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      Soulmates. Are we only given one in a lifetime? Are there multiple people who a person could be happy with? Is it a matter of timing? Fate? Luck? Or is there more to it?

      Cat Latimer pondered the mysteries of human relationships and traditions as she tried on another wedding dress. This one made her look like the bride on a wedding cake. Frozen in place, unable to move. She could see snow falling outside through a transom window reflected in the mirror. The cold weather made her feel as frozen as she looked. Maybe the dress should be part of a grouping of several gowns that could be called the Stepford Wife Collection. She trudged out to the waiting room where her best friend and business partner, Shauna Marie Clodagh, sat drinking champagne and chatting with Georgia, the wedding planner.

      Cat climbed onto the platform and stared at the pile of white tulle that seemed to have swallowed her whole. “Definitely not. We’re never going to find a dress in time. We might as well call off the wedding.”

      Shauna stood and walked over to the platform. “You’re right, this isn’t the dress. We need more options.”

      “This is the second Saturday we’ve wasted a trip to Denver on trying to find a dress. We still need to finalize the caterer and do a cake testing. Not to mention that we have writers coming in for a retreat tomorrow. What was I thinking?” Cat stared at herself. She looked a little frazzled and maybe, just maybe, a little crazy. She was glad she didn’t usually look like that. “Why did I think we could even pull off a wedding next June? Maybe we should put it off another year?”

      “You’re getting in your own head. We have tons of time.” Shauna stepped up and put an arm around her. “It’s going to be fine. Go change out of that dress, which is hideous by the way. We’ll get milkshakes for the drive home.”

      Cat swallowed hard and brushed the tears off her face. The woman in the mirror had it right. She was crazy. “If I drink a milkshake, I won’t lose any weight this week.”

      “You are perfect just the way you are. Besides, you love milkshakes.” Shauna stepped off the platform. “Get changed and I’ll chat with Georgia about scheduling a new dress shopping day at a different house.”

      “Okay, if you think that’s best.” Cat hated the indecision in her tone, but she just didn’t have it in her to fight. “I’ll be right out.”

      Cat moved back into the dressing room where her own champagne glass was sitting on a table near the mirror. She took a sip, then finished the glass off. She could do this. She was strong. She was invincible. She was quoting an old song.

      She set the glass down and unzipped the dress. “You’re a good dress, just not my dress,” she muttered, the tears threatening again. Maybe she should talk to Seth and move the wedding date. On the other hand, they wanted to be married on the trail overlooking the mountain range. If they didn’t get it done next summer, they’d have to wait until next year. Besides, the site had been reserved. One item off the list of decisions and to do’s that seemed to grow every day.

      To make it worse, she thought as she pulled the dress over her head and momentarily got lost in a tulle tsunami, she had a book due in two months that she hadn’t finished. To be truthful, she’d barely started it. Her deadline had to be met as she had a second series starting, and if she was going to make deadline on that new book, it had to be started on time. Or right after the book she was writing, which shall from now and this day forward be called the Crap Book, was finished. There wasn’t a lot of time where she could just waste time shopping a third day for a stupid dress.

      A gentle knock came at the door after she’d taken the dress off and pulled back on her jeans and sweater. Shauna called out, “Are you decent?”

      “Has that ever stopped you before?” Cat stood and opened the door, then sat back down on the chaise and started to put on her boots.

      “I’ve sent Georgia home to do more research. We’ll find the perfect dress, don’t worry.” Shauna came in and adjusted the gown Cat had just shed onto a hanger, zipping it up as she talked. “You have too much on your mind. I’ll have the writers help me decorate the house on Sunday after they get in. I’ll bake cookies and make hot chocolate. It will be fun. And you can spend the time writing.”

      “I never get to do the fun things because I’m always writing,” Cat groused as she pulled on her coat and picked up her tote.

      “Okay, then you can take the time to decorate with us. But you know you love writing. You’re getting grumpy because you’ve been away from your manuscript for too long. You’ve been caught up in this wedding madness. You need some writing time to ease out some of those edges.” Shauna glanced around the room. “Are we ready for a milk shake?”

      “If I’m too fat to fit into my perfect dress, I’m going to blame you.” She stepped toward the door. “Maybe we could get lunch too? I could do with a juicy cheeseburger right now.”

      “Okay, Burger Palace it is. But no wedding or writing talk allowed. Let’s talk about our new writer group. I’m dying to meet some of these people. They all seem so put together and nice.”

      Cat waved at the saleswoman who had been helping them. Sorry about not making your commission, she thought as they walked out the door.

      “You’re always so excited to meet our writers. All of them are published or have sold something. And all of them write non-fiction. Isn’t that crazy? It’s like they were sitting in their writers’ groups and all decided to visit a small town for a retreat.” Shauna remotely opened the doors to her car.

      “They don’t know each other?” Cat knew a lot of people who wrote YA paranormal. They traveled to the same conferences, had dinner with the same publishers, and sometimes, shared a drink in the bar together, where Cat had heard, all the deals really happened. Cat usually headed to bed early on those trips, a habit she’d started in college and never changed. Early to bed, early to rise might not have made her healthy or wise, but it did give her time to focus on her words before the house woke.

      “Doesn’t seem so, but I haven’t dug into the details on these writers.” Shauna started the car. “Is the wedding dress hunt all that’s bothering you? You’ve been on edge for a week now.”

      Cat leaned back, glad she’d let Shauna drive this trip. Would her friend judge her if she really told her what had her upset? She put her seat belt on and waited for Shauna to pull into traffic. “Okay, but this is just between you and me. Dante’s in town. He left me a message, two, actually. He wants me to have coffee with him.”

      “What’s wrong with that?” Shauna took advantage of the light to glance over at Cat. “You’re pale. Don’t tell me you’re questioning the wedding.”

      “No. Why would you ask that?” Cat sighed and closed her eyes. “I’m ready to marry Seth. I should have realized that marrying Michael would have never worked and turned down his proposal. But I’d been swept off my feet. I wasn’t thinking long-term.”

      “You’re afraid meeting with Dante will make you question your decision to marry Seth? Just because Dante and Michael were best friends, that doesn’t mean you’re still hung up on Michael.” Commercials blared from the car radio and Shauna turned down the volume so they could talk.

      “No, but if Seth finds out I’m meeting with Dante, Seth might second-guess my commitment to our relationship. You know he hates the guy or anything to do with Covington.” Cat picked up her phone and started typing. “Screw it, I’m going to tell Dante I can meet for coffee tomorrow before the writers get here.”

      Shauna made a noise from the driver’s seat.

      Cat looked up from the text she’d just finished and sent and frowned at her friend. “Now what?”

      “You’re worried about what Seth thinks so you time your meeting to the one time this week you can be sure he’s not going to be in town to see you?” Shauna pulled into the drive-up. “Want to go in or should we eat on the road?”

      “That’s not what I’m doing. Okay, maybe it is. Just leave me alone about it. Let’s eat on the road.” Cat tucked her phone away. “I want to spend the rest of the day getting ready for the writers. Tell me more about who we have coming and when. Who is the scholarship student from Covington?” Part of the agreement with Covington to use the library during retreat weeks was they hosted one student a retreat for no cost.

      “Our Covington student is Andrea Grammy. She’s a journalism student and wants to work on a memoir of her grandmother while she’s in retreat.” Shauna paused as she ordered cheeseburgers, French fries, and milkshakes. As they waited in line for their order, she continued. “Dan Lawrence is a travel writer that Sydney and Tristin Evans referred. I sent the Evans’s a gift basket with the new cookbook and cookies as a thank you.”

      “That was sweet of them and of you.” Cat dug in her purse for her wallet and her credit card.

      “Thanks. It was just something to let them know we appreciated the referral. I’m adding a who referred you question on the application. That way we can track who is sending people our way.” Shauna pulled her card out first. “Since we’re probably going to talk retreat business the rest of the trip, I’m going to pay for this out of my food budget.”

      “If that’s what you want.” Cat waited for Shauna to move the car up to the window and finish their transaction. She set up the milkshakes with straws in the cup holders, then unwrapped Shauna’s burger. “Here you go.”

      “I’m pulling over in the parking lot and eating before we start driving. I didn’t eat breakfast. You take your time. I’ll save the fries for driving.” She parked and unwrapped the burger, taking a huge bite. Then she took a second one.

      Cat opened the wrap around her burger and took a bite, but she wasn’t hungry. Shauna had been right. Seeing Dante when Seth was out of town was probably skirting the issue. She’d tell him her plans first thing in the morning before he took off for Denver to pick up the writers.

      “Anyway, we have a wedding planner, Eliza Buffin, who is writing a book on her ‘system.’ I told her you were getting married so expect a lot of questions. Teri Close is an organization specialist. She has her own blog and YouTube channel, but she wants to explore writing a book. And finally, we have a local history buff. I guess she has a contract for one of those local charm books on Aspen Hills.” Shauna dug back into her burger.

      “Wait, we have someone writing a book about Aspen Hills? That can’t be good. Maybe that’s what Dante needs to talk to me about. I’m sure he and his organization wouldn’t want the college to be outed as a ‘mob college’ any time soon.” Covington College had a secret. They were the out of the way Colorado college where the mob families sent their children. That way the kids were too far away from anywhere to get into trouble. Cat hadn’t known this when she attended Covington. However, most of Aspen Hills had known. The thought brightened Cat’s demeanor. If that’s what he wanted to talk about, that would be normal. Rather than him talking to her about the two of them. She’d told Dante several times that she wasn’t interested, but he didn’t seem to get the memo. “Who did you say the history buff was?”

      “Julie Smith. If that doesn’t sound like a fake name, I don’t know what does.” Shauna focused on her burger, leaving Cat to think about Julie and her book’s subject matter.

      As they got back on the road, Cat turned to her friend. “I want to ask you a question. And you need to be honest with me.”

      “Of course, you know I will.” Shauna glanced over at her friend. “What do you need from me?”

      “You don’t think I’m being precious about the dress, do you? There were a couple that were pretty. Maybe I should just settle.” Cat gnawed on her thumbnail.

      “It’s your wedding. You should get what you want. Don’t ever settle. On anything.” Shauna sipped her milkshake, not meeting Cat’s gaze.

      I am being a bridezilla. Cat picked up her untouched shake and took a sip. It was too good to let go bad. The calories would work their way off, and besides, she didn’t have a dress she needed to fit into. Yet.
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      By the time they’d arrived home, evening had fallen. The one thing about living in the mountains was when dark came, it crashed and took away all the light. The house on Warm Springs glowed from lighted windows on three levels. The west upstairs side had a dimmer glow. Seth hadn’t finished remodeling that wing of the house yet, so the second floor was dark except for the night-lights that she’d plugged into each room on that side. And of course, her office in the turret on the west side was completely dark.

      “Seth must be doing a last run through in the guest rooms.” Shauna pulled her new Jeep into the driveway. “He’s staying over this week too. He knows you have a deadline, so he’ll be here for a second round of support. He’s a sweet man. If he wasn’t so hung up on you, I’d marry him.”

      “You’ll find your soulmate someday.” Cat smiled at her friend. Shauna had been in a really serious, like engaged, relationship a few years ago until her fiancé had been killed. Now, she was just getting back on her feet in the relationship department. “Didn’t Gerald Casey ask you out a few months ago at the October Fest? When are you going on your date?”

      Shauna pushed the button and shut off the engine but didn’t move to open her door. She leaned her head on the steering wheel. She mumbled something Cat couldn’t hear.

      “What did you say?”

      Shauna lifted her head and looked at her friend. “I said, I told him no.”

      “Are you crazy? He’s nice, he’s not connected, and he’s wealthy.” Oops, Cat hadn’t meant to say all that. “I mean, he seems like a nice guy. He works at the university, so he must be smart too.”

      Shauna’s eyes narrowed. “And you know this how?”

      Busted. Cat shrugged. “I might have asked Dante a few questions. And he always gives me more than what I ask. So, sue me, I was concerned.”

      “And yet, now that he’s checked out, it’s fine for me to date him?” Shauna asked.

      Cat pressed her lips together, studying her friend. “This is a trick question, right?”

      “Let’s just go inside. Maybe I can drop hints to Seth about your coffee date with Dante tomorrow.” Shauna opened the Jeep door. “Tit for tat.”

      “Shauna, don’t. I’ll tell him, I promise.” Cat wasn’t looking forward to the conversation, but she was an adult and she needed to act like it. Even when it was hard.

      Shauna paused by the front of the car. “And?”

      “And I’ll stop checking out everyone who’s potentially or really asking you for a date.” Cat slammed the door and swung her tote over her shoulder. “The only thing good about this day was lunch.”

      They went into the kitchen through the side door and Cat saw they had a visitor sitting at the table with Seth. “Uncle Pete. What are you doing here? I didn’t see your car. Did we have a family dinner scheduled?”

      Uncle Pete was her mother’s brother and the police chief for Aspen Hills. He often came over and ate with her, Shauna, and Seth when he was around. He stood and engulfed her in a bear hug. The man was huge, and even as a little girl, Cat had always felt safe in those arms. “Can’t an uncle come over without a specific reason? Seth’s invited me to stay for chili and cornbread. I can’t believe you all left him alone today. Not with a batch of writers showing up tomorrow.”

      “That’s why we had to leave him alone. I needed to get a dress for the wedding.” Cat circled the table. Seth was standing by the stove, his worn jeans and flannel shirt covered with one of Shauna’s aprons. His hair curled at the ends, a clear sign he needed to get it cut. She put an arm around his waist and gave him a hug and a kiss. “Thanks for making dinner. It smells amazing.”

      Shauna sniffed. “You never thank me for dinner and I cook all the time. But if a man comes into the kitchen, watch out. They’ll be throwing flowers at your feet soon, Seth.”

      “Nice to see you too, Shauna.” Seth grinned, then looked down at Cat. “Can I ask about the dress? Is it everything you wanted? Or is that bad luck?”

      “The only bad luck is in asking, as there is no dress.” Cat dropped her tote on the desk and took off her jacket, hanging it on the rack by the door. “I swear, this shouldn’t be so hard. It’s just a dress. But every dress I try on just doesn’t look right.”

      “Don’t fret,” Shauna put in. “I just got a text from Georgia and we have an appointment a week from Monday with a new shop in the city. She says the designer’s amazing and sent me a website for you to look at before we go. She wants you to choose at least ten to try on this time.” Shauna texted a reply and then set her phone down on the desk. She looked at Cat. “Oh, my God, don’t look like I just took away your milkshake. You don’t have to do it today.”

      “Good, because the last thing I want to see tonight is more white satin and tulle.” Cat grabbed a beer out of the fridge and sat at the table. “Seth, I’m drinking your emergency alcohol supply. Now I know I’m freaking out.”

      “Why don’t you just use the other dress you had? It was pretty.” Her uncle leaned back in his chair and studied her. “Or is that bad luck?”

      “Dude, I’m a guy and even I know you don’t reuse the wedding dress from your first marriage.” Seth set a plate of cornbread on the table. “Although it would solve the dress problem.”

      “There is no way I’m wearing that dress.” Cat sipped on the beer. She shivered at the thought. “I’m not superstitious, but it feels wrong. Besides, I’m not sure where it is anymore.”

      “It’s in a box in one of the empty rooms in the west wing.” Seth set a bowl of chili in front of her and took a swig from her beer. “I found the box a few months ago when I was measuring the rooms. There’s a lot of stuff from your wedding there, including your photo album.”

      “You didn’t say anything.” Cat looked up at him. She put a hand on his leg before he could move away from her. “Sorry, I’ll get that out and…”

      “Cat, don’t worry about it. It’s part of your life, part of our history. Michael’s gone. It’s not like you’re going to run off with him at our wedding.” Seth leaned down and kissed her on the head. “Just eat. You’ve had a hard day, Bridezilla.”

      “Don’t call me that.” She playfully slapped his leg as he walked away, but she caught Shauna’s gaze and shook her head. No, she wasn’t going to run off with her ex-husband, Michael, but she was meeting in secret with his best friend, Dante.
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      Cat didn’t sleep well. She could have blamed it on the chili, but she knew the real reason she had studied the dark ceiling in her room for way too long last night. She hadn’t told Seth about meeting with Dante. She glanced at her clock. Three a.m. Too soon to go find Seth and have a heart to heart, but she could spend this time in her office working on her manuscript.

      She crawled out of bed and pulled on sweats and slippers. After fastening her hair into a clip, she brushed her teeth and got ready for a writing session. First, coffee. She padded downstairs. Seth had installed lights on the stair rails to keep guests from missing a step as they headed downstairs for a late-night snack or more coffee. He’d set up a switch that allowed her to turn off the stair lights, but she liked them on at night. It allowed her to go downstairs without turning on the overhead lights. Especially on days where the writing pulled her out of bed earlier than anyone else in the house would want to get up. Like today.

      She used the single cup machine to make her coffee, and as it worked it’s magic, she fixed a full pot to brew. She wasn’t going back to sleep. Not now. She might be bleary eyed when the writers got here, but hopefully, they’d be tired from traveling. She hadn’t asked Shauna where this group was from. Another topic to keep tonight’s welcome session busy. Grabbing her coffee and two cookies from the jar Shauna had filled on Friday, Cat went back upstairs.

      Thank God for the three flights of stairs she climbed multiple times a day. With Shauna’s cooking, especially her baking during retreat weeks, she needed the exercise to ward off the pounds from the treats. Especially if she was ever going to fit into this elusive wedding dress.

      She pushed open her office door, turning on the light, and found Angelique sleeping on the couch. Four kittens had arrived a few days after Angelique had made herself at home here. They were supposed to be barn cats. That had lasted until the first chill. Now they spent most of the time wandering around the house and visited their friend Snow, Shauna’s horse, in the barn during the day. Seth had made a cat door in the mud room off the cellar.

      Cat scratched Angelique behind the ear and moved to her desk. She fired up her computer and ignored the call of the internet and any emails she might have missed yesterday when she’d gone to Denver. She’d check before she left her office this morning.

      Instead, she opened her Word document and a notebook she kept on her desk. She read the last few paragraphs she’d written Saturday morning before leaving and fell into the story. Today was going to be a good writing day; she could feel the itch in her fingers to get started.

      She finished the last of the coffee that had gone cold and stood to stretch. She’d almost finished a chapter and she was happy with it. A feeling that wasn’t coming easily with this book. She didn’t know why, but for some reason, writing Tori was like pulling teeth this book. She wondered if it was the transition. Tori, the main character in her teenage witch books, was graduating from the boarding school where she’d discovered she was magical. Now she had to return to the real world. How would she survive? What would she do? Where was she going?

      “All good questions, but right now, I need more coffee.” Cat pushed herself away from the computer and took her cup downstairs. Maybe just a couple more cookies too.

      Instead of the dark, empty kitchen she’d found when she’d first come downstairs, now Shauna had all the lights going and something baking in the oven. From the smell, it was something chocolate, probably brownies.

      “I am never going to lose any weight before the wedding. Maybe we shouldn’t schedule any retreats a couple of months before the wedding.” Cat refilled her coffee cup. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”

      “You’re kidding, right? I must have just missed you. Thanks for making coffee. It was a welcome surprise. I was just about to bring you coffee and a fruit cup.” Shauna turned from the counter where she’d been mixing something with the stand-up blender. “But you probably would rather have a couple of cookies.”

      “Eating fruit at my desk just isn’t the same.” Cat nodded to the table. “Do you want to chat for a few?”

      “Actually, can we do it later? I’m behind on baking for the week. I can’t believe how much I typically do on the Saturday before.” Shauna pointed to her clipboard. “I should finish before they arrive, but I’m glad we’re not doing a special event this month. We should make sure to block off the special days on holiday months.”

      “Works for me.” Cat grabbed three cookies this time. She’d walk to the coffee shop to meet Dante and hit the treadmill later today before the writers arrived. She paused at the door. “Hey, have I told you that you’re amazing at this bed and breakfast thing? You make these retreats successful.”

      “My food and I are only part of why we’ve been successful, but thanks for mentioning it. You’re an amazing partner in this adventure. I just hope we can keep it up for many, many years.” Shauna wiped her hands on a towel. “I’m not sure I could work a real job anymore. Especially going back to being a bartender.”

      “Your cookbooks are going to take off and you’re going to be so successful, you will never have to bartend again.” Cat smiled at her friend. “Unless you want to, that is.”

      “I already have enough money to keep me from going back to that career. Anyway, the mutual admiration society meeting is over for the day. Go write. People won’t come to a writer retreat run by someone who isn’t actively writing anymore.” Shauna rinsed her hands and then stirred the batter in the bowl.

      “I’m going to write for a while longer, but please tell Seth I need to see him before he leaves.” Cat paused at the door. “I’m going to tell him I’m meeting Dante.”

      “Don’t freak if he asks you to postpone the meeting. It might not be a bad idea to have a wingman on this coffee date.”

      Cat pushed the swinging door open. “Not a date. Besides, it’s better to get things done and over with rather than worry about what’s going to happen. I’ll be fine.”

      “If you say so.”

      Cat ignored Shauna’s last challenge and headed up the stairs. Dante and Michael, her ex-husband, had been friends since their college years. When she’d come back to Aspen Hills after Michael’s death, Dante had been there for her. Especially since she’d insisted on digging into things that he’d probably wished had stayed buried. She owed him one coffee.

      She returned to her office, shut the door, and re-read the last paragraph she’d written. Then she got busy. Some writing days were like that. The words just flowed. Other days, she might as well just stop after an hour because she wasn’t going to get many words written. And she might have to delete that day’s work anyway. But today was a flow day.

      She’d heard other authors talk about finding the flow. It was where everyone wanted to be, but the more you reached for it, the less likely it was to happen. Basically, days like this were a writer’s unicorn, and she was going to ride that baby as long as it would let her.
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      A sound woke her. She lifted her head from the desk and looked at Shauna who stood in her doorway.

      “I shouldn’t do this, but I’m the good friend. I figured you’d want to shower before meeting Dante and you only have thirty minutes.” She crossed the room and took Cat’s empty coffee cup and wiped cookie crumbs off the desk into it.

      “It can’t be nine-thirty. I just laid my head down for a second.” Cat stared at the computer screen. It showed that Shauna wasn’t messing with her. She highlighted the section she’d written that morning, then hit save. “Three thousand words. Not shabby for running on fumes.”

      “Glad you’re pleased with your word count. Now go get ready. Or should I call him and let him know you’re not coming?” Shauna paused at a picture of Cat with Uncle Pete and Cat’s mother. “I love this pic. Everyone looks so happy.”

      “That was taken the day before she and Dad left for Florida. I need to call her next week and see if they’re coming home for Christmas or not. She doesn’t like to fly in the winter.” Cat jotted a note on a stickie and put it on her calendar. Then she turned off the computer and stepped across the floor.

      “You could call this week. The retreat doesn’t take all your time.” Shauna followed her out of the office.

      “Mom likes to chat. I don’t want to rush her or worry about not getting the writers the full experience.” Cat headed down the hall to her room. “Besides, next week’s fine.”

      Shauna didn’t answer and when Cat went into her room, she saw her friend was already on the stairwell going down. Shauna didn’t like it when she thought Cat was ignoring her family, but on the other hand, Shauna didn’t have a vote in this. Things between her and her mom had been tense since she and Cat’s dad had moved to Florida. Well, really since Cat had divorced Michael. Her folks had wanted her to move home to live with them. Since her childhood home was Aspen Hills, not Florida, she’d told them she was going to accept the teaching position in California. Miles away from Michael and a country away from her folks.

      But it had all worked out. She’d gotten the house when Michael died. She was home again. Her folks were still in Florida.

      She cleared her head in the shower. Then she used her hair dryer to get her hair to at least stop dripping water. It wasn’t completely dry when she left her room and took the stairs down to the kitchen.

      Shauna was at the table, going over her schedule.

      “Hey, I thought Seth was going to come up to the office.” Cat pulled on her puffy coat and wrapped a knit scarf around her neck. The walk would wake her up.

      “He did. You were asleep and he didn’t want to wake you.” Shauna looked up. “And I didn’t want to push, especially since you’re going to see Dante. Just be safe, okay?”

      Cat didn’t like leaving without seeing Seth. If felt like she was keeping something from him. Which she was. She pulled a pink ski cap over her head. She would most definitely have hat hair when she got to the coffee house, but as she’d been telling everyone: this was not a date. “I’ll be fine. The coffee house is only a half a block from the police station, and I can sprint faster than Dante.”

      “Unless he stuns you and throws you in the back of his limo to become his captured mob princess, chained in his dungeon and he’ll be dressing you in a harem outfit.” Shauna smiled and waved her off. “You’re going to be late.”

      “And you’re reading too many romance novels.” Cat grinned. “And thinking way too much about Dante.”

      Shauna laughed. “Gothic romance rules. Seriously, text me when you’re on your way back. I’ll be worried until I hear from you.”

      “Yes, Mom.” Cat left the house and crunched through the light layer of snow that had fallen this morning. Seth would have to keep the sidewalks clear and salted to make sure no one took a header on a random sheet of ice.

      Their neighbor, Mrs. Rice, stood in her front window, her cat in her arms. Cat waved and Mrs. Rice nodded at her. A truce between them had been forged when Shauna asked Mrs. Rice to be her tester for the recipes in her cookbooks. Now the mean as a snake woman who lived to make Cat’s life a pain, was coming over for dinner at least a few times a month. People could change.

      By the time she’d reached town and the coffee house, she was starting to feel the cold. Her feet were numb. Thank goodness she’d worn her snow boots and not the fashion pair. A rookie mistake she’d need to warn her newest writers’ group about.

      She opened the coffee house door and the smell of roasted coffee overwhelmed her. She waved at Dante and started over to the coffee bar to order when he called her name. His voice matched the way he looked, warm, dark, like a good glass of whisky. The man was walking sin. She saw the reaction to his presence in the other women in the coffeehouse. They were like predators, just waiting for him to look their way. She’d always seen him as Michael’s friend.

      “Catherine, I’ve already ordered your coffee.” Dante waved her over to the table.

      She pulled off the scarf, hat, and gloves, stuffing them into her coat pocket. Then she took off the coat and draped it over the chair across from Dante. Before sitting and inhaling that steaming cup of coffee, she took the time to run her fingers through her hair twice, hoping the styling would make it look fun and carefree rather than crazy. “You didn’t have to buy my coffee.”

      “It was my pleasure. Besides, I was here a little early. I needed time to think.” He nodded to someone behind her and a cinnamon roll appeared in front of her. “Eat. You need the strength to walk back to the house since I’m sure you won’t accept an offer of a ride from me.”

      She bit her bottom lip, keeping herself from laughing as Shauna’s image of a captured sex slave filled her head. “Again, thank you. And yes, I’m fine walking home. Let’s stop playing cat and mouse. Why am I here, Dante?”

      “Always blunt and to the point. Some conversations are better when you take your time.” He sipped his coffee, his gaze burning into her soul. “I’m not trying to bring you to anger. I just wanted to warn you.”
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