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We are sisters, a beautiful mosaic united by the love of God through the blood of Christ.


Several times a year, The Mosaic Collection releases faith-based novels and anthologies in a variety of genres. This year we are celebrating five years since the release of our first book, When Mountains Sing by Stacy Monson in 2019. Our stories range from romance and suspense to literary and women’s fiction.


Join our Mosaic reader family and discover soul-affirming stories of truth and hope at www.mosaiccollectionbooks.com


Join our Reader Community, too!


Find us at www.facebook.com/groups/TheMosaicCollection
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The Christmas Kiss
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Stacy Monson



When Piper Devine’s dream of opening her own chocolate store becomes a reality, her life turns upside down. She’s tired. More than that, she’s soul weary. Adding retail to her online business created a whirlwind of attention, orders, and chaos. Lots of chaos.

Someone is trying to sabotage her business. And also her burgeoning relationship with the handsome property manager who’d believed enough in her and her dream to help get the store up and running.

Who wants her out of the picture, and out of business? Is it the same person, or does she have a double target on her back? 













  
  



To those who struggle daily in their work, striving against evil, facing obstacles, desiring to use the gifts God has given you to do the work you’re called to—stay focused on the God who guides your steps. He will not leave you floundering. Be persistent in your work and lean on Him when things get tough.
He will see you through.











  
  




“But I want you to keep your head no matter what happens. Don’t give up when times are hard.
Work to spread the good news. Do everything God has given you to do.”
2 Timothy 4:5 (NIRV)














  
  






Chapter 1
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Piper Devine tied the sparkling red-and-green plaid ribbon to the corded handles and handed the bag to Joseph Wahl. “She’ll love it,” she assured him.

He accepted it with a chuckle. “As she does everything I’ve bought from you.”

“You have good taste.” 

“And you make good chocolate.” He looked around the store, festive in its holiday finery, and nodded. “You’ve done a great job here, Piper. Very impressive. Not that I’m surprised.”

She never tired of hearing positives about her store or her chocolates. “It was definitely a group effort. Including you.”

His expression sobered. “There’s nothing new about the fraud case yet, I’m sorry to say. I’m going to tap a retired FBI guy I know for a fresh perspective, but we might never nail whoever was responsible.”

“Thanks for keeping the case open.” Memory of the fraud that had closed down her cottage business still stung. And made her shiver. Just who was the guy she’d blindly allowed into her apartment six months ago? “Now, off you go. Say hello to your wife. And don’t eat her gift on the way home.”

“I never make promises I can’t keep,” he said over his shoulder as he left the store. 

While the first health inspection had been a fraud, Joseph’s inspections had been positive and encouraging. He’d become a regular customer since the grand opening in September. Piper turned her attention to two women approaching the counter. “Hello, ladies. Welcome to Pip’s Divine Chocolates. Would you like a sample of today’s Christmas special? Raspberry Grand Truffles.”

Hours sped by as Piper offered samples, assisted customers, and replenished stock, humming along with the background music. Since her store’s grand opening nearly three months ago, every day felt like Christmas. She couldn’t wait to open the store each morning, greet customers, and revel in the joy of living her dream. Years of hard work had finally paid off.

“Closing time.” The familiar male voice brought her out of the back production area with a smile. Finn McNally, the property owner she’d been crushing on since they met months ago at the library.

“A chocolate maker’s work is never done,” she replied, smoothing her apron.

“Concocting a new recipe?” His green eyes twinkled. “Can I get a peek behind the curtain?”

Piper folded her arms, trying to look serious. “Anyone who crosses the threshold into the production area is sworn to secrecy. Can you be trusted?”

“I’ve been back there about a hundred times, so I think so.”

She grinned. “Good point. Lock the door and come on back.” She returned to the production area, drawing a slow breath to quiet her racing heart. Finn had quickly become a good friend and her business mentor, but that was as far as the relationship had gone. “Stop acting like a twelve-year-old.”

Resuming her spot at the worktable, she bit back a smile. A twelve-year-old with a massive crush.
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Finn locked the store’s door and flipped the decorative wooden Open sign to Closed, then stood for a moment in the popular retail shop, admiring the results of Piper’s dogged determination. From shining glass display cases filled with meticulously made chocolates, to the retail area that carried his Chocolate Brews products, to the Christmas decor and music that invited customers to relax and browse—she’d put thought and planning into each decision.

He had to admit he’d learned a lot about business plans, marketing, and finance from his newest tenant. She was tenacious, focused, intelligent. And beautiful. She was also a bit of a mystery. She never talked about family, other than the grandma who had taught her to make candy, and she didn’t seem to have a boyfriend. She was fiercely and frustratingly independent. 

Shaking his head, he joined her in the production area. From their first telephone conversation months ago, she’d brought out his protective instincts. He was determined to find out all he could about her.

“So, what are we doing today?” he asked, accepting the camouflage apron she handed him. She’d had it sewn just for him, and it still made him smile like an idiot.

“You are watching me make a new fudge. You’ll also be the official taste tester.”

He huffed. “How will I learn to make it if I don’t get hands-on experience?”

She shot him a grin. “The way I did—by watching first.”

He continued his pretend irritation, happy to see the flash of her dimple as he pestered her. He took every opportunity to watch her making chocolate, or laughing with a shopper, or sharing new ideas for more cross-promotion between her store and Chocolate Brews, his coffee and cocoa bar. And to think he’d almost picked another business for this last spot in his building because he didn’t want chocolate competition. She’d been right—they were far more collaborators than competitors.

She handed him a tiny tasting spoon, and he made a show of clumsily trying to hold it with his long fingers, drawing a laugh. As he dipped it into the bowl, she folded her arms and watched for his reaction. He took his time savoring the chocolate mixture, having learned from her the proper way to taste test. When he reached to take more, she slapped his hand.

“No double dipping,” she scolded him. “Health regulations. Plus it’s just…yucky.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not that gross, I hope.”

Color touched her cheeks. “Of course not. But when I’m going to share this with other people, we need to keep everything clean.” She handed him a new spoon. “One more taste.”

He savored her blush as much as the fudge mixture until her foot tapped out a clear message. He set the spoon down. “Okay, sooo…it’s very…what’s the word…chocolatey.”

She rolled her eyes. “I sure can’t fool you. What else do you taste?”

“Coffee. And…cream. Like a cappuccino.”

“How’s the flavor balance?”

“Depends on what you’re looking for. It’s fine with the stronger coffee flavor, but maybe a bit more cream if you want a lighter cappuccino. You could promote this for coffee lovers or add the cream so it appeals to a lighter palate.”

“Ooh, I like that idea.” She made notes in what she called her “recipe bible,” the ever-present, purple three-ring binder filled to overflowing. “How about texture?”

“I think it could be a little bit smoother, but I’m being picky for you.”

Her shoulders relaxed and a smile filled her pretty face. “That’s why you’re my number-one taste tester.”

“Because I’m rich, buff, and handsome?”

She laughed. “Because you’re honest. I trust you to give me the truth.”

“I’m not rich, buff, and handsome?” He let his shoulders droop. “I’d rather be that than honest.”

“Trust me, you don’t. Anyway,” she added, moving the mixing bowl closer to the bar pan, “you’re pretty well known for all of those traits. Now, will you hand me the green spatula?”

Unable to hide his smile, he handed the utensil to her, holding on when her fingers wrapped around it. She looked up and he winked. “I’m glad you consider me honest. And all those other things.”

The pink on her cheeks deepened as she pulled the utensil from his grasp. “How about you wash up the last few items so we can get out of here?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Working in companionable silence, trading occasional comments that made them both laugh, they had the production area spotless within the hour. While she closed out the registers, he looked through the new Christmas items on the glass shelves. “You’ve added a lot of cool stuff.”

“Gifts, not stuff.”

“There’s a difference?”

“Gifts are what you choose for someone. Stuff is what you find in souvenir stores.”

“Ah. I stand corrected.” He watched her check the locks on the double patio doors, making a mental note to get the outside camera set up and add security to the doors first thing next week. “Hey, what are these boxes?”

“My order finally arrived. Chocolate, flavorings, other ingredients. Can’t wait to unpack it in the morning.”

He held the door open, and she passed him with a smile, saying “Can you believe Christmas is just four weeks away? The gifts, the food, the joy. I’m so excited.”

“Like a kid in a candy store,” he mused, enjoying her laugh.

She locked the door, and they moved through the silent building to the front. “It’s so quiet here when the other businesses are closed.”

“One of my favorite things is opening The Depot in the morning,” he said. “There’s this peaceful energy, like it’s waiting for the day to begin. It’s a good time to pray over each business and what will happen there that day.” He set the building security alarm and ushered her through the large front doors.

Their footsteps crunched on fresh snow. “You do that every day?”

“I do. And I’m happy to do it because I’m grateful these people have trusted me with their livelihood.” He glanced at her. “I pray for yours too.”

Brown eyes the color of his favorite dark chocolate looked up at him solemnly before a faint smile touched her mouth. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure.” She’d been clear about her disinterest in faith and God, which was one of the more specific prayers he said for her daily. “Let’s get your car brushed off so you can go home and put your feet up. Saturday morning will be here before you know it.”

Minutes later he waved her off and climbed into his nearby truck. He’d come in early tomorrow to help her unpack the boxes and get things organized. Pulling away from the curb, he chuckled. Good thing he had such a great team working at Chocolate Brews, because he seemed to be spending far more time at Pip’s Divine Chocolates than in his own shop.







  
  






Chapter 2
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Morning did indeed arrive quickly, just as Finn had predicted. Perhaps because she’d replayed the evening endless times as she tried to fall asleep. She was enjoying the property manager’s friendly attention far too much. Especially since he seemed to be in a relationship with the blonde girl who managed his coffee and cocoa bar. Joanie? Julie? Piper sighed as she collected her purse and tote bag and headed out to the car in the early morning silence.

Finn McNally was no doubt kind and funny to all his business owners. And as she delivered samples each week to the businesses, she heard plenty of comments about his green eyes and fabulous smile. She agreed with all of them. Even the married women had gushed about his willingness to do whatever was necessary to help make their businesses successful.

Parking next to his truck in the side lot, she sat a moment admiring the Christmas lights that sparkled around the property. He, too, was a new business owner, as well as new to property management. Each day he seemed to be everywhere around the train depot he’d renovated—helping, advising, going out of his way to make owning a business fun.

“Get a grip, Pip,” she said aloud, climbing out of the car and starting up the freshly shoveled sidewalk. “Yes, he’s been amazingly helpful getting the store up and running, but he’s done that for everyone. He can’t help that he’s handsome and funny and—”

“Good morning, Miss Devine.” 

Finn’s voice stopped her mid-step, her face instantly ablaze. He stood leaning on his shovel on the front platform of the building, smiling down at her. Had he heard?

“Oh my gosh! I didn’t see you there. Good morning. Look at you out here shoveling so early on a Saturday morning.” She bit her lip to stop the babbling.

He waited as she climbed the broad red brick steps, then pulled the main door open for her. “Well, somebody has to do it, so it’s a good thing I like the exercise.”

They stomped the snow from their boots, and he gestured toward his shop. “Since you’re in so early, how about I make your favorite cocoa to get you ready for the big unpacking?” 

“That’s sweet. Thank you.” She followed him into Chocolate Brews, breathing deeply. “It always smells so good in here.” She waved at several of the building’s tenants settled near the twelve-foot-tall windows. “And it’s such an inviting atmosphere.”

“Good to hear,” Finn said, going behind the bar. Within minutes he returned with a festive red plaid mug from behind the bar. “Here you go—dark chocolate with a scoop of mint, topped with our famous Chocolate Brews whipped cream.”

She accepted it with a smile. “You are by far the nicest property owner I’ve ever known.”

“I’d be flattered if I weren’t the only one you’ve known. Now, holler if you need help with those boxes. I’ve got a full staff this morning, so I can come anytime.”

“I will, thanks. Here come your Saturday morning regulars.” She passed a group of older men who had made Chocolate Brews their weekly Bible Study location, greeting them with a wave of her fingers wrapped around the mug.

Heading toward her shop at the end of one long hallway, she glanced at each business placard. Finn prayed for all of them? Every day? Even those not open on the weekend? He really was an interesting— She frowned as she approached her store. Why was water seeping out from under her door? Her breath caught.

“Not the sprinkler system!” She ran the final steps. “No, please no.”

Dropping her purse and bag on the floor, she yanked her keys from her pocket, but a glance through the stained-glass window froze her in place. What in the world? A mess of items on the floor were surrounded and covered by white foamy stuff. That didn’t look like a sprinkler system issue.

She dropped the keys twice before getting the door unlocked, pushing against it with her shoulder to force it open. Fumbling for a nearby switch, she stared at what the lights illuminated. The mug she’d been clutching hit the floor with a crash, showering her legs with hot liquid—a sharp contrast to the cold wind whistling through the shop.

“But…what…” Her brain struggled to make sense of the scene. The beautiful display cases smashed. Shelves of Christmas gifts emptied onto the floor. Foam sprayed everywhere, the fire extinguisher discarded in the middle of the room. The glass of the patio doors shattered. Large boot prints had mashed truffles onto the tile.

A deep shiver swept through her, and she dropped against the shop door, fighting a wave of nausea. Who would do such a thing? The Christmas decor she’d had such fun picking out with Mary was shredded, discarded around the room like candy sprinkles. Someone had destroyed her beautiful dream. Why?

Tears burned down her cheeks, and she turned away, glass crunching under her boots. Finn. Finn would help. She pulled the door shut behind her and wobbled down the hallway, blinking hard to stay focused and pausing to lean against the wall to pull in jagged breaths. It seemed to take hours to reach the center foyer, where she turned toward Chocolate Brews. More tables were occupied in the coffee shop, and the hum of conversation buzzed in her ears as she stopped in the doorway. Finn. Help.

The young man at the register looked up with a smile that faded when their eyes met. He moved quickly toward the backroom, emerging a moment later with Finn behind him. In a few steps, Finn was at her side, sliding an arm around her shoulders as he guided her to a bench outside the shop.

“What happened? Are you okay?” His warm hands wrapped around hers. “Piper, look at me.”

His voice echoed down a long tunnel, and she forced her gaze up. His frowning concern swam in and out of focus. “I... My store.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know.” Why was it so hard to form words? “It’s…gone.”

He frowned. “Your store is gone? I don’t understand. Are you hurt?” He examined her hands. “Did you break something?”

“It’s all broken. Someone...” Tears spilled over. “Someone broke it.”

“Okay. Can you stay here while I go look? I’ll be right back.”

As he withdrew his hands, her grasp tightened. “I’m sorry. For more trouble.”

He squeezed her fingers and offered an encouraging smile. “You’ve never been trouble, Piper. I’ll be right back, okay?”

She nodded and slumped against the wall, closing her eyes. This wasn’t happening. She’d wake up any minute now. The uncontrollable shivering resumed, and she wrapped her arms tightly around herself, afraid she might literally break into pieces. It was just a bad dream. A nightmare she could never have imagined.

“Right.” Finn’s voice grew louder. He must be calling someone for help. “Yup, definitely a break-in. Doesn’t look like any other businesses were hit. Okay, thanks.”

His presence beside her on the bench calmed the shivering, but she kept her eyes closed. If she didn’t look at him, it would stay a dream. His hand closed around hers. “Piper, I’m so sorry. This is my fault.”

She turned her head slowly and opened her eyes. There were tears in his eyes.

“If I’d gotten the extra security set up sooner, this wouldn’t have happened.” He said something under his breath. “The police will be here in a minute, and I think the fire department, too, since they’ll want to check out the foam. There will be a lot of questions, but take your time answering, okay? We don’t want to miss any details that might help them figure out who did this.”

“And why,” she whispered. The knot in her chest made it hard to breathe. “They ruined my store. My company. It’s all gone.”

“No, it’s not,” he said firmly. “We’ll get the store up and running as fast as possible. And you’ve still got the online business, so we’ll use that to keep sales going.”

She leaned against him and let him pull her close. His warm strength stilled the last of her shivering and calmed the fear that had clutched her heart with icy fingers. Moments later, when red lights flashed through the windows and swirled against the walls, Piper absorbed his strength and pushed to her feet.

“Hey.” He stood beside her. “We’ll do this together, okay?”

She pulled in a deep breath and lifted her chin. “You have enough to do without babysitting me. I’ll be fine.”

“I know you will, but I’m the property manager, Miss Devine. It’s my building and your store that got broken into, so you’re stuck with me.”

His response allowed no argument, and she glanced up. It would be a lot easier to do this with him beside her. A faint smile touched her mouth as the lobby filled with people and noise.
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Walking beside the police officer toward her store, Piper’s stomach churned with each step of what felt like a death march. Finn’s voice behind her as he talked with the fire chief kept her moving forward. She wasn’t alone. Finn would help her through this...this...nightmare. But even he couldn’t explain why someone was targeting her business.

Standing in the doorway, the disaster knocked the air from her lungs again. A hand at her throat, she took one step in and stopped. Such violence. Such utter destruction. Who would expend this much energy on a candy store? And why?

“Once the photographs have been taken,” the officer said, “we’ll need a list of everything that’s missing, and what’s been destroyed, which seems”—he looked around— “to be about everything. I’m sorry you’re going through this, Miss. We’ll do our best to find whoever did it.”

“Thank you.” She turned her gaze from the broken display cases to the shattered ornaments on the floor, and then toward the boxes that had been delivered only yesterday. Ruined. The front counter was empty. No point-of-sale machines, which meant no money.

“Here.” Finn rested a hand on her back as he handed her a bottle of water. “Remember to breathe.”

She accepted the bottle and drank deeply, eyes closed as the cold water ran down her throat. Maybe if she pretended she was on a beach somewhere… The nonstop click of the police camera shattered that silly dream. She wasn’t on a beach. She was in frozen Wisconsin at the scene of a crime she didn’t understand, couldn’t even process. Christmas had been destroyed in so many ways by this brutality.

“Miss Devine, I want to cover some information with you.” The officer’s voice crashed into her whirling thoughts like a baseball bat against glass. She shuddered. Bad analogy. “Let’s step into the hall, where it will be quieter.”

“I’d like to join you,” Finn said. “We can use my office in Chocolate Brews.”

Piper followed Finn down the long hallway to his office, where they settled around a small meeting table. The officer pulled out a notebook and faced her.

“Miss Devine, do you have any idea who might have done this? Any disgruntled employees? Customers? Family members? Have you canceled any orders that made a supplier angry?”

She shook her head. “Not that I know of. I have a great crew of employees, and so far no customers have complained about anything. The store’s only been open a few months.”

“The fraud investigation is ongoing,” Finn added.

“Fraud?”

Finn looked at her and she motioned for him to continue.

“Last summer Piper received a letter supposedly from the Health Department saying there would be an inspection on her cottage business. A guy showed up, reviewed her paperwork and equipment, then told her she had to shut down while he filed a report full of lies.”

“He said that?”

“No,” Piper said, knotting her fingers in her lap, “but he showed me his notes and I told him it was all lies. I keep excellent records, never had any complaints, and follow every procedure to ensure my products are safe to eat.”

Finn nodded emphatically.

“What makes you think it was fraud?”

“When I leased this space, the health department came out for an inspection, and that agent told me there’d never been a complaint filed, they didn’t write reports the way the fake guy did, and they didn’t have anyone in the office with that name.”

The officer wrote quickly. “No idea who instigated the fake inspection?”

“None. Joseph, the health department agent I work with, told me just yesterday that they’re continuing the investigation.”

“Interesting. Could be related, so we’ll talk with the health department. What’s Joseph’s last name?”

The questions continued for another hour. Who was last out of the building and first in this morning? How did she relate to the tenants? He requested the building security tapes as well as photos of her store prior to the break-in.

As he wrapped up, the officer handed her a list of immediate action items. Calling the bank and the insurance company were at the top of the list. By the time they finished what he’d called the “first-round” interview, Piper was barely upright. If only she could go back to bed and start the day over. Better yet, repeat last night and change...something to prevent this. 

Standing at the office door, Finn was focused intently on the officer, nodding. No hint of the cheerful or mischievous Finn she knew. Arms folded and feet planted, his stance emanated strength and protection, both of which she needed desperately.

After the officer left, Finn sat next to her. “Holding up okay?”

“I guess. It still seems like a dream.” She met his concerned gaze, blinking against another burn of tears. “Why would someone do this? What did I do?”

He set his hand on hers. “You didn’t do anything to deserve this.”

“Well, I got on someone’s bad side.” She stood. “I guess I’d better start making a list of what’s gone.”

He stood up too. “Want help?”

“Thanks, but I can manage.”

He grasped her shoulders gently, waiting until she looked up. “Piper, I have no doubt you can, but you don’t have to do this alone. Let people help you.”

As she’d been alone most of her life, she was more grateful for this assurance than he would know. “I will.”

“Promise?”

The office door opened. “Oh, sorry.” The female voice cut between them. Finn’s blonde assistant.

“No worries,” Piper said, stepping away from him. “I need to get to the store.”

“I’m really sorry about what happened,” Jodi said as Piper passed her in the doorway. 

“Thanks. Me too.”

Returning to the disaster her life had become, Piper pushed her shoulders back. She could do this. She had no choice.







  
  






Chapter 3
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Finn watched Piper leave his office without a backward glance. Her resilience was astounding. She could easily have folded into a distraught mess. Instead, she’d pulled that determined independence around her like a cape and faced the issue.

“Hello?”

He blinked and turned his attention to Jodi. “Sorry, what?”

“Next week’s order just came in.” She studied him for a moment. “If you want to check it.”

“I trust you to go through it. I need to get the security cameras set up in back, call the insurance company, and get the repairs started. Oh, and the cops want all our security footage from this past week.”

Jodi crossed her arms and leaned against the door frame. “That one business has caused you so much trouble.”

“She’s had more than her fair share of issues.” He neatened and stacked the papers the officer had left after the interview.

“But her issues keep costing you money. Money that should be going into our—your—business.”

“She’s also brought money and customers into Brew. It is what it is. We’re learning as we go, right?”

Heading down the hall, he heard her loud huff. He was glad she was watching his back, caring about Chocolate Brews. And he was glad he could trust her with the shop while he attended to other things.

When he reached Pip’s Divine Chocolates, the scene inside pulled him up short. Piper was moving around in the middle of the room, picking up items and putting them in the box she carried. Five of the other tenants were doing the same. His chest swelled at the sight. This was what community was all about.

Each person wore what looked like blue paper slippers over their shoes. Roberta handed him a pair. “So the foam doesn’t wreck our shoes. Here are gloves to keep it off your hands.” Pain in her eyes, she shook her head and added quietly, “I can’t believe what this poor girl has gone through.”

“Me neither.” He watched Piper place a broken ceramic Christmas tree into the box, her brow pinched. “Thanks for helping. She needs to know she’s not in this alone.” 

“Of course. We’re already talking among the businesses about what else we can do, how to raise money to get her back on her feet.”

“That’s great, thanks.” He met Piper in the middle of the room and reached for the box. “How about I do this and you make your list of what’s missing.”

She met his gaze with drooping eyes. “Okay. Thanks.”

He took up her work as she went into the production area. Foam was visible on the back wall and on every piece of equipment he could see. Apparently, they’d trashed every inch of her space. Temples pounding, he gritted his teeth. Once the culprits were found, he’d want a few minutes alone with them. They’d better hope God restrained him from acting on his roiling emotions.

Outside the battered patio doors, several men set down large pieces of plywood. Finn returned their wave. After calling the police this morning, he’d called these guys to help cover the broken doors. Mark and Mike had assured him they’d take care of it before lunch. As always, his friends were true to their word. He’d been blessed a million times over by their lifelong friendship.

Soon the room vibrated with the whine of a saw and hammers pounding. Both of his friends were talented craftsmen and had the first piece of plywood in place quickly. Finn continued putting broken items in his box, glancing toward the production area where Piper had gone.

When she hadn’t emerged after twenty minutes, he set the overflowing box on the counter and went to find her. She stood at the far end of the room, leaning on the worktable, her narrow shoulders shaking. He crossed the room and gathered her in his arms, where she sobbed against his chest. For the hundredth time, he silently asked God why. The answer would come eventually; in the meantime, he’d do what he could for her.

She drew a shuddering breath and stepped back, wiping her face with her sleeves. When she looked up, the anguish in her eyes made him wince.

“Thank you,” she managed between hiccupping breaths. “I guess I needed that. I’m okay now.”

“You’re welcome. Anytime.”

The corner of her mouth lifted. “Sorry about your shirt.”

He glanced down at the wet spots on his Chocolate Brews shirt and shrugged. “Wash and dry.”

“Good thing.” She squared her shoulders. “Okay, back to work. Only a few things are missing from back here, which is a relief, but I’ll have to find out if the equipment can be cleaned or has to be replaced. The worst thing is my recipe bible is gone. Why they’d want that, I have no—” She looked up at him, eyes wide. “Unless whoever was behind the fraud was behind this?”

Finn’s brow lowered, eyes narrowing as he considered the idea. Even if he thought there was a connection, he’d voice his concern to the police and not her. “I doubt it. This is a very different crime from fraud.” He ushered her into the retail area. “I’ll check that the officer is following up on that thread. Did you make copies of the recipes?”

“Most,” she said. “I guess I’ll have to create new treats.” Her flippant tone didn’t match the clench to her jaw.

“Well, your premiere taste tester will be available at a moment’s notice. What’s missing out here?”

“Both point-of-sale machines are gone, as is my company laptop. Those are the big things. Everything else is ruined, including thousands of dollars of inventory.” Her gaze moved to the boxes still sitting where they’d been delivered. “I was so excited to go through it today.”

The hammering had stopped, and now one of the guys called, “Hey, McNally. Want to inspect our work?”

“Definitely,” Finn called back. He looked down at Piper. “Come meet a couple of my best friends. They jumped in to help.”
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Piper let Finn direct her to the two young men standing beside the plywood wall now covering the broken patio doors.

“Piper Devine, meet Mark Dechovik and Mike Montrose. Guys, Piper is the owner of this store.”

She shook their hands and thanked them for their quick work to secure her space. Their smiling generosity brought tears to her eyes yet again.

“Glad to help,” Mark said. “Since there’s so much cleanup to do, we got a little creative.” He shot a grin at Finn as Mike lifted a long plank. “You’ll need a dumpster, obviously, and it makes the most sense to put it right outside here in the back. So, we set up one side to be opened when necessary.” He swung the plywood inward to demonstrate. “Then, when you’re done for the day...” He swung it closed and Mike slid the plank into place to block the opening.

Grinning, Finn shook his head and gave them both an appreciative fist bump. “Leave it to you guys to come up with that. Thanks.”

After assuring Piper they’d be back to help with construction of a new patio entrance, they gave her a warm hug, gathered their tools, and left through their makeshift opening. Piper looked up at Finn with a tired smile. “You have nice friends.”

“Yeah. They’ve been around so long they’re like family. I’ll get the dumpster set up ASAP. With those guys helping, we’ll have it cleaned up and a new door in place in no time. For now, what else do you need?”

Need? She sighed. The store back in one piece. Her life the way it was. “To know what to do next, I guess. I think I’ve accounted for everything missing or broken.”

“That’s a huge step. Have you called the insurance company yet? I’ve contacted mine and they’re sending me an email with the information they’ll need.”

“I’d better do that now.” She turned in a slow circle. Her amazing colleagues had picked up the last of the broken items and slipped out before she could thank them. “Then I guess cleaning up the foam will be next.”

“The fire captain left a few sheets with clean-up instructions and some companies to call who know how to sanitize and restore things. I pinned it to the wall by the counter. But first we need lunch. I’ll bet you haven’t eaten a thing since you got here, and it’s already 2:00, so let’s go get a sandwich or a bowl of soup at the Brew.”

Food wasn’t even on her to-do list. “I’m not hungry.”

“Me neither, but we’ll force ourselves to eat something to keep our energy up. That’s an order from the property manager.”

The familiar twinkle in his tired eyes allowed a spark of light into her heart. “Since when does the property manager get to dictate when I eat?”

Turning her toward the door, he chuckled as he propelled her from the shop. “It was in the fine print of your contract, which you obviously didn’t read. I’ll let the police officer know where to find us if he needs something.”

The gentle strength of his hands on her shoulders sent warmth down her arms, relaxing her tensed muscles. Unable to argue, she let him steer her toward Chocolate Brews and into a chair by the window.

“Soup, sandwich, or both?”

Chin propped on her hand, she lifted her gaze to his. “Whatever is easiest.”

“Got it. Sit tight.”

She watched him move toward the back of the shop. How had she been lucky enough to get him as a friend?  He’d been a rock and a mentor from the beginning. She’d like to walk through life with someone like him. Leaning her head against the window frame, she closed her eyes. At least for now she wasn’t alone.
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