pesky mosquitoes. Is everything okay with your room? Our concierge is here to help you with whatever you want, ma’am. Do you have enough towels? Maybe I should have rented actual houses instead of penthouses, but when Chase went out, the houses felt empty and weird and a little scary. Having no people around was worse. They just needed to stay on the periphery of my world, that was all.

      I shrugged into a fluffy white robe and tied it securely. Only a shower would get the rest of that oil off, but first, I needed to check my email. My company more or less ran itself, but I still liked to stay in the loop, plus I was messaging back and forth with a romance scammer who thought I was a lonely middle-aged nurse from Wisconsin, and I was so freaking close to turning the tables. I already had his real name, his address, and his banking information, but I was almost certain he had a brokerage account, and I wanted that too.

      Not for me, you understand. I gave away as much cash as I could, but I was still stuck with a lot of recovered funds, especially in crypto. Do you know how hard it is to give away a million bucks? Folks asked awkward questions, like “Where did this money come from?” And I wasn’t going to answer those. Anyhow, I figured it was better squirrelled away in my offshore accounts than funding a shitbag’s luxury lifestyle, so I carried on.

      Where was Chase? I checked my watch. Why wasn’t he back yet? He’d gone out to pick up a late breakfast half an hour ago, and the boulangerie was only two streets away. Yes, the hotel offered a serviceable breakfast, but I liked my pain au chocolat from Le Plaisir. Not only did they sell the best macarons in Paris, but their pain au chocolat was excellent too—not too flaky, and you could really taste the butter. I glanced down and poked my stomach. Dammit, I’d have to do more exercise. And I hated exercise. Yoga was okay, a walking desk was fine, but running? No, thanks. Once, I’d burned off the calories through nervous energy, always looking over my shoulder, but my life had gradually settled down over the past few years, and now⁠—

      Wait.

      Why was there a package of crackers on my desk?

      They weren’t even French crackers, they were graham crackers, a snack so tasteless they were barely edible even with chocolate and marshmallow sandwiched between them. Chase would never soil my palate that way, which meant…

      No.

      Oh, no.

      I clutched the robe tighter around me as Jez stepped off the balcony.

      “Nice view,” she said. “Being a conniving little bitch does have its perks.”

      I groaned as I remembered the message she’d sent me last month, right after I routed her through secondary screening at Miami International in order to delay her boarding until the last possible second.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jez

      

      
        I will hunt you down. I will hunt you down and force-feed you dry crackers until you choke on the soggy crumbs.

      

      

      

      

      

      And my reply?

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Gotta catch me first. Enjoy San Gallicano.

      

      

      

      

      

      Now she was here.

      Fuck.

      “Congratulations on not totally screwing up your relationship with Cole. I take it you’ve come to thank me?”

      “Thank you for engineering me into a position where I had to talk to a man I’d been avoiding?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Even when it was clear I didn’t want to go?”

      “It worked out okay, right? You like Cole, and he likes you back. The weirdo,” I added under my breath.

      “So you think it’s okay to push an unwilling woman into a man’s arms just as long as she secretly likes him?”

      “Absolutely.” I glanced at the crackers. “Those are a joke, right?”

      “Yes, they’re a joke.”

      Phew. “Well, Chase will be back with breakfast soon.”

      “You don’t have time to eat breakfast.”

      “Sure I do. I cancelled the second half of my massage.”

      How did people find massages relaxing? Having someone’s hands all over you, poking and prodding… Okay, so the kinks in my shoulders felt better for a day or two, but any benefit was outweighed by the yuck factor.

      “You’ll be using that time to pack.”

      “Pack? What for? I’m staying here for another week unless—” Unless Jez found me, which was an irrelevant issue now. “Never mind.”

      “We’re going to California.”

      “What? No. I’m going to Napoli next.”

      As a teenager, I’d spent months wondering where my next meal was coming from, so was it really a surprise that I made food a priority now that I had the means to do so? No one made pizza like the Italians.

      “Guess again.”

      “I don’t have to guess again. All I have to do is call the charter company and tell them I need a jet to Italy.”

      Yes, I freelanced for Jez’s team of psycho-bitches, but I was perfectly capable of working remotely, and they were based in Nevada anyway. And I hated California. My parents lived there, and in a state of forty million people, I still dreaded the thought of accidentally running into my plastic-fantastic mom. Although time had helped to ease that fear. Would Eliana Rockwell even recognise me these days? I hadn’t seen her since I was thirteen.

      Jez made a noise like a game show buzzer. “Nah-ah.”

      “Yeah-ah.”

      That grin made me twitchy. Jez was one of my oldest friends, and I knew what her cunning smirk meant. It meant she was about to fuck somebody over, and I was the only person in the room. Uh-oh.

      “Nolan’s laptop broke, and I volunteered your services to fix it.” Jez glanced at her watch. “He’s expecting you for breakfast, which means you need to pack and get to the airport.”

      “What?”

      “The airport. It’s the place where airplanes take off. Unless you’re planning to swim across the Atlantic, but you don’t like getting your face wet, so…”

      Yes, whatever. I was still hung up on the “Nolan” part.

      Nolan.

      There was only one Nolan in my life, or rather, out of my life. Nolan de Luca, our former roommate, my teenage crush, and the man I’d never be able to face again without dying of embarrassment. Or reliving the past I’d rather forget.

      Ruby’s broken body lying in the tower.

      A killer walking among us.

      The authorities realising that Alexa Stone and Alexandria Rockwell were one and the same person.

      The day before Child Protective Services came to take me away, I broke down in his arms, a first for me. Not the breaking-down part—I’d done that plenty of times before, always alone, and always quietly. But he’d never hugged me that way, and I’d never kissed him. Oh, I’d thought about doing it. Dreamed about it. But not once had those dreams ended with him pushing me away and telling me it couldn’t possibly work.

      In the end, it was Dawson Masters who’d come through. My first night in a foster home, I’d called him in the early hours, begged him to pick me up. I think he knew I’d run anyway, and he figured driving me to the bus station was better than letting me walk there in the dark. Except I hadn’t taken a bus cross-country as everyone assumed. No, I’d headed to the airport, chartered a private jet, and flown to Italy on a passport I’d bought from a guy on the dark web. My roommates knew I was making a little money by then, but they had no idea quite how big my bank balance had grown. Except for Jez. Jez saw too much, heard too much, and knew too much, which was how she’d found me yet again, this time in Paris.

      “I’m not going to the US.”

      “So you’re going to let Nolan down?”

      “I’ll mail him a new laptop.”

      “It isn’t the hardware that’s the issue. The issue is that he had a decade’s worth of accounting records and his entire CRM database on the hard drive.”

      “So can’t he just restore from the backup?”

      Jez looked at me, and I looked at Jez.

      “Tell me Nolan has a backup.”

      Silence. Of course Nolan didn’t have a backup. Nolan was kind, patient, great with his hands, and shit with computers.

      “Okay, fine. Tell him I’ll send the laptop plus a technician to transfer the data.”

      That damn smirk came back. “Won’t work.”

      “Why not? Did he accidentally run it through a wood chipper?”

      I mean, anything was possible with Nolan. He’d managed to drop his phone into a blender once.

      “No, he accidentally clicked on a phishing link, and ransomware disappeared the data before he panicked and pulled the battery.”

      I groaned out loud.

      “What type of ransomware? Are we talking about encryption or just a locker?”

      “That’s what you’re going to find out.”

      No.

      No, no, no, no, no.

      “I’ll send a cybersecurity expert from Astela.”

      “Oh yeah?” Jez leaned in closer, and her grin widened. “What if they fuck it up?”

      “They won’t. Jay and I only hire the best.”

      But they weren’t infallible. If we were talking about a Fortune 500 company instead of Nolan, I wouldn’t hesitate to send a member of the team, but what if he’d stumbled across one of the new ransomware variants? Some of those were nasty. Or worse, what if a colleague got curious about why they’d been banished to a remote vineyard to fix a single laptop instead of their usual corporate gigs? I said “the team” as if they knew me, but they didn’t, not really, and that was the way I wanted it to stay. Yes, I was Astela’s majority shareholder, and yes, I had the final say in any significant decisions, but I rarely interacted with the staff in person. Most people outside of the board and my close-knit tech team assumed Alex Scoria was a man. On the rare occasions I went into the office, I was Lexi Craggs, a mid-level developer who mostly worked from home.

      “You keep telling me you’re the best,” Jez said. “And you’re also a control freak, so…”

      That part was probably true, although it had taken me half a lifetime and a long, liquor-fuelled conversation with a Thai therapist to work that out. Okay, a bartender. He was a Thai bartender. But he had a psychology degree, allegedly, and he told me I craved power over everything around me to make up for the helplessness I’d felt as a child. And he might have had more insights, but I’d puked in an ice bucket and then Chase carried me back to our hotel suite, so I never got to hear them.

      “You can’t make me go to California.”

      “Actually, I can.”

      “You’d spend the remainder of your life regretting it.”

      “Really? But you should be thanking me for engineering you into a position where you have to talk to a man you’ve been avoiding.”

      I scoffed at the suggestion. “I haven’t been avoiding Nolan. I left Blackstone House to avoid being kidnapped by CPS, and then our lives veered in totally different directions.”

      “Oh, so you spy on him the way you spy on the rest of us?”

      “‘Spy’ is such a strong word.”

      “When I went on vacay with a guy, you positioned a satellite over his boat.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Do you know how much of a ballache it is to reposition a satellite? I merely waited for a suitable satellite to pass overhead and directed its surveillance equipment to take a few pictures.”

      Jez raised her gaze to the ceiling. “You think that’s better?”

      “My so-called spying saved your ass. You should be thanking me for that too.”

      “Fine, thanks for measuring the length of Cole’s dick and sending a rescue team. You’re still going to California. What was it you said earlier? Oh, right—it’s okay to push an unwilling woman into a man’s arms just as long as she secretly likes him.”

      “No, you said that.”

      “And you agreed.”

      Because it was convenient at the time. Dammit.

      “Can’t you just airfreight me the laptop?” I tried.

      “I could. I could also make you choke on dry crackers. Plus you’ll let down Nolan if you don’t go, and he said it would be good to see you.”

      “He did? You spoke with him?”

      “Brax relayed the message. Did you know Nolan built a couple of guest cottages at the vineyard?”

      “Maybe.”

      I didn’t snoop, snoop on Nolan, but I did check the Dionysus website every so often. And perhaps I had an alert set up on his name at local hospitals just in case he had an accident. And I also kept an eye on his bank accounts to make sure he didn’t run out of money, but the vineyard was sustaining itself now, although last year hadn’t been as profitable as the one before.

      “He’s getting one of them ready for you.”

      What if I told Jez about that final night with Nolan? How he’d pushed me away when I needed him most? Would she still make me go?

      Probably.

      And a part of me was hella curious to see the vineyard. To see the man Nolan had become and the home he’d made for himself. The roots he’d grown, both physically and metaphorically. Could I pretend the past hadn’t affected me as much as it did? He’d clearly moved on, so maybe a trip to the Sierra Nevada would just mean catching up with an old but distant friend, let bygones be bygones, close Pandora’s box and nail the lid shut.

      I headed for my desk, for the half-dozen laptops I carried everywhere. Whenever Chase and I hit the road in search of a new adventure, they were the first thing I packed.

      “Fine. Fine, I’ll go, but don’t think I’ll forget this. How did you even find me?”

      “Simple. Cole and I hung out at the cute little sidewalk café opposite Le Plaisir and waited for Chase to swing by and pick up macarons.”

      Another groan. I should’ve gotten that shit delivered.

      “Great. Thanks for ruining my favourite food.”

      Jez tapped her watch. “The jet’s waiting. Wonder if Nolan has a girlfriend?”

      My head snapped around. “What? Does he?”

      “How should I know? I haven’t seen him in nearly ten years. But he’s a debt-free homeowner with a reasonable personality, and if he still cooks every night…”

      “Shut up.” If the girlfriend lived with him at Dionysus, I’d have to get a hotel room somewhere. The thought of watching him with another woman left me cold.

      “And he was always hot in a scruffy way. Not my type, obviously, but I can see why a girl would swipe right.”

      I threw a fidget spinner at Jez, but she caught it and tucked it into a pocket.

      “Aw, you’re cute when you’re angry.”

      I tried to slam the bedroom door behind me, but it closed with a quiet click instead. As Jez laughed to herself, I leaned against the polished wood, sank to the floor, and sobbed softly as my life spiralled out of control yet again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            NOLAN

          

        

      

    

    
      “So who is this Alexa person anyway?” Marielle asked as she slipped curtain rings over a rail. A pile of teal velvet sat on a chair beside her.

      “An old friend. I haven’t seen her in years, but when she offered to come and take a look at that broken laptop, I couldn’t turn her down.”

      Which was why Nolan de Luca was currently stress-painting the bedroom wall in Guest Cottage Number One. Last time his laptop needed fixing, he’d taken it to Robbie Teller in town, and Robbie had replaced the screen. But Robbie’s mom was sick, so he’d gone home to Utah to help his dad, and nobody knew when he’d be back.

      “Isn’t that weird, her offering out of the blue? How did she even know it was broken?”

      “I mentioned it to a mutual friend, and he must’ve told her.”

      In truth, Nolan had been shocked when Brax offered Alexa’s services, given the way she’d skipped town after she left Blackstone House without so much as a goodbye. Before she disappeared, he’d planned to talk with her after she calmed down and explain why the situation wasn’t as simple as “I like you, you like me.” Almost two years of living together, and he still hadn’t known who she was. Not really. Oh, he knew plenty about her—she was a tech genius, she hated the great outdoors, food was the way into her good books, and she bore a grudge like no other—but the basics? Where she came from, how she ended up in Virginia, her family history… All a mystery.

      And then there was the big one…her age.

      How old was Alexa Stone? Nobody truly knew. When she arrived late one night with Dawson, she’d claimed to be sixteen, but everyone knew that was a lie. She’d looked more like twelve. Grey, always the voice of reason, wanted to call the cops, and Justin had sided with him. So had Nolan and Brax. Blackstone House was a construction site, both the building itself and the friendships and alliances developing within it. They didn’t need to add a kid into the mix. But Dawson told everyone how terrified she’d been when he found her hiding out in a crypt—a fucking crypt—and he didn’t think it was just because he’d hunted her down after she stole his laptop. Ruby said she knew what it was like to run from a difficult situation, that she’d left home at seventeen and never regretted it, and Zach had struggled through a series of foster homes before finally finding one that fit. Jerry, the wild card, agreed with Dawson and Ruby, which left Levi. And in the early hours when they held a vote in the musty living room of the old mansion they’d once called home, Levi had shrugged and said he’d rent Alexa the basement box room for fifty bucks a week.

      Was it just about the money?

      Possibly not. Levi’s relationship with his family had been a complex one, but most all of those details had only come to light after Ruby’s death. Now, balanced precariously on a ladder with a paintbrush in his hand, Nolan pinched his eyes shut and reeled from the memory of the knife in Ruby’s chest, from the blood, from the smell. That stink…a wave of it had hit them after they broke down her door. Justin had run to the bathroom to puke. Alexa didn’t even make it that far.

      He’d never forget how pale she’d been that day. How childlike. Over the time they’d lived together, he’d come to realise she was an old soul in a young-looking body, and when he glimpsed the passport on her desk one day, the passport that said she’d turned eighteen two months previously… He’d begun to wonder what if.

      What if he stopped thinking of her as a little sister?

      What if he risked the friendship and asked for more?

      Then the cops arrived, and it turned out Alexa Stone wasn’t eighteen, she was more like sixteen, and she wasn’t even Alexa Stone. And it was Nolan’s turn to puke in the bathroom because he’d been having entirely the wrong kind of feelings about a kid.

      A damn child.

      A child who’d lied about her age and much more besides.

      And now she was coming here.

      To California.

      To the small town of Mason’s Hill, named after Mason Calder, an ancestor of Nolan’s who’d once lived on the same land Nolan had inherited just over nine years ago.

      Alexa would be in her mid-twenties now; he’d turn thirty next month.

      Maybe the age difference wouldn’t get him arrested anymore, but the rest of the stuff was still a problem. The misrepresentations, the sneakiness, the money she stole…

      Several million bucks’ worth of tainted cash.

      Fuck, now there was a purple splodge on the ceiling.

      “I guess that’s nice, that she’d offer to help out an old friend,” Marielle said. “Can you take the weight of the fabric while I hook on these drapes?”

      “Sure.”

      Nolan blew out a breath as he climbed down the ladder. “Nice” wasn’t a word anyone would use to describe Alexa. Fascinating? Yes. Cunning? Absolutely. But she wasn’t good-natured. Brax used to refer to her as “that little sociopath in the basement.”

      Was Marielle nice? Sure. Sometimes too nice. Nolan wasn’t a complete fool—he knew she was interested in more than a client/contractor relationship with him—but after the breakup with Lisanne last year, he wasn’t interested in jumping into another relationship. Lisanne had shattered his heart and nearly tanked his business too, and he needed time to fix up both of them.

      But Marielle had offered to help out with the cottage this evening, and Nolan couldn’t turn her down either, not after he’d told Brax the place was slightly more finished than it actually was.

      Brax. That smooth fucker didn’t mean to make Nolan feel inadequate, but since their Blackstone House days, Brax had used his share of the blood money to earn a damn fortune while Nolan made less than minimum wage and drove a pickup older than Alexa.

      What had she done with her share of the cash?

      Back then, she’d spent her money on two things—food and computer hardware. Had she changed? When she first moved in, she’d paid her fifty bucks each week, then given Nolan or Dawson or Justin a shopping list for Walmart along with whatever cash she had left over. Noodles, chocolate, potato chips, not a vegetable in sight. Nolan had started cooking for her because he was genuinely worried she’d get scurvy, and it had become their thing. He’d make dinner, and she’d huff and eat it.

      By the time they left Blackstone House, she was getting fresh organic produce delivered weekly, chilled fish and meat couriered in from fuck knew where, and macarons shipped from Paris. Nobody knew exactly where her money came from, and she barely left the house. She told Dawson she was moderating chat rooms, and Brax said she’d mentioned coding work. The only thing Nolan knew for sure was that she kept adding servers to her computer collection, and she’d gotten a guy in to install a cooling system so they didn’t overheat. Oh, and she’d convinced Justin to put a satellite dish on the roof so her internet would go faster.

      Nolan didn’t much like computers. All those letters on a screen made his brain hurt. Lisanne used to tell him he was dyslexic, that there were special fonts to make reading easier and he should go to a doctor and get diagnosed properly. But grapevines and dirt didn’t judge, and he made wine by instinct rather than some fancy formula, so what did it matter? Then in her breakup letter, she’d said maybe he wasn’t dyslexic, maybe he was just stupid and stubborn, and he could go join Santa in hell.

      Alexa might have the personality of a porcupine, but she’d never once made fun of his struggles with reading. No, she’d sent him voice notes instead of texts, played secretary when he needed to reply to emails, and later, gifted him a fancy tablet that read his messages aloud in her own snarky voice. Then, after he accidentally backed over it with his car, she’d bought him another one and refused his offer of repayment.

      Obediently, Nolan held the velvet while Marielle attached the top to the pole. Alexa had never been a fan of daylight, so leaving the windows bare wasn’t an option, and he didn’t have a basement for her to sleep in. Okay, so there was an old gold mine on the property, but there was no bathroom and no bed, plus she’d need three hundred power outlets for her computers, and— Had he lost his fucking mind? Alexa wasn’t sleeping in a cave.

      He didn’t hate her.

      He missed hearing her voice, even the electronic version, but when the tablet died three years ago, Robbie Teller had said the parts to fix it weren’t available anymore. And in some ways, he missed the girl herself. When she wasn’t working for ten hours straight, she used to sit and talk with him while he cooked, and far beneath the oh-so serious exterior lurked a dry but very dark sense of humour. Plus she was smarter than he’d ever be, and determined too. After he’d gotten fired from his landscaping job for insulting a client—apparently, refusing to get up close and personal with a bored housewife’s bush was rude—she’d rewritten his résumé and helped him to find a new position that paid more.

      Why was she about to walk back into his life after all these years? Had she finally decided to apologise for the lies? Unlikely—Alexa never apologised for anything. Nolan had always defended her when Brax called her a sociopath, but deep down, he wondered if there was an element of truth to the allegation. Alexa didn’t feel guilt the way other people did.

      Marielle finished with the drapes and Nolan let the velvet fall, smiling to himself. It looked good, and teal was Alexa’s favourite colour. At least, it had been ten years ago. Teal, deep plum, gold… Jewel colours, she called them.

      “Are you nearly done with the painting?” Marielle asked.

      “I just want to finish this wall.” And fix the splodge on the ceiling.

      “You want to get dinner afterward?” She checked her watch. “The Doodlebug is still serving food for another half hour, maybe a little longer if I sweet-talk Ed.”

      When Nolan moved to the Calder Ranch—now renamed Dionysus because he didn’t need that reminder of his father—there had been two places to eat in town: the Golden Nugget and the Doodlebug. Today, there were still two places. The Nugget was temporarily closed, due to either the owner’s sickness or one too many health code violations, depending on which rumour you believed, and at the start of last year, two rich out-of-towners had opened a fancy new place on Main Street, all twiddly food and beige decor. Sanguine, that’s what they’d called it. Nolan gave it six months. Folks around here wanted beer, fries, and a good steak, not twenty gourmet options and a wine menu. Thankfully, the Doodlebug always delivered when it came to a medium-rare T-bone, and their fries were crispy too. Janice Whitman complained that they never changed the oil in the fryer, but the high temperatures would take care of any bacteria, right?

      So why did Nolan hesitate to accept Marielle’s invitation?

      The last thing he felt like doing tonight was cooking, but he also worried about giving her the wrong idea. No, he just wanted to focus on the business for now. Needed to focus on the business. And dammit, he needed those accounting records. Lisanne used to look after that side of things, and after she left, he hadn’t given the admin side as much attention as he should have done.

      “I have leftovers in the fridge,” he told Marielle. “And a bunch of emails to send.”

      “Anything I can help with? I’m great at paperwork, and I’d be happy to help you catch up.”

      So he could end up deeper in the same hole? Where a woman integrated herself into the business and then almost succeeded in ruining everything he’d built because rural living wasn’t as much fun as she thought it would be?

      “You’ve helped plenty tonight already, and I appreciate that. Make sure you bill me for the extra hours,” he added, not because he could afford the additional cost but because he wanted to make their relationship clear.

      “Oh, don’t you worry about that. What time is your friend arriving?”

      Nolan shrugged. “She’ll get here when she gets here.”

      Which was a vague way of saying he had no clue. Brax—who did still speak with Alexa and was acting as go-between—had just said “tomorrow.”

      Nolan didn’t even know how she’d get here. Would she fly in and rent a car? Or drive from wherever she lived? In their Blackstone House days, she’d shied away from getting her driver’s licence and relied on rides from him and the others, claiming she had zero spatial awareness so it would be dumb to try. But was that just another lie to conceal her true age?

      “You want me to come over in the morning?” Marielle asked. “I can bring those extra pillows we spoke about and welcome—what was her name again? Alexis?”

      “Alexa.”

      “Oh, like the Amazon gadget?”

      A know-it-all with a habit of eavesdropping on conversations? “Yes, exactly like that.”

      “So I’ll swing by around nine thirty. I’d come earlier, but I have to go to the grocery store first. Can you believe I ran out of coffee?” Not really. Marielle was permanently caffeinated. Still, she didn’t seem to expect an answer. “You need me to pick up anything?”

      Yeah, an economy-sized bottle of acetaminophen, he thought, but what came out was, “A package of macarons if they sell them.”

      Marielle screwed up her face. “Those coconut things? Don’t the bits get stuck in your teeth?”

      “Not macaroons. Macarons.” Alexa could go through two dozen a day when she was focused on a problem. Coffee, macarons, and club soda. Never tap water—she claimed it tasted weird. “They’re like tiny almond meringues.”

      “I’m not sure the Spend ’n’ Save sells those.”

      She was probably right, and Nolan shouldn’t be encouraging Alexa to make herself at home anyway.

      “Never mind. And don’t worry about the pillows either; Alexa won’t be staying for long.”

      “You really think she’ll be able to fix the computer?”

      If anyone could, it would be her, which was the only reason Nolan was entertaining Brax’s crackpot idea.

      “Yeah, I really do.”
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      “What’s that noise?”

      Nolan stepped out of Guest Cottage Number One to see Marielle shading her eyes as she looked up at the sky.

      “Sounds like a helicopter,” he said.

      “Who the heck would be flying a helicopter around here?”

      “Maybe someone visiting the Cranstons?”

      Everett and Antonella Cranston were Nolan’s nearest neighbours, although “near” was relative. Their home to the south was almost a mile away, surrounded by the rolling pastures of their horse farm. Everett liked to joke that they were “in it together,” and it was true they’d both inherited their land and moved to Amador County at around the same time. But that was where the similarities ended. Everett had made a small fortune on Wall Street and married a former Miss South Carolina before moving his hedge fund to Sacramento, while Nolan had come to California to escape the stigma of events at Blackstone House. To this day, there were still people who thought he’d killed Ruby, and with Eddie Calder for a father, he understood why.

      “I guess.” Marielle drew a piece of painted wood from a bag at her side. “Surprise! Look what I brought.”

      “That’s…not a cushion?”

      “No, silly. It’s a sign.” She flipped it over. “Isn’t it adorable? I know you didn’t like the idea of naming the cottages after grape varieties, so I thought we could name them after olives instead. Beldi, Galega, Oliana, Thassos…”

      “There are only two cottages.” And she wanted to name one of them Beldi?

      “There are only two cottages so far. Think big, Nolan.”

      She sounded like Lisanne, before Lisanne realised living on a farm wasn’t as glamorous as it looked on social media and gave him an ultimatum: her or the vineyard.

      “I’d rather focus on this year’s harvest and the two cottages that are already built.”

      Mostly built.

      “I guess that makes sense. Let them build up reviews on Couch2Castle before you expand your portfolio.”

      The noise was getting louder, and it provided a welcome distraction from arguing with Marielle. Nolan couldn’t afford to alienate her, not when she was the best interior designer in town. The only interior designer in town. There wasn’t much call for fancy furnishings in Mason’s Hill, but she made a living catering to the wealthy folks who bought second homes in the area. She’d remodelled the entire interior of the Cranstons’ Colonial Revival-style home.

      “The helicopter is heading here,” she said. “Are you expecting a buyer?”

      “Not today.”

      She giggled. “Do you have any rich friends?”

      “One, but he’s married.”

      Brax could certainly afford a helicopter, although he didn’t own one as far as Nolan knew. And nobody from Blackstone House was on the breadline, not after Alexa had distributed stolen money like candy one Christmas. Nolan hadn’t intended to spend his share, not when Ruby paid for that cash with her life, but then the vineyard winery needed a new roof, and the old grape press stopped working, and the seasonal workers deserved a good wage, and… He’d pay back the money. He would. Not to its original owners—Levi’s mom had passed now, and Nolan had no idea where his dad was—but he planned to donate a hefty sum to a domestic violence charity as soon as he could afford it.

      Which wouldn’t be any time soon, not if they didn’t get some rain. Last year’s harvest had been spectacular, but the fruits of Nolan’s labour had run down the drain, quite literally, and the ongoing drought meant this year’s grapes weren’t looking good.

      “Married? Happily married, or too-stubborn-to-get-a-divorce married?”

      “Happily, this time around. He already did the divorce thing.” Sunlight glinted off the helicopter’s silver fuselage as it descended still farther. Was it landing?

      “Maybe you forgot another appointment?” Marielle suggested.

      His schedule had disappeared along with the accounting system when the laptop broke, but he’d called pretty much everyone now. Each appointment was carefully written on a paper calendar, which seemed a lot safer than relying on electronics again, plus it was a Sunday. He never scheduled client visits on Sundays.

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      Juno, Nolan’s German shepherd, ran out of the house and began barking at the sky. Marielle took a step back when the dog came close. She was a self-confessed cat person, and although she’d never complained about Juno the way Lisanne did, it was obvious she preferred the dog to be elsewhere. The feeling was mutual, although Nolan was too diplomatic to point that out.

      The helicopter cleared the copse of trees near the house by three feet and settled onto the grass beyond, scattering chickens in all directions. Nolan grabbed Penelope the Rhode Island Red before she could run down the driveway, and his mouth set into a hard line as he marched toward the silver beast, ready to give whoever was on board a piece of his mind for showing up without an appointment and also for parking their aircraft like a douche.

      But politely, because he still needed to sell wine.

      He got his first surprise when the pilot jumped out, casual in black cargo pants and a tank top, and he realised it was a woman.

      His second surprise came when he recognised her.

      “Jerry?” His voice got lost in the noise from the slowing rotor blades, and he tried again, louder this time. “Jerry?”

      Jerry Knight had lived at Blackstone House, the third woman to call the old place home. Although Jerry had been more of a tomboy. She’d also been a cold, crazy bitch, and it looked as if not much had changed.

      She grinned, then smirked as she cut her gaze sideways to where Marielle was trying to hold down her hair with one hand and her skirt with the other. Her carefully painted olive-name signs lay abandoned in the dirt.

      “Aw, you didn’t forget me,” Jerry yelled back.

      “Get that damn helicopter away from my chickens.”

      “Relax, I didn’t land on any of them.”

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Someone had to make sure Alexa arrived safely. Good to see you too.”

      Nolan squinted at the helicopter, but the glare bounced off the windows and nearly blinded him.

      “You brought Alexa?”

      “Isn’t that what I just said?”

      Technically no, but he wasn’t about to argue. Instead, he gritted his teeth as a wave of something rolled through him. Apprehension? Dread?

      Excitement?

      “I didn’t realise the two of you were still friends.”

      “Right now, I don’t much like her, but we work together on occasion.”

      “Well, nobody else is getting out of the helicopter.”

      “Because you have a dog, and Alexa’s terrified of dogs.”

      Fuck. Somehow, Nolan had shoved that little tidbit to the back of his mind.

      “What, still?”

      “Remember those scars from where she got bit? Well, they haven’t gone away.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment, recalling the night Alexa had tornadoed into Blackstone House and turned everyone’s lives upside down. She might have been a waif, but she had a big personality and a stubborn streak that made him want to tear out his hair at times. She’d been scared, clutching her backpack like a shield, and it had been Ruby who’d taken her to the bathroom to clean up, who’d found her a pair of drawstring pants she could cinch in at the waist and an oversized sweater. Ruby who’d discovered the dirty bandage wrapped around her calf and the weeping bite marks underneath. Some asshole had set their dog on her for fun and laughed as she screamed.

      Fuck.

      “I’ll put Juno in the house.”

      “Make sure the mutt stays away from Alexa.”

      “She’s friendly.”

      “She’d better be well-trained and understand the word ‘leave.’”

      “Yeah, she understands ‘leave.’” But only when it applied to chickens and horses. Cats were iffy. Humans? She just wanted to be their best bud, except for Marielle. Juno had never warmed to the woman. “Hey, girl. Let’s go get you a treat.”

      By the time Nolan made it back to the helicopter, the rotors were still, and two men were lifting suitcases onto the ground. What the…? Who were these guys? He blinked a couple of times in the hope he’d wake up and find Jerry was just a figment of his nightmares, but no, she was still there. He caught her eye and raised a brow.

      “Cole’s with me, Chase is with Alexa,” she supplied. “Where should we put the bags?”

      Like, with her, with her? Nolan had met Chase a time or two at Brax’s get-togethers, but the man had always introduced himself as Alexa’s “representative” and remained tight-lipped about their relationship. He was her boyfriend? The news should have come as a relief, but instead of the weight rolling off Nolan’s shoulders, it careened around in his chest and then settled in his gut. Who the fuck was brave enough to date Alexa? Or Jerry, for that matter?

      “Oh, really? How did you and Cole meet?”

      “I picked him up in the hotel bar after Brax’s wedding.”

      “You went to that?”

      Nolan hadn’t gotten an invite. Brax told him the wedding had basically been an elopement, organised at the last minute as a fuck-you to Indi’s controlling parents.

      “There was free food. The bags?”

      “In the cottage there.” Nolan pointed to the open door, then curiosity got the better of him. “What’s Brax’s new wife like?”

      “Surprisingly tolerable.”

      “I thought he’d never manage to get rid of Carissa.”

      “She finally slithered back under her rock. Okay, so the rock is actually a crystal chandelier in a New York apartment that she absolutely doesn’t deserve, but Brax was happy with the deal.”

      Nolan swallowed hard. “And Alexa?”

      “She didn’t think Carissa deserved the apartment either.”

      “No, I meant her and Chase.”

      “Oh, some creep was hitting on her in a bar, and he did the whole ‘knight in shining armour’ routine. They’ve been travelling the world together ever since.”

      Marielle, never one to take a hint, chose that moment to interrupt.

      “Hi, hello, I’m Marielle Marten. I’m helping Nolan with the diversification project here at Dionysus.”

      Jerry looked her up and down. “Good for you.”

      For fuck’s sake. “Marielle, this is Jerry. She’s an old roommate of mine and Alexa’s.”

      “I see. Well, it’s always nice to catch up with old friends. Alexa didn’t come?”

      “She’s finishing up a call on the bird,” Jerry said.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Nolan saw the helicopter’s rear door open, and then there she was. Tiny, blonde Alexa, and she barely looked any different from the last time he’d seen her a decade ago. Like Peter Pan’s sister—the girl who never grew up. Tight pink spandex showed off slender legs, and she hid her lack of curves under a loose, slouchy top. Tendrils of hair escaped from the messy bun on top of her head as her lips flattened into a scowl. She hefted a laptop bag, squared her shoulders, and marched toward him.

      “Where’s the computer?”

      No “hello.” No “how have you been?” Just “where’s the computer?” But had he really expected anything else? Alexa had never been known for her small talk.

      “You mean the one with the virus?”

      “Yes, the one that meant I had to abandon my trip to Italy and come bail out your sorry ass.”

      Nolan had hoped for a reset on the past, for Alexa to have grown up a little and understood why he’d had to push her away. After all, she’d come to help, hadn’t she? But no, she wasn’t going to make this easy.

      She hadn’t changed a bit.

      “I appreciate you coming.”

      “Whatever. The laptop?”

      “It’s in the study. The internet isn’t all that fast, but⁠—”

      “I brought a Satellink unit. Chase will need access to the roof.” She turned to Marielle. “I’ll have a cappuccino, no sugar, don’t leave the spoon in the cup.”

      Marielle’s mouth opened and closed like a goldfish’s, and it would have been funny if Alexa weren’t acting so damn rude.

      “Marielle isn’t a maid.”

      “So she doesn’t know how to make coffee?”

      For Pete’s sake.

      “I’ll make the coffee,” Nolan said. “Marielle, do you want a drink?”

      “I’d love an iced tea.”

      “Jerry?”

      “Do you have vodka?”

      “This is a winery. I can offer you an excellent Zinfandel or Syrah, but I’m not tainting my palate with that Russian shit.”

      Cole appeared at her side, minus the two bags he’d deposited in the cottage. “Babe, you shouldn’t be drinking and flying.”

      Nolan seized that lifeline. “You’re not staying?”

      A relief because the finished cottage only had one bedroom, and although there was a sleeper sofa, they’d only put that in for kids. The other guest rooms were in Nolan’s home. His sanctuary. And Jerry didn’t fuck quietly.

      “No, I’m only staying long enough to deliver Alexa and Chase.”

      So Chase was staying? Great.

      No, really.

      He could act as a buffer between Nolan and Alexa.

      “How long do you think it will take her to fix the laptop?”

      “Do I look like a geek?”

      Not one bit. Jerry reminded Nolan of a young Elizabeth Taylor, but with the energy of a Bond villain.

      “You don’t,” he conceded. “So, what are you up to these days?”

      “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

      Was she joking? With Jerry, Nolan figured there was a fifty-fifty chance. She’d joined the Army after they left Blackstone House, and then he’d lost track of her. Ruby’s murder had forced their once close-knit group apart.

      “Don’t you think that joke’s in bad taste?”

      She blew out a sigh. “Probably.”

      The irony was, if Nolan had to pick the one former roommate he could see committing a murder, it would be Jerry. She had a disturbing ability to remain detached. But she hadn’t killed Ruby, because Ruby hadn’t just been stabbed and strangled, she’d been raped as well.

      “Less chat, more caffeine,” Alexa called, and Jerry snorted.

      “You’ve been summoned, bud. Good luck.”

      Nolan would need it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            ALEXA

          

        

      

    

    
      “Damn, he’s hot. Those old pictures in no way do him justice.”

      Chase stared at Nolan’s departing ass until I dragged him into the guest cottage.

      “Stop it. We’re here to work and then leave, not ogle real-life thirst traps.”

      “So you admit he’s a thirst trap?”

      “I admit nothing. And he’s straight, so you’re out of luck. I mean, probably. He seems to be dating that uptight brunette with the driftwood. Why the fuck are there so many pillows? Can you get rid of them? They’re annoying me already.”

      “Are you annoyed because you hate pillows? Or because you hate the idea of Nolan having a girlfriend?”

      “The first one.” Mostly. “Nobody needs more than two pillows on a bed. The rest just get in the way.”

      “Speaking of beds, where am I supposed to sleep? Are we sharing, or…?” Chase lifted a cushion on the couch in the living area. “Okay, this is a pull-out.”

      As bed-buddies went, Chase wasn’t a terrible one. He didn’t snore or spread, but he did give off heat like a furnace, which was fine in colder climates but unnecessary in California. For the most part, we booked two-room suites when we travelled.

      Our relationship hadn’t always been so easy. When I first hired him, Chase had slept in a separate room along the hallway and adhered to a strict list of instructions. Source breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Ensure laundry is done. Arrange transportation to each of our destinations. Sit by my side in public, and if anyone approaches, get rid of them. But over the years, he’d earned my trust and become more of a friend than an assistant, and we acted far more casual around each other now.

      My biggest fear? Other than dogs, knife-wielding maniacs, and earthquakes? That Chase would get sick of our life together and leave me. That I’d be alone again. Yes, I had Jez and the girls, but they had their own commitments, and none of them would drop everything to eat macarons in Paris with me.

      I paid Chase well, let him pick half of our destinations, and holed up in hotel rooms while he hooked up with random men from dating apps, but what if the wanderlust faded? What if he met The One and decided to put down roots? I couldn’t imagine being tethered to a physical location. Even now, the urge to run and keep running was strong enough that I began looking at our next stop as soon as we arrived at the last. Other than the hellish years with my family, Blackstone House was the longest I’d stayed in one place, and look how that had turned out.

      “Great. You want six extra pillows?”

      “No, but I will need bed linen.”

      The obvious answer would be to ask Nolan, but I hesitated. I’d seen the way Marielle practically salivated over him. He obviously didn’t have any issues making “friends,” while I was an abject failure in that department. But I did have Chase. And Chase was, by all normal measures, devastatingly handsome. He’d been working part-time as a model when we met, albeit not a particularly successful one—not gaunt enough for the runway, not bulky enough for the fitness industry, too restless to stick around in LA or New York where the work was. He turned heads everywhere, mostly female ones, unfortunately for both him and them.

      Anyhow, I figured I’d let Nolan get entirely the wrong idea about us. Being pushed away had hurt quite enough without him thinking I’d failed at life in the years since as well.

      “Forget the linen; we’ll share the bed.”

      “Oh?” Chase raised one perfect, annoying eyebrow.

      “I mean, where would we even find Egyptian cotton out here? This place is in the middle of nowhere.”

      “I’m sure for a week, I could cope with whatever Nolan has in his linen closet.”

      “A week? You think we’re going to be here for a week?”

      “Okay, two weeks.”

      “Try two days.” I’d fix the damn laptop, and then I’d hightail it out of here, far away from Nolan and Marielle and the damn dog. “Just keep that mutt away from me.”

      “The dog’s cute,” Jez said as she wheeled the last of my suitcases through the door. “If Sin was here, she’d be trying to smuggle Juno onto the helicopter.”

      “Urgh.” I shuddered. Sin was our resident bleeding heart. She fostered dogs for the local shelter whenever she wasn’t busy deleting assholes, and she was forever trying to convince me that her three personal pets weren’t razor-toothed menaces.

      “Only seven bags this time? You’re travelling light.”

      “Well, I left Vegas in a hurry, didn’t I?”

      “Whose fault was that?”

      “You could be just a tiny bit grateful.”

      “And you could be just a tiny bit less meddlesome.”

      “Meddlesome? Did you take a wrong turn out of eighteenth-century England?”

      “Okay, fine, you could try being less of an annoying little witch.”

      “Ladies…” Cole stepped inside, and although I’d only met him a day ago, the weeks I’d spent monitoring him and Jez as they travelled from Nevada to the Caribbean made me feel as if I knew him so much better. He was perfect for her. Calm, steady, willing to accept that she shot people on a regular basis… And apparently happy to indulge her freaky side too, if the bruises on her throat were any indication. Having a man’s hands wrapped around my neck was my worst nightmare, but she got off on it. Go figure.

      Then Nolan decided to come join the party.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked, and honestly, was he really that dense?

      “There are six pillows that I don’t need, and no desk, which I do need.”

      “Ah, yeah, we had to finish the cottage in a hurry when we heard you were coming.”

      “The word ‘finish’ is doing a lot of heavy lifting there.”

      He ignored that. “I thought you could set up in my grandfather’s old study. There’s a desk in there.”

      Nolan wanted me over in the house with him? Talk about awkward. “Can’t you bring the desk from the study and put it in here?”

      “No, it’s enormous. I don’t even know how Grandpa got it through the door. He must have had a carpenter build it in the room.”

      Chase was standing behind Nolan, his lips twitching, and I shot him a glare. Nothing about this was funny. I hated it. Hated it. Hated the fact that I had two choices—either sit on the floor and give myself a backache, or share space with Nolan again—and neither of those choices was palatable. Now Jez was snickering too.

      Keep your eyes on the goal: getting the hell out of here.

      “Fine, I’ll work in the study. Tell me there are plenty of power sockets?”

      Nolan’s “yikes” expression made me grind my teeth, a habit I’d been trying to get out of for years. I went through a mouthguard every month, if it was a good month. In a bad month, I went through two.

      “Just help me carry my stuff.”

      I nodded toward the four heavily padded bags that contained my work equipment. Nolan picked up two, Chase picked up two, and I huffed and picked up my purse. Then we all trooped out of the cottage and headed up the path to the house. The loooooong path.

      “Why did you have to build the cottages so far away?” I grumbled.

      “Because I like my peace.”

      “Aw, do you want me to find a golf cart?” Chase asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I’m not going to. Exercise is good for you.”

      This time, it was Nolan’s lips that twitched.

      “I do exercise.”

      “Lifting croissants to your mouth doesn’t count.”

      Bad enough that Jez was being a pain in my ass without Chase ganging up on me as well. It wasn’t as if I’d made him take a plane ride with the hot beach bum he’d just ditched. Okay, so maybe our trip here was interfering with his latest Grindr hookup, but he could easily arrange another. Even in this godforsaken wilderness, there had to be at least one vaguely attractive horndog up for a good time, and he wouldn’t say no to Chase. No man ever did.

      I glanced behind me, wishing I could scuttle back into the cottage. In the distance, a rustic-looking monitor barn, part stone, part wood, sat farther up the hill, and I knew from nosing around on the vineyard’s website that it housed the winery. Okay, perhaps I’d found a few satellite photos too, which was how I knew the main house lay along the track ahead of us. Everything was so far apart. Nolan must do ten thousand steps a day just walking around his own property.

      “We had to more or less rebuild the winery,” he said, breaking the uncomfortable silence that had descended. “Half the timbers were rotten, and the inside was full of roaches.”

      “You’re not exactly selling the place,” I replied, but maybe that was the idea? Maybe he wanted me to go as much as I wanted to leave? But seeing as I was the only convenient nerd willing to fix his stupid mistakes and his laptop for free, he had to suck it up and be civil.

      “How about the house?” Chase asked. “What kind of shape was that in? You’ve been here for what, ten years?”

      “A little over nine. Originally, I moved to North Carolina after…after…”

      “After you left Blackstone House?” Chase filled in.

      “You know about that?”

      “Of course. Alexa and I tell each other everything.”

      “Right.” Nolan paused, biting his bottom lip. “I inherited the property from my grandfather, which was a shock, to be honest. We weren’t close.”

      “Generous guy.”

      “Not much of a businessman, though. I figured I’d stay a couple of months while I sorted through his things and put the place up for sale, but the more time I spent here, the more at peace I felt.”

      “I can understand that. The view is spectacular.”

      “Yeah, it is. Two weeks in, I signed up for a winemaking course, and when the pieces fell into place, I decided to stay here and make a go of things.”

      “One of the pieces being Alexa’s million-dollar gift, I should imagine?”

      Chase tossed out the words casually, but Nolan jolted as if he’d stuck his finger into a live socket, then glanced wildly around to see who else was within earshot. Jez and Cole were twenty yards behind with Marielle bringing up the rear. Didn’t she know where she wasn’t wanted?

      “I…” Nolan started, then trailed off. Chase had understood my unspoken brief, which was to emphasise our closeness, to make our relationship seem like something it wasn’t. This wouldn’t be the first time he’d faked it, and it wouldn’t be the last.

      “As I said, Alexa and I tell each other everything.”

      Not quite everything. Nobody knew what had happened between Nolan and me on our final night in Blackstone House, and nobody ever would. Some secrets were better left buried.

      Nolan cleared his throat. “So, to answer your question about the house, it wasn’t in great shape either. I fixed up one wing, but the other is still a work in progress.”

      “Which wing is the study in?” I asked, my stomach sinking an inch lower because I suspected I already knew.

      Nolan gave a sheepish smile. “It’s not that bad.”

      “On a scale of one to Blackstone House?”

      “Let’s say a five?”

      Fuck.
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