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      My job in the NYPD taught me two things. Loving someone is a distraction. And distractions can be deadly.

      

      After fifteen years in the NYPD, I’ve traded my badge for a pen, becoming a bestselling crime writer. It’s given me everything I didn’t want—fame, fortune, and a deep distrust of strangers.

      

      When a crazy fan recreates the scenes in my books, I move to Sunrise Bay. And there, in a small town on the shore of Willow Lake, I meet Riley. He’s a successful artist and the sweetest, kindest person I know.

      

      My instincts tell me to keep my distance, to protect him from the shadows of my past. But I’m falling in love, and I don’t know what to do about it—until the reason I left New York City targets him.

      

      Suddenly, I’m faced with the raw honesty of my feelings.

      

      I’ll risk everything to save Riley.

      

      FINDING FOREVER is a sweet M/M romance that’s set in a small town full of lovable characters with heart-melting moments, action-packed suspense, and lots of feel-good factors. It’s the first book in the Sunrise Bay series, and can easily be read as a standalone!

      

      Each of Josh’s novels are linked so you can discover what happens to your favorite characters in other books. For news of Josh’s latest releases, giveaways, and other info, subscribe to his newsletter: authorjoshking.com or join him on Facebook. Happy reading!
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          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      I parked my truck on the side of the road and rolled down the window. For nine long years, I’d missed seeing the sparkling water of Willow Lake, the mountains that rose around me like a warm and welcoming hug, and the wildflowers that grew everywhere.

      Nestled against the shore of the lake was Sunrise Bay, the small town that had given me so many happy memories.

      My fingers itched to take out my sketchpad, but I had to keep moving. After countless delays and a diverted flight, it had taken three days to fly from Italy to Colorado. I should have stayed with friends in Denver and caught up on the sleep I desperately needed. But once I decided to leave Italy, I wanted to come home as quickly as possible.

      With one last, lingering look at the lake, I started my truck and drove toward town. The number of vehicles on the road surprised me. So did the new stores that had opened. The sleepy little town with no traffic lights or fast-food restaurants had changed. Cafés rubbed shoulders with antique stores. There was even a fashion boutique and a gallery. There were so many new businesses that I nearly drove past the general store.

      The first person I saw when I walked inside was Jenny Cook. Gray hair framed the same kind face and gentle blue eyes that I remembered from the last time I was there. Jenny was listening to a customer, smiling at what was being said.

      While they were talking, I found a shopping cart and wheeled it toward the shelves. I planned to buy enough food for a few days and then come back when I wasn't so jet-lagged. Halfway around the store, I remembered the apple cider that Jenny’s husband used to make.

      Spinning my cart around, I nearly bumped into another man. “Oops. Sorry.”

      “That’s okay,” the man said. “I’ve done the same thing myself.”

      I smiled and kept walking. After going up and down another two aisles, I stopped and frowned. The same man I nearly collided with was walking toward me.

      “You look lost,” he said. “Can I help?”

      I nodded. “The owner of the store used to make his own apple cider. Do you know if he’s still selling it?”

      “I sure do. Follow me.” The man pushed his cart across the store and stopped in front of a small refrigerator. “Here you go.”

      Stacked in neat rows were at least a dozen bottles of Allan’s homemade cider. “Thanks. I don’t know how I missed them.”

      “I’m not sure why they’re separate from the other drinks. But at least you know where they are now.” The man held out his hand. “I’m Jonathan. I haven’t seen you in Sunrise Bay before.”

      “My grandparents owned a cottage here. I used to stay with them each summer, but I haven’t been back for a long time.”

      “I moved here two years ago,” Jonathan told me. “It’s the best thing I ever did. Is this a visit or are you planning on staying?”

      I looked over my shoulder. It was silly to think anyone would care about who I was, but old habits are hard to break. Another man took something off the shelf behind me.

      After he moved away, I turned back to Jonathan. “I thought I’d stay for a few weeks and see how everything goes.”

      Jenny rushed across the store with her arms open wide. “Well, if it isn’t Riley Murphy. It’s been too long since we’ve seen you.”

      With a wide smile, I returned Jenny’s hug. “It’s good to see you, too. I’m surprised you recognized me.”

      “You haven’t changed one bit. We missed seeing you at your grandparents’ funeral.”

      I swallowed the knot of grief that lodged in my throat. “I was living in Europe and couldn’t get home.” To this day, I regretted the decision I made. It took me too long to realize that work should never come before family.

      Jenny’s generous smile turned into a frown. “I hope you pre-booked your accommodation. There’s a craft fair and a concert this weekend, and the hotels are full.”

      “I’m staying at my cottage for a while.”

      “The cottage at the end of Bluewater Road?” Jenny seemed confused. “But someone’s living there. It was rented a couple of months ago.”

      My eyes widened. “Rented? Mom didn’t tell me someone’s staying there.”

      “Are you sure the person’s living in Riley’s cottage?” Jonathan asked.

      Jenny nodded. “He’s come into the store a couple of times but doesn't say much.”

      A massive headache started to build behind my eyes. “I’ll pay for my groceries, then go and see him. Someone’s made a mistake.”

      Jonathan took a business card out of his pocket. “Take this. If you get stuck, call me. I have a spare bedroom you can use.”

      I didn’t think I’d need it, but I took the card anyway. “Thanks. I’m sure it’ll be okay.”

      “Don’t forget your apple cider,” Jonathan said quickly.

      I added two half-gallon containers to my cart. I might not need to use Jonathan’s spare bedroom, but I would definitely need the cider.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            two

          

          ERIC

        

      

    

    
      My fingers paused over the keyboard. I glanced at my story outline, then back at the page I’d spent the last hour rewriting. It wasn’t working. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t find a convincing way to make a dead body appear in Aaron Connelly's orchard.

      Sherlock, my German Shepherd, looked up and sighed.

      “You’re right,” I said with a smile. “It’s time for a break. Let’s go for a walk.” Before I could push back my chair, Sherlock was already sitting in front of the French doors, eager to escape.

      As soon as I opened the doors, he bolted down the path that led to Willow Lake.

      I limped after him, wincing as a sharp pain shot down my right leg. I knew better than to sit in one position for too long, but time had a way of disappearing when I was writing. I wanted to finish the second chapter of my book in the next couple of hours, but that depended on how quickly I could get a dead body out of the Hudson River.

      Sherlock had disappeared into the forest, but I wasn’t worried. He rarely went more than a hundred yards from me. He was probably sniffing out a skunk, chasing a red squirrel, or terrorizing a wild cat.

      I took a deep breath, enjoying the sweet scent of the pine trees surrounding the property. After spending most of my life in New York City, Sunrise Bay felt like living in a parallel universe. I’d only been there for three months, but I couldn’t imagine going back to the concrete jungle I once called home.

      My cell phone rang, and I sighed. Sometimes, the rest of the world found you whether you wanted it to or not. I looked at the caller display before answering. It was my friend, Alex. “Hi. What’s up?”

      “Where are you?”

      The urgency in Alex’s voice worried me. “Walking toward the lake. Why?”

      “The grandson of the original owners of the cottage is coming to see you. He didn’t know you’d rented the property.”

      “Why does that matter?”

      “He was going to stay there.”

      I rubbed my leg, feeling the familiar ache. “He can’t. I’m here.”

      “That’s up to you to work through. I just wanted to let you know that he’s on his way. His name’s Riley.”

      Of all the things I needed right now, an unexpected visitor wasn’t one of them. “Where did you see him?”

      “He was buying groceries at the general store. I overheard him talking to Jenny.”

      I frowned. Anyone who spent more than a day in Sunrise Bay ended up in the general store. “Thanks for warning me.”

      “No problem. How’s the book coming along?”

      “Slowly. How would you get a dead body from the Hudson River to Delaware?”

      “Refrigerated truck?”

      “Too risky.”

      “Boat?”

      “Maybe.” Sherlock sprinted toward me with something dangling from his mouth. “I have to go. I’ll call you tonight.”

      “Good luck with Riley.”

      “I don’t need luck. I have a copy of the rental agreement and a screenshot of the original listing. If Riley has a problem with that, he can talk to the person who rented me the cottage.”

      “I’m looking forward to hearing how that conversation turns out. Call me after seven o’clock.”

      Sherlock dropped an old shoe on the ground.

      I said goodbye to Alex, then studied the rotting shoe. An idea started to form in my mind. An idea that might just get my dead body across to Delaware.

      I knelt beside Sherlock and rubbed his ears. “Have I told you what a brilliant dog you are?”

      Sherlock’s big brown eyes seemed to laugh at me. At least someone was having a good day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            three

          

          RILEY

        

      

    

    
      As soon as I stacked my groceries in my truck, I pulled out my phone. Mom would know if someone was renting our cottage. The only problem was that she didn’t know I was in America.

      It only took a few seconds for Kathleen Murphy to answer the phone. “Riley? Why aren’t there more digits in front of your number?”

      The pounding in my head got worse. “Hi, Mom. I’m in Sunrise Bay.”

      “In Colorado? Why didn’t you tell me you were coming back to America? You could have stayed with me for a few days in Indianapolis.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      I heard her sharp intake of breath. “Calling me isn’t that complicated. I thought you were in Venice getting ready for your next exhibition?”

      If I was stressed before calling Mom, I was worse now. “Someone broke into my apartment and stole two of my paintings.”

      “That’s terrible. Were you hurt?”

      “No. I was at the opening of a friend’s exhibition when it happened.”

      Mom sighed. “Thank goodness for that. If you’d had to go to the hospital, it would have taken me forever to get there.”

      There was no point reminding her that I’d been living in Europe for nine years. Until a month ago, nothing had happened. “I need to paint two new canvases for Lorenzo’s gallery. I thought coming to Sunrise Bay would give me a better chance of finishing them. But someone told me Grandma’s cottage has been rented.”

      “Oh, dear. I didn’t know you were coming back. Eric’s a friend of a friend. He was desperate for somewhere to stay, so I let him rent the cottage. But he’s only using Grandma and Granddad’s rooms. Our side of the cottage is still empty.”

      I leaned against the side of my truck. My grandparents’ cottage was originally a small two-bedroom home. When my parents divorced, my grandparents added another three bedrooms, a small living room, and a kitchen onto the cottage. I lived there with Mom until I went to college.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you rented the cottage?”

      “I tried calling you, but you were at the Art Expo in Milan,” she said quickly. “I spoke to your landlord. He said he’d tell you when you got back.”

      I sighed. My landlord was a nice man, but he wasn’t the most reliable person on the planet. “He didn’t say anything.”

      “Is there somewhere else you can stay?”

      Finding a property with enough space to set up a studio wouldn’t be easy. “I’ll call a realtor and ask.” The traffic lights outside the general store turned red, and a line of trucks stopped. “When did Sunrise Bay become so popular?”

      “About three years ago,” Mom replied. “It’s less busy during winter. If you need anything⁠—”

      “I’m fine. I’ll go and see the man who rented the cottage. Did he know someone else might be living in the rest of the cottage?”

      “The rental agreement only gives him access to Grandma and Granddad’s side of the cottage, so he shouldn’t be too surprised. If it makes you any happier, Eric used to be a detective in the New York City Police Department. If you decide to stay, you couldn’t ask for a better neighbor.”

      “We’ll see,” I said. “I’ll call you tonight and let you know what’s happened.”

      “You can always catch a flight to Indianapolis and stay with me.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I appreciate the offer, but I’ll speak to Eric first.”

      When we finished talking, I slid the phone into my pocket and opened the driver’s door. I was so tired I was tempted to fall asleep in the truck. And if speaking to Eric didn’t work out, that’s what I might have to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            four

          

          ERIC

        

      

    

    
      I opened my front door and stared at the man standing on my veranda. I’d never met him, but there was a high chance it was Riley. With his black jeans and T-shirt, he could have been one of the hundreds of tourists passing through town. But his curly brown hair and impossibly blue eyes made my breath catch.

      “Are you Eric Lanigan?” he asked.

      Crossing my arms in front of my chest, I leveled my best bad cop stare in his direction. “It depends on who’s asking.”

      He didn’t flinch. Interesting.

      “I’m Riley Murphy. One of the owners of the cottage you’re living in.”

      “I thought you might be.”

      Riley’s eyes widened. “You knew I was coming?”

      “A friend overheard you speaking to Jenny.” Reaching behind me, I took a folder off the hallway table. “This is a copy of my rental agreement.”

      His gaze skimmed over the document, pausing when he saw my signature. “You’ve been here three months?”

      “Almost four.”

      A deep doggy woof gave me a ten-second warning that Sherlock was running toward us. I turned and used a hand signal. “Stop.”

      Sherlock’s bottom hit the floor. With his ears pricked up, he looked at me, waiting to see what happened next.

      “You have a dog?” For the first time since I’d seen him, Riley’s blue eyes softened. “He’s beautiful. What’s his name?”

      I studied the lopsided smile on Riley’s face. If he thought he could sweet-talk me out of my rental agreement, he was wrong. “Sherlock.”

      His smile turned into a full-throttle grin. “Can I pet him?”

      “Sure. Just go slow. He was a police dog and doesn’t like strangers.”

      Riley held out his hand.

      Sherlock, being the contrary beast that he was, proved me wrong by not only licking his hand but moving closer, leaning into Riley’s touch.

      “He likes me.” Riley’s voice was filled with wonder, making my stomach flip.

      I cleared my throat, trying to regain my composure. “That doesn’t mean you can tell me to leave.”

      “That’s not why I’m here. I didn’t know anyone had rented the cottage, but that’s not your problem. I need somewhere to stay, and the rooms at the back of the cottage are empty.”

      I couldn’t believe this was happening. “You want to move into the cottage?”

      “Not the whole building,” Riley said quickly. “Just the area at the back. I’ll have my own bathroom and there’s a separate kitchen. I’ll be completely self-sufficient.”

      “That wasn’t part of my agreement.”

      Riley stopped petting Sherlock. “You’re leasing my grandparents’ cottage. The rooms at the back aren’t part of the original house.”

      I knew they weren’t, but that didn’t mean I wanted a neighbor. Especially one I was attracted to. “That’s not the point. I came here for some peace and quiet.”

      “You won’t know I’m here.”

      I doubted anyone could live within a few feet of Riley and not know he was there. “How long are you staying?”

      He glanced down at Sherlock, his fingers gently stroking the dog’s fur. “Three months at the most.”

      I studied the black circles under his eyes. He looked exhausted, like he’d been through hell and back. When I signed the rental agreement, the realtor told me one of the owners was living overseas. What she didn’t tell me was that Riley was coming back.

      “Where have you come from?”

      “Venice.”

      “Italy?”

      Riley nodded. “I’m sorry this isn’t what you expected. I’m happy to call the hotels in town until we sort something out, but I don’t think they’ll have any rooms available. If I can’t stay here, I might have to sleep in my truck.”

      I looked down at Sherlock. The traitor had wiggled his way closer to Riley’s legs. “You can’t sleep in your truck.”

      “Does that mean you don’t mind me living next door?”

      I had a feeling I might regret what I was about to say, but sleeping in a truck wasn’t an option. “It’s your cottage. As long as you respect my privacy, we’ll get along fine.”

      Riley’s relieved smile made my stomach clench. That hadn’t happened in so long I wondered what was wrong with me.

      “Thank you. You don’t know how much I appreciate being able to stay here.”

      Riley might not be so thankful after I looked into his background. After everything that had happened, I didn’t need any more surprises.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            five

          

          ERIC

        

      

    

    
      Later that night, I handed my friend Alex a cup of coffee. “Did you get the sound system installed?”

      “I did. As long as it works tomorrow, I’ll be happy.”

      Alex ran an IT consultancy business from Sunrise Bay. We met not long after I moved here and became good friends. He was a bit vague about what he did, but that was nothing new. Secrets were a big part of my life at the moment, too. He would tell me what he was doing when he was ready.

      “Knowing you, the sound system will work perfectly,” I told him. “If you hadn’t mentioned to Jenny that you used to work in a theater company, you wouldn’t have been roped into helping.”

      “I didn’t think she’d remember,” Alex grumbled. “Are you coming to the concert?”

      I shook my head. “I need to get some writing done.”

      “How will you find inspiration if you lock yourself away? You only leave the cottage when I drag you into town.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?”

      Alex smiled. “Nothing, but tickets are selling fast. I have it on good authority that no one should miss a Tim Evans concert.”

      “Did those words of wisdom come from Jenny?”

      “How did you guess?”

      I snorted. “It wasn’t hard.”

      “It’s for a good cause. The local search and rescue team needs all the help they can get.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Good. I’ll pick you up at six o’clock. And don’t worry about tickets—I’ve already bought two.”

      “You’re a bad influence on me. At the rate I’m going, it’ll be Christmas before my book’s finished.”

      “What did you do about the dead body?”

      I grinned. “It washed ashore at Slaughter Beach and then someone stole it from the morgue. The killer buried the body in Aaron Connelly’s orchard.”

      “Nice.”

      A year ago, my first book in the Aaron Connelly series hit the bookshelves. The thriller became an overnight success, propelling me into the limelight and making more money than I’d ever earned with the police. Nine months later, book two was published. Sales of both novels skyrocketed, making me one of the most sought-after authors in America. But along with the fame came a lot of unwanted attention. Attention that had brought me to Sunrise Bay.

      “If you don’t want to go to the concert, it’s no problem,” Alex said, noticing my distracted look.

      “The concert’s fine. You’re right. I need to get out more.”

      “Since we’re talking about your social life, what happened to the man I saw in the general store?”

      “His name’s Riley Murphy. He’s my new neighbor.”

      “Lucky you.”

      I didn’t think I was lucky. I came to Sunrise Bay to get away from everyone, but it wasn’t working out that way. “I’ll be too busy writing to enjoy anyone’s company.”

      Alex groaned. “I almost feel sorry for him. Has he met Sherlock?”

      The dog in question was lying at my feet, softly snoring.

      “He let him pet him.”

      “There you go. Sherlock’s a good judge of character. If he passed his personality test, you’re safe.”

      My eyebrows rose. “He did the same thing with you and I’m still worried.”

      “Very funny. Why is Riley here? Sunrise Bay isn’t one of Trip Advisor’s top ten towns to visit.”

      “I don’t know why he came here.”

      “How long is he staying?”

      “Three months, maybe less.”

      “Do you know anything else about him?”

      I smiled at the interest on Alex’s face. “He was living in Italy. You can always stop by and meet him.”

      “It’s quicker to ask you for information. Why would anyone move here after living in Europe?”

      “Probably for the same reason we’re here.”

      “I doubt it,” Alex muttered.

      I frowned. “You’re not on the run from the mob, are you?”

      “You’ve been writing too many thrillers. Not everyone has a dark side.”

      “Only people who have something to hide don’t answer direct questions.”

      Alex picked up his coffee mug and took it across to the kitchen sink. “My life isn’t as interesting as yours. I bury myself in computer networks and program code. Until I met you, visiting the general store was about as exciting as my life got.” His mouth dropped open. “Jenny has rubbed off on me. I’m turning into the town busybody.”

      I laughed. “You have a long way to go before that happens. And for what it’s worth, your social life’s ten times more exciting than mine.”

      “Except for tomorrow night. I’ll see you at six.”

      I followed Alex to his truck. “Do you want to come here for dinner before the concert?”

      “It’ll have to be another night. I need to do a final sound check before the band arrives. Jenny’s paranoid about something going wrong.”

      “I don’t blame her. How many people will be at the concert?”

      “About three thousand.”

      I glanced at the light coming from Riley’s side of the cottage. No wonder all the accommodation was booked. Sunrise Bay had a population of about eight hundred people. If Riley hadn’t moved into the cottage, he wouldn’t be the only person sleeping in a vehicle.

      Alex slid into his truck and rolled down the window. “I’ll see you tomorrow night. And even if it kills you, try to be nice to your neighbor.”

      As Alex drove away, my phone beeped. I read the text and cold dread crept along my spine. My publisher had received another letter from my stalker, and the message was getting worse.
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      The next morning, I stepped off the veranda and smiled. I couldn’t remember the last time I slept so soundly. Taking a deep breath, I relaxed my shoulders and let the clean, fresh air fill my lungs.

      In all my travels, Sunrise Bay was the only place where I felt truly at home. Here, I could hike in the mountains, swim in the clear blue water, or walk around the edge of Willow Lake, skipping stones across the gently lapping water.

      With my backpack sitting snugly against my shoulders, I strode away from my grandparents’ cottage and into the woods.

      Walking through the trees felt like stepping back in time. For as long as I could remember, I’d trodden this same path, ducking under stray branches and jumping over fallen logs. Even the stubbornest worries melted away when I was there.

      And those worries had dragged me out of bed at five o’clock that morning. I’d spent an hour going through everything in my studio. My grandma used to tell me my art supplies would be there for whenever I returned. Even though I was five years too late, I’d never been more grateful for her thoughtfulness. My easels, a pile of old canvases, my brushes, even my tubes of paint were still sitting where I left them.

      I stopped in the middle of the path, frowning at a commotion in the trees. Before I could decide if it was a bear, Sherlock bolted from between two trees. He ran straight toward me, only slowing when it looked as though we were about to collide.

      “Hey, boy. Where’s your dad?”

      Sherlock sat in front of me, tilting his head to the side.

      “Does he know you’re here?” It didn’t seem likely that Eric would let Sherlock roam the forest on his own. There never used to be many bear attacks, but attracting more tourists to town sometimes brought wild animals closer. I patted Sherlock’s thick black coat and peered through the trees. Apart from the German Shepherd’s heavy breathing, I couldn’t see or hear anything out of the ordinary.

      Sherlock was wearing a collar but, with no harness or leash, he might not follow me. “Come on, boy. Let’s go back to your house.”

      Sherlock woofed, then looked over his shoulder. Eric walked toward us with a slight limp. I wondered if he’d hurt his leg trying to catch his dog.

      “Are you okay?” Eric asked. “I would have kept Sherlock closer if I’d known you were here. We usually have this trail to ourselves at this time of the morning.”

      “I’m fine. I thought Sherlock might’ve been a bear or a wild animal.”

      Eric patted his dog’s head. “He’s big enough to be a bear. Are you heading down to the lake?”

      I nodded. “It’s the best part of the day. Everything’s so peaceful on the water.”

      “If you’re planning on swimming, be careful. A couple of kids nearly drowned last week.”

      “I’m not going into the water. I thought I’d take a few photos of the lake and go for a long walk. It wasn’t comfortable sitting on the plane for so long.”

      “Why did you come all the way from Italy to Sunrise Bay?”

      “I’m a full-time painter,” I told him. “I need to finish two canvases for an exhibition.”

      “You couldn’t do that in Venice?”

      I pushed aside the memory of what my studio looked like after the burglary. “I didn’t feel safe.”

      Eric snapped Sherlock’s leash onto his collar. “And staying here makes you feel safe?”

      “It used to,” I said softly. My words hung in the air, met with silence.

      “I’d better head back to the cottage.” Eric took a whistle out of his pocket. “Take this. If you need help and you can’t get a cell phone signal, blow it. It’s designed for dogs, so you won’t hear anything. But as long as you’re no more than 400 yards away, Sherlock will let me know you need us.”

      I held the small wooden whistle in my hand, feeling its smooth surface. “Did you make it?”

      “My dad did. You can give it back to me when you get back to your cottage.”

      “Thanks for being worried, but I’ll be okay. I spent most of my childhood in the forest. I won’t get lost.” I held out the whistle, but Eric didn’t take it.

      “There are a lot of people in town for tonight’s concert. You can’t be too careful when you’re on your own.”

      Before I could disagree, Eric was walking along the trail with Sherlock trotting beside him. I watched them for a few minutes before turning toward the lake. I had no idea why Eric was living in Sunrise Bay. For someone who’d been a detective, life on the edge of Willow Lake wouldn’t be all that interesting.

      I slipped the whistle into my pocket and kept moving. As soon as I finished my walk, I’d clean my studio and start planning my first canvas. And maybe, if Eric forgot about being grumpy, he might tell me why he was here, too.
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      I closed my laptop. After three hours of non-stop writing, I’d finally reached the point where Aaron found the dead body in his orchard. Now, I just had to introduce Aaron to the medical examiner and watch the sparks fly.

      Sherlock whined and scratched at the back door, pulling me out of my thoughts. I let him outside and then walked across to the kitchen. When he still hadn’t returned fifteen minutes later, worry started to creep in, and I went looking for him.

      He was probably rolling around in something he’d found under the trees or digging another enormous hole in the backyard. I whistled, hoping the short, sharp burst would distract him from whatever he was doing.

      Sherlock woofed and ran around the corner of the cottage. Relief washed over me. “Where have you been?” I asked, sniffing him. At least he didn’t smell bad. That was one bonus for the day.

      Riley stepped around the edge of the building. With a baseball cap perched on his head and a backpack slung over his shoulder, he looked like he was heading out for the day. He smiled, and an odd feeling of protectiveness sneaked up on me.

      I needed to snap out of whatever delusional thoughts were filling my head. For all I knew, Riley wasn’t gay. And even if he was, no one in their right mind would want a relationship with a former detective who had a crazy fan stalking him.

      Riley nodded toward Sherlock. “Your buddy wants to stay with me, but I’m going into town. Is there anything you need?”

      I shook my head. “I’m fine, but thanks for asking.”

      Riley’s eyebrows rose. “You seem a lot happier than you were this morning.”

      Telling Riley about a person with serious mental health issues recreating the scenes in my books wouldn’t make him feel safe. So I settled on something resembling the truth. Hopefully, I never had to tell him what was really happening. “I’m a writer. When you saw me, I was trying to figure out how my hero would find a dead body in his orchard.”

      Riley grinned. “I take it you don’t write romance novels.”

      It was my turn to smile. “Thrillers.”

      “Has your hero found the dead body?”

      “His dog found it.”

      Riley looked at Sherlock. “Now I know why you have a dog called Sherlock. Has he helped you find other dead bodies?”

      “Not yet. This was his first.” I could kick myself. I’d told Riley too much. “I’d appreciate you not telling anyone I’m a writer.”

      “You don’t want everyone to know you kill people for a living?”

      I forced a smile. “Something like that. I have to finish my latest book, and there are fewer distractions here.”

      The smile on his face disappeared. “That must be my cue to leave.”

      “I don’t mean you’re a distraction.” I stumbled over my apology. “I meant in general terms. At least here, no one knows me.” That didn’t sound any better than telling Riley he wasn’t a distraction.

      He must have realized I was digging an even deeper hole for myself. “That’s okay, I know what you mean.” He adjusted the strap on his bag and patted Sherlock’s head. “I’ll be gone for about an hour.”

      As I nodded and called Sherlock to me, my cell phone rang. Riley’s mouth tilted into a smile. “It sounds as though civilization has caught up with you.”

      With a frown, I looked at the number of the person calling me. “You’re right. I’ll see you when you get back.” As I watched Riley leave, I answered the call. “Hi, Alex.”

      “You won’t believe what I’ve been reading.”

      “You’re supposed to be working on your project.”

      “I needed a break.”

      “And your break involves something I’m not going to believe?” I watched Riley reverse down the driveway. I needed to stop thinking about him and write the next scene of my book.

      “Are you listening to me?”

      I frowned. “Sorry. What did you say?”

      “I was looking on the Internet and found an article about Riley. He’s considered one of the most up-and-coming artists of the twenty-first century. That’s not bad for someone who’s only thirty-two. He’s exhibited at galleries around the world and even had an exhibition at the Louvre.”

      I opened my front door, and Sherlock followed me inside. “Sounds impressive.”

      Alex sighed. “You already knew, didn’t you?”

      “Riley told me he was an artist. I looked at his website last night, and it listed where he’d exhibited. Can you send me the link to the article you found?”

      “I’ll email it now. There’s something else you need to know. His last three paintings sold for more than fifty thousand dollars each.”

      My eyes widened. “Are you sure?” I didn’t know much about art, but there couldn’t be many artists who sell their work for that much money.

      “I’m positive. I contacted a friend who works at a gallery in Los Angeles. Riley’s one of the most popular artists in America, but no one knows much about him.”

      I already guessed that he valued his privacy as much as I did.

      “Did you know two of his paintings were stolen?”

      “I did.”

      “There was a lot of hype about who was behind the burglary, but no one’s been arrested.”

      “What kind of hype?” I didn’t know whether I was impressed or worried about the amount of time Alex must have spent looking for information about Riley.

      “I’ll send you another article. The Italian police are looking at a mafia connection to the burglary.”

      The coffeepot banged against the kitchen counter. “What kind of articles were you reading?”

      “I know,” Alex said. “It sounds like something out of your novels, except it’s true. What if Riley left Venice because he’s worried the burglars will come back? There were three paintings in his studio, but only two were stolen.”

      I looked through the kitchen window. Sunrise Bay had become a magnet for people on the run. “How do you know he’d finished three paintings?”

      “The reporter said there were three.”

      “You know what the media are like. They could have been lying.” I’d been placed in the center of more than one false story. And no matter what I said, most people believed what they read. “If Riley’s life was in danger, he wouldn’t come to Sunrise Bay.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s too remote.”

      Alex snorted. “That’s why most of us are here. You might want to let him know about the articles. If I found them, someone else could too.”

      “I’ll talk to him when he gets back from town.”

      “Good. I’d better keep working. I’ll see you at six o’clock.”

      “Bye.” I left my phone on the counter and opened my laptop. Any discussion with Riley about his paintings wouldn’t end well. If he’d come here to keep a low profile, it might have just backfired.
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      I took a plate of cookies out of my truck. Before I left the cottage, I’d called Jonathan to see if he was home. The cookies were my way of saying thank you for offering me a place to stay when I first arrived.

      I checked the address on the piece of paper, then looked at the cottage in front of me. Jonathan’s home was adorable. With deep blue wooden siding, white trim, and a red door, it looked warm and welcoming, just like him. I followed the driveway around the back of the house and knocked on the garage door.

      “You made it,” Jonathan said with a smile that instantly put me at ease.

      The sweet smell of chocolate hit me, making my stomach rumble. “Your directions were easy to follow. These cookies are for you. Thanks for offering to help me when I arrived in Sunrise Bay.”

      Jonathan’s eyes lit up as he took the plate. “You didn’t need to bring me cookies, but thank you anyway. I was about to stop for a drink. Would you like to join me?”

      “That’d be great. I’ve been sorting through my art supplies all morning.” I looked around the garage, and my eyes widened in surprise. “Wow. This isn’t what I expected to see.”

      The garage had been converted into a commercial kitchen. Stainless steel counters ran across one wall and down the center of the room. Three large mixing bowls sat beside refrigerators as tall as me, and pots and pans in all shapes and sizes filled a wall of metal shelves.

      “What are you doing in here?” I asked, amazed.

      “This is where I create my confectionery. For the last couple of hours, I’ve been wrapping chocolate fudge for the craft fair.”
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