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If anyone has ever tried to gaslight you into


thinking you’re the problem, congratulations!


This book is for you.










PROLOGUE





Excerpt from the Official Police Interrogation of Margaret Chase and Ethan Wyatt


December 25


Ms. Chase: Well, of course I have his blood on my hands.


Mr. Wyatt: It was just a scratch.


Ms. Chase: I obviously didn’t try to kill him.


Mr. Wyatt: Maggie’s more of a lover than a—


Ms. Chase: If I’d tried to kill him, he’d be dead.


Mr. Wyatt: She’s such a good person. [Mr. Wyatt pats his heart.] Right here.


Ms. Chase: Of course, I’m not offended that you’d accuse me of murder. I’m offended you’d think I’d be bad at it.


Mr. Wyatt: It’s a point of professional pride. Ha! Wait. That was a joke. Can you please write down that I was—


Ms. Chase: You should have separated us, you know? We shouldn’t be together for this. Not that we’re together! Oh no! We are not a we. He is he and I am me and we are not . . .


Mr. Wyatt: We’re colleagues.


Ms. Chase: I prefer nemesis. Nemesis is a far better word.


Mr. Wyatt: It’s a big market, and we appeal to different— Have I mentioned they’re making one of my books into a movie?


Ms. Chase: I’m sorry, but are we seriously still sitting here, doing nothing? Am I really wearing this ridiculous sweater, answering these ridiculous questions when she’s . . .


Inspector Patel: Why don’t you start at the beginning?


Mr. Wyatt: I . . . uh . . . I don’t understand the question.


Inspector Patel: When did it start?


Mr. Wyatt: Oh. It started—


Ms. Chase: In the elevator.













CHAPTER One



One Week Earlier


It wasn’t until the elevator doors were sliding open that Maggie realized she was about to come face-to-face with her three least favorite things in the world:


Christmas. A party. And Ethan Freaking Wyatt.


For a moment, she just stood there, the cacophony of carols and chatter fading to a low hum as she stared through the open doors at the smug look on his smug face—at his trademark leather jacket and the strand of twinkle lights wrapped around his neck like a scarf. There was a Santa hat on his head and, of course, a copy of Silent Knight (“Now a #1 New York Times Bestseller!”) in his hands. The fact that it was just a cardboard cutout and not the man himself should have softened the blow for Maggie, but it was all she could do not to punch him in his cardboard teeth.


At the very least she should have reached for the button and made the elevator doors close faster—and maybe she would have if a voice hadn’t cried out, “Oh my gosh. You’re here!” Which was when Maggie knew she’d made a terrible mistake.


She should have slipped away when she’d had the chance, down in the elevator. Through the lobby. Then out onto the cold and crowded streets of Midtown Manhattan seven days before Christmas. She should have gotten out of there—and she would have—if Cardboard Ethan hadn’t distracted her. But now it was too late and two tiny but deceptively viselike hands were dragging her off the elevator and into the big open lobby of Killhaven Books.


“Shellie bet me five dollars that you’d show, and here you are!” Deborah had to raise her voice to be heard over all the small talk and laughter because, oh yeah. There was a party going on. A Christmas party. And Maggie had waltzed right into the middle of it. A tree was blinking and music was playing and the room was swirling. Just a little.


“Maggie?” Deborah’s voice was closer. Softer.


“You know, it’s a miracle there aren’t more murders at Christmas.”


“Oh, here we go,” Deborah mumbled, but Maggie never took her eyes off Cardboard Ethan.


“Think about it. People who hate each other crammed together in hot rooms with too much alcohol. Scissors and strangulation devices lying around.”


“Strangulation devices?”


“You know . . . Lights. Tinsel. I bet you could do some real damage with garland.” In spite of everything, Maggie felt herself perk up at the possibilities. “Even mistletoe is poisonous.”


“To dogs,” Deborah said.


“In large enough quantities, everyone’s a dog,” Maggie pointed out as she slowly turned to face the woman beside her.


Deborah Klein was five-foot-one inches of power. Gray hair. Chanel suit. And eyes that had seen it all during her forty-nine-year rise from the mail room to the most feared woman in publishing.


“I say all this because I am going to murder you.”


“Who? Me?” Deborah brought one tiny hand to her chest.


“Yes, you! It’s just lunch, Maggie. You need to get out of the house, Maggie. We need to talk marketing, Maggie.”


“One, I don’t sound like that.”


“You sound exactly like that.”


“And two—”


“This is a party, Deborah. There is a tree made out of paperbacks right over there. Half the marketing department is singing karaoke. And . . .” Maggie trailed off as she realized—“Lance VanZant is literally wearing a T-shirt that looks like a tuxedo.”


Deborah waved the words away. “Lance VanZant wrote one halfdecent book nine years ago. No one cares about Lance VanZant.”


“What about him?” Maggie pointed to Cardboard Ethan and Deborah had the good taste to look guilty.


“I’m told it’s not exactly to scale.”


But then a thought occurred to Maggie. “Ooh. Can I have it when this is over? I’ve been wanting to learn how to throw knives.”


Deborah’s mouth was opening, slowly, like she couldn’t figure out what to say when a woman walked past, chiming, “Merry Christmas, Maggie!”


She was new and Maggie thought her name was Jen. It was probably Jen. Statistically speaking, one-third of the women who worked in publishing were named Jen, but Maggie wasn’t thinking very clearly because the room was too loud after a year of constant silence. It was too crowded. And Maggie, who had never loved crowds or parties to begin with, felt her hands start shaking.


“Let’s get you something to eat.” Deborah had a hand on Maggie’s elbow. She could feel it through her Joan Wilder coat, puffy and too hot in the crowded room. She’d always thought it was an excellent coat to disappear inside, but Deborah was still there, whispering near her ear. “I’m sorry. It’s been a year and I thought . . . Stay five minutes. For me. I’m sorry I tricked you into coming, but there really is something we need to talk about.”


Maggie was starting to waver. She’d already spent fifty bucks on train fare and taxis and lost a whole day of work, so it might not be that bad. After all, she didn’t have to go to the party. She just had to walk through the party, and she could do that. She’d been walking every day for a year—for almost thirty years. She could make it to Deborah’s corner office.


But then the elevator dinged. The doors slid open and a deep voice boomed, “Ho! Ho! Ho!” First, he spotted the cutout. “Well, who’s this handsome fella?” Then he spotted her. “Hey! It’s good to see you, Marcie!”


And Maggie started looking for some tinsel.










CHAPTER Two



Maggie hadn’t always hated Christmas. There had been a time when she’d loved the lights and the presents and the trees. She knew all the words to at least thirty different Christmas carols and used to sing them in July. She had a sweatshirt with a reindeer on it that she always wore to school on the Monday after Thanksgiving. (Did the nose light up? Yes, yes it did. Did she wear it that way? Absolutely.)


Twelve-year-old Maggie had baked sugar cookies and organized Secret Santas and terrorized her mother with multipart questions like (1) Why don’t we have a big family? and (2) Why don’t we spend Christmas with our big (fictional) family? and (3) Can this fictional gathering of this fictional family take place in a location that always has snow?


But Maggie was an only child born late in life to only children. Maggie didn’t even have grandparents, and it was almost always too warm for snow in Texas.


So the problem wasn’t that Maggie hated Christmas; the problem was that Christmas hated Maggie. Every terrible thing that had ever happened to her had occurred with a backdrop of carols and lights, and, eventually, Maggie had no choice but to start taking it personally.


Her dog ran away when she was thirteen. When she was sixteen, their car caught fire and the next day all the presents disappeared out from under the tree. A week later, the car was running again and Maggie never asked a single question.


Her senior year of high school, they did have snow, but it knocked out power to half the state and Maggie spent the holiday huddled around the fireplace with her parents, hoping the water didn’t freeze.


Of course, at the time, she didn’t know that was the last Christmas they’d have together. She’d joked about how next year would be better—telling her parents they had to wait until she was home from college to put up the tree and wrap the presents.


But twelve months later, her parents were gone and Maggie was alone and . . .


“I need to go.”


Deborah pushed her into a chair then moved to the other side of the desk. “You need to sit.”


“Look”—Maggie started to stand—“I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I’m really not good at parties, so let’s catch up after the new year, okay? Let’s—”


“Sit. Down.” Deborah didn’t raise her voice. Deborah didn’t have to. When she was nothing but a nineteen-year-old intern, Deborah had pulled the greatest crime writer to ever live out of the slush pile, so when Deborah whispered, people listened. Even people who hated the smell of peppermint and eggnog and pine.


“I have a surprise for you.” Deborah eased into her leather chair then tossed something onto the stack of manuscripts that rimmed her massive desk. It was just an envelope, square and the color of eggshells, but for some reason Maggie was almost afraid to touch it.


“Oh. I’m afraid I . . . uh . . . didn’t do cards this year.”


“You never do cards and neither do I. That’s not from me.”


The card was heavy in Maggie’s hand when she reached for it. The paper was smooth and soft and— Money. The envelope felt like money in every sense of the word. Her name was scrawled across the front in the most pristine handwriting she’d ever seen. Ms. Margaret Chase.


“Well. Open it,” Deborah dared, and Maggie turned the envelope over to break the wax seal on the back. The card inside was even softer.


You are cordially invited to—


“No.”


“You haven’t even read it!”


Maggie couldn’t help but whine, “You tricked me into coming to one party just so you could invite me to another one?”


Deborah’s laugh was almost maniacal. “Oh, that’s no invitation, sweet Charlie. That is your ticket to the chocolate factory.”


Maggie had known Deborah for almost nine years, but she’d never seen her look like she looked then: giddy and sly and almost ravenous. She imagined that’s how nineteen-year-old Deborah must have looked when she’d pulled Eleanor Ashley’s first manuscript from the pile on the mail room floor. Like a woman whose evil plan was just getting started.


“You’ve been invited to the home of your biggest fan for Christmas.”


“Deborah—”


“In England!” Deborah said with a flourish, as if that made everything better and not infinitely worse. “All expenses paid. Now before you tell me I’m crazy—”


“You’re crazy! Do I need to remind you that I write mysteries?”


“So?”


“So my fans like murder! And murderers! And—”


“Your last book was about a woman whose cat could smell poison.”


“Hey! The Purrrrfect Crime sold very well in Brazil,” Maggie said, but Deborah was determined. There was no teasing glint in her eye, no mischievous twinkle.


“I can personally vouch for this particular fan. And I’m telling you”—she lowered her voice—“you want to get on that plane. You are positively dying to get on that plane.”


Maggie ran a finger over the heavy paper. It really was a lovely card. “I don’t want to spend Christmas with strangers,” she admitted and Deborah’s eyes went soft.


“Then who are you spending Christmas with? Because you know I’m a heartless old crone but when I think of you rattling around that tiny apartment all by yourself . . .”


“I’m on deadline.” Maggie held the words like a shield.


“I’m your editor, and I just decided to move your deadline.”


“But I . . .”


“Have nothing planned for Christmas, do you?” Deborah glanced toward her open door. The sounds of the party were a low din in the distance, but she inched forward, arms on the desk. It was a posture that screamed you didn’t hear this from me. “Look, I don’t want to get your hopes up, but something is coming next year. Very big. Very hush-hush. And I think you’re the person for the job. But I need you to get on that plane.”


Maggie fingered the wax seal on the back of the envelope. “What kind of fan flies their favorite author to another country for the holidays?”


“The kind with money and good taste in books.”


“This can’t be safe.”


“It is.”


“This can’t be smart.”


“Oh.” Deborah laughed. “It is.”


“This can’t be—”


“Maggie. Dearest. Most prolific and professional writer I know, I say this with love. I say this with kindness. I say this in the truest spirit of holiday cheer: you need to get a life.”


Deborah had never steered her wrong—not once in nine years and dozens of books. Deborah believed in her. Deborah wanted the best for her. Deborah was the closest thing Maggie had to family, which was perhaps the only thing sadder than having no family at all. And all Maggie could do was look at her mentor who would never be her mother and draw a tired breath.


“Maybe. But that doesn’t mean I have to get a Christmas.”


“Okay.” Deborah sat back. “Then what does the next week and a half look like for you? Sitting around, thinking about your former husband and your former best friend unwrapping presents in your former house?”


Some might have thought the words were cruel, but Maggie recognized them for what they were: a challenge and a dare. That was her cue to start fighting, but all she could do was eke out a half smile and the words, “Presents they bought with my former money. Don’t forget that part.”


She eyed the envelope again, imagining snowy fields and garland-laden banisters, carol singers and horse-drawn sleighs because, evidently, to Maggie, English Christmases take place entirely in BBC adaptations. “No. I . . . I shouldn’t.”


“What you should do, Margaret, is trust me.”


What Maggie didn’t say was that she had no intention of trusting anyone ever again. Especially herself.










CHAPTER Three



Twelve Years Ago


It wasn’t that Maggie’s parents hadn’t wanted a big family. It was more like they’d never really learned how to have one. They’d been older when Maggie was born, and sometimes she got the feeling they were like the staff of a restaurant, ready to close up and go home when she’d stumbled in five minutes before closing.


So it shouldn’t have come as a surprise when, two weeks after moving into a dorm in upstate New York, Maggie’s parents put their little Texas house on the market. They bought a condo in Florida and two matching golf carts that neither one of them knew how to drive, and that year, Maggie spent Thanksgiving eating dry turkey sandwiches and sleeping on an air mattress surrounded by unpacked boxes.


She was already back on campus when she got the call, alone in her dorm room when a stranger told her about the accident.


She was alone when she went back to Florida to pack up the condo and sell the golf carts and ship a half-dozen boxes to a storage unit not far from campus.


She was alone when the boy from the Office of Residential Life explained, “I’m sorry, but students aren’t allowed to stay in the dorms over winter break.”


Because Christmas was coming. Of course it was. Christmas was always coming, but Maggie couldn’t go back to Florida; and she couldn’t go back to Texas. And she probably couldn’t stay in the storage unit where she’d placed her family photos, the good dishes, and seventy-seven novels by Eleanor Ashley.


“But I have to stay here,” she’d pleaded with the RA who was looking at her over the top of a giant box labeled Garland and Shit.


“You can’t,” the boy said, like maybe the university had admitted her by mistake. Like no one could be that stupid.


“No. They can’t kick me out just because it’s Christmas. I live here. This is where I live.”


“Look, I know it sucks and parents are the worst, but most people just go home.” He looked at her like the solution was both obvious and inevitable. “You should just go home.”


Then he turned, shifting the box like it held the weight of the world—like no college student had ever had to bear a greater burden—and Maggie felt her throat start to burn.


“But what if . . .” She’d never had to say the words out loud before. “What if you don’t have one?” Her voice cracked, and her eyes watered and maybe that’s why he didn’t quite get it as he glanced back over his shoulder.


“What?”


“My parents died and the golf carts were nonrefundable and I need the condo money for tuition.”


She’d said it all too quickly—like those were excuses that he had to hear all the time—and, suddenly, Ryan from Residential Life stopped looking at her like she was stupid and started looking at her like she was crazy. And also pitiful. Which was okay. At that moment, pity was almost all she had going for her.


“I can’t go home.” She ran a hand over her eyes like she could push the tears back in. When that didn’t work, she looked away. “I don’t have one.”


“Look, I’m really sorry. But . . .” His voice was lower, softer. Closer. “They turn down the heat and cut the lights. There’s no food. There’s no heat. It’s three weeks. You literally cannot stay here.”


He was right, of course. The heat was the deal-breaker, which meant she was going to have to dip into her meager savings and get a motel. Maybe an Airbnb. She could get a part-time job. Maybe go to the nearest airport and start impersonating long-lost relatives in the hope that someone might take pity on her and take her home. It was either that or—


“You could come home with me,” a voice said from behind her.


And that’s how she met Emily.


And that was the beginning of everything.


Even the end.










CHAPTER Four



Seven Days Before Christmas


Maggie was fine. Really. She was totally and completely—


Resigned. Yeah. That was more like it. She’d learned long ago that the firsts are always the hardest. The first birthday. The first round of holidays, cycling throughout the year. But the year was almost over, and her first Christmas was coming, so she might as well experience her first party, soldier through and get it out of the way.


Because Maggie wasn’t fine—but she would be. As soon as her stomach stopped growling and her head stopped hurting and this last first was finally over.


So she piled a bunch of cheese cubes on a napkin and grabbed a sparkling water that was probably going to make her burp. She managed three whole minutes of small talk with two different Jens before Ethan Wyatt started a conga line.


“How’s it going, Marcie?” he shouted as he congaed by, and Maggie started doing Party Math in her head.


If she hid for thirty minutes, then waved at three more people on her way to the elevator, maybe no one would notice if she spent the rest of the party hiding in an empty room, reading her Purse Book and eating her Napkin Cheese. It was a genius plan, really. She should have thought of it from the start.


But as she darted down a darkened hall, looking for an open door, Maggie felt her footsteps falter. She had to stop. And stare. Because, officially, the display might have been called the Wall of Fame, but according to Deborah, everyone at Killhaven just called it The Eleanors.


Tucked away behind polished wood and (supposedly) fireproof glass stood ninety-nine novels by Eleanor Ashley. First editions, unlike the used and frayed and dog-eared copies Maggie’s father had once called her only friends—a joke that would have been funny if it hadn’t also been true. And for a moment, all Maggie could feel was wonder, followed quickly by shame because Eleanor Ashley wouldn’t hide at parties. Eleanor wouldn’t have been tricked into coming to begin with. Eleanor would have—


“Yo! Ethan!”


Only a man who wears T-shirts that look like tuxedos could ever shout “Yo!” in a professional setting. Maggie barely had time to dart into an office and hide behind a half-closed door before she heard two sets of footsteps come around the bend in the hall.


“Lance. Hey. How’s it going?”


“Oh. You know.” Lance gave a coarse laugh. “I dressed up for the occasion.”


“I see that. Nice.”


If Killhaven were a high school, then Ethan was the golden boy, player of sports and breaker of hearts. The kind of guy who could get voted prom king at a school he didn’t even go to. Meanwhile, Lance and the other Leather Jacket Guys were nothing more than Ethan’s asshole acolytes. Or Assolytes, as Maggie liked to call them. She half expected Lance to offer to polish Ethan’s leather jacket or do his homework. Maybe dispose of a body.


“Yo. Man. Did you see the ice queen?”


“Who?” Ethan sounded like he was only half listening—like maybe even the Assolytes were beneath him.


“That Maggie chick. You know. That one who thinks she’s the queen of the cozies.” Lance laughed and Maggie bristled. “I can’t believe she came!”


“Why?” Was Ethan’s voice sharper than usual? She couldn’t tell. “Is she sick or something?”


“No, man. She got divorced. And her husband took everything. It was a whole thing. Messed her up. She went full arachnophobic and hasn’t left her house—”


“That’s agoraphobic—”


“—in like forever.” The hallway was a little too quiet for a little too long and Maggie started to worry they were going to hear her heart trying to pound its way out of her chest.


“You know”—Lance’s voice took on a lascivious tone; he sounded like the reason they invented penicillin—“she’s probably starting to get real lonely. Maybe I’ll go see if I can’t get her to stuff my stocking, if you know what I mean.”


“No, Lance. What do you mean?” Something about the sound of Ethan’s voice made it feel like the temperature was dropping fast. Like she was going to see her breath.


“Come down her chimney? Mistle her toe.”


“Mistletoe’s poisonous.” Now Ethan sounded annoyed.


“She might need someone to frosty her snowman—”


“Leave her alone, Lance.”


“I’m just saying, it’s getting cold. She might want to share body heat.”


“She just left her husband, and she doesn’t need you—”


Lance gave a quick, sharp laugh that cut him off. “But that’s the best part. He left her. Wait. You look surprised, man.”


“No—”


“Lance!” someone called. There were voices at the end of the hall, followed by the sound of fading footsteps, and for a long time, all Maggie could do was stand there, telling herself it was over. They were leaving. They were gone.


But then she heard a low, dark laugh. A subtle huff. And Ethan Freaking Wyatt saying, “No, I’m not surprised he left her.”


There was a roar in Maggie’s ears then. A rush of blood and gravity and rage. It felt like she was flying—faster and faster, hurtling out into a vast and endless void. A black hole was swallowing her whole as the footsteps and the party faded away and only the words remained.


I’m not surprised he left her.


There wasn’t enough tinsel in the world. No scissors sharp enough. No garland strong enough. She was going to kill him with her bare hands. With her teeth. With her . . .


When Maggie stepped into the empty hall, she froze. Because what she saw in the glass surprised her.


The Eleanors were gone, replaced by a woman with Maggie’s hair and Maggie’s face, but she was little more than a shell, pale and fragile. It was like looking at the ghost of a girl who had frozen to death twelve Christmases ago. Someone who was afraid.


Maggie didn’t want to be that girl—she’d shoved her down and hidden her away. She’d spent years clawing up from nothing to that New York skyrise. She’d written and she’d bled, and she’d done it all on her own, no matter what Colin told his lawyers.


I’m not surprised he left her.


No. Even the great Ethan Wyatt had the story wrong, and Maggie wanted to shout it from the rooftops and shove it in his face. She wanted to be stronger and tougher and . . . Eleanor. Maggie wanted to be Eleanor, but she’d settle for being the girl in the reindeer sweatshirt.


And that was the thought that made her storm down the hall and back through the crowd and walk up right to Deborah.


And say, “So when do I leave?”


Three days later, Maggie was in the back seat of a town car, watching the skyline of Manhattan pass by the tinted windows. They were almost to the airport when she felt the car slow and turn too soon.


“Oh, no.” She leaned up to talk to the driver. “I’ll need the main entrance. I’m on . . .” She twisted in her seat, looking for her itinerary, but what she saw out the window made her stop. And stare. Because there was a private jet idling on the tarmac.


She heard the driver say, “This is it, ma’am. You’ve arrived.”


And she thought, Maybe I have, as she crawled from the car.


And again as she climbed the stairs.


And once more as she stood in the cabin, surrounded by glossy wood and rich, soft leather, wondering if New Jet Smell was a thing because, if so, this jet definitely had it.


It felt like more than just the start of a trip. It was the start of a new chapter. And for the first time in almost a year, Maggie felt herself begin to smile. And hope. And wonder—


A toilet flushed. The lavatory door opened. And a deep voice exclaimed, “Marcie!”


Maggie spun around, but the jet door was already rising—already closing. It was too late to turn back now.










CHAPTER Five



Maggie was having a nightmare. Yes. That had to be it. Her teeth were falling out and she’d just remembered a class she hadn’t been to all semester and, oh yeah, she was locked inside a metal tube that would soon be hurtling over open water . . .


With Ethan. Freaking. Wyatt.


She was going to wake up, though. It was going to be okay. This wasn’t actually—


“Hi there.”


At first glance, Maggie had thought the jet seemed huge, but it suddenly felt small. Very small. Entirely too small! Because Ethan Freaking Wyatt was stepping out of the (presumably even smaller!) lavatory and . . . Had his shoulders always been that wide? And had he always been that tall? He started forward, squeezing down the entirely too small aisle of that entirely too small airplane, and, really, did no one care about carbon emissions? Aeronautic safety? Maggie’s sanity? There was simply no way this teeny tiny plane was large enough for Maggie. And her luggage. And Ethan Wyatt’s shoulders. And arms. And ego.


“Crime-fighting cat got your tongue?” Ethan flashed a mischievous grin that he’d probably been giving his whole hot guy life. It was no doubt heavily insured. He could probably use it as collateral for a loan.


It was almost worth being stuck in this terrible dream to watch the smirk slide slowly off his chiseled face. He was looking at her curiously, like maybe he’d never met anyone who was immune to his particular brand of charisma. Like he didn’t know whether that should make him respect her more or resent her less. But more than anything, he seemed confused.


“Well, Marcie, my dear, we seem to be going on this little adventure together.” When he reached for the safety rail that ran along the ceiling of the jet his shirt rode up and— Was that an ab? Yes, there were definitely abs under there—the kind that you can see. And presumably touch. But Maggie wasn’t thinking about touching. Nope. Not even a little bit.


“Why are you here?” Was she shouting? It was hard to tell over the pounding of her blood and that persistent ringing in her ears.


But Ethan merely raised an eyebrow like isn’t it obvious? “Mysterious invitation from a mysterious benefactor to . . . well . . . mystery writers?”


And then Maggie didn’t speak: she laughed. The quick kind. The loud kind. The guffaw kind. “I write mysteries. You write . . .” She stopped herself, but Ethan simply raised an eyebrow in a way that looked like a question but felt like a dare. “You know what you write.”


“Oh, no. I think I want you to tell me.” There was a smile in his voice, like this was fun and not a nightmare come to life. “What kind of books do I write?”


“You’re a leather jacket guy.” He was currently the Leather Jacket Guy, but Maggie didn’t say so. “You write leather jacket books.”


He gave her a look like I know I’m going to regret asking this but . . . “What, exactly, is a leather jacket book?”


As if he didn’t know. “They are books with car chases and gunfights and back covers that are nothing but giant author photos of dudes who are always—always—wearing a leather jacket.”


“I see. So you know everything there is to know about me, then.” His tone was a mixture of wry amusement and intimidating calm. “So what about you?”


“What about me?” Maggie’s voice was suddenly a half octave higher than it should be.


“What do I need to know about you?” He adjusted his grip on the railing, shirt riding up and abs peeking out again, and Maggie totally forgot the question. “You know . . . Hi, Ethan.” His voice went slightly higher too. “I’m Mar—”


“Maggie,” she cut in before he could get it wrong.


“—ga-ret,” he changed on the fly. “I’m a Sagittarius—”


“Capricorn.”


“Virgo rising.”


“I have no idea what that means.” Maggie looked around the cabin. She really needed to pick a seat. Put her things away. Die.


“I like long walks on the beach, warm chocolate chip cookies, and finding fun ways to kill a man with a knitting needle.”


Oh. That was too much and, suddenly, Maggie couldn’t stop herself. She whirled on him. “Really? A knitting needle?”


“Yeah.” He actually looked surprised. “What’s wrong with—”


“If you can’t figure out how to kill a man with a knitting needle, you’re in the wrong business.”


“But I—”


“There are actual weapons that are less inherently dangerous than knitting needles.”


“What I meant was—”


“Nobody ever died because they tripped and fell on a nunchaku.”


Had he moved closer to her or had she moved closer to him? Maggie wasn’t sure. She just knew that his smirk was slightly crooked and a strand of light brown hair that had probably been blond when he was a baby had curled over his forehead as he stood there, looming over her, and for a moment Maggie wondered if the jet was already moving. She felt a little unsteady on her feet.


I’m not surprised he left her.


It was like they were already in the air, like the cabin had lost pressure. It was getting hard to breathe when a young man in a smart navy suit appeared at her elbow saying, “Ms. Chase? Mr. Wyatt? My name is Peter and I’ll be taking care of you. If you’d like to take your seats, we’ll be taking off soon. There’s a storm in the forecast, and we’d like to land before it hits.”


Oh. Right. Because they were on an airplane. Together. And they were going on this bizarre trip. Together.


“This yours?” Ethan reached for the tote at her feet. Her laptop was in there. And her favorite notebook. And her backup notebook. And her other backup notebook. But he lifted the heavy bag with one finger, sliding it into a tall cabinet as his shirt rode up. Again. This time she saw two abs because he couldn’t keep from showing off.


But she didn’t say a word as she settled into a plush leather chair and fastened her seat belt. It was okay. He’d probably go to the back of the plane and they wouldn’t even have to talk until—


Zzzzzzzzzp.


She turned to see him in the chair across the aisle, pressing a button and adjusting the seat. The slide of leather on leather made a humming sound that filled the cabin as he went lower.


Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzp. And lower.


“Look, I think we need to get something”—zzzzzzzzzzp; his seat started back up again—“straight. You and I have, for whatever reason, been chosen for this . . . this . . .”


“Mission?” he offered up.


“No.”


“Endeavor?” Zzzzzzp. He was heading back down.


“No.”


“Quest? Ooh! Can we call it a quest?” Zzzzzzzzzp.


“No!” Zzzzzzzzp. “We have been invited on this trip, and I think we need to—” Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzp. He was fully horizontal and the plane was starting to move. “Will you stop that?” The zzzzzping stopped, then started again as the seat reversed, rising slowly to the upright position as the plane began to pick up speed. “As I was saying, we have both been invited on this—”


“I still think we should go with quest.” He nodded decisively.


“And I think we should—if possible—put aside our issues with each other—”


“What issues?” His voice sounded different this time.


“—and try to just . . . get along.” Maggie ground out the words as the plane roared down the runway. For a split second, she felt almost weightless as they started to rise.


“What issues—”


“Call a truce,” she went on.


“A détente.”


“A what?” Now he sounded upset.


“It means a cease-fire—”


“I know what détente means. What I don’t know is why you and I need one.”


He couldn’t be serious? Of course not. Ethan was never serious.


Deborah had asked her once why she hated him so much, and the answer had been easy: Ethan Wyatt wasn’t a person—he was a persona. A social media feed brought to life. A human sound bite comprised of charming quips and clever banter, carefully constructed to make people fall in love before they got bored enough to swipe.


He was pretend. An illusion. A lie. Maggie had known him for five years, and they’d never had a single conversation. Not one. Not until . . .


A memory landed, unbidden, in Maggie’s mind and she rushed to shake it off, while, across the aisle, Ethan blinked.


“I’m a little confused, Marcie, my dear—”


“Maggie,” she forced out.


“Why are you acting like we’re enemies?”


“Why are you acting like we’re friends?”


“What . . .”


“Either we’re”—Maggie made a gesture—“finger-gun buddies—”


“I don’t think that’s a real thing.”


“—or we’re not. But please don’t try to gaslight me into thinking we’re friends when you don’t even know my name.”


“Marcie . . .”


“My name is Maggie.” She died a little when her voice cracked. “It has always been Maggie, and if you can’t remember that, just don’t call me anything at all. Please.”


For a moment, all he did was stare. And blink. When he finally spoke, his voice was softer. “Are you serious?”


“Of course, I’m serious! Just like I was serious at the American Library Association when I told you I didn’t want your sticker.”


“How was I supposed to know that adhesive allergies are a real thing?”


“And I was serious at the Edgars when I told you—”


“Hey! The fire marshal said that could have happened to anyone.”


“And at ThrillerCon? What about what happened at ThrillerCon?”


“One: I think shorter hair looks great on you. And two—”


“I can never go back to Houston!”


He had the nerve to roll his eyes. “Of course you can go to Houston. Murder by the Book would have you. Do you want me to call Johnnie? I can call Johnnie.”


She couldn’t even look at him. “And Tucson . . .”


The plane leveled off and the cabin lights went dim and Maggie wished she could pull the words back.


“I thought we weren’t supposed to talk about Tucson.” His voice was soft and low, and the bad part was that he wasn’t lying, wasn’t teasing. The worst part was that it was true.


“Just . . . please. I’m asking for a few days of peace, and then you can go back to mocking me and I can keep on avoiding you and we can both live the rest of our lives, blissfully having no respect for each other. Do you think you can do that?”


The cabin that had seemed so lush a few minutes before was suddenly like a spaceship—foreign and cold. Lights the color of amber were shining through the darkness, directing them to the emergency exits, but Maggie knew better. There was no way out but through.


“Can we do that? Please?” Maggie thought she might break under the weight of all that silence, but Ethan wasn’t speechless. If anything, he looked like a man who had so many things to say he couldn’t possibly pick just one.


Then he shook his head and settled on “Yeah. Truce. Whatever you want.”


Maggie turned and watched the lights of the city fading behind them, the dark waves of the Atlantic stretching out ahead. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the man beside her was like that water, sweeping and powerful and beloved. But Maggie had spent the last year feeling like an open wound. She was an open wound and he was full of salt.


“I really do like your hair.”


Colin hadn’t. I didn’t marry some short-haired girl, he had muttered when he saw it, not quite loud enough to prove she’d actually heard what Maggie knew she’d heard. It was one of his greatest skills, like poking a stick through the bars of a tiger’s cage—irritating, taunting—and always protected from the consequences of his own actions.


But Maggie had kept it shorter anyway. A few inches above her shoulders but long enough to pull back because, the truth was, she liked it too.


Ethan went back to poking at buttons and opening compartments while the lights of the city were swallowed by the sea.


“Do you know where we’re going?” she had to ask.


“Nope.”


“Are you . . .” Maggie looked down at her hands. They were chapped and raw but not quite bleeding. They looked like how the rest of her felt. But for the first time in a long time, there was another heartbeat in the darkness. She was scared but not alone. “Aren’t you at least a little bit curious?”


She could barely make out his face in the shadows. He should have been less powerful with his million-dollar looks off the table, but it wasn’t Ethan’s face that made him. It was his presence. And, if anything, it was heightened in the dark. She could hear him breathe. She could see him shift. She could feel him—thirty inches and a million miles away.


“Whatever happens, I’m with you. Whatever comes, I’m in.”


Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzp. The chair slowly descended until it lay fully flat and he turned on his side.


“Hey, wanna make out?” he asked. She glared. And then Ethan chuckled and closed his eyes. And slept.










CHAPTER Six



“Maggie.” The voice was low and close and almost familiar. Like a dream she couldn’t quite remember but wanted to have again. “Maggie . . . Margaret Catherine Chase, you’re going to be late!”


Maggie bolted upright and remembered: She was on an airplane. She was with Ethan Wyatt. But she was also possibly (probably) covered in drool, and he was trying very, very hard not to laugh, so Maggie gave him a drooly scowl and told him, “That’s not my name.”


“And a good morning to you too!” His hair was mussed and his grin was crooked as he stood above her, haloed by a bright, clear light. The plane smelled like coffee and bacon, and out the window . . . “Welcome to England.”


She’d never been because there had never been money, and once there was money there wasn’t time. It was the catch-22 of her life, and she felt a little naive as she looked down at the frosty hillsides.


“We’ll be landing soon.” Peter slid an omelet and a cup of coffee in front of her.


“Thank you,” she said. “Could I have—”


“Cream, two sugars?” he guessed, then gave her a wink. “Already in there.”


Wow. Whoever their mystery benefactor was, he’d done his homework.


“So on a scale of one to ten, how freaked out should I be that these people know how I take my . . .” Maggie trailed off when she realized Ethan wasn’t beside her.


She turned to see him near the back of the plane, digging in a suitcase and pulling out a fresh shirt. When he grabbed his old one by the collar and slid it over his head in one smooth motion, he looked like an ad for bodywash or body spray or just bodies in general because the move revealed muscles she’d thought only existed on book covers. Killhaven was making a mistake, Maggie realized, because it turned out Ethan Wyatt looked far better without his leather jacket.


Which he knew. Of course he knew. So she was going to turn around and stop staring. She had to. Any second now. The last thing Ethan needed was another woman fawning over him, so she was going to turn around and eat her omelet. Yup. She was going to get right on that. But then he bent to dig in the bag again, pivoting slightly.


And that was when she saw the scar—long and jagged, starting at his shoulder and then running down the right side of his back. The wound was old and healed but still angry—as if something dangerous lived inside of Ethan and was still trying to claw its way out. And none of it made any sense.


Ethan Wyatt was smooth perfection and effortless charm. Easy smiles and clever quips. The product of focus groups and Photoshop and at least ten thousand dollars’ worth of high-end orthodontia.


Ethan Wyatt wasn’t real, but that scar was. Two minutes ago, she would have sworn he was the kind of guy who would tell everyone his war stories, play them up for the ladies and the press, but Maggie had never heard a word about an injury. She’d only ever heard . . .


Come to think of it, Maggie had never heard anything about his past at all. And for the first time she had to wonder what was the bigger mystery: this trip or the man who was taking it with her?


When he turned, Maggie whirled in her seat and went back to her omelet. She didn’t ask a single question. She didn’t say a thing.


A Rolls-Royce was waiting on the tarmac and a hard wind was blowing off the sea as Maggie climbed down the jet stairs thirty minutes later. They were somewhere in the country, surrounded by miles of rugged coastline and frothy water and Maggie couldn’t help but shiver as she watched an older man climb out of the long black car and head toward them with a wave.


“Welcome!” He wore a tweed coat and a little tweed hat and looked like someone who would know what a marchioness was even if he’d never read a romance novel in his life. “Glad you made it. Good thing too. Before it gets a wee bit chilly.”


“This is not chilly?” Maggie’s hair whipped wildly around her head and blew in her mouth. Even Ethan seemed disheveled, but with his collar turned up and his hair mussed, he just looked a little extra roguish—like he’d had a rough night, but the good kind—while Maggie stood there, trying to peel her hair off her tongue.


She was still spitting and flailing when she heard a chuckle and felt a hand on the small of her back. “Come on, Margaret Louise.”


The driver had gone for their luggage and Ethan was leaning around her, reaching for the door and pressing close enough to block the wind. He hadn’t shaved and dark stubble covered his jaw. He smelled like peppermint and smooth, soft leather, and even after she heard the click and felt a rush of warm air at her back, Maggie just stood there, frozen.


“What?” Ethan looked like he didn’t know if he should be amused or afraid.


“That’s not my name,” she said, because it was safer than admitting that she wanted to feel his stubble to see if it was as soft as it looked. She wanted to ask about his scar and his past and his secrets. She wanted to know how someone like Ethan was spending Christmas with someone like her, but the words froze on the wind, and all she could do was shake her head and crawl inside, then watch in confusion as he bent down to carefully tuck the hem of her coat where it wouldn’t slam in the door.


He started to rise, but stopped midway when he realized Maggie was staring. “You know, some women think I’m chivalrous.”


“Some women think the earth is flat.”


“Oh.” He bit back that million-dollar grin. “You wound me.”


Maggie smirked. “Is that an offer?”


A thousand scenarios flashed across his face when he said, “Maybe later.” And then he winked and slammed the door and Maggie tried to stop herself from smiling.










CHAPTER Seven



Twelve Years Ago


The first time Maggie met Colin Livingston he insisted on riding in the back seat. That was what she noticed first and remembered the longest. Not the frayed and beer-stained fraternity sweatshirt. Not the red-rimmed eyes and beleaguered grin of a guy who never rolled out of bed before ten.


But as she stood on the dormitory steps waiting for Emily, her smallest suitcase at her feet even though she’d had absolutely no idea what to pack for three weeks with a stranger’s family, her only goal was to take up as little space as possible, make as little noise as possible—to not eat too much or take showers that were too long or do any of a hundred things that might get her sent out into the cold by herself. Again.


So Maggie wasn’t sure what to think when a little red BMW came flying through the parking lot, then slammed on the brakes in front of her.


“I’m gonna change my name to Rudolph,” Emily chimed from behind the wheel. “Get in!”


Maggie wasn’t expecting a boy to climb out of the BMW’s passenger side. When he flipped the seat up, allowing entrance to the back, Maggie started to climb in, but he cut her off. “I’ll ride back there.” Then he practically folded himself in half to fit.


Some pop star’s version of a Christmas carol was coming out of the speakers and Emily turned down the volume. “New Friend Maggie meet Old Friend Colin.” She was wearing earrings that were tiny bells with sprigs of fresh mistletoe in them, and when she smiled and popped a bubble it didn’t even mess up her lip gloss. Maggie had never been so envious of anyone in her life.


Not because Emily had a BMW or pretty things or even someone she could introduce as “old friend.” It was more because Emily belonged. In that car. On that campus. In this world. In a way that Maggie never would.
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