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He positioned his desk with a view of Biscayne Bay, the sleek modern piece allowing as much space and light as possible. He didn’t need a desk or the matching pedestal chair and hadn’t even a book on top, yet occasionally during the day, he sat there and lost himself in the tropical scene—turquoise waters, feathery palm leaves, and a line of cumulus clouds adorning the horizon. 

At all seasons the same.

Cash McShane rose and paced over to the bed, a minimalist design like everything else in the house. He slid open the drawer of the wall-mounted bedside table and dug out his cell phone, wallet, and keys. Straightening, he left the room and paced the long hallway into a wide, open dining-living space.

The view here glowed as spectacular as it had in the bedroom or the hall. The outside walls of the house constructed of floor-to-ceiling hurricane-proof glass all the way around, from every direction he saw the bay, the distant mansions of his neighbors, and the pristine outdoor entertaining space. A pool stretched the length of the house, lights sparkling on the chlorinated water, a showplace of what wealth and success could obtain.

With billions of dollars at his disposal—a house worth thirteen mil set on an exclusive island off the Florida coast, an extravagant personal yacht, and somewhere over-the-pond, an estate in the British countryside, as yet unseen—his every need was met exactly how he chose. 

He crossed the living room, opening a set of double sliding-glass doors that led out onto an enormous patio, and a pleasant breeze fluttered his untucked shirt and fine pieces of his hair. His gaze traveled east, lighting on the miniscule sail of a boat, from this distance appearing to glide easily across the moonlit waters. 

What a lie. It took hard work and skill to drive the boat along, cooperation, and knowledge of tides and ocean currents. Though it looked smooth on the outside, the surface of the water hid the struggles underneath. An exact picture of most of his life.

Though his adoptive parents had given him stability for a time, that’d ceased abruptly during their divorce. Money had spawned a legal battle that’d gone on for almost a decade. They’d bickered over cars and furniture, business assets, and especially custody of him, unwilling to share one iota. 

When it’d seemed things might settle, his father had passed of a heart attack, leaving him the entire estate. Twenty-three and worth more than most could dream to see, he’d bought this place and moved out. 

His phone alarm buzzed, and Cash expelled a breath, choked by his usual reticence. “Yes, Mother, I’m coming.”

She had something up her sleeve tonight, and he suspected it had to do with the annual McShane Christmas party. He didn’t see the reason to spend so much on people who only came to say they’d been there. He funded it mostly to protect what people thought of his father, who ironically had hated Christmas, and to keep her quiet.

Seated behind the wheel of his luxury sportscar, he let the windows down and sucked in the night air. But for all it should have cleansed his mind, he grew tenser with every mile until pulling into the parking garage outside his mother’s condominium complex, his head throbbed.

He shut the car off and made his way inside. He was alone on his ride upstairs. As he had been growing up—always the “poor abandoned boy” the McShanes had taken in. People would cast him a pitied expression and distance themselves because, after all, his birth mom had died of an overdose and that might be viral.

He frowned. Still today, the smiles only shone when someone wanted money.

The elevator doors slid open, and Cash stepped out. He pressed the doorbell, and his mother answered. 

He despised her place. Bronze and mauve, the rooms closed off from each other, it bred claustrophobia. The one exception, the dining room, looked out over downtown Miami. Whoever tonight’s guests were, hopefully, they’d notice that and not her bad taste.

“You’re late,” she said, her red-rouged lips pressed into a line.

Her idea of fashion was as outdated as her taste in décor, and her hair styled to look like a cake pop. The blouse she’d chosen, knotted at the neck in an enormous floppy bow.

“Fashionably ...” he replied, “and these aren’t my guests. Plus, you are here.”

That remark didn’t make her happy. She reversed, and he squeezed past her. His reflection split into a dozen shapes in the beveled mirror collage on the opposite wall. He winced and rushed past it into the living area.

She paced around him, aimed for the dining room. “Here he is,” she said, entering ahead of him. 

Again, he noticed the furniture first. The table was a fantastic relic of the 1980s, glossy white fiberglass with arched legs. The chairs matched in style, their seat cushions padded with ice-green leather.

Cash raised his gaze and was surprised to see the man seated at his mother’s left. How had she managed that?

“Mr. Bellamy, my son, Cash,” his mother said, motioning toward him. Her painted fingernails flashed red in the light of the glass chandelier monstrosity dangling over the table. “Cash, you might remember Atlas.”

Who didn’t remember Atlas? He sucked the air from the room when he entered. Not that he was foreboding. Rather, he was friendly and always polite. He wasn’t the wealthiest man in the Billionaire Boys Club either, as some called the grouping of wealthy families, but he was the most respected. 

“I do,” Cash said, making a bow. “I was fifteen when we met, I think. You were ... well, older than me.” By about twelve years. 

Atlas smiled wide and glanced at his wife. “This is my wife, Meghan.”

Meghan Bellamy had more going for her than her spouse and the Bellamy money. An attractive woman, she was also a practicing dermatologist and intensely smart. She had the rare privilege of being respected by her spouse, even listened to. His mother wouldn’t know anything about that.

“How is Lindsay?” Cash asked, diverting his thoughts. Lindsay Bellamy, their young daughter. “She’s what? Four?”

Meghan nodded. “I miss her, but Atlas insisted I come with him, so she’s visiting his parents.”

“The cell has been on video phone the entire trip, I believe,” Atlas said.

Cash smiled, but though happy for them, he couldn’t quite find the same joy. Reaching back into his youngest memory, he saw his birth mother passed out and himself left to wander at will. He’d carried her neglect with him like a badge, growing up, turning it into self-blame when Clyde and Geneva wouldn’t stop fighting. Surely all of it was his fault.

“It is good to see you both,” he replied, “but I confess, I’m not sure why ...” They were here. Atlas Bellamy didn’t show up for a casual dinner.

His mother waved one hand outward. “We will get to that. First, I say, ‘Let’s eat.’”

“I hope you ordered it,” Cash replied.

Her lips pressed together tight again. He shouldn’t antagonize her, but he would not want to be the one who’d made Atlas Bellamy sick.

“Now, that my secret’s out ...” she said.

“Never fear,” Meghan replied. “I’ve done the same many times. I’m sure the food is fabulous.”

His mother had placed it all in serving bowls, but Cash recognized the menu instantly. He said nothing about it and did his best to participate in the conversation. Atlas tried to include him, but as always, his mother dominated the topics, and he chose to fade back.

The meal at a close, she suggested they retire to the living room. He swallowed the remark that he’d rather not, his abhorrence for the space sticking in his throat. A ridiculous couch covered three of the four walls. In the center of its “u” shape sat a glass coffee table perched on brass legs.

“I feel like I’ve stepped back in time,” Meghan commented. She gazed upward at three pieces of pastel abstract art hung on the far wall.

Some artist, drunken on success, or lack of, and maybe too much wine, as well, had done those with a paint roller.

“I admit I’ve thought about updating,” Geneva said. “I can’t really afford it.”

This barb was specifically meant for him. She couldn’t afford it because his dad had assured that she got nothing but what little she’d saved from her own father. She couldn’t afford it because he refused to give her a small amount like other good sons would do.

“But let’s not worry about that,” she said. “I’d like to discuss my reason for tonight’s dinner. The McShane Christmas party is scheduled for December twentieth. I’ve already spoken with a decorator, a wonderful woman named Antoinette Stevens, who I worked with last year. She and I have discussed the design.” His mother flapped one hand. “Again, not important. What is ... this year, I’d like to have a charity auction.” She focused on Atlas. “I know you’ve participated in many of these and have your finger on the pulse of who would give. I was hoping you’d assist me. I ...” She cast Cash a glance. “I’d like to give the money to support underprivileged youth. My son, as you know, was taken from horrible circumstances.”

Cash stiffened. “I don’t think we need to talk about that.” They’d never talked about that. Why would she bring it up now? 

She sighed. “We should talk about it. Your father ...”

“Leave him out of this.”

“I can’t. He ...”

Whatever she’d been going to say was interrupted by Atlas’s phone. He dug in his coat pocket for it and glanced at the caller. His brow furrowed. 

“I must take this,” he said. “My apologies ...”

He exited into the foyer, but his voice fled back into the room. “She’s missing? Has someone called Ludwig and Kirsten? Yes, I understand. Please keep me apprised.”

He returned to the room, his shoulders weighted, one finger pressed between his eyes.

“Is everything okay?” Meghan asked.

Atlas sighed. “Rosalie is missing.”

“Rosalie Fabrinni?” his mother asked.

His brow rose. “You know them?”

“Beverly Fabrinni is a dear friend,” she replied. “We went to college together. Oh, this is so unfortunate. Did they say what happened?”

“That was Ludwig’s brother, Haydn. He called it a misunderstanding, but being frank, ...” Atlas cleared his throat. “Her stepfather, Flint Allenham, is a harsh man.”

“How old is she?” Cash asked. He knew the Fabrinni name but had never met them, to his recollection. They ran a large publishing company and a major newspaper, further up the coast, as well as having shipping interests.

“She turned eighteen, a month ago,” Atlas replied. “Past making a police report, she is of age and can go where she likes. However, the family is understandably worried. Apparently, she left with nothing, not even a cell phone, and doesn’t intend to be found.”

Meghan walked to his side and took his hand. “We shouldn’t gossip but pray.”

“Absolutely.” He clasped her fingers in his. Glancing toward Geneva, he drew himself taller. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to do that.”

For the first time, his mom looked uncomfortable, and sadly, Cash enjoyed it. There’d been no place for God in the McShane household. Only bitterness and anger and spite. And greed. Especially at Christmas. However, she tried to paint her good intentions for the upcoming party, he didn’t believe a single word. Geneva McShane thought only of Geneva McShane. He’d been an aside since they’d signed the adoption papers and changed his name.

“Please do,” Cash said. “Eighteen is such a sensitive age. I remember it quite well. The smallest things become huge in one’s mind.”

His mother’s frown said enough. He closed his eyes against it but heard their voices all over again in his head, the name calling, the curse words. How dare she pretend she could ever do anything good for anyone.
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THE SLAP OF WATER ON the hulls of multimillion-dollar yachts soothed her ragged nerves, although the sight of so much money in one place set her on edge. Chances were, someone here knew her stepfather, and one word of where she’d run off to, and he’d haul her back.

She shivered, not weather-related.

She would not, under any circumstances, get hitched to that ... parasite ... he’d pushed off on her. Close friend and business associate, whatever, not even the Royal Family forced their kids into arranged relationships anymore. If she’d had more spine, she would have stood up for herself. Her real dad would’ve backed her. If he’d been around. If. If. If. Her life had become a string of ifs, the largest one if she’d have a roof over her head tonight.

Walking out on the dock, Rosalie Fabrinni forgot her troubles for a while, staring at the Miami skyline rippling in the water. A breeze picked up, and she shrugged deeper into her jacket. She could’ve gone north, except as a Florida native, she didn’t have clothing for cold weather. She’d traveled south instead but still found the outdoors chilly at night.

Her gaze locked on a sign taped to a post at the end of the dock. Help wanted. Apply at the office. What kind of help? She paced forward and tugged the sign off the post. 

She retraced her steps onto land and angled toward a small building crouched at the edge of the water. A single light shone in its grimy windows, the yellow glow of it made friendly by a plastic Christmas wreath hung on the door and a hand-lettered holiday wish tucked in its branches that said, “Jesus is the reason for the season.”

That seemed like a positive, and her courage rose. It was late, but someone was here.

Rosalie took a breath and knocked. The movements of whoever was inside sounded startled, their footsteps pausing once before the door opened. A man with a thick head of gray hair leaned out. Put him in a red suit on a sleigh with reindeer and he’d make a passable Santa Claus.

She held up the sign. “You’re hiring?”

He stared at it like he had no idea what she meant then reversed and opened the door wider. He left it ajar, and she poked her head inside.

The office was what you’d expect, a single desk with a brass lamp, casting the light she’d seen outside, a collection of filing cabinets, and a round table wedged into the corner. All of it covered in papers and files and ledgers and boating items, dust and the effects of salty air leaving a whitish coating.

The old man sat in his chair, the springs creaking, and opened the middle drawer, pulling out a single page. “Here’s the application,” he said, sliding it toward her. “Pays minimum wage.” He plucked a pen out of a cup and extended it. “Fill in your contact information.”

She scanned the document but didn’t take hold of it, struck instead by a framed Bible passage on the wall. Psalm 23. The Lord is my Shepherd and the following familiar verses were penned beside the faded image of fluffy sheep.

Her stomach twisted. 

His bushy brows knit together. “You got a name, girl?”

She moistened her lips. She couldn’t give her actual name, that’d send up signals. “Rachel,” she said. Close enough, if she heard it, she might answer. “Rachel Teal.” Teal because it was her favorite color. 

“I have to know how to find you and how to fill in the legal papers, you understand? I can’t just write down ‘Rachel Teal,’” he said.

Her lip curled between her teeth, Rosalie nodded. He’d need a social, and she couldn’t give him one. That’d notify her stepdad for sure. “I should go,” she said. Her shoulders sank, and she aimed out the door, but having taken only a few steps, the old man’s chair creaked, and his footsteps rose from behind. 

He called out to her. “Come back, miss. Please?” 

She paused, her heart hammering. 

“My daughter might have work for you that won’t require all of that.” He paused, his breaths loud. “If you’re interested, I have somewhere you can stay tonight.”

Coming from anyone else, that might sound creepy, but maybe his whole Santa vibe or maybe his openly displayed statements of faith, but she believed him. 

She’d spent one night in the bus station. She really didn’t want to do it again.

This was a long way from the privileged life she’d grown used to. She should be laughing it up at some billionaire Christmas party, trying to sneak a glass of champagne. Even babysitting, her stepbrother, Lyle, would be nice, right now.

“Let me call my daughter,” the old man said. “Her name’s Antoinette. Mine’s Charles. We’re the Stevenses.” He glanced behind. “Here, you sit down, and I’ll take care of everything.”

He shuffled inside the office, and after a few seconds pause, Rosalie took a seat. Her life had sunk deep that she trusted a stranger more than her family. Her mom refused to believe anything was wrong. Her real dad didn’t know how bad things were. Facing the worst Christmas of her life, she’d left everything she owned and run. 

Coming from money and not being able to use any of it had been a harsh reality. She’d left her credit card and cell phone behind, knowing it’d help them find her. She’d stolen fifty dollars from her mom’s purse, half of which had vanished already with boxed hair dye, a bus ticket, and food. 

One hand in her jacket pocket, she picked at the seam as if it’d solve something. 

Charles returned, worry written in the wrinkles on his forehead. “Antoinette is coming to get you. You can trust her.”

Rosalie nodded and looked aside. Charles stood beside her until a blue car pulled up. His daughter got out. She was taller than average and well-dressed for the late hour, her coal black hair pulled into a sleek ponytail. 

She had friendly eyes, like Charles. Like her own dad’s. Like her mom’s before Flint.

“Hey there. Dad said you’re looking for work?” Antoinette asked. “If you’re interested, I’m a professional party planner, and I need lots of help for the season.” 

She produced a business card, containing the usual information, name, address, email. Rosalie read it then met her gaze. 

“I promise you’re safe,” Antoinette said.

Was she? She swallowed her worry. People lied all the time. Flint had taught her that. She had no guarantee of anything and might turn up on the beach, wrapped in seaweed. 

“Come.” Antoinette gestured toward her car. “Let’s go where it’s more comfortable.”

Rosalie held in place, an instant longer then sighed. She had to take the risk. She took a few steps, paused, and glanced behind.

Charles nodded at her. “God’s watching over you,” he said.

She looked forward and trailed after Antoinette to the car. She had her doubts that God cared at all. Then again ... she’d ended up here and met them.
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CHAPTER 2
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Antoinette’s car looked lived-in, the center console and backseat littered with food wrappers, discarded coffee cups, and sample products related to her job. Rosalie didn’t comment on it but buckled in and folded her hands in her lap. 

She cranked, instrumental Christmas tunes spilling from the speaker. A harpist picked out strains of a familiar carol. She turned them down and clasped the wheel. “Dad said your name is Rachel?”

Why? Because she wanted it affirmed? Or she didn’t believe it? Rosalie simply nodded.

“He’s a softie, Dad, with a heart of gold.” Antoinette cast her a glance. “You might have noticed the Santa resemblance. Whatever you picture about Old St. Nick, that’s Dad, too.”

They fell silent, for a time. Rosalie quickly lost her bearings weaving down the mesh of roads. The busier streets became rural. And dark. They turned onto a particularly long empty stretch, and her fears took another huge leap. 

Antoinette seemed to sense it. “This is my personal shortcut. I guess I could have gone through town. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

Her gaze not shifting, she appeared to want an answer of some kind. 

“It’s okay,” Rosalie mumbled.

Nothing was okay. She shouldn’t have agreed to this.

Antoinette turned back toward the road. “How old are you, Rachel?”

Rosalie stiffened. That wasn’t any of her business, yet she probably wanted to make sure she wasn’t a minor. She ought to give her that much, or else, they might call the police. 

“Eighteen,” she said.

“That’s good.” 

Antoinette slowed and turned left onto a more well-traveled road that led into a suburban part of town. It looked so normal, like where office workers, little league parents, and grocery store clerks lived. Different from her life. Money got you into places, and you didn’t have to be nice to enter them. Simply rich.

Her dad wasn’t affected by it, nor Kirsten, who hadn’t grown up that way. Her mom acted a little more like she deserved it. But Flint ... anger coiled, dark, in her chest. 

She hadn’t liked him from the start. Her mom had been blind to it, she thought, partly out of jealousy over her dad and Kirsten’s relationship. She wanted what they had, but if so, she hadn’t gotten it by marrying her pigheaded stepfather, and over time, her mom had changed. She’d stopped laughing and become a puppet, Flint pulling her strings.

“Here we are. This is home.”

Rosalie curled one hand around the seatbelt. Home? “I can’t ...” Stay here with her. In her house. But what had she expected? She’d leave her at some homeless shelter? She didn’t want to go there.

“Hey ...” Antoinette’s voice softened. “I get it, you know. You’re running from something.”

Panicked, Rosalie pressed the seatbelt release button and shot out of the car. 

Antoinette dashed after her. “Wait. Don’t go.” 

She stepped into her path, and Rosalie slid to a halt, her breaths clustered in her throat.

“At least, stay the night. Please?” Antoinette begged. “Miami isn’t any place for a pretty girl to be on her own. Trust me, I grew up here, and I understand it more than you could know.”

Trembling, Rosalie wrapped her arms around her chest. That couldn’t be true. No one else walked in her shoes. The night seemed to draw close, and she trembled. “One night?” She didn’t want to stay outside.
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