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            Chapter One

         

         There’d been no foreboding signs to alert Shay Angel to the danger, no warning that this was the day her past caught up with her and her life might be on the line.

         Her morning had started off the same as usual. The alarm on her bedside table went off at seven, and she hit the snooze button three times at ten-minute intervals just like she always did. She didn’t fall out of bed or trip over her boots on the way to the shower. Her one-bedroom apartment was sparsely furnished, and her boots were right where she’d left them—directly at the end of her bed, toes pointed toward the door in case she needed to make a quick exit.

         Even the unreliable showerhead had cooperated today. Her five-minute shower had been exactly the way she liked it, hot and strong. Just like her coffee, which she drank from an oversized travel mug that read Do I look like I “Rise & Shine”? Her assistant at the security company she worked for had a sense of humor. Shay didn’t.

         Nor, for the most part, did she do friends, which her assistant was desperately trying to change. Lately—okay, so in the past ten years—Shay didn’t do boyfriends either. Something else her assistant was desperately trying to change by signing Shay up on every matchmaking app known to mankind. Without Shay’s permission, of course.

         Just one more reason Shay had been lulled into thinking the day, for the most part, would be pretty good. She’d had forty-five minutes of peace and quiet before she’d left for work. No pings or beeps and bells and whistles from texts or emails from the apps she was signed up for alerting her to a new and perfect match.

         She’d met her match a long time ago. Only he turned out to be perfectly imperfect. And he was calling her at a perfectly imperfect time. She reached for the vibrating cell phone on her desk and hit Decline. She’d stopped taking his calls ten months before but couldn’t quite make it official by blocking him completely. He was one of the reasons she’d accepted the job in Vegas. The move put twenty-three hundred miles between her and her past, in which Michael Gallagher had played a starring role.

         But she didn’t have time to think about him now, or ever, really. She had bigger worries to contend with. Like the cop who sat on the other side of Shay’s desk with a familiar, suspicious look in her eyes.

         “In less than three months, four of the homes your company installed security for have been robbed of more than a million dollars in diamonds. I don’t believe it’s a coincidence that your clients are the ones being targeted, Ms. Angel.” Detective Sims slapped a file onto Shay’s desk.

         Working to keep any sign of worry from showing on her face, Shay drew the manila folder toward her. There was no way she’d give Detective Sims the satisfaction of seeing her sweat. Shay’s petty-criminal parents had imprinted her DNA with a deep dislike and distrust of law enforcement, but she didn’t have to like or trust Sims to know the woman wasn’t making up the evidence in the file.

         Over the past five days, Shay had been trying to convince herself that no one at Sterling Security was involved in the break-ins. Then yesterday she’d overheard a conversation between her boss and an installer and could no longer deny the likelihood that they were in this up to their ears.

         Which totally blew, because her suspicions put her bright and shiny dream for her future at risk. She’d left her job in New York to work for Ray Sterling, a man who was renowned in the security business. She’d planned to learn all that she could from him and then branch out on her own. Now…

         Without saying a word, she closed the file and held the gaze of the woman sitting on the other side of her desk.

         Shay’s uncle Charlie had taken up where her parents left off. He’d taught her how to not only run a con and make a cop with a single glance, but also how to allude and confuse them. Other than the summer she’d turned nineteen, his lessons had served her well.

         Sims’s dark eyes narrowed beneath her frosted blond fringe.

         Leaning back in the chair, Shay crossed her arms as she waited for the detective to show her hand. It didn’t take long.

         “Do not try to intimidate me. I’ve heard all about your Superwoman act. How you saved your assistant and got Ace Rodriguez and his gang of thugs out of your neighborhood. But you don’t scare or impress me like you do the beat cops. I know who and what you really are.” Sims leaned forward and tapped the file with a hot-pink fingernail. “You were put away for grand theft auto at nineteen. Not much of a leap between stealing cars and stealing diamonds, now, is there? So tell me, Angel, where were you on the nights in question?”

         Charlie and her parents had been good teachers, but it was prison that taught Shay the most valuable lessons of all. Number one, how to stay alive. And number two, that she’d do whatever it took to ensure she was never put away again. Even if it meant turning on the man who held the key to making her dreams come true.

         First, though, she needed more proof to support her suspicions that her boss’s son was behind the break-ins. If he was, it meant Ray had found the perfect fall guy, or girl in this case. He’d correctly predicted that Detective Sims would focus on Shay. It wasn’t like he had to be especially smart or a mind reader to guess that she’d draw the detective’s interest. Everyone and their mother knew that in law enforcement’s eyes, once a con, always a con.

         In the five years since she’d walked out of the prison’s gates, Shay had been on the receiving end of the expression. If it wasn’t said to her face, it was whispered behind her back or delivered with raised eyebrows and knowing smirks.

         Another cliché she knew to be true: It takes a thief to catch one. And that’s exactly what she planned to do. Once she got rid of Sims.

         Given her own concerns over the robberies, Shay had been prepared for a visit from the Las Vegas Metro Police Department. Still, it ticked her off that she was on the top of Sims’s suspect list, the emotion evident in her voice when she said, “I was working the crisis hotline the night of the first robbery, and I had a one-on-one MMA session that clears me of the third break-in.”

         “You don’t expect me to take your word for it, do you? And what the hell is a private MMA session anyway? Do I even want to know?”

         “Mixed martial arts. I’m an instructor at Elite Gym,” Shay responded through clenched teeth, reaching for the kitschy holder on her otherwise empty desk. Her assistant, Cherry, a former stripper who was into all things crafty, had made the card holder for Shay as an early Valentine’s Day gift. Which meant it was pink and sparkly and covered in hearts. And smelled like Love’s Baby Soft perfume. Cherry must have given it a fresh spritz that morning.

         According to her assistant, the fragrance was imbued with the power to bring out Shay’s inner girly girl and break her dating dry spell before the most romantic day of the year. Despite wanting to hurl at the task before her, a smile tugged on Shay’s lips as she withdrew a business card from the holder. The reluctant smile faded as she turned the card over to write the names and numbers of the people who would provide her alibis.

         She’d have to talk to them. Let them know the police would be calling to verify her whereabouts for the nights in question. Instead of throwing the card at Sims like she wanted to, Shay flicked it across the desk with the end of her pen.

         After glancing at the names, Sims raised an eyebrow. “Judge Watkins. I’m surprised he didn’t ask for another instructor when he found out you were an ex-con. He’s a hardass. You would’ve served ten years instead of five if he’d presided over your case.”

         Other than Ray, and obviously Sims, no one in Vegas knew that Shay had done time. Any chances of keeping her record private were gone now. Sims would see to that. Shay had met her type before.

         “I have an appointment in twenty minutes, Detective. If there’s nothing else…”

         “You’re not off the hook yet, Angel. You’re missing alibies for two of the break-ins.”

         “You know as well as I do that one person is responsible for all four robberies, and it’s not me.”

         “And how exactly did you come to that conclusion?”

         “How do you think? I’ve spoken to my clients and read the reports.” There was something off about Sims’s reaction, her tone of voice, and it gave Shay pause. What if there was more to this than she knew? She came up with a question that might immediately rid her of the worrisome suspicion now niggling at her brain. “If you’re planning on questioning Ray and his son, you might want to get on that. They’re leaving today for the security conference in New York.”

         “Why would I want to question the Sterlings? They’re one of the richest families in the state. It’s not like they need the money nor would they benefit from the negative publicity. Ray’s well respected and—”

         “Let me guess, a generous benefactor to the mayor’s last campaign.” It was as if history were repeating itself. If it came down to her word against the Sterlings’, Shay didn’t trust the law to be on her side. She’d learned the hard way that the same rules didn’t apply to the rich and connected.

         It’s why she’d accepted Ray’s offer last March—to earn the respect and power that went with having a fortune. She wanted to learn from the best, and once she had, she planned to develop a concept she could franchise. The security industry was a 350-billion-dollar business, and she wanted a big piece of it. But she had a long way to go before she earned the kind of coin that guaranteed her a get-out-of-jail-free card.

         “Watch your step, Angel,” Sims said as she came to her feet. “And don’t leave town.”

         “I’m curious, just how well do you know Ray?” Shay said to the woman’s back.

         Her hand on the knob of the office door, the detective hesitated before turning to face her.

         A faint, knowing smile lifted Shay’s lips. She’d been bluffing, but from the slight flush of color on Sims’s cheeks and her initial hesitation, Shay had obviously hit a nerve. It shouldn’t come as a surprise. The detective was Ray’s type…a man who'd been divorced four times.

         It also explained why Sims had ended up here today, targeting her. Shay nosing into the investigation had made Ray nervous, and he knew the perfect way to shut her down and protect his son. She’d made the mistake of confiding in him a few months back, sharing her greatest fear.

         “What are you insinuating?”

         A younger version of herself would have told Sims exactly what she was suggesting, but Shay liked to think she’d become smarter, more strategic. Self-preservation won out over righteous indignation and revenge every single time. “Nothing, but now that you mention it, you’re awfully defensive. Can’t say I blame you, though. Connected as he is, Ray probably has your boss on speed dial, doesn’t he? Don’t worry. I won’t tell him you’re harassing me. I know you’re just doing your job.”

         Sims looked like she was trying to decide whether she’d just been threatened or whether Shay was clueless.

         “I am just doing my job. It has nothing to do with office politics or my relationship with the Sterlings.”

         So, clueless it was. Except Sims’s mention of her relationship with the Sterlings was either a Freudian slip or strategic. If it was strategic, the woman had correctly surmised that Shay wouldn’t let up on the investigation and somewhere there was evidence of her relationship with Ray. Which would also mean Sims knew Shay was playing her.

         “Relax, I believe you. Now I really do need to head out for my appointment or I’ll be late, and that would make my boss an unhappy man.” Shay had every intention of making Ray Sterling a very unhappy man before he left for NYC. She refused to have the threat of prison hanging over her any longer than she had to.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sitting in a black Challenger outside Ray Junior’s apartment building, Shay hacked into the security system and remotely took control. She kept an eye on the front of the building while angling the exterior cameras so that one captured the entrance to the casino across the road and the other one focused on the parking garage.

         There was no time for her to celebrate successfully overriding the security system. She might get in the building undetected, but she still had to deal with the cameras in the elevators and on Junior’s floor. And then there was the matter of searching his apartment in under an hour in order to confront her boss before he left town.

         As she leaned over to grab her knapsack off the floor, the passenger door opened and a blond bombshell slipped in. A decade older than Shay, her thirty-nine-year-old assistant wore a hot-pink leather jacket, matching miniskirt, and thigh-high white shiny boots.

         “What are you doing here, Cherry? I need you back at the office.” If things went south, Shay didn’t want the Sterlings looking at her assistant. Cherry needed this job even more than Shay did. “Wait a minute, how did you even know where I was?”

         Cherry made a limp wrist hand drop, the stacks of rings on each finger no doubt weighing down her hand. “How many times do I have to tell you? If you don’t want anyone to know where you are, stop driving Hell Baby.”

         A powerful muscle car, the sleek black hellcat with its yellow rims was Shay’s pride and joy. “Okay, you found me, so what do you want?”

         Glancing from the building back to Shay, Cherry blinked eyes framed with long blue lashes that sort of matched her eyes. “I know you’re desperate for a man, but Ray J, Shaybae? Do you seriously not look in a mirror?” She tugged on Shay’s ponytail that stuck through the hole at the back of her ball cap. “You have this lush black mane that you never let down to play, stunning gray eyes, and pillow lips. Like it or not, girlfriend, you’re a ten even sans makeup and with the Goth uniform. And poor Ray J, he’s a two on a fab hair day, and that’s me being kind.”

         About a fifth of what Cherry said actually registered with Shay. The part where her assistant thought she was desperate and, worse, the part where she knew this was Junior’s apartment building. That was the thing about Cherry—with her blond-bombshell looks, people underestimated her.

         Including Shay, it seemed. “I’m not desperate. What I am is busy. I have to drop off an estimate for Junior. He messed up his numbers again, and I fixed the quote as a favor. Don’t let him or his father know I said—”

         Cherry’s cell phone rang, and she held up a finger. “I routed the office calls to my phone. Sterling Security, how may I be of service?” She made a face and then smiled like the person on the other end of the line was standing in front of her. “An adorable pink heart that was attached to your purse? Umm, right, you didn’t say adorable. But you have such a fashionable flare, Detective Sims, that I just knew it must be.”

         “Seriously?” Shay muttered, flicking the adorable pink heart hanging from Cherry’s bag.

         Cherry pointedly ignored her and continued. “Don’t you worry, I’ll find it if it’s here. All right, you have yourself a good day.” She disconnected and held up her hands, her rings catching the sunlight and making a rainbow in the car. “What? She made me nervous, and you know what happens when I’m nervous or upset.”

         “Yeah, you steal things, and one day it’s going to get you in trouble that even I can’t get you out of. You need to see a shrink.”

         “We both might need one when I tell you why she makes me nervous.”

         “She’s a cop. Of course she makes you nervous.” It’s something they had in common.

          “No, it’s more than that. So much more. But I don’t want to tell you. I can’t. If I do, it's going to—”

         “Just spit it out.”

         “All right, but don’t say I didn't warn you. It's about the robberies. It’s Ray J. He got mixed up with some bad dudes, and he’s feeding them the inside scoop on our clients.”

         “Are you sure? Does Ray Senior know?”

         “I’m not sure if he knows. I saw Ray J at the Purple Peacock with the scary dudes. I know, I know. It was just that one time. But, hey, it’s a good thing I went. Harry, the bartender, he’s an old friend of mine. He gave me the scoop.” She wrung her hands. “I know how much you admire Ray Senior, and I’d rather remove my implants than hurt you, Shaybae, but you need to know. He’s setting you up to take the fall.”

         “I figured that out when Sims was questioning me. Last night I overheard Ray talking to one of the installers. Junior is no longer allowed on the jobs.”

         “Okay, so what are we going to do?”

         “I need hard evidence against Junior. Evidence that I can blackmail his father with. Either he calls off Sims or I take what we know to the…DA,” she said, thinking about Michael’s earlier call.

         He was an assistant district attorney in Boston. If worse came to worst, she’d ask for his help. He, out of anyone, would know someone here that she could trust. Her hands got sweaty at the thought. She didn’t like depending on anyone. They always let her down.  It’s why she fought her battles alone. This time, though, she couldn’t afford to take the risk. She’d do whatever it took to protect herself. And Cherry.

         “You need to go back to the office and forget everything you just told me. That way, when this is over, you’ll still have a job.”

         Cherry sniffed and flicked her overprocessed hair. It might have made for a dramatic performance if her rings hadn’t gotten caught in her teased blond locks. Her words made up for it, though. “I meant what I told you the night you saved me in the alley. I’m your slave for life. You got me the job at Sterling, and I’m not staying there without you. I won’t work for a man who rewards all the overtime you put in by throwing you under the bus. Where you go, I go.” She tilted her head. “Just for curiosity’s sake, do you know where we’re going? Don’t worry if you haven’t thought that far ahead; I’ll do a tea reading. That way we can be assured of ending up in the perfect place. How does Greece sound? I hear Greek men like blondes.” She twisted a lock of hair around her finger and then glanced at Shay. “Not on your bucket list?”

         “Let’s deal with one thing at a time, okay?” she said, feeling a little panicked and slightly claustrophobic at the idea of not only being jobless but being responsible for Cherry too. Right now, though, she had more important things to worry about. She glanced at her phone. “We have half an hour to get in and out of Junior’s apartment without getting caught.”

         Cherry fluffed her hair and stuck out her impressive triple Ds. “Don’t you worry, I haven’t met a man I couldn’t distract.”

         Her assistant was nothing if not confident, Shay thought as they walked to the front doors of the building. Stepping behind the potted palm at the entrance, she remotely changed the angles of the cameras in the lobby and outside the elevator doors. Once Cherry began singing Shania Twain’s “Man! I Feel Like a Woman” off-key and strutting her stuff, Shay took one last look around before heading for the door to the left of the elevators. Cherry would hang out in the lobby to distract security and keep an eye on who came into the building.

         Shay hip-checked the door to the stairs open while digging in her knapsack for her lock kit. If she’d had more time, she would’ve lifted Junior’s keys and made a copy for herself. She reached the twelfth floor in record time and eased open the door to look down the deserted hallway, noting the locations of the cameras as she did.

         Once she shut the security feed down, she’d have just under seven minutes to break into Junior’s apartment before they rebooted the system and got the cameras back online. Shay leaned against the door, doing a trial run in her head. Confident she had everything planned out to the last second, she set the alarm on her phone for four minutes and then raced down the blue paisley carpeted hall to the door at the far end.

         It took her twenty seconds. Less than four minutes later, she opened the door to Junior’s apartment and disabled his alarm. She was just about to close the door when the bell on the elevator dinged and the doors slid open to reveal a frazzled Cherry on the phone.

         “Yes, yes, I see her. She’s okay. She picked the lock, and she’s inside his apartment to get the evidence.”

         Shay had to practically lift her jaw off the floor to speak. “Have you lost your mind? Who are you talking to?”

         “The Sterlings are on their way up,” Cherry said in a frantic whisper, shoving the phone at Shay. “Talk to him.”

         Like she had time to talk to anyone with the Sterlings headed their way. She glanced at the second elevator; it was on the third floor. Jerking Junior’s apartment door closed, she grabbed Cherry by the arm and raced back down the hall to the stairway.

         “Slow down, I’m in heels, and you’re in motorcycle boots,” Cherry complained, as if that were the only reason she couldn’t keep up. The woman considered shopping an exercise.

         Shay put a finger to her lips, dragging her assistant behind the door just as the elevator dinged. Shay peeked around the edge of the blue steel door to see the Sterlings step off the elevator. Someone calling her name drew her up short. She glanced at the phone. It couldn’t be. She let the door close and leaned against it. Holding up the phone, she stared at Cherry.

         “It’s Special Agent Gallagher. He called to speak to you, and I thought we could use the help when I saw the Sterlings getting out of their car. He says he’s a friend of yours. Talk to him. Let him help.”

         The voice sounded like Michael’s, but it couldn’t be. He was an assistant district attorney, not a special agent. Maybe it was his cousin Aidan, who was a DEA agent. Shay had done some undercover work for him two years before. The reasoning made sense, and her racing heart slowed.

         Hefting her knapsack over her shoulder, she nudged Cherry to get her moving down the stairs and put the phone to her ear. “Aidan?”

         “Aidan? No, it’s Michael. What’s going on, Shay? Are you okay? Are you safe?”

         It was Michael. She’d recognize his deep, sexy-as-sin voice anywhere. Even with a note of concern giving it a rougher edge, it affected her the same as it always had. Like he’d reached through the line and stroked her with his strong and elegant fingers. A door slamming on the floor they’d just left drew her attention. She cocked her head, waiting for the Sterlings to start yelling, to come running their way. There was nothing but the crinkle of leather and the click of Cherry’s heels on the concrete stairs.

         “Shay?”

         “Sorry. Yeah, I’m good. We’re okay.”

         “Sure you are. You just have someone trying to frame you. For once can you be straight with me and admit you need help?” She heard the worry and frustration in his voice, and it reminded her of the night she’d ended up in his arms, and eventually in his bed. The night she’d tangled her fingers in hair as black as a starless winter’s night, gazed into eyes as blue and as warm as the Atlantic Ocean on a summer’s day, and trailed kisses along a jaw as chiseled as the rocks that lined the harbor.

         There’d been a time when she’d loved him beyond reason. Sometimes she was afraid that she still did. It’s why she’d stopped taking his calls. She gave her assistant the evil eye. It didn’t do her much good. Sprawled over the handrail trying to catch her breath, Cherry sounded like she needed oxygen.

         Shay nudged her to keep her moving while defending herself to Michael. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I didn’t break any laws.”

         “So you’re telling me that you didn’t enter the apartment after picking the lock?”

         She heard a hint of amusement in his voice. “They’re setting me up, Michael. I won’t go down for something I didn’t do. I won’t.”

         “Trust me, they won’t get away with it. I won’t let them. Just…Hang on a minute.”

         She wanted to believe him, but she’d lost her innocence a long time ago. There’d been a time when she’d trusted him, though. When she’d believed it didn’t matter that they came from two different worlds. She’d thought a love like theirs could survive anything and anyone.

         She frowned at the thought, unable to believe that she’d ever been that naïve. She supposed it was possible. But the sentiment seemed more like something Michael would have believed. He’d been an idealist and an optimist. He’d also been incredibly persuasive. So different from her in so many ways.

         All things considered, it wasn’t really surprising that she’d been the one who’d paid the price the summer their worlds collided. Her life had ended up in tatters. Michael’s, as far as she knew, had remained as privileged as ever.

         There were muffled voices in the background and then Michael came back on the line. “All right, in the next couple of minutes an agent will call you on this number. He’ll arrange a meet. His name is Tom Bryant. You can trust him, Shay. I promise, everything will be okay.”

         A lump formed in her throat, surprising her. She would have expected relief, not this odd sense of longing for what might have been. “Thanks. I appreciate your help.”

         “Yet if it was up to you, I wouldn’t have had the chance to give it to you, would I? The only reason you’re talking to me right now is because your friend—”

         “Wait. Why did you call? And why did you lie to Cherry and say you’re with the FBI? Did you think I—”

         “I didn’t lie to your friend. I am with the FBI, and you would’ve known that if you hadn’t cut me out of your life, Shay. As to why I was calling, it’ll keep. We’ll talk after you’ve met with Tom and gotten the situation there under control.”

         A door slammed several flights below, immediately followed by the sound of booted feet running up the stairs. Crap. She yanked Cherry upright and practically carried her back to the floor they’d just passed. “Your friend Bryant? You better send him here, like, now, Michael. Our situation has…” A bullet shattered the concrete an inch from her head.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Shay clamped a hand over Cherry’s mouth, smothering her scream. “Run like there’s a fire sale at Juicy Couture,” she whispered in the woman’s ear, and took her hand, running up the last four stairs and racing across the landing to the door. Staying low, Shay inched it open to check if anyone was there before pushing Cherry into the empty hall. She followed after her. A bullet hit the door as it quietly closed. The gunman wasn’t far behind. Cherry kept running down the hall, emitting tiny chirps. She sounded like a chicken.

         “Cherry, stop.” Now that someone knew which floor they were on, she didn’t want her near the elevators. “Get over here. Stand beside me with your back against the wall.” Shay’s throat was tight from calling to her in just above a whisper. Cherry didn’t stop running as she headed back Shay’s way. Her face was flushed and sweaty, her cheeks puffed from holding her breath.

         “Breathe. It’ll be fine,” Shay told her.

         Though the only way they would be was if the gunman came through that door thinking they were on the run, and he had to do it before the elevator reached their floor. It was on the second floor. She hoped Cherry didn’t notice.

         The door from the stairs banged open, and a tall man burst into the hallway. Shay recognized him as Sterling’s installer. She offered up a silent thank-you before swinging into action. She grabbed the man’s hand that held the gun, jerking it straight up at the same time as she raised her knee. Groaning, he bent over at the waist. She twisted the gun out of his hand and raised her knee again. Only this time instead of the family jewels, her knee connected with his jaw. Now that their dance was over, she opened the door, placed her hand on his bowed head, and pushed. They didn’t have to worry about him at least for another hour. And Shay planned to be long gone by then. She grabbed Cherry by the hand and pulled her onto the landing of the stairwell just as the elevator announced its arrival with a ding. Shay pulled the door closed, sidestepping the installer’s body to look over the railing at the levels below. All clear.

         She waved Cherry on with the gun, placing a finger to her own lips when the other woman opened her mouth. Emitting a small sob, Cherry headed down the stairs. They’d just reached the fourth floor landing when Shay heard the sound of the door above creaking open. Someone cursed. And then another male voice did the same. They’d seen the installer. And if Shay wasn’t mistaken, the voices belonged to the Sterlings. She felt movement above her and grabbed Cherry, dragging her to the opposite side, flattening their backs against the exit door. If one of the Sterlings leaned over the rail like she had, he wouldn’t see them.

         “They’ve gotta be on their way down,” Ray Senior told his son. “Tell the boys in the lobby to keep an eye out for them.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The last thing Special Agent Michael Gallagher expected was for his investigation into the death of mob enforcer Tony Dulbecco to lead him straight to the town of Harmony Harbor and Charlie Angel. Or that his phone call to Shay would—hopefully—save her life.

         Right before the call dropped, he’d heard her friend scream. The only sound that had come from Shay was a sharp intake of breath. Just one quick inhalation after what sounded like a bullet shattering concrete within inches of her.

         The woman had nerves of fortified steel. She was tougher than anyone he knew, and so damn beautiful she’d haunted his dreams from the moment he first saw her ten years before. She’d been riding a Harley down Main Street on a hot summer’s day, her long hair whipping behind her in the wind, cool and confident with a lithe body that stole his breath as surely as she’d stolen his heart.

         To this day, she still held a piece of it. She didn’t want it, though. She’d made it clear she didn’t want anything to do with him. He didn’t blame her. But a heart wants what it wants, and no matter how hard he tried to get over her, nothing seemed to stick for long. That was the problem with a first love that couldn’t, or wouldn’t, be his last.

         Automatically, he reached for the cell in the console of his SUV, curling his fingers into a fist when he realized what he was doing. He’d been fighting the urge to call her the entire drive from Boston to Harmony Harbor. He didn’t want to risk distracting her or alerting anyone to her location if she was hiding out until Special Agent Bryant got there.

         Fifteen more minutes. He’d give her fifteen more minutes, he decided as he drove past the town hall and the copper-domed clock tower situated on the hill overlooking the harbor. It was a view he was familiar with. William Gallagher, his great-grandfather many times over, had settled the town of Harmony Harbor in the early seventeenth century.

         Michael had mostly fond memories of the summers he’d spent there and at Greystone, the family’s estate. Built to resemble a medieval castle, the manor sat on five thousand acres of woodland and oceanfront property west of town and now served as a hotel. Members of his family still lived here, including his uncle, cousins, and grandmother.

         If his great-grandmother Colleen had her way, every single member of the extended Gallagher family would move back home someday. She was still controlling them from the grave. Fifteen months earlier, she’d died and bequeathed the property to Michael, his brothers, and his cousins. There was a catch, though. They all had to agree to keep the estate in the family or sell. So far there were five of them, including himself, who were on the Save Greystone Team.

         Lately, he’d been playing with the idea of moving into one of the cottages on the estate. He was tired of his life in the city. Tired of being harassed by his neighbors, who wanted their building designated pet free. He wanted Atticus, his aging Irish wolfhound, to run free while he still could. But Michael wasn’t a fan of the commute. It was a solid hour’s drive from headquarters in Boston, and that’s if both the weather and traffic were cooperating. Neither had been cooperating today.

         At least for Michael. Oliver James, the senior agent he’d been assigned to, had beaten Michael here. James’s black Crown Vic idled in front of the Salty Dog. The pub sat on the corner of Main Street and South Shore Road—a twenty-foot wooden sailboat mast secured to the red-brick building. At the top of the mast, in the crow’s nest, sat a fiberglass bulldog that looked a lot like the bar’s owner, Charlie Angel.

         As Michael pulled into a parking space across from the pub, James’s long-legged swagger brought him to the passenger side of the Range Rover. Six foot five and built like a linebacker, the guy could pass for the Rock and had the personality of a pit bull. They’d been working together for less than a week, and James had already tried to have Michael transferred out of organized crime and into white-collar crime three times. He had the door open before Michael had come to a complete stop.

         “You got some explainin’ to do, pretty boy. You weren’t exactly forthcoming about your past with the Angels. I did a little investigating after you had me call in a favor for the old man’s niece,” James said as he filled the passenger seat with his bulk and pulled out his cell phone. Tapping the screen, he brought up an old newspaper article from the Harmony Harbor Gazette. “I’m surprised the lady still talks to you after your family had her put away. Five years for a first offense…” He shook his head, making a face like the thought of a teenage Shay Angel in prison made him sick.

         Michael remembered the feeling. It had taken him years to shake the guilt. Still, he felt the need to defend the indefensible. “She stole my car. They found her with it at a chop shop. There was nothing I could do. I tried.”

         He’d been hurt at first. He’d loved her and thought she’d loved him too. But as his mother had been only too happy to point out at the time, Shay had been using him. She’d played him. She was a con just like her uncle. Years later, he saw things differently, more clearly. There was no denying who Shay was back then. She had been a con, a grifter. Her uncle had trained her well. Nevertheless, that long-ago summer, she’d loved Michael too. She’d been nineteen; he’d been twenty-four.

         The Christmas before last they’d had a reunion of sorts. It had been the first time they’d actually spoken since that horrific morning a decade before. Though the circumstances they found themselves in turned out to be more hair-raising than conducive to intimate conversations about their past. Shay had been working undercover for his cousin.

         But talking wasn’t what Michael had come looking for that cold December afternoon. He’d been seeking absolution, and she’d readily given it. As he’d soon discovered, though, forgiven wasn’t the same as forgotten. Same time next year, she’d promised. Only she never showed at the bandstand in the village green on Christmas Day.

         By then she’d stopped taking his calls for months, so he should’ve known she wouldn’t show. Still, like an idiot, he’d waited there for hours. Atticus sat in the passenger seat of the Range Rover with a big red bow around his neck, waiting for his hero. Shay had rescued his dog from his ex-fiancée, who’d held Atticus hostage after she’d jilted Michael the night before their wedding.

         In his ex’s eyes, he’d done the unforgivable by deciding to give up his job as ADA to go into law enforcement. He had a feeling Shay would feel the same but for an entirely different reason than his ex. Especially once Michael told her about her uncle Charlie.

         His partner eyed him and nodded. “You loved her, didn’t you?” Without waiting for Michael to respond, he continued. “Bet that went over well with the governor. Shay Angel was lucky she wasn’t put away for life.”

         James wasn’t far off the mark. Only it wasn’t Michael’s father but his mother who’d been pulling the judge’s strings. Maura Gallagher had big plans for her youngest son. Michael had been chosen to follow in his father’s footsteps to become governor one day. No way was Maura about to let him squander his life and his love on a petty criminal with no social standing or family fortune.

         He didn’t plan on sharing any of that with James. The man already knew more about his personal life than Michael wanted him to. “Why don’t you give Bryant a call, see if he has any news?” he suggested, keeping his growing concern for Shay from his voice. James had been the one to call in a favor with Special Agent Bryant. The two had gone through the Academy together.

         “Huh, not bad, pretty boy. Some people might actually believe that you’re not crapping yourself with worry over the woman.”

         “You almost make me want to transfer to white-collar crime,” Michael said, rubbing the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger.

         His partner grinned and then put him out of his misery by calling his friend. “Tom, my man, got an update for us?”

         If Michael thought his wait was over, he was wrong. James did a lot of nodding, threw in a couple You don’t says and the occasional Really? before Michael bit out, “Is. Shay. All. Right?”

         “Hang on a minute, Tom. Mr. Playing It Cool isn’t so cool anymore.”

         “James,” Michael said through gritted teeth.

         “Relax. She’s fine. By the time Tom and the cops got there, she had the Sterlings and their hired thugs taken care of.” He turned his attention back to the phone. “Yeah, sure, I’ll let him know. Thanks. You too.”

         “That’s it?” he said when James disconnected. “What about the LVMPD and Detective Sims’s investigation? Did they shut her down? Have they opened an investigation into her?”

         “Sounds to me like everything’s good. The ladies are out with Tom and his guys for celebratory pizza and beer. Besides, from what he told me, Shay Angel is more than capable of taking care of herself.” He chuckled. “Tom’s partner didn’t identify himself, and she had him disarmed and on the ground before he had a chance to blink.”

         Michael had seen her in action a year before and knew exactly what she was capable of. It didn’t mean she was invincible, though. She’d been railroaded before, and there’d been nothing he could do to stop it. This time, there had been. Only she might not have wanted his help once she heard about her uncle.

         He grimaced at the reminder, pressing the heel of his palm to his chest. “You might as well get started questioning the staff at the Salty Dog.” When they’d initially called the pub to check on Charlie’s whereabouts, no one had seen him in the past twenty-four hours. He also wasn’t answering his landline or cell. “I’ll give Shay a call. She might know where he is.”

         “If I wasn’t in desperate need of a caffeine fix, I’d stick around for that conversation. Something tells me Shay Angel won’t be happy to hear you’re investigating her uncle for murder.”

         The pressure of his palm did nothing to alleviate the burning ache in his chest. “He’s a person of interest, not a suspect.”

         “Come on, you don’t buy that, and neither do I. Fat Tony was offed in the alley outside his apartment building twenty minutes before he was supposed to meet with Angel. Angel confirmed he’d be there, and now the guy is on the wind.”

         They had ironclad evidence of the meet. Fat Tony’s murderer had conveniently left the victim’s phone behind. “Yeah, and we both know that Charlie wasn’t the only one he planned to meet. Tony was on a mission. He was warning anyone with ties to the old guard to get out of town.”

         Six of the former bosses of the Costello crime family were set to be released from prison next month and things were heating up. Word on the street was that the younger generation had no interest in handing back the reins to the old guard. They’d recently moved the seat of their operations from Providence to Boston. As a former ADA, Michael was well acquainted with the Costello crime family.

         “Huh, never would have thought you had it in you, but you’ve got some game, my man. Women love that white-knight crap. You tell the lady you’re doin’ everything you can to keep her uncle safe, and you’ll have her eating out of your…” He pulled a face. “Now that I think about it, I may have spoken too soon. Shay Angel doesn’t sound like any woman I’ve ever met, so this might blow up in your face, pretty boy.” He adjusted his seat into the recline position.

         “What are you doing?”

         “Getting comfortable. Everyone’s been telling me what a brilliant lawyer you were, so I figure it’s the perfect opportunity to see you in action. That way I can judge for myself.”

         All he’d need was James heckling him from the sidelines. Michael pushed back his navy wool coat and pulled his wallet from his back pocket. “Coffee’s on me,” he said, offering his partner a ten-dollar bill.

         James cocked his head and eyebrow at the same time.

         Michael pulled out another ten and handed him both. “Order me one, too, and try the rest of the numbers Fat Tony called in the twenty-four hours before he was killed.”

         “You do remember I’m the senior officer in this partnership, right? And just to clarify, that means I tell you what to do and not the other way around. And even if that wasn’t the case, I couldn’t contact anyone he called if I wanted to. His phone is in evidence.”

         Michael typed seven sets of digits into his phone and texted them to James. “Now you can. Those are the numbers.”

         “What are you talking about?” James scanned the text, and then his bald head jerked up and around to Michael. “How and when did you get these?”

         “Before the CSS guys arrived.”

         “I was there, Gallagher. All you did was look through his contacts and recent calls the same as me. You didn’t take notes.” He frowned. “Wait a minute. Are you telling me you’ve got a photographic memory?”

         Michael made a noncommittal sound in his throat. It wasn’t something he liked to talk about. His memories of performing on demand for his mother’s friends were almost as bad as the teasing he’d endured in grade school.

         “Whoa, that is all kinds of freaky,” his partner said as he heaved his big body from the passenger seat. However, judging from his intrigued expression as he got out of the Range Rover, he could tell James was already thinking of ways to use Michael’s freaky ability to his advantage. Which made him nervous. In the short time he’d been working with his partner, he’d seen signs James wasn’t exactly a by-the-book kind of guy, and Michael was.

         The freezing rain they’d dealt with earlier in the day started back up, the pebble-sized ice cubes pinging off the roof and windshield of the SUV…and off James’s bald head as he ran across the road. Michael turned the key and then adjusted the heat to high, glancing up at his partner cursing from where he half lay on the sidewalk.

         Michael powered down the window. “Ouch, that looks like it hurt, partner. You need a hand?”

         James gave him the finger.

         Smiling, he rolled up the window. It served the guy right. He’d been a pain in Michael’s butt for the past week. Yay for karma. Michael’s smile faded at the thought of fate stepping in to even the score, of being punished for past actions. Probably not the smartest thing to be thinking about right before he called Shay.

         His thumb hovered over the cell phone keys as he debated whether to press number one. He’d programmed her in at the top of his contacts the day she’d left him at the village green. He saw it so clearly then, them together again. He hadn’t liked that she’d needed a year, but he’d given in, mostly because she hadn’t given him a choice.

         In the end, it hadn’t mattered. She’d stopped taking his calls three months later. She’d been right, though. He’d needed time to get his head straight after being kicked to the curb by his ex. He was more than ready for a relationship now; too bad Shay obviously wasn’t.

         At least physically she’s okay, he thought, looking for something positive. But she still had a lot on her plate. The last thing she’d need to hear about was the trouble Charlie may or may not be in. Michael figured he could give her at least a day, maybe two, to deal with the situation in Vegas before he called.

         Just as he returned the cell to the console, it rang. He glanced down, his heart giving an electrified thump at the name showing up on the screen. It felt like the sun had just come out. He rolled his eyes at himself, wondering when he’d lost his game. All he could think was thank God James wasn’t there.

         “Hey, Shay, I’m glad you’re okay. My partner said—” Michael began before she cut him off.

         “I know exactly what your partner’s saying, Michael. Agent Bryant just filled me in. But what I don’t understand is why you didn’t tell me my uncle is a suspect in a murder investigation? The least you could’ve done is given me a heads-up.”

         Karma hadn’t done near enough damage to his partner, Michael thought before saying to Shay, “And when was I supposed to do that? While the guy was shooting at you, or after, when you were bleeding out or lying in a hospital bed?” All right, so maybe he was being dramatic. She hadn’t been shot and hadn’t ended up in a hospital today. He leaned back against the seat, releasing an aggravated breath. This wasn’t only about her uncle. At least for him it wasn’t. For her, no doubt it was. “I called this morning to ask if you’d heard from Charlie or knew where he was. You didn’t pick up.”

         “I listened to your message. You never said anything about Charlie.”

         Okay, so that didn’t help his mood any. “I would have, if you’d returned my call like I asked. You didn’t. But I guess I should’ve known you wouldn’t. It’s not like you returned any of them over the past ten months.”

         “I told you to stop calling. I wasn’t going to change my mind.” She gave a low, humorless laugh. “We would’ve ended up right where we are, Michael. You on one side of the law, me and my family on the other.”

         “That’s what it all comes down to for you, doesn’t it? You can’t get past that day to remember the time before. It was good, Shay. We were good. We had something special. Something worth—”

         “We were kids. We didn’t know any better.”

         He heard the steely resolve in her voice. Trying to change her mind would be like trying to break down a cement wall with a toothpick. He should’ve known that his investigation into Charlie’s possible role in a murder would be the final straw for her. God only knew what would happen if he ended up being the man to arrest her uncle.

         Talk about karma, he thought as the reality of the situation finally hit him. If he’d subconsciously been holding out hope that he and Shay would eventually find their way back to each other—and he knew damn well that he had—it was now completely and fully eradicated. He’d lost her for good.

         And for the very first time, even after all the drama his decision to join the FBI had caused, he wondered if it had been worth it. He reached in his pocket for an antacid and popped it in his mouth. “You’re right, we were just kids,” he agreed, even though to his mind twenty-four and nineteen no longer qualified as kids. “And, Shay, I don’t know where you’re getting your information, but at this point, Charlie is merely a person of interest, not a suspect.”

         “Yeah, and you probably have some land in Sweet Bay you want to sell me too,” she scoffed, referring to swamp land north of Harmony Harbor. “You forget who you’re talking to, Michael. I know the score.”

         “Okay, fine, believe I’m the bad guy in this if you want to, Shay. All I need to know is if you’ve heard from Charlie in the past few days.”

         “I haven’t. But, I just left a message on his landline and cell phone for him to call me. When I hear from him, I’ll let you know, or you’ll hear from him yourself.”

         “Is it unusual for him to take off and not let anyone know?”

         “Charlie? No. Every now and again he gets a wild hair and takes off. He was complaining about the weather when I talked to him last week. He said he might come out for a visit. He likes to gamble, you know.”

         Oh yeah, Michael knew the man liked to gamble. Charlie had been the reason Shay had stolen Michael’s Corvette. Her uncle couldn’t pay off a gambling debt. Shay had intimated that the men Charlie owed money to weren’t exactly the forgiving kind. Which reminded Michael of why they were even talking. “Did Charlie ever mention a man named Tony Dulbecco? He may have referred to him as Fat Tony.”

         There was a long pause; the sound of laughter in the background, along with the clink of glasses and someone playing sax. “No, doesn’t ring a bell.”

         As a former prosecutor, he'd developed the ability to know when someone was lying to him. Like everything else in his life, Michael had put in extensive time and effort into learning how to pick up the slightest inflections in witnesses’ voices, or the minute movements that gave them away.

         Which was how he knew Shay had just lied to him. “You’re sure? And before you answer, remember I’m not the enemy. Charlie could very well be in danger. There’s more going on here than you know.”

         “You mean like Danny Costello going after anyone who might side with his uncles in their bid to take back the family business?”

         “Okay, so maybe you’re aware of some of what’s going on.” He should’ve known that she’d start nosing around as soon as she’d been apprised of the situation with her uncle. Shay had been a PI before going into the security business. “Do you have any idea why Tony would get in touch with Charlie?”

         There was a heavy silence over the line before she said, “Maybe Dulbecco liked a game of cards and heard Charlie knew where the action was.”

         “I see. Charlie was running the games out of the bar, then?”

         She laughed. It wasn’t a laugh shared with friends. “Come on, I’m not the one getting paid the big bucks, Special Agent Gallagher. You can’t expect me to do your job for you.”

         So it was going to be like that, was it? He rubbed his fingers across his chest. “Enjoy your night out with Bryant and the boys, Shay. I’m glad you’re okay,” he said, and went to disconnect.

         “Michael, wait. I’m sorry. I just…Look, thank you for getting in touch with Bryant and trying to help. I appreciate it. I really do.”

         “From what I hear, you already had the situation well in hand.”

         “Maybe, but having Bryant back me up when Detective Sims got to the scene made a difference.”

         “So you’re in the clear with the LVMPD?”

         “Yeah, it’s all good. They arrested both Sterlings and recovered half the stolen diamonds from Ray Senior’s safe. They have an APB out on the men Junior was working with, and Sims is being investigated by IA.”

         “Stolen diamonds?” He winced when he realized there’d been a slight hesitation, the smallest hint of unease, in his voice.

         She huffed a breath. “I didn’t steal your ex’s diamond engagement ring. You gave it to me, remember? You told me not to take anything under fifty grand for it.”

         “Of course I remember, but I gave it to you because I thought you were alone and on the run. I didn’t know then that you were working undercover.”

         “Well, you didn’t ask for it back when I returned Atticus to you later that day, so I just assumed you considered it payment for him and for the information I gave you on your ex’s father and lawyer.”

         The information she’d gathered had saved him at least five times the cost of the ring and no doubt his reputation. “You’re right. It’s fine. I didn’t want the ring anyway. I hope you got at least fifty for it.”

         She made a noncommittal sound in her throat and then asked, “How’s Atticus?”

         “Slowing down a bit.” Michael was doing everything he could think of to keep his best friend healthy and around for as long as possible. “I’m sure he’d like to see you. If you’re ever in Boston—”

         “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I—”

         “No, you’re right. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. Take care, Shay.” As he disconnected, he fished in his pocket for another antacid. The pain was different than the typical dull burn of his ulcer. This time it was the deep ache of yearning for something he finally had to admit was lost to him for good. Like he so often did, he looked for something positive to focus on. The only thing he came up with was that he’d put that part of his life on hold for a year waiting for Shay, and now he could move on. Funny thing was, until today, he thought he had.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Roxy, you be a good girl and go tinkle for Auntie Shay,” Cherry said from where she was stretched out in the backseat.

         Shay looked from the shivering pink poodle, squatting in the only patch of snow at the edge of the gas station’s parking lot, to the woman wrapped in a blanket with a pink satin eye mask pushed to the top of her head, and thought, I should’ve gone to Greece.

         But really, that wasn’t an option, and hadn’t been since she’d spoken to Michael. She was pretty sure he had no idea just how much anger and resentment had been festering inside her on the other end of the line. It didn’t matter how he tried to frame his questions—she knew exactly what was going on. They were looking at her uncle for Fat Tony’s murder. And they were looking at him for exactly the same reason Sims had been looking at Shay.

         It’d been four days since she’d last spoken to Michael, and she could still feel it, just under the surface, like a deep, angry itch she couldn’t scratch or soothe. After disconnecting from him and calling everyone her uncle knew, she’d discovered Charlie had basically dropped off the face of the planet. Which meant she wasn’t only angry and resentful, she was worried too.

         It was an emotional combination she was familiar with when it came to her uncle. And just one more reason she’d accepted the job in Vegas. Charlie’s drama somehow managed the two-hundred-and-fifty-mile trip to New York but petered out halfway through the twenty-three-hundred-mile journey to Vegas. Until now, she reminded herself. Her uncle and Michael had managed to drag her back home, to a past she couldn’t seem to escape. Come to think of it, she hadn’t had much luck escaping it in Vegas either.

         At least that situation had been taken care of—mostly. Sterling Securities had closed their doors for the foreseeable future, leaving her and Cherry out of work and Shay’s bright and shiny future shattered like a pane of glass.

         “Shaybae!”

         She shot to attention, scouring the gas station’s parking lot for whatever made Cherry yell. When she didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, she said, “What?” unable to keep the testiness from her voice. She’d been driving for thirty-six hours with very little sleep thanks to the woman in the backseat.

         “I told you before. I don’t understand why you keep forgetting. Turn your back on Roxy or she won’t tinkle. She’s shy.”

         Why? Shay asked herself for probably the thousandth time in the past thirty-six hours. Why had she agreed to bring them with her? It had been the road trip from hell. She was tempted to drive past the turnoff to Harmony Harbor and head straight to Logan International Airport in Boston and put them on a plane back to Vegas.

         She rubbed the Harry Winston Belle engagement ring between her fingers. It hung from a thin chain under her sweatshirt. The two-carat diamond was her backup plan. But what good was a backup plan if she lost her ever-loving mind dealing with a diva and the diva’s dog? Last time Shay checked, she could easily get a hundred grand for the ring. It was enough to pay start-up costs for her business and to help Cherry out until she found a job. There were only two problems with that plan.

         The first was that she couldn’t send Cherry and Roxy back because Special Agent Bryant had recommended they get out of town until things cooled down. Junior’s partners were still footloose and fancy-free, and no doubt knew by now that Shay and Cherry were the ones responsible for derailing their money train. And Shay didn’t trust anyone but herself to protect her pain-in-the-butt friend.

         The second was related to the ring her fingers caressed. The only way to provide for Charlotte and Roxy in Vegas until her friend found a job was to sell the Harry Winston Belle. Which, up until now, Shay had been unable to do. It bothered her to think about, so, for the most part, she didn’t. There had to be a reasonable explanation as to why she hadn’t been able to part with the ring. She’d tried, oh yeah, she’d tried. Three times. But in the end, she hadn’t been able to go through with it.

         Annoyed at herself, she released the ring. She needed to sell it or at least put it in a safe. “If she doesn’t hurry up, she’ll freeze that way,” she said about the dog, who hadn’t moved from its spot in the snow.

         Wondering if that may well be the problem, Shay squinted at Roxy in the faint glow of the sign’s neon lights. The dog stared back at her. She noted the petulant ire in the poodle’s eyes, similar to that of her owner, who’d sat up to glare at Shay from around the headrest.

         “You know what, I’ll sit in the car, and you can be on”—she refused to say tinkle out loud—“pee patrol.”

         “My false eyelashes stuck together the last time I went out. I hate to think what it’s doing to my implants. You really should’ve warned me how cold it was…” The lines at the outer edges of Cherry’s mouth relaxed into a proud smile. “Oh, Roxy Roo, you’re mama’s best girl. See,” she said, giving Shay one of those pursed lip faces she’d become accustomed to over the past three days, “if you would’ve just done as I told you, we wouldn’t have been sitting here freezing our patooties off for the past ten minutes.”

         “Or your boobs, apparently,” Shay said under her breath, though for the amount of time Cherry had been outside, she didn’t think she had to worry.
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