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            Chapter One

         

         With each frantic beat of my heart, Adrian’s name echoes in my mind. I have to reach him before he discovers my secret. As I race across the ice-crusted meadow, my breath forms small, frosted clouds in the frigid, moonlit night. My throat, my chest, my legs, everything aches, but I can’t stop until I reach the white castle by the turquoise sea. Adrian is there, waiting for me. He needs to hear this from me and no one else. If he…

         A loud buzzing sound pulled Julia Landon out of the scene she was writing and onto the hard chair behind her desk in her cramped, one-bedroom apartment. She gave her head a slight shake to free herself from the grip of her heroine’s emotions and reached for the Santa timer that danced on top of her narrow desk.

         Julia’s timers had saved her butt in the past, and this was no exception. Although it didn’t feel that way at the moment, because her secret crush still filled the pages of her book for all the world to see.

         She turned off Santa, set him on the crowded shelf above her desk, and replaced him with a turkey. Julia had forty-eight timers in her collection, and she had a sinking feeling she’d use each and every one of them before she sent off Warrior’s Touch to her editor. Her manuscript was due tomorrow at nine a.m. sharp. And unless things had changed while she was running through a meadow on a moonlit night in the Emerald Isle, there were still just twenty-four hours in a day.

         Which was where the trouble had all begun. She’d mistakenly assumed she’d be granted a three-day reprieve due to the Thanksgiving holiday, only to discover that New York editors rarely took time off.

         Asking for an extension was out of the question. She’d blown through one deadline already. If she blew through another one, she was afraid her editor would write her off as an unprofessional one-hit wonder and cancel the contract, ruining Julia’s chance of making her dream come true.

         Back in June, she’d published the first book in the Warrior trilogy, Warrior’s Kiss, on her own. It had taken off almost immediately, exceeding her wildest expectations. Reader support had been phenomenal, and the extra money had come in the nick of time. Sales were down at her bookstore—Books and Beans—and fulfilling her vow to her late fiancé, Josh Winters, was costly.

         But as much as the digital success of Warrior’s Kiss had been mind-boggling in the happiest of mind-boggling ways, Julia’s dream was to see her books sitting on the same shelves as those of the authors she adored.

         The added benefit, which was almost as important, was the hope that the four alpha males in her life—her father and three older brothers—would believe that seeing her in bookstores across the land meant they no longer had to worry about her, that she had what it took to support herself.

         Maybe then every phone call home wouldn’t begin and end with her dad and brothers exhorting her to move back to Texas so they could look after her—folding her like a burrito in Bubble Wrap to ensure she wouldn’t get hurt or have her heart broken again.

         Honestly, it felt like she’d been trying to prove herself to them her entire grown-up life. If opening Books and Beans hadn’t convinced them she could manage on her own, she didn’t know why she thought being published would. No doubt her brothers would tell her it was her magical thinking at work again. To her mind, there was nothing magical or wrong with being hopeful.

         If she hadn’t held on to the hope that things would get better these past couple of years, she didn’t know where she’d be. Maybe cast adrift on a turquoise sea. She wished she didn’t care what everyone thought about her, but sometimes it felt like she’d been born with an extra people-pleasing gene.

         Emmeline, Julia’s mother, would have been over the moon for her. The former actress would have held Texas-sized celebrations the day Julia had finished her first book at eighteen, the day she’d received her first non-form rejection letter at twenty-eight, and the day Warrior’s Kiss hit number sixteen on the USA Today bestseller list a week before Julia’s thirty-second birthday.

         Every step of the way, every small victory and minor defeat, her mother would have been there cheering her on. Even though Emmeline had died when Julia was twelve, she believed her mother held parties for her in heaven.

         She paid tribute to her mother in each and every book she wrote. In the Warrior’s trilogy, an urban fantasy set in Ireland, Emmeline was the inspiration for the White Witch. In a way, it was like bringing her mother back to life. The White Witch looked, acted, and dressed exactly like Emmeline once had.

         Julia refocused on the computer screen. She’d been a finger press away from deleting the last three chapters when Santa shook his booty and brought her back to reality. Sometimes reality sucked. Because no matter how much she wanted to, there was no way she could kill off Adrian Greystone, the trilogy’s hero. He was the book boyfriend that readers lusted after and the reason they were clamoring for more.

         Including Julia’s friend Olivia, who had finished Warrior’s Kiss a few weeks before. But unlike Adrian Greystone’s other fans, Olivia had told her that she was uncomfortable lusting after the fictional hero. And it had nothing to do with her friend being a married woman. Olivia said it was because Adrian reminded her of her brother-in-law Aidan Gallagher.

         All too clearly, Julia recalled the knowing look Olivia had given her that morning in the bookstore. She’d brushed off Olivia’s silent insinuation with a laugh before making an excuse to run up to her apartment above the bookstore. She’d taken the back stairs two at a time to check for herself.

         The evidence was overwhelming, from his physical description to his badass demeanor to his name. Adrian alone may not have raised eyebrows, but then Julia had made the fatal mistake of using Greystone as his surname. Greystone Manor, the fairy-tale castle standing sentry over the town of Harmony Harbor, was the Gallagher family’s home as well as a hotel.

         Julia knew exactly where to lay the blame. It was because of that one kiss they shared under the mistletoe last Christmas at the manor. Given the length of time Aidan’s mouth had been on hers, it probably wouldn’t even qualify as a kiss—more like a peck. He hadn’t known her, and she hadn’t known him, and Kitty Gallagher had been standing right there with a twinkle in her eyes demanding they take advantage of the long-standing tradition or risk a lifetime of bad luck.

         Since Julia had suffered enough bad luck at that point, she wasn’t willing to take a chance she’d have to live through decades more. Besides that, Aidan was big and beautiful, and at that moment, she’d needed something big and beautiful to distract her.

         She should have risked a lifetime of bad luck.

         Because while the kiss was merely a brief touch of his firm lips upon hers, it had an earth-shattering effect on Julia. She’d felt like she’d been transported to another place and time, as if she were dancing among the stars. And when she looked into Aidan’s extraordinary blue eyes, something inside her clicked into place. She’d known then that she’d found him. Her soul mate. Her one true love. In her head, she could almost hear her brothers groaning at the idea she’d discovered her true love after sharing only one kiss.

         But they’d be happy to know that thoughts of tall, handsome princes and fairy-tale endings had vanished the second the Gallagher matriarch had introduced the two. Aidan Gallagher would never be the man of Julia’s dreams. He couldn’t be. Because if he ever found out why she’d taken on the job of the Gallaghers’ fairy godmother, he’d have her thrown in jail and would instruct them to lose the key.

         Oddly enough though, she’d begun writing Warrior’s Kiss months before she met Aidan. But it wasn’t until he kissed her under the mistletoe that the story took on a life of its own and her hero, Adrian Greystone, came fully alive.

         As much as Julia knew a relationship between her and Aidan could never be, it didn’t stop her from living vicariously through her heroine and embarking on a love affair to end all love affairs with Adrian Greystone.

         Within hours of discovering that Olivia was right and that Julia had exposed her secret crush for all the world to see, she’d developed a debilitating case of writer’s block. Every time she sat at her desk, her brain would freeze and her fingers would seize, and her first deadline flew by. And now here she was again, staring another deadline in the eyes.

         As she saw it, she had three choices. One, get the manuscript to her editor on time and take the risk that someone other than Olivia—who’d been sworn to secrecy—discovered that Julia was author J. L. Winters. Two, kill off her hero and risk alienating both her readers and her new publisher. Three, ask for an extension and risk the possibility of being dropped by her editor.

         She went with number three and brought up a new file on the screen. As she worked on a believable way to disguise Adrian’s resemblance to Aidan, she noticed wisps of smoke floating past her. It always amazed her how quickly the real world faded away and she stepped into her imaginary one, but this was downright freaky. Never before had she…

         The thought was abruptly cut off by the beeping of the smoke detector and a disembodied voice repeatedly saying fire.

         Her head snapped up, and her gaze shot around her apartment, searching for the smoke’s source. She made out the Christmas tree in the corner of her living room, its colorful miniature lights twinkling through the fog. If it wasn’t the tree…The bookstore! She jumped from the chair.

         And that’s when the smell of burning cookies invaded her nostrils.

         Her Santa timer hadn’t gone off to remind her to get up and shake her booty; it was to remind her that her contribution to Thanksgiving dinner was ready to come out of the oven!

         Frantically, she searched for her cell phone on her cluttered desk, around the boxes of Christmas decorations she’d yet to unpack on the floor, and the clothes on the couch that she’d forgotten to put away. Her cell phone was nowhere to be found.

         And her overprotective father, who was more overprotective than most fathers of daughters because he was a sheriff, had ordered and installed a state-of-the-art alarm system the last time he’d visited. As soon as the smoke detector went off, Julia had four minutes to call the company and report a false alarm or the Harmony Harbor fire trucks would be on their way, sirens wailing.

         Just like they had last month.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Julia walked down the narrow, smoke-filled stairway from her apartment to the bookstore with a fishbowl in her arms while apologizing for a second time to the fire chief. The sixty-something man with a full head of silver hair bore a striking resemblance to Paul Newman, right down to his blue eyes, which appeared to be glinting with amusement as he held open the door leading into her store.

         “I really am sorry, Mr. Gallagher. From now on, I’ll make sure I have my phone on me before I put anything in the oven.”

         He scratched his chin, obviously fighting back a grin. “Colin, remember? And if I’m not mistaken, last time you were making spaghetti sauce, and the time before that it was oatmeal. So let’s make a deal. You don’t use the stove or oven until you’re fully awake, okay?”

         She typically started her day at five a.m. to get in her word count before opening the store. But it wasn’t like she could tell Mr. Gallagher she set things on fire because she disappeared into her make-believe world, so she’d told him she’d fallen back to sleep. She’d used the excuse so often that he probably thought she had narcolepsy.

         “I think I’ll give up cooking altogether,” she said as she placed the fishbowl on a low table in the children’s section. Her worry that Ariel and Eric had been affected by the smoke in her apartment was alleviated when they began swimming around. But while she could set aside her concern over her goldfish, she had another worry to contend with…“My dad didn’t happen to have the alarm system wired so that he gets notified too, did he? Like a three-strikes kind of thing?”

         “Not that I know of,” Colin said, no longer holding back a grin. He was giving her a smile that she was unfortunately familiar with. It was the same smile people got on their faces just before they pinched her cheeks. She’d known a lot of cheek pinchers in her thirty-two years.

         “He didn’t tell you to call him if my alarm went off, did he?” She made a mental note to ask Paul Benson, the chief of police, the same question. She’d forgotten her passcode and set off the intruder alarm last Sunday when she came back from a walk. In her defense, it was a new password. She’d had to change it when… she forgot it the last time. She needed to think about using one password for everything.

         “No, he didn’t, but your oldest brother did.” At her groan, Colin added, “Don’t worry. I won’t call unless it’s for something other than a false alarm. You should be glad they worry about you like they do, honey. It shows how much they care.”

         Of course he’d side with the men in her family. Just like her father and brothers were the to-serve-and-protect Landons, Colin and his sons were the to-serve-and-protect Gallaghers.

         There was one big difference though. Her family got an extra Texas-size helping of alpha, which made them way more annoying than the Gallaghers. Thinking back to her interactions with Aidan Gallagher this past summer, she revised that thought. He was the a in alpha and annoying.

         “I know they do, and I love them too. I just wish they’d remember I’m thirty-two and not fifteen.”

         Colin looked down at her feet, and his lips twitched. She followed his gaze. She had on a cozy red plaid onesie with fake fur lining the hood and reindeer slippers on her feet. She shrugged, smiling up at him. “What can I say? I love Christmas.”

         “No one would argue with you there. That’s quite the plan you’ve come up with for decorating Main Street. I got a look at it yesterday.”

         “Do you think it’s too much? I made sure there was enough room for the fire trucks to pass under the lights and garland.” It was her first year as head of Harmony Harbor’s Christmas committee, and she wanted to do a good job.

         “It’s ambitious, that’s for sure.”

         “If you think I’m being ambitious, you should see what they’re doing in Bridgeport. It’s important that we keep up, you know? For the manor’s sake.” Bridgeport was the town adjacent to Harmony Harbor and was the home to Greystone Manor’s biggest competitor.

         Which was the reason Julia had volunteered to head up the committee despite having a bookstore and coffee shop to run and a book to write. Now that she thought about it, it was no wonder she couldn’t keep the code for her alarm straight. But it’s not like she had a choice. Greystone played an important role in ensuring the Gallagher family’s happiness.

         “So my mother and the Widows Club keep reminding me,” Colin responded to her keeping-up-with-the-Joneses comment, or in this case the town of Bridgeport. “Don’t worry, I approved the plan. A few of the boys have volunteered to give you a hand on Sunday. I’ll e-mail you their contact information.”

         She hoped his second oldest son wasn’t one of them. “That’s great, thank you. Now we just have to pray that Mrs. Bradford doesn’t try and file another injunction against us.”

         The seventy-something woman’s husband owned the local bank, and Mrs. Bradford had chaired the Christmas committee for the past twenty years. She wasn’t happy that she’d been replaced by Julia, and she’d made her unhappiness known by taking the town to court for wrongful dismissal. The case had been thrown out, of course, but Mrs. Bradford still managed to put them two weeks behind in their decorating schedule.

         “She won’t try again. Not with the Widows Club threatening to close their accounts at the bank if she does.” His radio crackled. “I better get going. Give your apartment an hour to air out before you go back up.”

         She nodded and followed him through the bookstore and the small coffee bar to the front door. “Thanks so much for coming so quickly. I’m just sorry it was for another false alarm.” She wrinkled her nose. “Umm, not that I wanted it to be a real fire, just that… well, you know what I mean.”

         He laughed and patted her cheek. “You’re welcome. Happy Thanksgiving, honey.”

         She held back a heartfelt sigh. Colin Gallagher was the nicest man, and so handsome too. After everything he’d lost, he deserved the happiest of happily-ever-afters. She was glad that she’d played a small role in helping him achieve it. “You have a happy Thanksgiving too. Say hi to Maggie for me and tell her two o’clock Sunday is fine.”

         Julia smiled at the thought that all her scheming and plotting to get Maggie and Colin together had finally paid off. She’d spent most of the fall maneuvering the couple into chance meetings all around town.

         Her smile fell at the look that came over Colin’s face. It was not the look of a man who’d just heard the name of the woman he loved. He looked like a man hearing the name of the woman he’d just dumped. Again.

         He shifted on his booted feet. “The thing is, Maggie and I… Maybe you should just call and let her know the time.”

         The bell above the door tinkled as Colin said goodbye and closed it behind him. Through the frosted glass, she watched him get into the fire truck. She didn’t understand it. The man was brave, heroic even. Every day he put himself in danger on the job, and he had been doing so for more than thirty-five years. But when it came to opening his heart to love again, he got cold feet. This was the second time he’d bailed on poor Maggie. As far as Julia was concerned it would be the last because, one way or another, she was getting the couple together for good.

         The Gallaghers’ happiness had been her priority, her mission, for eighty-four-plus weeks. And as much as she wanted Josh to rest in peace, she also wanted to hang up her fairy godmother wings and move on with her life. Being responsible for someone else’s happiness—make that five someones’—was a heavy burden to bear.

         She’d hoped that by helping the Gallaghers achieve theirs, she’d find her own. Weighed down as she was by guilt, true happiness had been an elusive thing these past few years. She was ready to change that. Her goal had been to hang up her wings on New Year’s Eve. She’d been thrilled when it looked like she’d achieved her objective months before her self-imposed deadline. Now here she was strapping her wings back on with only five weeks until the ball dropped.

         Disappointment and a small dose of self-pity caused her stomach to head for her toes as slowly as that big old ball in Times Square. But before she managed to sink even a foot into despair, Julia reminded herself of something her mother used to say: Nothing is impossible; the word itself says “I’m possible.”

         A few years ago, she’d discovered her mother had borrowed the line from Audrey Hepburn. Julia decided she’d borrow some of that positive thinking for herself today. The odds of accomplishing her goal by New Year’s Eve weren’t impossible or insurmountable. After all, she had only Colin left. And whether he’d admit it or not, he was in love with Maggie. Everyone in town knew it… Obviously he didn’t, or at the very least, he was a pro at denying his feelings.

         Another small flicker of doubt crept up on her at the thought that Colin’s fear of loving again might be stronger than Julia’s matchmaking skills. But like before, she brushed those pesky worries aside, this time with the reminder that she had four successes to her name. Colin’s sons, Finn, Griffin, and Liam were all happily married, and Julia credited herself with playing a small role in helping them achieve their dreams.

         Their brother Aidan’s dream hadn’t included a wife, for which Julia would be eternally grateful. And it had nothing to do with her secret crush on the man. Tall, dark, and dangerous had destroyed any tender feelings Julia might have had for him last summer. Up until then, she’d thought he was a prince among men. But he’d turned out to be a beast. In good conscience, she couldn’t match him with any of her friends.

         So yes, she’d been relieved to learn that what Aidan wanted most was a job. The former DEA agent had moved home to Harmony Harbor in order to prove to a judge that he could provide a stable environment for his six-year-old daughter. But he’d needed a job to do that.

         So, in true fairy godmother fashion, she’d managed to convince Paul, the chief of police, to hire Aidan at HHPD three weeks ago. She’d even been able to conclude her assignment without any direct contact with Aidan. Not an easy feat in Harmony Harbor. In her book, that made it a win all around.

         As long as she didn’t think about Paul, who apparently assumed that they were an item. Because while she didn’t have to interact with Aidan to make his wish come true, she’d had to interact with his boss-to-be to get him the job. Interact as in date him. Three dates to be exact.

         However, she didn’t have time to worry about Paul now. If she planned to be fairy wing–free by New Year’s Eve, she had work to do and no time to lose. She turned to look over her bookstore, and a plan began to formulate in her mind. One that would require a predawn visit to Maggie’s house on Breakwater Way.

         There was just one teensy problem with her plan. Detective Aidan Gallagher was staying in his childhood home across from Maggie’s. But surely it was early enough that he was still in bed dreaming of sugarplums. She snorted at the thought of something sweet entering Aidan Gallagher’s dreams. He’d probably shoot it if it did.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Aidan Gallagher woke up to a golden retriever licking his face and wondered what had become of his life. The question had nothing to do with the family dog kissing him awake instead of a hot blonde. It was because, at the age of thirty-seven, he hadn’t expected to be waking up in a too-small bed in a room decorated with superheroes.

         Now, if it was a temporary thing, that would have been a different story. But he’d been living with his dad at the family home on Breakwater Way for more than three months.

         Figuring out why things had gone wrong wasn’t especially difficult—he’d let emotions cloud his judgment. And every single time he let that unreliable organ called a heart overrule his brain, he suffered the consequences. But this time the fallout didn’t only affect him.

         Eight years ago today, he married a woman he’d been casually dating for two months. His family told him it was a mistake. But he was desperate to ease the pain of losing his mother and sister and went ahead with the wedding only six weeks after the accident. Then one morning, after years of trying to make his marriage work, he looked into his four-year-old daughter’s wary eyes and realized he was doing her more harm than good and pulled the plug. The woman he married became hard and bitter, and she took him to the cleaners. He didn’t fight her, because he let emotions mess with his head once again, and he felt guilty that he no longer loved her and wasn’t sure that he ever had. But the one thing he never doubted was that he wanted to be a good father to his daughter.

         A close call on his last assignment with the DEA and then a threat from Harper, his ex, had shown Aidan the light. If he wanted to be there for Ella Rose the way his dad had always been there for him, he needed to make a change. So he quit the job that he loved and moved back to the small town he’d done his best to avoid for the past eight years.

         By then Harper had changed the rules of the game. As a psychiatrist, she knew how to play the system. And the system liked her a whole lot more than it liked him. For Ella Rose’s sake, Aidan couldn’t allow his ex to continue using their daughter as a pawn. He’d been up half the night trying to figure out a way to stop her.

         Following up a chin-to-ear lick with an insistent bark, the family dog effectively put an end to Aidan’s internal battle with his feelings. He lifted his hand to wipe Miller’s doggy drool from his beard and glanced out the window across the room. “I don’t know what your problem is, but I am not taking you out until the sun comes up. So just—”

         The retriever latched on to the blanket that Aidan was thinking about pulling over his head, dragging it off the bed.

         “Seriously, I’m not doing this right now. Go back to bed.”

         Somehow Miller interpreted that to mean let’s play and began racing from one side of the room to the other. Aidan bowed his head. These days no one listened to him, so he didn’t know why he expected Miller to.

         “All right, you win. Cut it out before you scratch the floors.” And Aidan got tagged to refinish them.

         He threw back the sheet and grabbed his jeans from the end of the bed, barely managing to get them on before Miller was head-butting him out the door. Something was up with the dog. His behavior wasn’t normal. Aidan corrected himself—unless Miller saw Maggie, who lived across the street.

         The dog galloped down the short flight of stairs and raced to the bay window facing onto the street. His nose pressed to the glass, Miller whined.

         The dog had been in a funk since Aidan’s dad stopped dating Maggie. “You gotta get over her, buddy. Find a girl of your own,” Aidan said as he walked across the living room to stand at the dog’s side.

         While Miller was disappointed the couple were no longer an item, Aidan wasn’t. Maggie was a nice lady, but everyone knew there was only room in his father’s heart for Aidan’s mother. It was better that his dad ended it before Maggie got hurt.

         “Come on, buddy. Maggie doesn’t get up until nine on a workday, and today’s a holiday. She’ll probably sleep till… What the hell?” He pressed his face to the glass to get a better look at the shadow moving across Maggie’s front lawn. There was only one reason for someone to be creeping around her house at this time of the morning.

         “Good dog,” Aidan said, and sprinted to the entryway. Miller was getting an extra doggy treat today.

         Shoving his feet into his boots while shrugging into his leather jacket, Aidan contemplated getting his Glock from the safe but decided he didn’t have time to waste. He didn’t want the dirtbag to step one foot in the home of a sleeping woman. From what he could make out of the shadow, the guy was short and slight. At six three and two-twenty, Aidan would have no problem taking him down.

         He’d barely gotten the door open when Miller darted past him. Aidan’s stomach lurched at the thought the perp might have a weapon. If anything happened to the dog on his watch… “Miller, get back here!” Aidan yelled, now more concerned about the dog than catching the intruder unaware.

         Barking, Miller charged across Maggie’s lawn to the side of the house where the man had been looking in a window. Aidan raced after Miller, registering that the perp was a woman just before the retriever leaped into the air and took her down. By the time Aidan reached the side yard, Miller was giving the woman’s face a bath.

         It was a woman Aidan recognized. The sweetheart of Harmony Harbor.

         At least that’s how he thought of her. A thought that was filled with a heavy dose of sarcasm. You couldn’t mention Julia Landon’s name in town without being subjected to a litany of accolades. Any time he’d voiced his legitimate concerns about her to his family, they shot him down with talk about how kind and sweet she was.

         Aidan didn’t buy it. He was good at his job for a reason. He could spot a liar and a con from a mile away. In Julia Landon’s case, also a stalker with a couple screws loose.

         He wondered what his family would think if he shared the news that she’d given Old Lady Rosenbloom ten grand to secure the house on Primrose Lane for Olivia back in June. Scratch that. He knew exactly what they’d think, and that’s why he’d decided to keep the information to himself until he dug a little deeper.

         Because while they’d no doubt credit the gift to one more example of Julia’s largesse, he knew better. She couldn’t afford to dole out thousands of dollars to his family like she had been over the past year. The woman was up to her pretty violet eyes in debt. He frowned at the thought, wondering why he was thinking about her eyes.

         Then he realized he was standing over her and looking into her big eyes, and he couldn’t deny that they were pretty. They were also shadowed by an emotion he didn’t like. Fear.

         She was looking at him the same way she had the day he’d hauled her to the station to interrogate her about Olivia’s disappearance. Considering how aggressive and confrontational he’d been with Julia that morning, he couldn’t say he blamed her for being nervous. In his defense, he’d been desperate to find his sister-in-law, and Julia had a weird obsession with his family. On top of that, none of her excuses rang true.

         There was no gray in his world. You were either innocent or guilty. And Julia Landon was guilty of something. He just hadn’t figured out what yet.

         “Miller, get off her,” he said, trubled by the gruffness in his command. The only explanation he could come up with was that the way Julia was biting down on her cherry-red lips reminded him of the time he’d kissed her sweet mouth. For some reason, the memory of that brief moment with her under the mistletoe had stuck around for nearly a year. Even now he felt a flicker of interest, of heat. It didn’t make sense. She wasn’t his type. He liked his women tall, blond, and edgy. A woman who could hold her own against him.

         Even last Christmas it had been obvious that Julia, with her midnight-black hair and big purple eyes, didn’t have any edges. She was sweet and soft and smelled like candy canes.

         For a fraction of a second while he’d stood under the mistletoe with his mouth on hers, he’d wondered if blond and edgy were overrated. Until fifteen minutes later when Julia gifted his niece with the cottage she’d just won in the manor’s Christmas raffle. A cottage that was worth at least two hundred grand.

         Yeah, something definitely didn’t add up with her.

         He thrust out a hand. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t arrest you.”

         She blinked up at him, and then her eyes skittered away like a frightened deer. “Um, you need a legitimate reason to arrest me? I don’t think stopping by to drop off an invitation at a friend’s will cut it with the chief,” she murmured, ignoring Aidan and his outstretched hand to gently push at Miller’s chest. “I’m happy to see you too, boy, but I have to get up.”

         Aidan’s teeth clenched at the mention of his boss. Benson had let it be known he wasn’t a fan of Aidan’s tactics or his record with the DEA when he’d grudgingly hired him last month. But everyone at the station knew he was a fan of the woman trying to get out from under Aidan’s dog.

         “Maybe you can explain to your boyfriend why you were pulling your Peeping Tom act.” He lifted his chin at the side window she’d been looking into and then scooped up Miller, who looked as happy with Aidan as the woman attempting to push herself to her feet, her red fur snow boots sliding on a frozen puddle left by the drainage pipe.

         “I’m a woman. I can’t be a Peeping Tom. But even if I could be, I wasn’t, peeping, I mean. I was just checking to see if Maggie was awake.”

         “Sure you were, Peeping Tomette.” He put Miller down and turned to help Julia up. It didn’t escape his notice that she didn’t deny Benson was her boyfriend. Nor did it escape his notice that the muscle in his own jaw was flexing at the thought of her with his boss. Aidan assured himself that his reaction had nothing to do with an interest in Julia. It was because Benson was at least twenty-five years her senior.

         Instead of offering her his hand this time, because she’d no doubt ignore it, Aidan grabbed hold of her puffy black jacket and pulled her upright. Her left boot slid across the frozen puddle and out from under her. She grabbed him at the same time he yanked her toward him, ensuring she ended up plastered against his chest. The feel of her small, curvy body against his reminded him of another time he’d been this close to her.

         Only then it had been a hot summer day and he’d been sprawled on top of her naked body while she lay facedown in the sand. The memory was so clear and so real that he jerked back as if he’d been burned. She must have been having a flashback of her own because she sucked in a breath, scrambled backward, and held up both hands.

         They stood staring at each other, panting as if they’d been in a race, their breath glistening in the frosted air. The porch light went on, dissipating the heat that had been simmering between them.

         The front door opened to reveal Maggie. The fifty-something woman wore a bright, floral-print housecoat, her shoulder-length red hair showing signs she’d just woken up. “Julia, Aidan, what’s—” She didn’t get a chance to finish. Miller bounded up the stairs to shower the love of his life with doggy kisses.

         “Oh, I miss you too, my handsome boy,” she murmured, and gave Miller a rubdown.

         Maggie’s voice and smile wavered, and Aidan realized he’d been wrong earlier. His father hadn’t broken up with Maggie soon enough. The typically vivacious artist was heartbroken. Still, it was better now than later. If she and Miller were this bad off after only a week…

         “You’re welcome to take him anytime, Maggie,” Aidan offered. Just because he had a reputation as a hardass didn’t mean he couldn’t feel sorry for both the dog and the woman.

         After gathering her hat, scarf, and bag from the ground, Julia straightened and smiled at him. She had one of those infectious grins that made people smile in return. Most people. Not him. And it wasn’t only because he didn’t smile a lot or have a lot to smile about these days. It was because the smile she gave him was the kind you offered someone with a shared interest. And other than books, this particular woman’s interest was his family’s love life.

         He crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes at her, hoping that was not what she was up to here.

         She lifted a shoulder as though his lack of a smile and suspicious look were par for the course and stuck a Books and Beans bag between her knees. Using both hands, she wrapped the furry red scarf around her neck and then jammed a green knitted tree hat decorated with red glitter balls on her head.

         He gave his own a slight shake at her getup and then turned back to Maggie.

         His dad’s ex looked from him to Julia. “Is something wrong?”

         “Miller and I saw Julia skulking about your place and thought she was trying to break in.” He jerked his thumb at the two streetlamps that had burned out before the sun came up. “I’ll put in a call to have them fixed.”

         “I wasn’t skulking, Maggie. I wanted to drop off a Thanksgiving invite to Hazel’s and, um…” She glanced at Aidan as though waiting for him to leave.

         He raised an eyebrow and cocked his head. No way was he going anywhere until he learned what she was up to.

         She looked like she intended to wait him out, but when Maggie wrapped her arms around herself, Julia dug in her bag and hurried up the stairs. Miller scooted past Maggie and into the blue Victorian.

         Julia pulled out a book, cast a furtive look Aidan’s way, and then lowered her voice. “I found this by the window. It looks like you have a secret admirer, Maggie. I must have scared him off. I saw a man”—she shot another glance at Aidan as he came up the stairs and finished quickly—“a tall man with silver hair fast-walking in that direction.”

         She shoved the book, A Thousand Mornings by Mary Oliver, in Maggie’s hands when Aidan joined them on the porch.

         “Brr, it’s freezing,” Julia said, giving what Aidan suspected was a fake shiver. “Get inside before you catch cold, Maggie. I hope you can make it to Hazel’s for Thanksgiving dinner. I’ll talk to you later.” She reached for the doorknob.

         Aidan leaned his shoulder against the doorjamb and looked down at Julia while saying to Maggie, “I should probably take a look at that. You can’t be too careful with these secret admirer types. Could be a stalker.”

         “A stalker? Don’t be silly.” Julia tried to nudge him out of the way to pull the door closed. “Poor Maggie’s freezing. Let her get inside.”

         Maggie nervously handed him the book. “Have you had a problem with this kind of thing in town?”

         “Now and again.” He flipped through the poetry book. A piece of paper fluttered to the ground. Julia lunged for it, but he was faster. “What do we have here? I can probably get some prints off this.”

         “And waste taxpayer dollars? Don’t be silly,” Julia said, trying to take the paper from his hand.

         He held it out of her reach and scanned the overwrought lines comparing Maggie’s hair to a burning bush in autumn and her eyes to newly budded leaves in spring. Aidan worked to keep a straight face. “I’ll bring it to the station and let the boys have a look, but my guess is your secret admirer’s a woman, Maggie.”

         Noting the disappointment on the older woman’s face, Aidan felt bad for being the one to burst her bubble. Which might have been why he let Julia take the poem from him.

         “Let me see that.” She tugged the paper from his hand. With an intent look on her face, as though giving careful consideration to the lines, she said, “Don’t listen to him, Maggie. This was definitely written by a man. Someone who obviously knows you well.” She took the book from Aidan, holding it up as evidence before giving it back to Maggie. “You were telling me just a few weeks ago how much you enjoyed Mary Oliver’s book Upstream, remember?”

         Maggie nodded and clutched the book to her chest, a hopeful light shining in her eyes. “I remember. It was the day Colin and I stopped in to try your pumpkin spice lattes.”

         Pressing a hand dramatically to her chest and making her big eyes even bigger, Julia gasped. “Oh my goodness, I forgot Mr. Gallagher was with you. I wonder if… That line about your hair and the burning bush—”

         Aidan took Julia by the arm and leaned in to close the door. “You can talk to Maggie later. She’s freezing.” He looked at the older woman, who now appeared to be glowing with hopefulness thanks to Julia. “Do you want to keep Miller for a while or—”

         “Of course she does. Your dad can pick him up when he gets off work. Dinner’s at four, but don’t worry if you’re a little late, Maggie. We’ll wait. Unless you and Mr. Gallagher—”

         Aidan tightened his grip on Julia’s arm and propelled her toward the stairs. “I’ll pick up Miller in a couple of hours, Maggie.”

         Julia waved goodbye to his father’s ex. “I can manage on my own, thank you very much,” she said, tugging her arm free.

         “My dad can take care of himself, too, so butt out of his love life. You’re wasting your time, and it’s not fair to get Maggie’s hopes up.”

         Julia stopped in the middle of the driveway to stare at him. “You. You’re the reason he broke up with Maggie, aren’t you?”

         “What? No.” But her accusation made him wonder if he might have said or done something that his old man misconstrued as disapproval.

         “I knew it,” she muttered, and began walking down the road talking to herself. He thought he heard her say something about five weeks. Her shoulders rose on what sounded like a heavy sigh, and she turned to walk back to him. “Okay, so if you aren’t the reason your dad broke up with Maggie, maybe you can help me get them back together?”

         He hadn’t gotten anywhere with Julia when he interrogated her at the station last summer, so he decided to try a new tactic. “Maybe. But before I decide whether I’ll help you or not, you have to tell me why you’re obsessed with my family.”

         “An obsession is a persistent, disturbing preoccupation with an idea or feeling.” Her head tilted as if she was thinking that over.

         He crossed his arms. “Yeah…”

         She sighed and then closed her eyes, taking a long moment before answering. “It’s not as if I spend every waking minute of every day thinking about your family. I think about a lot of people in town. I like people, and if I can do something to make someone happy, I will. Maggie’s my friend, and she deserves to be happy. So does your dad.” She lifted her hand to play with her earring.

         It was pretty much the same spiel she’d given him at the station. And while he could tell by the way she’d closed her eyes, the length of her pause, and the way she twisted her earring that she was lying, he’d been back in town long enough to see her in action. There was a reason everyone in Harmony Harbor loved the woman.

         Every day she went out of her way to put a smile on someone’s face. Whether it was the kids she entertained at her bookstore or the transients she left blankets and food for at the park or the stray cats she fed at the waterfront, it was obvious she truly enjoyed making others happy. It came naturally to her. But there was nothing natural about her need to make the Gallagher family happy. He could almost feel the desperation coming off her.

         “You’re not going to help me, are you?”

         “Look, if I thought being with Maggie would make my dad happy, I’d talk to him about it. But it won’t. So no more secret admirer crap. You’re just setting Maggie up for more disappointment.”

         Slowly moving her head from side to side, Julia said, “Okay, fine. Have a happy Thanksgiving.”

         She’d just lied to him again. And for some reason that made him want to laugh. Probably because it was hard to take a woman wearing a Christmas-tree hat seriously. Besides, he had more important things to worry about. Like how to explain to his family that his daughter didn’t want to spend Thanksgiving with him. At least that’s what his ex had told him when she refused to abide by their visitation schedule for the holiday.

         Standing in the middle of the street, he watched as Julia fake-skated her way to the red car parked at the end of Breakwater Way. The woman had a way of making even something as simple as walking look like fun. He probably should have asked her how to make his daughter’s visits with him more fun. Maybe then Ella Rose would want to come. He turned to walk back to the brick two-story. If he was thinking about asking the Gallagher family’s stalker for advice, he needed more sleep.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         He stood over me like a marauding pirate with his heavy, dark beard and thick, overlong hair curling below the collar of his brown leather jacket. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t arrest you.”

         There was a rough edge to his deep voice that made me shiver. Or maybe it was the way his eyes moved over me that caused the tiny ripple up my spine. Trapped by the heat in his cobalt gaze, I didn’t notice him pick anything up. At the clink of metal, I drew my eyes from his to see a pair of handcuffs dangling from his forefinger. With more gentleness than I imagined him capable of, he lifted my hand and placed it against the wooden spindle of the headboard. His thumb stroked the fluttering pulse on my wrist, and lips that rarely smiled curved as he expertly snapped the…

         “Careful, dear, you’ll burn the gravy.”

         Hazel’s voice jerked Julia out of her captor’s bed. Before she came fully back into her body, which was standing by the stove in the mayor’s stark, white kitchen, a cry of frustration bubbled up Julia’s throat and out of her mouth.

         She grimaced, racking her lust-fogged brain for a way to cover up what she now realized sounded more like a genuine sob of utter despair than simple frustration. It wasn’t like she could tell Hazel that she’d made the noise because she’d yanked Julia out of her daydream just before sexy times with Aidan got under way.

         Tell Hazel? Julia didn’t even want to think about it herself. But she did, and was more than a little relieved when she came to the conclusion that her anguish had nothing at all to do with missing out on Aidan having his big, experienced hands or his firm, beautiful mouth on her. Her sob of utter despair was because he’d hijacked her internal plotting session.

         Her stories played out in her mind like a movie, and while she’d been stirring the gravy, she’d taken the opportunity to rethink the first half of Warrior’s Touch in order to ward off any comparisons of her hero to Aidan. She’d come up with the idea that Adrian Greystone was simply a persona her hero had taken on to outwit his enemies in book one. He’d no longer be a member of the Garda—Irish police force—but a modern-day pirate loosely based on Robin Hood.

         However, thanks to her early-morning run-in with the marauding pirate himself, Aidan had messed with her head just like he’d messed with her plan this morning to get Maggie and Colin back together.

         Giving Maggie the book of poetry with a note from her secret admirer had been an inspired idea. Or so Julia had thought until Aidan cast both a scary and creepy light on the gesture. There was a word for what he was doing. It wasn’t one Julia would use, even in her head. She’d replace it with something like roosterblock.

         With the help from a bar of soap, her mother had broken Julia of the cursing habit she’d acquired from her three older brothers. Emmeline had washed Julia’s mouth out so often she swore she’d blown bubbles in her sleep for a year. Now, if her temper got the best of her, she fake-cursed.
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