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Blurb



Organising a charity auction is no easy matter. Add a stolen masterpiece and events are set to go off the rails.

Damien Walsh knows what he wants: gain his degrees in art and criminology and join White Knight Security. He also wants Drake Norton, the handsome insurance investigator he met when Gloss burned, but that goal is a pipe dream—and Damien has better things to do than pine for a man who’s never looked twice at him.

Until a stolen painting forces Damien and Drake into a partnership, Drake turns out to be far from disinterested, and Damien suddenly dares to hope.

Can Damien convince Drake they’re a perfect match and age is just a number? Or is he destined to watch Drake leave when they’ve solved their case?






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Prologue


Late October

“This is worse than planning a bloody invasion!” Fritz Bronnley glared at the planner covering their project board. Outside the conference room windows, a breeze swirled coloured leaves into pretty patterns and sent ripples across the lake. Fritz wanted to be out there, letting the wind cool his aching head and enjoying the sunshine after weeks of long nights and longer days unravelling a fraud case. Instead, he faced a planner brimming with black, blue, purple, and green notes while he—red marker in hand—hunted for white space. “We don’t have the manpower to cover all these events. Not if we want to get any work done. Even then we only need one unexpected client, and the bricks will hit the fan.” 
“You’re mixing your metaphors. Now I’m worried.”
Hollis hadn’t left his side since Fritz had come home the previous afternoon, exhausted and unhappy after proving a man he’d almost considered a friend had stolen from his own staff. He needed more time to process that, but until then he welcomed any distraction. And he appreciated that Hollis had grumbled only a little when Fritz had ditched the chance of a lazy morning in favour of tackling the charity requests.
Now, though, he plucked the marker from Fritz’s fingers. “I get that work doesnae stop, but Advent is supposed tae be a month for sharing and caring. People want tae do special things. It’s only normal.”
“I have no issue with the sentiment. What I have an issue with is—“
“That there’s too much going on.” Rylan, who’d already been at work when Fritz walked in, topped up Fritz’s mug of coffee. “We can narrow it down, Cap.”
“How?” Fritz poked at the stack of invites and requests for sponsorship and donations. “Carol concert, Christmas Fair, another carol concert, charity ball, Christmas market, candlelight party, Christmas tree farm, Secret Santa, Santa’s Grotto…” Their business had been too new the previous year to attract invitations and requests for support, leaving them free to help as they chose. This year was a different matter. The White Knights had started to make a name for themselves, and now people came to them for more than professional assistance.  “If we attend all these things, we’ll get no work done for a month. And they’re all good causes. How do we even choose?”
“We don’t.” Grant wandered in, bright-eyed despite the early hour, coffee in one hand and a jam doughnut in the other.
“What?” Fritz narrowed his eyes at his friend. “We can’t ignore all these requests. That’d be selfish.”
“Who says anything about ignoring? You want to help everyone, Cap, same as we do, and if you separate out the actual invitations, you’ll see that between us we can cover them without leaving any clients in the lurch.”
“But what about—“
“The requests for sponsorships and donations? I suggest we’ll support all these causes but do it on our terms.”
“And how are you planning tae do that?” Hollis asked, more animated now than when Fritz had started wading through the stack of requests.
“By hosting an event of our own, of course.” Grant took a massive bite of his doughnut and licked sugar from his lips. “Spencer said the hospital held a charity auction one year which turned out to be their best fundraiser ever. If we did that—“
“We can support the Rebel Retreat and the hospital, and make donations to all these causes.”
“Exactly.”
Fritz considered the idea. “What kind of an auction?”
“Whisky?” Hollis suggested, displaying impeccable Scots credentials. “Or are we living in the gin age now?”
“Nothing wrong with either, but you’d be limiting your audience. And how would you get donations? Maybe… vintage items?” Grant said, ever practical. “Decluttering for a cause. Finding unusual Christmas gifts. That would also be a good reason to hold it early in the month. And if Jax were to perform at the event, he’d only have to mention it on his social media feed, and we’d have crowds without needing to advertise.”
“How about promises?” Rylan suggested. “And things that money can’t buy. Remember Jax making up swag bags and signing things before he and Luca headed off for his last concert? That’s something we could do, maybe? Auction off signed items. We have a few celebrity clients we could ask for help.”
“I like both of these ideas,” Fritz said. “I’ll run it past people at tomorrow’s Chamber of Commerce meeting. See what’s been done in the last few years.”
“Right. So this,” Grant pulled the planner off the project board, “can go in the skip. Rylan and I will research what’s involved in hosting a charity auction and put a list of actions together. You and Hollis take the day off. You’ve worked non-stop for over two weeks and if you can’t plan an invasion without assistance, you really need some R and R.”
Fritz wanted to glare, but his brain felt so sluggish he couldn’t even muster annoyance over betraying his exhaustion. Besides, White Knight Security wasn’t his sole responsibility. Ry, Grant, and Luca all had a stake in their business and wouldn’t let the place go to ruin even if Fritz took a day off.
Hollis was warm against his side, and the lake beckoned. A quiet hour in a boat sounded heavenly, and Fritz would accept his friends’ gift and be grateful. He found a smile for Ry and Grant, not minding its tired edges. “Thank you.”
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Chapter One


Mid November

Damien dropped the pencil and straightened his cramped fingers. On the corner of the table, out of his reach, his alarm blared loud and insistent, reminding him it was time for his shift. It was a necessary precaution. Damien could get so lost in his art that he slapped the phone to silent and carried on, his brain never making the connection between the obnoxious sound and the need to go to work. He’d been late twice since he’d accepted Hollis’s offer, and he was determined there would not be a third time. 
He closed his sketchbook and tidied away pencils, erasers, charcoal, and his other tools, knowing that if he so much as looked at his drawing, he’d never leave the house. By the time the table was clear, his brain was on board with what he needed to do: take a shower, dress, eat breakfast, and head out.
Leaving the Rebel Retreat and moving into his own place had been part wonderful, part scary. But between a job with decent pay and the reasonable rent Kris charged, he could afford it. And he hadn’t abandoned the first place where he’d felt he belonged. Before he’d moved out, he’d taken the job as Hollis’s assistant.
Now his room at the Retreat had a new occupant, and—away from the bustle and constant activity—Damien had time to study.
He’d been saving for years to afford university tuition fees, only to find that when the time had come to apply for a place, art was no longer all he wanted to do. Rylan’s classes and Drake Norton’s lecture on art crime had pushed him in a new direction, and he’d opted for taking an Open University art degree alongside classes in criminology.
Studying while he worked was more challenging, no two ways about that, but it helped him protect his small stash of savings and kept him close to the people he considered family. For Damien, that was a win.
He reached the Rebel Retreat just ahead of Hollis Crewe. Hollis no longer needed to work after inheriting an enormous fortune from the mother he’d never known. It didn’t stop him from turning up every morning, or from using his own money to improve and expand the Retreat.
“Morning, boss,” Damien gave his standard greeting.
As he did every morning—Hollis made a face. “There’s nae point tae tell you tae stop that, is there?”
“Nope.” Not hiding his grin, Damien led the way to the office and got the coffee going. He rolled his eyes when he saw Hollis empty a bag of custard Danishes onto a plate. “I am able to feed myself, you know?”
“So you gonna turn them down?”
“As if.”
“Then stop complaining and eat.”
Damien sank his teeth into a pastry and sighed. Coffee and sweet pastries almost made up for having to stop drawing.
“There’s a project I need your help with,” Hollis said when the pastries were gone, and they’d covered the day’s schedule. He extracted a folder from his briefcase and opened it on the table between them. Heritage & Heart, an Auction of Yesterday’s Keepsakes and Tomorrow’s Promises a colourful poster proclaimed in large gold letters. “Fritz and the guys are going tae host a charity auction in early December tae support the Retreat, the hospital, and a bunch of local charities. They have collection boxes around town for people tae drop off items for the auction, and I promised them our help.”
The offer didn’t surprise Damien. Hollis Crewe was as helpful as the day was long. Besides… “Makes sense, I suppose. Seeing we’re going to benefit from the results.”
“I know, right? The Knights have all the logistics in hand. Are you up for vetting the donations? I have a crate of paintings, statues, and vintage bric-a-brac in the car, and we may get more.”
“Paintings?” Damien straightened. “Good ones?”
“You’re the artist. I’m hoping you can tell me. I want you tae pick out anything worth putting in the auction or offer on our stall at the Christmas Fair. Think you can do that?”
“Sure.” Damien’s mind was off and running. “For an auction, you’ll need a catalogue with descriptions. I can make notes for that.”
“Good idea. Let’s find you a place where you can work in peace.”
Damien couldn’t think of anything better.

      [image: image-placeholder]Drake peered through the magnifying glass, head tilted to catch the sheen of old varnish covering the paint. The area he’d managed to clean in the last hour was no larger than a credit card—a ridiculously tiny space on a canvas measuring three feet by four—but Drake begrudged neither the time spent on the task, nor the crick in his neck. While he helped extend the life of a painting Matias hoped to sell in his gallery, his best friend shuttled between analytics tools to determine if the canvas Drake had brought with him was a clever forgery or a valuable original. Drake considered it a fair exchange.
He switched out his swab for a fresh one and bent his head once more over his work. The varnish, yellow-grey with accumulated grime, dulled the vibrant colour beneath and Drake dabbed at it with the same delicacy he’d use to remove dew from the petals of a rose. Touch by touch the varnish softened until Drake could lift it, freeing the paint beneath from its dingy shadow.
The painting needed more than a thorough cleaning, but Matias would hire conservators to deal with the flakes, cracks, and scratches the canvas had acquired during its life. Drake was content to leave that work to the experts. The slow, methodical cleaning—by far the lengthiest job—brought him peace. It also gave him a chance to review his open cases and plan the next steps in his investigations.
Wendle Hill Commercial—a conservative, long-established insurance company—employed him to investigate suspected fraudulent claims. In the last eleven years he’d worked with fire investigators and divers, found jewels, art, rare books, and even a wine collection that had never gone missing. He’d recovered enough performance cars to close dozens of cases and had kept the company’s legal department busy prosecuting people who considered insurance fraud a crime without consequences.
The job didn’t help him keep his belief in human decency, but he’d learned what he most valued about it. Recovering stolen artworks gave him the lift he needed to confront the next opportunist fraudster furious about being found out. So much so, he’d started doing it in his spare time.
“I think you’re on the money again, Mr Norton. Matias is bopping in front of the X-ray machine like a puppy.”
A mug of coffee appeared on the heels of that announcement, placed on a small side table, well away from Drake’s workspace.
“Thank you,” he muttered, not raising his head from his work. Doing so would encourage conversation, and he wasn’t ready to leave his peaceful bubble. Nor did he point out that the cheerful statement told him nothing useful, since Matias loved to expose a forger as much as he loved to discover an original masterwork. The young man—a new addition to Matias’s staff—would learn that soon enough.
Drake did sit up when Matias waltzed into the room and he saw his friend smiling like a toddler on a rocking horse. “You have a result.”
“I do indeed. And your inspector will love you.”
Drake let that pass. Rich Taverner was eye candy and Drake appreciated their professional relationship. He’d never thought about taking things further. “If you’re invoking Rich, I assume it’s forged? Was it the vermillion that tipped you off?”
“It is, and it did.” Matias pulled up a chair and sat. “Can you spend another hour here? I’m just putting the results together for you.”
“You can email them later if you want to go home to Eric.”
“No, I can’t.” Matias dropped his voice so low Drake had to strain to hear him. “I have far too many people wandering in and out of my lab and I don’t want to feed the rumours.”
“What rumours? Nobody’s shared any gossip with me.”
“Because you’ve stopped coming out with us. Seems we’re blessed with a new forgery ring. One that’s plugged into all the gossip and has access to data they really shouldn’t be able to get their hands on. So wait until I have the report ready for you to take, okay?”
Drake pointed at the painting he’d been working on. “Not a hardship. I still have a few acres of canvas to clean.”
“I appreciate you doing that.”
“You hate cleaning, and I enjoy it. Do you think there’s another coffee in the pot to keep me going?”
“Sure. But maybe smile at Ben this time?”
Drake paused at the censure in his friend’s voice. “What?”
“Blind, as well as stupid. My new assistant. He’s working so hard to catch your eye.”
“He’s a toddler.” Not the absolute truth, that.  The young man had impressive shoulders and a tiny waist, but physical attributes were no replacement for maturity. “I prefer men I can have a conversation with.”
“How do you know if someone’s conversable if you don’t talk to them? Ben’s twenty-one. He has just finished an art degree, and he knows his stuff.” Matias winked. “Interesting conversations could be had.”
“Oh, stop with the matchmaking. Just because you got married doesn’t mean we all want to do the same.”
“You don’t know what you’re missing.”
“And ignorance is bliss.” Drake knew he wasn’t a troll. He worked out, dressed well, enjoyed the finer things in life, and his job had given him an air of authority. None of that meant he needed a partner for more than a hookup or—Heaven preserve him—a boy toy. “You’re happily married, Matias. Be grateful.”
“And leave you in your bachelor heaven? I get it.”
“Hah. You’ll find someone else to shove at me before the week is out.”
“No man’s an island, Drake.” Matias bent to kiss his cheek. “Not even you.”
“You keep telling yourself that.” He watched Matias leave the room, glad to see him so content. Matias deserved to be happy, and Drake would put up with Matias trying to find him a lover, as long as he didn’t have to explain why he couldn’t imagine sharing his life with someone else. Or even wanting to.
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Chapter Two


“Oof!” Rylan jack-knifed upright when two furballs landed on his stomach. Judging by the force of the impact, they’d jumped from the dresser, the five-foot gap no longer the obstacle it used to be. The kittens had grown in the eighteen months since Kris had moved in. They were adult cats now, with the fluff and heft appropriate for their ages. 
Once they’d succeeded in waking him they tangled up in his lap and went to sleep, leaving Rylan tired and on high alert all at once. He wanted to flop back and catch more shuteye, but judging by the  adrenaline prickling over his scalp this wouldn’t happen before his alarm told him to get up.
The other half of the bed was empty, and Rylan could guess what had woken Kris  so early. If he managed to get out from under the kittens, he’d no doubt find his lover on the sofa with Old Man Tom—the third of their cats—in his lap. Kris and Tom had been together ever since Kris, then a homeless teenager, had rescued a tiny kitten. They’d been each other’s solace for years—just one more thing for Rylan to adore in his partner. He contemplated ways to slide out from under Night and Shade without waking them when the bedroom door opened and Kris stepped in, holding two mugs.
“I know it’s early, but I heard the commotion.” He handed over the mug and Rylan
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