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      This one is for my fabulous sister-in-law, Wendy Born, with thanks for the background info. I will never look at a Gravenstein apple the same way again. 
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      “Who appointed you my guardian angel?” Lucy Sheridan asked.

      She was pissed – really, really pissed. But she was also thrilled. She was alone with Mason Fletcher, driving down a narrow, moonlit road. It should have been the most romantic night of her life – the stuff teen dreams were made of. But Mason had ruined everything by treating her like a kid who didn’t know enough to come in out of the rain.

      She slouched deep into the passenger side of the truck, one sneaker-clad foot braced against the dashboard, arms folded tightly around her middle.

      “I’m not anyone’s guardian angel,” Mason said. He did not take his attention off the road. “I’m doing you a favor tonight.”

      “Whether I like it or not. I’m supposed to be grateful?”

      “Brinker’s little party is not going to end well. There’s booze and drugs and a lot of underage kids. You don’t want to be there when the cops break it up.”

      Mason’s calm, ice-cold certainty was infuriating. You’d never know that he was nineteen, just three years older than her, she thought. The realities of teenage life made that an unbridgeable gap, of course. To him, she was what Aunt Sara would call jailbait.

      But it was worse than that. Mason was not just nineteen – he was nineteen going on thirty. Aunt Sara said that he had the eyes of an old soul.

      True, Sara often described people in weird ways. She and her business partner, Mary, were heavily into the whole meditation, enlightenment, be-in-the-moment thing. But Lucy had to admit there was something to what Sara said about Mason. He was already a man in ways she doubted any of the boys at the party tonight would ever be. He made them all look like they were still in middle school.

      She was starting to think that Mason was more of a grown-up than any of the actual adults she knew, including her parents. When they had split up three years earlier everyone congratulated them on a civilized divorce. But none of their acquaintances had been in her shoes, she thought. None of them had been a thirteen-year-old kid hiding out in her room while two so-called adults fought using verbal grenades filled with accusations and the kind of sarcasm that sliced to the bone. If the divorce that followed was supposed to be an example of civilized behavior, the word civilized needed a new definition.

      Mason, on the other hand, always seemed like a real adult – to a fault, maybe. He and his uncle and younger brother had moved to Summer River two years ago. Mason was working full-time at the local hardware store and fixing up an old house on the side. This summer he was single-handedly raising his younger brother because his uncle was off fighting a war somewhere. One thing was blazingly clear: Mason took life Very Seriously. Lucy wondered what, if anything, he did for fun, assuming he actually got the concept.

      He even drove like a grown-up, she thought morosely, or at least like a grown-up was supposed to drive. The way he handled his uncle’s aging pickup truck said it all. He shifted gears with a smooth, competent hand. There were no bursts of acceleration on the straightaways, no heading into the curves a little too fast and definitely no speeding. It should have been boring. But it wasn’t. It just made her feel like she was in good, steady hands.

      “I didn’t need you to rescue me,” she said. “I can take care of myself.”

      Great. Now she really sounded like a kid.

      “You were out of your league tonight,” he said.

      “Give me a break. I was okay. Even if the cops do show up out there at the old Harper Ranch, we both know that no one’s going to get arrested. Chief Hobbs isn’t about to throw kids like Tristan Brinker and Quinn Colfax in jail. I heard Aunt Sara say that the chief wouldn’t dare do anything that might get their fathers mad.”

      “Yeah, my uncle says Brinker and Colfax have the chief and the whole damn city council in their pockets. But that doesn’t mean Hobbs won’t snag a few of the other kids tonight just to show that he’s doing his job.”

      “So what? He’ll give them a warning, that’s all. The worst-case scenario is that Hobbs would have called my aunt to come get me and take me home.”

      “You really think that’s the worst-case scenario?”

      “Sure.” She wanted to grind her teeth.

      “You’re going to have to trust me on this, Lucy,” he said. “You did not belong at Brinker’s party tonight.”

      “You do realize that by tomorrow morning everyone who is at the ranch tonight will be laughing at me behind my back.”

      Mason did not respond. She glanced at him. In the glow of the dashboard lights his jaw looked like it was carved in stone. For the first time a tingle of curiosity whispered through her.

      “There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?” she said.

      “Let it go,” Mason said.

      “Like I can do that now. How did you know that I was at Brinker’s party tonight?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Yes,” she said. “It matters.”

      “I heard rumors that you might be there. I called your aunt. She wasn’t home.”

      “She and Mary are in San Francisco. They’re on a buying trip at an antiques fair. I left a message in my aunt’s voice mail, not that it’s any of your business.”

      Mason ignored that. “When I found out your aunt was gone I decided I’d swing by the park and see if you were there. Figured you would be in over your head.”

      “Because I’m not one of the A-list kids?”

      “You’re too young to be hanging around Brinker and Colfax.”

      “Jillian Benson is only a year older than me. And please, whatever you do, don’t give me the lecture about jumping off a cliff just because all of my friends do it.”

      “Jillian is not your friend.”

      “It just so happens she’s the one who invited me.”

      “Is that right?” Mason sounded thoughtful. “Well, now, isn’t that interesting.”

      “She called earlier this evening and said she was going to Brinker’s party, and did I want to come along? It’s not like there’s a lot of other stuff to do in this town.”

      “So you jumped at the chance.”

      “Not exactly. At first I said no. I’m just here for the summer. I only know a few of the local kids. She said it would be a good way to meet people. I told her I didn’t have a car. She offered to pick me up at my aunt’s house.”

      “Real nice of her, wasn’t it?” Mason said.

      “What are you getting at?”

      “Did you have anything to drink before I got there?”

      “Just some bottled water that I brought with me. And I don’t owe you any explanations, by the way.”

      “You didn’t have any of whatever was in those unlabeled bottles that were in the ice chest?”

      “It was some kind of energy drink, Jillian said. She told me that Brinker makes sure it’s at all of the ranch parties. She said there’s something special in it.”

      “But you didn’t have any?”

      “I didn’t feel like getting drunk or high, okay?”

      She had no intention of admitting that the idea of consuming the oddly colored beverage had scared the living daylights out of her. The sad truth was that she had realized long before Mason had arrived that the night was destined to be a failure. She was just not cut out to live on the edge or push the envelope or take a walk on the wild side. Everyone said she was levelheaded and responsible – not the sort to get into trouble. But those were just other ways of saying that she was boring and way too cautious. She was starting to think that she was doomed to remain on the outside of an invisible glass house forever, looking in at people who dared to take a few risks and really live their lives.

      “Why go to one of Brinker’s parties if you didn’t want to get drunk or high?” Mason asked.

      She scrunched lower into the seat. “I just wanted to dance. Have some fun. So sue me.”

      “But you weren’t dancing when I got there.”

      She sighed. “Because no one asked me to dance. I finally got invited to one of Brinker’s parties and it turned out no one wanted to be with me. You were right, I was out of my depth, hanging with the wrong crowd, blah, blah, blah, and it sure was lucky you came along when you did. There. Satisfied?”

      Mason did not answer the question, possibly because he was turning the truck into the long, narrow lane that cut through the old apple orchard to Sara’s cozy house. The lights were on inside the little bungalow. An aging van emblazoned with Summer River Antiques was parked in its usual place in the drive.

      “Looks like your aunt is home,” Mason said. He brought the truck to a halt.

      “She’s early.” Lucy unfastened her seat belt and popped open the door. “She and Mary usually don’t get back from their buying trips until after midnight.”

      Mason studied the front door. “That’s good.”

      Lucy paused halfway out of the front seat. “What’s good?”

      “You won’t be here alone tonight.”

      “Geez, Mason. I don’t need a babysitter. As a matter of fact, I babysit other people’s kids. I’m very popular as a babysitter because I’m so levelheaded and responsible and all.”

      “I know,” he said. “Sorry.”

      “Oh, stop apologizing. It’s not your thing.”

      She jumped out of the truck and made to close the door.

      “Sorry about tonight, too,” he added, voice roughening. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

      “Uh-huh.” She looked back at him through the open cab door. “You know what? A few years from now when I’m all grown up you can remind me to thank you for your totally unnecessary rescue tonight. Maybe when I’m thirty or forty I’ll be able to appreciate your noble intentions. Or not. You know what they say, no good deed goes unpunished.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that.”

      What the hell. She might as well tell him the rest.

      “For what it’s worth, you wasted your time tonight,” she said. “When you arrived, I was getting ready to walk home.”

      “Not a good plan. It’s a long walk.”

      “I would have been okay. I had my cell phone. Besides, this is Summer River, not the big city. My aunt says there hasn’t been a murder here in forever.”

      “Bad things happen in small towns just like they do everywhere else,” Mason said.

      “Crap. Now I’m going to get a lecture on walking home alone after dark?”

      She held her breath because the expression on Mason’s face indicated that was exactly what was going to happen. She smiled.

      “You just can’t help yourself, can you?” she said. “Born to protect and serve. Maybe you should consider a career in law enforcement.”

      “I hear there’s more money to be made in real estate,” he said without missing a beat.

      “I’m serious.”

      He ignored that. “Why were you going to walk home?”

      “Because Jillian was getting drunk, if you want to know the truth. I knew she didn’t want to leave. She thinks Brinker is hot. All the girls do, and some of the guys, too. Anyway, I was afraid to let her drive me home. There you have it, the whole story of my wild night out. You were right. I shouldn’t have gone to the ranch, even though half the kids in town are there. You did your good deed. Get over it.”

      The front door of the house opened. Sara appeared. The porch light glowed on her graying brown hair. Like the other women in the Sheridan family line she was no Amazon, but her five-foot-three-and-three-quarters stature and petite frame were deceptive. Decades of yoga and hauling wood for the massive fireplace in the old house had endowed her with very straight shoulders and a strong, compact body.

      She moved to the railing and waved.

      “Hi, Mason,” she said. “Thanks for bringing Lucy home. I was about to call her cell to see if she needed a ride.”

      “No problem, ma’am,” Mason said. “It was on my way.”

      Lucy sniffed. “On your way, my ass.” She started to close the truck door, but something made her hesitate. “About this guardian-angel thing you’ve got going.”

      “I told you, I’m no guardian angel.”

      For the first time there was a hint of emotion in his tone. He sounded irritated.

      “Aunt Sara is big on the karma stuff,” Lucy said. “You know, what goes around comes around.”

      “I know what karma is,” Mason said. His voice was a little too even.

      She realized that she had managed to insult him by implying that he didn’t know the meaning of the word. In spite of how he had embarrassed her by dragging her out of the party, she felt bad. Everyone knew that Mason had been working since leaving high school. It wasn’t like he’d had a lot of educational opportunities. Aunt Sara said that it was his brother, Aaron, who was destined for college. She said that Aaron had just been accepted into a very prestigious, very expensive university. She also said that Mason and his uncle were doing everything in their power to make sure Aaron didn’t graduate with a load of debt.

      “Let’s say for the sake of argument my aunt is right about karma,” Lucy said. “If it’s true, then sooner or later the day will arrive when you might need saving.”

      “So?”

      “Ever wonder who rescues a professional guardian angel when he gets into trouble?”

      She slammed the door of the truck before he could answer and went quickly toward the front porch, where Sara waited. So much for the most romantic night of her life.
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      Mason watched Lucy greet her aunt and enter the old house. He waited until the door closed behind the pair before he put the truck in gear and drove back along the orchard lane.

      Ever wonder who rescues a professional guardian angel when he gets into trouble? 

      Lucy was wrong. He was no guardian angel. He was just doing what had to be done when he yanked her out of Brinker’s party tonight. With her aunt out of town, she hadn’t had anyone to look out for her. She was too naive and too innocent to know the devil when he was in disguise. If the rumors were true, Brinker was definitely straight from hell.

      Mason made a note to talk to Sara Sheridan in the morning. She needed to know what had almost happened tonight.

      It would have been good if Uncle Deke were in town. Deke could have explained things to Sara. She would have listened to him. People always listened to Deke. But Deke had deployed again and was not due back for several months. That meant that Mason would have to have the conversation with Sara. Together they would protect Clueless Lucy.

      When he reached the main road he drove back to the scene of the party. The old Harper Ranch had been abandoned years ago. The pastures where cattle had once grazed had reverted to nature. No one had lived in the dilapidated house in decades. Tristan Brinker had commandeered the barn for his parties this past summer. The local kids were drawn to him like moths to a flame. And always there at his side was Quinn Colfax. Together they reigned over the teenagers of Summer River.

      The party was still in progress, but Brinker’s high-end sports car was not among the vehicles arrayed around the barn. Neither was Quinn Colfax’s brand-new SUV. They were both too smart to leave their easily identifiable cars in full view of anyone who happened to drive past the ranch. It was true that their rich fathers would bail them out of jail if they got picked up. But Warner Colfax and Jeffrey Brinker would both be annoyed if their sons were dumb enough to get caught.

      Tristan and Quinn were new in town, but they qualified as full-on rock stars. Their fathers were partners in a hedge fund. The headquarters of the business was located in Silicon Valley, but, like a number of other successful entrepreneurs in the Bay Area, they liked to spend their weekends in the wine country. Savvy businessmen that they were, they had figured out fast that Summer River would see the next big vineyard boom.

      The relentless wave of the wine business had been rolling across Northern California for more than a hundred years. It had picked up speed in recent decades, washing away the old pear and apple orchards and the ranchlands and dairy farms in its path. Now it was Summer River’s turn. The first vineyards had been planted in the foothills outside of town. It would not be long before there would be wineries springing up all across the valley.

      In a few years the sleepy little town of Summer River would probably be transformed into an upmarket boutique village, just as Healdsburg, Sebastopol, Napa and the other old farm towns in the region had been changed. Property values were already starting to climb. Mason had been counting on that fact when he had talked Deke into financing the fixer-upper that was intended to help pay the steep tuition at Aaron’s fancy college. When he was finished with the remodel, it would be worth nearly double what they had paid for it.

      Mason continued on past the turnoff that led to the barn. He took the unmarked, unpaved side road that followed the river.

      It didn’t take long to find the two vehicles. They were parked in the trees. It might be a while before Brinker and Colfax returned, but Mason was prepared to wait as long as was necessary.

      He parked the truck behind the sports car and the SUV, blocking the path back to the road. He got out and walked down to the water’s edge. From where he stood he could not see the barn, but he could hear the muffled sound of the blaring music.

      For a time he watched the full moon dancing on the river. The surface of the water appeared to move in slow motion, but the languid-looking ripples were deceptive. Summer River was deep in some places, and the currents were strong. Every year brought reports of people who went wading and got swept away. A few months back there had been another report of a car accident on River Road. The vehicle had gone off the cliff at Lookout Point and landed in the swift-running water. The driver had not survived.

      Maybe you should consider a career in law enforcement. 

      Mason thought about that. The truth was he had never spent much time pondering his own future. Since the death of his parents he had been too busy putting one foot in front of the other, obeying his father’s deathbed instructions. Take care of your brother. You two stick together.

      But soon Aaron would be in college and headed off into his own bright future. And then there would be no one left to take care of, Mason thought. Maybe it was time to think about what the hell he actually wanted to do with his life.

      But first he had to take care of Lucy.

      The early indication that Brinker’s party was over came when the music was abruptly cut off. Someone had probably driven past the old ranch and complained to the police. Chief Hobbs would have been forced to send a couple of officers out to shut things down. Lucy was right, it was unlikely that anyone would be arrested. The kids would scatter. A couple of the slow movers might get written up, but that would be the end of it.

      The sound of pounding footsteps interrupted Mason’s thoughts. He turned and saw two bobbing flashlights. A moment later Tristan Brinker and Quinn Colfax burst out of the trees and into the clearing.

      They ran for their vehicles, breathing hard and trying to muffle their laughter. They each had a grip on the handles of a big foam ice chest.

      “Did you see the look on the cop’s face when that dumb blonde offered him a bottle of the good stuff?” Brinker laughed. “He looked like he was gonna explode.”

      “Think he saw us?” Quinn asked uneasily.

      “Who gives a shit? He knows we were there, but he can’t prove there were any drugs.” Brinker slowed to a walk and fished his keys out of his pocket. “He’s not going to try, either. He’s done his job. He closed down the party. Wonder who complained this time?”

      “Probably just some farmer who happened to drive by,” Quinn said.

      “What I’d really like to know is how the hell Fletcher found out that Lucy Sheridan was at the party tonight,” Brinker said.

      “Does it matter?” Quinn asked.

      “Yeah,” Brinker said. “It matters. I don’t like the idea of that bastard interfering in my business.”

      “Let it go,” Quinn said. “You don’t want to mess with Mason Fletcher.”

      “Why not? He’s just a guy who works in a hardware store.”

      “Look, the party’s over. Let’s go home and forget about Fletcher.”

      Mason put on his sunglasses and moved out of the shadows. He lounged against the front fender of the sleek sports car.

      “First we talk about Lucy,” he said.

      Quinn slammed to a halt. “Fletcher? What are you doing here?”

      Brinker stopped short, pinning Mason with the flashlight. The sunglasses did the job they were designed to do. They controlled the glare.

      “Get away from my car,” Brinker snarled. “That paint job is custom. You’re going to scratch it.”

      Mason ignored him. “Target Lucy Sheridan again and you won’t be going back to college for the fall semester.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Brinker said. “Now, get away from my car.”

      Quinn was clearly nervous. “Are you threatening us?”

      “Something like that,” Mason said.

      “Who talked?” Brinker said. His voice was hoarse with anger.

      “That’s not important,” Mason said. “All you need to know is that I know what you were planning.”

      Quinn was starting to look bewildered. “What’s going on here?”

      “Who talked?” Brinker shouted. He made a visible effort to get himself under control. “Never mind. I’ll find out, and when I do —”

      “Yeah?” Mason said. “What, exactly, do you think you’ll do?”

      “Get out of my way,” Brinker said, his voice tight with fury. “You’re going to be sorry you ever showed up tonight. Got that?”

      “I hear you,” Mason said quietly. “Now it’s your turn to listen to me. Do not go near Lucy Sheridan again. If anything happens to her, I will assume you are responsible. Do you understand me, Brinker?”

      Brinker suddenly snapped into full-blown rage. He dropped his end of the ice chest, picked up the nearest blunt object – a rock – lowered his head and charged.

      “Hey,” Quinn yelped. “Don’t. Tristan, are you crazy?”

      Mason did not move until the last instant, and then he moved very quickly, slipping out of the way. Brinker slammed into the car. There was a sharp, metallic screech as the rock scored a jagged strip of custom paint off the vehicle. Jolted, Tristan staggered back a couple of steps.

      Mason walked past him, turned and looked back.

      “Stay away from Lucy Sheridan,” he said.

      He kept walking, giving Brinker and Quinn his back. Unfortunately, neither of them took the bait.

      When he reached the truck, he opened the door, got inside, cranked the engine and drove home to the old cabin near the river.

      He found Aaron asleep on the sofa. The pricey new computer that Mason and Deke had given him for his birthday was still glowing. The screen showed several lines of arcane computer code.

      Mason locked the front door and checked the windows. It was a nightly ritual, one he had followed faithfully since the night a police detective had told him that his parents had been in a car accident.

      He tossed a blanket over Aaron and climbed the stairs to his room. He powered up his own computer, the used one that he had picked up on an online auction site.

      He went through the other nightly ritual, checking to make sure that the family bank account was not overdrawn and that there were no new bills to be paid. Satisfied that the electricity and the phones were safe for another month, he wrote an email to his uncle, giving a short summary of the night’s events. He told Deke that he thought the situation was under control.

      He stripped down to his briefs, put his cell on the night table, turned off the lights and got into bed. With his arms folded behind his head, he contemplated the moonlit night through the window.

      He had told Deke that he could handle the situation, but the truth was he had not yet come up with a plan. And it had become clear tonight that he would need one. Tristan Brinker was not just a spoiled, rich jerk. He was a full-blown psycho. Sooner or later he was going to explode. Mason didn’t know much about psychology, but he had no trouble recognizing a human predator when he met one. He also understood in some intuitive manner that it had been important to distract Brinker from his initial target. He was pretty sure he had succeeded, temporarily, at least, but that did not mean that Lucy and the other girls of Summer River were safe.

      First thing in the morning he would talk to Lucy’s aunt and explain just how dangerous the situation was. His gut told him that it was important to get Lucy out of town – and out of Brinker’s reach – as soon as possible.

      Then he would have to figure out how to get rid of Brinker. He was very sure now that the bastard would not stop.
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      The following morning, Brinker was spotted leaving town in the shiny new sports car his father had given him. He was never seen again. Within days rumors circulated that he had been the victim of a drug deal gone bad.

      Brinker’s body was never recovered.
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Thirteen years later, Vantage Harbor, California

      Lucy was about to take the first sip of a badly needed glass of white wine when she saw the Grieving Widow bearing down on the booth.

      Alicia Gatley sliced effortlessly through the noisy throng of office workers crowding the popular bar at happy hour. She was the kind of woman who turned heads – male and female – when she entered a room. From the snug designer suit and sky-high heels to her manicured nails and sleek chignon, she was a classic Alfred Hitchcock blonde. The expensive boob job didn’t hurt, either, Lucy thought. But tonight the barracuda beneath the glowing façade was on full display.

      “Oh, my goodness,” Hannah Carter whispered. “This isn’t going to be good.”

      “Just what we needed to finish off an otherwise perfectly lousy day,” Ella Merrick added.

      “She’s here for you, Lucy,” Hannah warned. “She blames you for what happened in court.”

      “No kidding,” Lucy said.

      Ella gave her a sympathetic look. “You were just the messenger.”

      “We all know what happens to messengers.” Lucy took a quick swallow of the wine to fortify herself. “I told the boss that she was going to be trouble.”

      “Looks like you were right,” Hannah said.

      “I admit I hoped I would be safely out of town before she figured out that I was the one responsible for her financial disaster,” Lucy said.

      She was not looking forward to going back to Summer River in the morning, but at that moment – given the option – she would have preferred to be there rather than where she was, trapped in the booth with nowhere to run. At least she was not alone, she thought. Hannah and Ella were her best friends. They would not abandon her.

      Hannah studied Alicia with a considering expression. “I wonder how she found out that you were the researcher who discovered that the dear departed had a second family in Canada?”

      “Who knows?” Lucy said. “I suppose someone at the office let it slip. It’s not like what we do at Brookhouse is top secret.”

      “The GW probably batted those false eyelashes at one of the male investigators on the staff who immediately fell all over himself telling her everything she wanted to know,” Ella said.

      “A distinct possibility,” Lucy agreed.

      She was the one who had nicknamed the second Mrs. Gatley the Grieving Widow. It had been a tribute to Alicia’s obvious acting talents. The name had stuck. Now everyone in the forensic genealogy department of Brookhouse referred to Alicia as the GW.

      Alicia was closing in rapidly. Her carefully made-up face was splotchy with rage. The rapid-fire snap-snap-snap of her towering heels on the wood floor was so sharp Lucy was amazed there were no sparks.

      “Brace yourselves,” she said. “Remember, we are professionals.”

      “Does that mean we can’t take her down when she starts calling you names and flinging wine in your face?” Hannah asked. “Just curious.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what it means,” Lucy said. “We represent Brookhouse Research. Our behavior reflects on the firm.”

      “Sure, take all the fun out of the evening,” Ella said.

      “It won’t be that bad,” Lucy said. “She’s pissed, so she may call me a few names, but she won’t fling wine in my face. It would ruin that cool Grace Kelly thing she’s got going on.”

      “Got news for you,” Ella said. She did not take her eyes off the GW. “She’s no longer channeling Grace Kelly. Looks more like the Creature from the Black Lagoon. Before she gets here, I’d like to place a small side bet. I’ve got five bucks says she’s so mad she’s going to try to bitch-slap Lucy.”

      “I say she’ll go for the wine toss,” Hannah said. “It’s got more drama.”

      “You’re on,” Ella said.

      “Stop it, both of you,” Lucy said. “She’s not going to make a fool of herself in front of all these people.”

      Alicia arrived at the booth and pinned Lucy with a demonic glare.

      “It’s your fault that everything went wrong,” she raged. “You had no right to interfere with my life, you damn bitch. Who do you think you are?”

      “I was just doing my job, Mrs. Gatley,” Lucy said. “As I’m sure you’re aware, Brookhouse Research was hired by the attorneys handling your husband’s estate. The trust provided for his children.”

      “Bernie never told me about any children. I’m positive he didn’t have any. You tracked down some deadbeats up in Canada and bribed them to pretend they were Bernie’s long-lost offspring. Admit it.”

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Gatley. Bernard Gatley had three children, two daughters and a son, by another woman. They are the primary heirs to the estate.”

      “If those so-called heirs do exist, which I doubt very much, they are illegitimate.”

      “The law makes no distinction,” Lucy said patiently. “A man’s children are his offspring regardless of whether or not he was married to their mother. But in this case that is not even an issue, because Mr. Gatley was actually married to the mother of his three heirs, who are now adults with children of their own.”

      “You can’t prove it,” Alicia said, her voice very tight.

      “That’s just it, Mrs. Gatley, Brookhouse Research did provide extensive proof that your husband’s offspring have every right to a portion of their father’s estate.”

      “A portion?” Alicia’s voice went up a notch, hitting the shrill threshold. “They’re getting the best properties and all of the stocks and bonds.”

      “You heard the estate lawyers and the judge. Mr. Gatley’s other family has every right to their share of the estate.”

      Ella smiled benignly. “It’s not as if you didn’t get a very nice chunk of change yourself.”

      Alicia turned on her. “I’m only getting a fraction of what I was supposed to receive. Bernie promised me that everything would come to me. Why in hell do you think I married him?”

      There was a short, fraught pause. Lucy became aware of the hushed silence that had settled in the bar.

      “I really don’t think you want to discuss such personal matters in here,” she said very softly.

      “Don’t you dare tell me to shut up, bitch,” Alicia screeched. “If Bernie really did have kids, why didn’t they show up at the funeral?”

      “The three people I found in Canada were small children when their parents split up,” Lucy explained. “They lost track of their father years ago. The reality is that he walked away from the family at some point and never looked back. They believed that he was dead.”

      “Which he is now,” Ella pointed out cheerfully.

      “I sacrificed two years of my life by marrying that old geezer. And what do I get? A measly few thousand dollars. And it’s all your fault.”

      Evidently having noticed that Lucy, Ella and Hannah all had tight, secure grips on the stems of their wineglasses, Alicia spun around. She swept up a full beer glass from a nearby table and hurled the contents straight at Lucy’s face.

      Before anyone could react, Alicia stormed back through the herd of fascinated happy-hour patrons, slammed open the glass doors and disappeared out into the late-afternoon sunshine.

      Lucy sighed and picked up one of the three small cocktail napkins on the table. She used it to wipe some of the beer off her face. Ella and Hannah offered their own napkins.

      The man whose beer glass had been commandeered for the drama gave Lucy an apologetic look.

      “Sorry about that,” he said. “I didn’t realize what she intended to do until it was all over.”

      “Not your fault,” Lucy assured him.

      “Disgruntled client?” he asked. “By the way, my name is Carl.”

      “She wasn’t the client,” Ella said.

      “Just a sore loser,” Hannah explained.

      “Mind if I ask what it is exactly that you three do for a living?” Carl said.

      “We work for a private investigation firm,” Lucy explained. “Brookhouse Research.”

      “Cool. Lady private eyes?” Carl was definitely interested now. “Do you carry guns?”

      “No,” Lucy said firmly. “Mr. and Mrs. Brookhouse are the licensed investigators in the firm. The three of us work in the forensic genealogy department.”

      Carl was clearly disappointed, but he made an effort not to let it show. “So what kind of research involves forensic genealogy?”

      “Generally speaking, we get most of our work from attorneys representing estates,” Hannah said. “We locate missing or unknown heirs and inform them of their inheritances.”

      “And sometimes vice versa,” Ella added. “People who believe themselves to be heirs to an estate come to us to ask us to find proof.”

      “Got it.” The man snapped his fingers. “You’re heir hunters.”

      “The job description covers a lot of territory,” Lucy said.

      She kept her tone cool and professional, wary of Carl’s reaction. Many people were not even aware that searching for lost heirs was a business. Those who did know about it often considered the work to be a rather unsavory side of the private investigation business.

      There was no denying that there were some shady operators in the field. They worked the margins of the trade, hoping to score big by tracking down the rare heir to a multimillion-dollar estate who was unaware of his or her good fortune. The heir hunter’s goal was to convince the heir to sign a contract granting the investigator a percentage of the inheritance in exchange for revealing the source of the fortune. But Brookhouse Research prided itself on sticking to the respectable side of the business.

      “Looks like I win the bet,” Hannah said.

      “How do you figure that?” Ella asked. “The GW assaulted Lucy, just as I predicted.”

      “Yes, but she didn’t slap her,” Hannah said.

      “Didn’t toss wine in her face, either,” Ella said. “She used beer from a neighboring table.”

      “That’s a mere technicality,” Hannah declared.

      Ella smiled, triumphant. “As those of us in the forensic genealogy trade are aware, mere technicalities often make all the difference.” She held out her hand, palm up. “I believe you owe me five bucks.”

      “Excuse me,” Lucy said. “While you two argue about the bet, I am going to go home and finish packing.”

      The waiter bustled over with a clean bar towel.

      “The manager says that there won’t be any charge for the three wines,” he said.

      “Thanks.” Lucy took the towel and blotted beer from the jacket of her business suit. “I think I’ll put the dry-cleaning bill down on my expense sheet.”

      “You should definitely do that,” Ella said.

      Hannah nodded. “Absolutely.”

      The waiter hovered closer and lowered his voice. “Mind if I ask what you did to make that woman so mad?”

      “I’m afraid that’s confidential,” Lucy said.

      The waiter nodded knowingly. “She thinks you’re seeing her guy, huh?”

      Shocked, Lucy paused in the act of dabbing at the sleeve of her jacket. “That’s ridiculous. Why would two intelligent women get into a fight over a man?”

      “That’s so last century,” Hannah said.

      “What happened a few minutes ago was a much more serious matter,” Ella explained.

      “Right.” The waiter brightened. “It was all about money.”

      “A lot of money,” Lucy said.

      Carl laughed. “Let me take a wild guess here. You three aren’t exactly the romantic types, are you?”

      “Our profession tends to make a person somewhat jaded,” Lucy said. “After a while you realize that everyone has an agenda. At the top of most people’s lists there is, however, usually one of two possible priorities.”

      “Yeah?” Carl looked expectant. “What are they?”

      “Money or revenge,” Lucy said. “It’s amazing how often the two tend to go together.”

      “Wow.” Carl was awed by the insight. “That’s heavy, real heavy.”

      “No,” Lucy said. “It’s human nature.” She slipped out from behind the table. “Now, if you will all excuse me, I’m going home.”

      “Found any other lost heirs lately?” Carl called after her.

      “As a matter of fact, yes,” Lucy said. She hitched the strap of her purse over her shoulder and started toward the door. “Me.”
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      Mason Fletcher lounged against the sales counter, a gleaming wrench gripped loosely in one hand. He regarded Lucy with a lot of interest infused with a dash of cool disapproval. She found the combination both annoying and unnerving.

      But the real problem was that Mason looked even better now than he had thirteen years ago when he had figured so powerfully in her fevered teenage imagination. Her first reaction upon walking through the door of Fletcher Hardware had been primal and flat-out breathtaking. I’ve been looking for you.

      The wolf-sized dog that padded out from behind the counter to inspect her regarded her with an expression remarkably similar to Mason’s. The animal wasn’t just the size of a wolf – it looked like one as well. An aging wolf, she concluded. There was some gray around the muzzle. The beast’s eyes were not the standard dark brown associated with most breeds. Instead, they were a disconcerting shade of hazel gold that was a little too close to the color of Mason’s eyes.

      “That’s Joe,” Mason said, nodding toward the dog.

      She looked down at Joe and held out her hand. “Hello, Joe.”

      Joe stared at her for a moment longer, his gaze unflinching. Evidently concluding that she was neither a threat nor prey, he sniffed her fingers. Satisfied, he sat back. Gingerly, she scratched him behind his ears. Joe chuffed a bit and licked her hand.

      “He likes you,” Mason said. “Mostly he ignores people.”

      “I’m thrilled, of course, that he doesn’t intend to rip out my throat,” Lucy said.

      “He hasn’t gone for anyone’s throat for at least a week.” Mason tossed the gleaming wrench into the air and caught it with a barely noticeable twist of his wrist, making it look easy. “Heard you were in town to clean out your aunt’s place and put it on the market.”

      “That’s the plan.” She stopped rubbing Joe’s ears and straightened.

      She was determined to remain as cool as Mason. It wasn’t easy. She was still struggling to get past the shock of coming face-to-face with him. She had expected to see his uncle behind the counter when she walked into the hardware store.

      The possibility that she might run into Mason while she was in Summer River had occurred to her, but she had dismissed it as extremely remote. According to the last update from Sara some six months ago, Mason was in Washington, D.C., where he and his brother ran a very expensive, very low-profile, very sophisticated private security consulting business.

      “How long will you be around?” Mason asked.

      She smiled. She couldn’t help it. She made a show of glancing at her watch. “Less than three minutes into this conversation and already it sounds like an interrogation. In hindsight I may have made a mistake when I advised you to go into law enforcement all those years ago.”

      “You made the suggestion. I’m the one who made the decision.”

      What in the world was that supposed to mean? she wondered. Suddenly she got that faint, tiny little inner ping of knowing, the same sensation she experienced when she was closing in on a missing heir. Something bad had happened to Mason Fletcher. She would have bet good money that it was linked to his career path. And, being Mason Fletcher, he was taking full responsibility for the decision that had sent him down that road. Mason hadn’t changed, she thought. He was the kind of man who would always take full responsibility – even for stuff that, technically speaking, wasn’t his responsibility.

      She sought a neutral topic of conversation.

      “I’m glad to see that the hardware store survived,” she said. “When did your uncle buy it?”

      “A few months after he retired.”

      “It’s the last store on the block that was here when I used to visit Aunt Sara. This town has really changed.”

      Most of the old, traditional stores on Main Street had been replaced with upscale shops and trendy eateries. Fletcher Hardware – bordered on one side by a wine shop and on the other side by an art gallery – was a stubborn anachronism.

      Mason surprised her with a wry smile. “Welcome to the new, improved wine-country boutique town of Summer River. But in case you’re wondering, the old Summer River is still here, just beneath the surface.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning it’s still a small town. News travels fast.”

      Lucy nodded. “Which is how you knew that I was here.”

      “A lot of people know you’re here, Lucy,” he said.

      She raised her brows in polite inquiry. “Is that a warning?”

      “Maybe. The fact that you are Sara’s sole heir has stirred up some deep waters.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      She had been ignoring phone calls from lawyers and realtors for more than a month while she considered how to deal with her inheritance.

      “That’s why I asked you how long you plan to stay,” Mason said.

      “The answer to your question is that I don’t know how long I’ll be in town.” She was determined not to let him intimidate her. “A couple of weeks, I think. I need to make arrangements to pack and move my aunt’s belongings, and then I have to get the house ready to put on the market.”

      “The place should sell fast,” Mason said. “It’s a real nice little example of the Craftsman style, and one thing that has come out of Summer River going upscale is that property values have skyrocketed. Folks looking for a weekend house in wine country love that kind of architecture. But the real value is in the property.”

      “The old orchard?”

      “It’s prime vineyard land. Worth a bundle in this market. Every new Silicon Valley billionaire wants to open his very own winery and put his name on a label. It’s a major status symbol.”

      “I noticed that most of the orchards and farms are gone.”

      “They’ve been disappearing for years. I’m surprised you didn’t know that. But then, you never came back to visit Sara after you left thirteen years ago, did you?”

      The comment, freighted as it was with stern disapproval, hit her like a bucket of cold water. Anger flashed through her.

      “Okay, that answers one question,” she said.

      “What?”

      “I knew the town had changed, but when I walked in here I wondered if you had changed. Clearly the answer is no. You are still in the habit of jumping to conclusions, assuming the worst and giving lectures.”

      He thought about that for a moment and then inclined his head half an inch. “You know what? You’re right. Maybe I did jump to conclusions. So why didn’t you come to visit your aunt for the past thirteen years?”

      “What makes you so sure I haven’t been back here?”

      “Deke mentioned that you never returned.”

      “Your uncle implied that I ignored my aunt all these years?”

      “He just commented that you hadn’t come back, that’s all.” Once again Mason tossed the steel wrench casually into the air and caught it with fluid ease. “He said you never returned after that summer when I pissed you off by yanking you out of the party at Harper Ranch Park.”

      That stopped her. “The old Harper Ranch is now a park?”

      “The town took it over a couple of years ago. Grass, picnic tables, a ball field, playground, dog-walking areas, the works. You wouldn’t recognize the place.”

      “I see. Well, as it happens, your uncle is right. This is the first time I’ve returned to Summer River since that night.”

      “Why?”

      She gave him a serene go-to-hell smile. “It’s really none of your business, is it?”

      “Nope, just curious.”

      Thirteen years ago everyone said you didn’t want to mess with Mason Fletcher. Nothing had changed except that he was now the man she had known that he would become and then some. It was as if he had been tempered in fire like the steel blade of some ancient sword. Everything about him had gotten harder, stronger, more relentless. The sharp planes and angles of his face had become fierce. Time had added some sleek, solid muscle and endowed him with the confident air of a man who knows what he wants, what he will tolerate and where he draws the line.

      The years had given him something else as well – the rare, invisible aura of quiet, inner power that was the hallmark of a man in full control of himself.

      He did, however, look considerably the worse for wear around the edges. She had a feeling he’d learned the hard way what every professional guardian angel probably had to learn – that you couldn’t save everyone. For a man as determined and unyielding as Mason, that would have been one very tough lesson.

      In spite of her irritation, she felt herself softening. It was hard to stay mad at a man who was born to do the right thing when the chips were down. He really couldn’t help it, she thought. He was what he was, and there was probably no force on the face of the planet that could change that.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” she said. “Just to clarify, Aunt Sara did not want me to come back here after that last summer. In fact, she didn’t want anyone in the family to visit her in Summer River. We respected her wishes. And while I certainly don’t owe you any explanations, I can assure you that I saw a lot of her. She and Mary stayed with me several times each year. Sara knew that I find the holidays stressful, so she made sure to spend them with me. After she and Mary sold the antiques shop, I joined them on some of their cruises. I can assure you that Sara was not neglected in any way.” Lucy took a breath. “I loved her. And I loved Mary, too, because she loved Sara and Sara loved her. There. Satisfied?”

      Mason had the grace to look apologetic. “Didn’t mean to imply you had neglected your aunt.”

      She gave him her best fake bright smile. “Of course you did.”

      His jaw hardened. “I understand that family dynamics can be complicated.”

      “No kidding. Especially when viewed from the outside.”

      Mason exhaled slowly. “Okay, you’ve made your point. I liked Sara. Mary, too. I was sorry to hear that they had been killed.”

      “Thank you,” Lucy said. She hesitated, wondering if it was too soon to probe for answers.

      “I suppose you heard it was a car accident?” she said.

      “Yes. It’s always a shock. Aaron and I lost our parents in a car accident.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s been a long time,” he said.

      “Doesn’t mean it didn’t happen and that it didn’t leave some major wounds. You heal from wounds, if you’re lucky, but there are always scars.”

      He looked as if the simple observation had caught him off guard. She got the feeling he was unsure how to respond.

      “No,” he agreed finally. “Doesn’t mean there aren’t scars.”

      She tightened her grip on the straps of the black tote she had slung over her shoulder. “Were you here in town when my aunt and Mary…?”

      “No, I arrived a couple of weeks ago. I’m taking some time off from work.” He eyed her with sudden, sharp curiosity. “Why?”

      “Nothing. Just wondered.” She felt a little deflated. If Mason had been in town at the time of the accident, he probably would have asked any questions that needed to be asked. He had been a cop, after all. But he had not been in Summer River when Sara and Mary died. He didn’t know any more than she did. “Sara told me that you and your brother run a security consulting firm back in D.C.”

      He looked first surprised and then amused. “Sara kept you informed of my whereabouts?”

      “I gather that from time to time your uncle told her what was going on with you and your brother.” Lucy smiled. “Sara said he is very proud of both of you.”

      “Deke and I always knew that Aaron would do something to change the world,” Mason said. “He wound up with degrees in math and computer science.”

      “Impressive. What, exactly, do you and Aaron do as consultants?”

      He gave her what was no doubt meant to be a charming consultant’s smile. “We consult.”

      “Yeah, I get that. And for the record, the I’m-a-consultant-and-I’m-here-to-help smile needs an upgrade.”

      Mason stopped smiling. “I’ll work on it.”

      “I’m serious,” she said. “Who do you consult for?”

      “We specialize in closing cold cases. Our clients are mostly small-town police departments that lack the expertise, the technology and the manpower to handle major crimes that have gone stone cold.”

      “Do you go out into the field to investigate?”

      “Sometimes. But our primary asset is a proprietary computer program we named Alice. Aaron created it to help identify patterns in an old case. If we can find a pattern, we’ve got a shot at helping the cops track down the perps.”

      “Sounds exciting.”

      “I’m not a cop anymore, I’m a consultant,” he said coolly. “I don’t see much action.”

      He probably wasn’t lying, she decided. But he wasn’t telling her the whole truth, either.

      “What can I do for you today?” Mason continued. “I assume you came in here to pick up some of the things you need to get your aunt’s house ready for the market?”

      Whoa. Talk about hitting a stone wall, Lucy thought. Mason definitely wanted to change the topic of conversation.

      “Actually, I stopped in to get some advice about local contractors from your uncle. I wasn’t sure who else to ask. I know Sara trusted Deke when it came to that sort of thing.”

      “I can ask him for some names when he gets back. What kind of work are you thinking of doing?”

      “The big-ticket item is the kitchen. It’s badly outdated. Dad says that bringing it up to date will add a few thousand to the value of the house.”

      “He’s right,” Mason said. “Is your dad still a professor?”

      “Yes. He’s head of the sociology department at the college where he teaches.”

      “And your mother?”

      “She’s still teaching psychology.”

      Mason put the wrench down on the counter. “Both your folks remarried, didn’t they?”

      “Yes,” she said, making the word very crisp. “About that contractor. I’ve got a limited budget.”

      “Right.” Mason reached for a pad of paper. He pulled it close and picked up a pen. “Okay, you want someone who can update the kitchen without spending a fortune. Anything else?

      “The outside needs painting.”

      “That’s another major job.” Mason wrote a note on the pad of paper and then looked up. “You’re starting to talk big bucks here. I’m not sure it’s worth it, to tell you the truth.”

      “But everyone says those are the sorts of upgrades that add value to the house.”

      “That’s true, but around here, it’s the land itself that has the real value. Still, those old Craftsman houses go for a nice chunk of change, and there are always people looking for weekend places. I’m just suggesting that you don’t pour a lot of cash into upgrades.”

      “There is one project I’d like to do inside that I think will make a big cosmetic difference in the living room.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I want to restore the fireplace to its original condition. It really was beautiful.”
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