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It’s just pretend...but nobody wants to stop.

Maxie’s quiet, predictable routine is shattered when she steps outside her flower shop and almost runs into two women. It’s not the near collision that’s startling. It’s the strangers’ faces. It’s like looking in a mirror times two, and it sends her into a dead faint.

Sheriff Zac Ford sees three identical copies of the woman who’s caused him more sleepless nights than he can count, and it stops him in his tracks. Maxie’s buckling knees snap him out of his trance, and he catches her before she hits the cement.

Two sisters she never knew she had? Maxie can’t deal with this turmoil, not on her own. She needs a shield, a rock. For the first time in her life, she takes a wild leap of faith.

When Maxie calls him her boyfriend, Zac has no trouble playing along. It’ll give him time to figure out what these “sisters” want. Soon, though, for-show kisses get hotter and playacting touches grow bold. And Maxie must choose to stay in her safe little world, or grab life by the horns.
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Chapter One
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There he was, right on time.

Maxie flinched when the sheriff’s car pulled up in front of her flower shop. It wasn’t that she was alarmed. She’d known he was coming. She’d been futzing around for the last fifteen minutes or so, waiting for him, yet her heart still beat faster. Keeping her chin tilted downward, she focused on the arrangement she was making, but the task only required a tiny portion of her brain. All her real attention was directed outside on the street.

On him.

She watched as he rose from the cruiser—tall, buff and blond. He raked a hand through his hair as the morning breeze tousled it, and her sigh hummed in the air. Sheriff Zac Ford.

Yum.

For the past two weeks, he’d stopped every morning to get coffee at the shop next door. Two weeks and two days...not that she was counting. He never parked in the space in front of Java Mama’s, always in front of hers...not that she was complaining.

Not at all.

Out of habit, she fluffed blooms and plucked at stems. It wasn’t so much that he was good-looking. He was, and he definitely knew how to wear that uniform. More than anything, though, she liked the way he moved. It was like a physical symphony, all those tight muscles bunching and releasing in harmony.

As if sensing her, the sheriff’s gaze swung to her storefront window.

The baby’s breath she was using as filler slipped from her fingers. She reached for it and nearly knocked over the entire vase of flowers. By the time she’d righted everything, she glanced up to see him moving on.

With what looked like a smile on his face.

Heart beating double-time, she glanced around the shop. He couldn’t see in here, could he? Not with all the plants and the nooks and shadows. She was behind her work counter. He couldn’t know that she’d been spying on him. He couldn’t, because then...

Well, then she’d just have to die.

She jammed the baby’s breath into a hole in the arrangement and then took it out again when she realized the fragile flowers were crushed. Her chest tight, she risked another peek out the window. A potted philodendron blocked her view. She moved to see past it and let out a breath of relief—or maybe it was disappointment. Whatever she’d thought she’d seen, he was turning into the coffee shop without a second glance back.

She dipped her chin. “You’ve got it bad, girl.”

She couldn’t help her curiosity. Indigo Falls was a small town. Everybody knew when a stranger arrived, and this one had been welcomed with open arms. Sheriff Ford had taken office after a special election in the spring. He’d moved from Chicago, and although there were still questions about why he’d want to come here, to a little resort town on the Cobalt River, the vote hadn’t even been close. As a former big city vice detective, he was experienced, tough, and look at him. He’d swept the female vote.

Maxie nibbled on her lower lip. She’d voted for him because he was qualified, certainly more so than Martin Shimwell, the town librarian’s son. She’d voted with her head and her conscience. It was only now that other parts of her body were overruling common sense.

As if on cue, the heat in her belly slid lower, and her face warmed.

She had a crush on Zac Ford, plain and simple. A huge, insides-tingling, breath-shortening crush.

And therein lay the problem.

She briskly tidied up the discarded baby’s breath. It didn’t matter if she liked him or if he might have smiled back, because to her a crush was just that—overwhelming, weighty, debilitating.

Frustration built up inside her. She wished that flirting came to her as easily as flower arranging. She wished a lot of things did. There were so many things she wanted to do, so many things she wanted to try, yet as her grandmother had liked to say, Maxie was “a timid sort”.

God, she hated that label.

She hated even worse that it fit.

Whipping out a red ribbon, she looped it around the neck of the vase and knotted it. She didn’t know when the timidity had started. It had always been that way. Even as a child, she’d been hesitant to do the things she’d desperately wanted to do. She struggled to put fresh baby’s breath into the flower arrangement, but a memory lodged in her brain and refused to go away.

“Stupid puddle,” she muttered.

She’d been young, maybe three or four, and on a trip to the zoo with her family. She even had a video of the day. On the tape, her younger version’s eyes had grown big and excited upon seeing a puddle that had been left from a rainstorm the previous night. It had been perfect for splashing, so big and round and deep. She’d run towards the standing water, arms waving and dark hair streaming, right until she’d gotten to the edge. Right until. Watching it years later, she could practically feel the invisible hand that had reached out and snatched her back. Toes tickling the edge of the water, little Maxie had looked over her shoulder, directly into the camera. Her big brown eyes had been searching, almost pleading. Her gaze had darted around from one zoo visitor to the next.

But why? What had she been looking for? Permission? Encouragement?

Even now, she didn’t know.

Timid little Maxie.

The scissors hit the table with a thunk. “Go out there and say hi to him. Do something wild and crazy like smile.”

What was so hard about that?

And what was so hard about climbing Mt. Everest?

She stared at the flowers, all pretty and quiet and wrapped up tight. Years might have passed, but she was still afraid of getting wet. Frustrated, she swiped up the arrangement and turned towards the refrigerator.

“Ow!” she cried, nearly dropping the vase.

She thrust it back on her workbench. Blood was already welling up in two dark red pools on her skin. Something had gotten her twice.

Turning on the faucet, she stuck her finger under the cold stream to staunch the flow of blood and numb the pain. It didn’t look as if any thorns had broken off, thank goodness. She pulled out a first-aid kit. Being poked and snipped were hazards of being a florist. She tore a bandage open with her teeth. Two identical wounds were glowing ruby red.

Twice the luck.

Make a wish.

She nearly heard her grandma’s voice whispering in the air. It was an old superstition between them. She was sure her grandmother had used it to soothe her when she’d been a kid helping out, but it had stuck all the same.

Make a wish.

Her grandmother had so loved the idea of magic.

Maxie wrapped up her wounds, one bandage doing the trick. As she crumpled up the paper wrappings, she looked out the window at the police cruiser that sat in front of her shop.

Twice the luck.

What the heck? Closing her eyes, she whispered aloud, “I want to meet somebody special, somebody who will do crazy things with me on the spur of the moment. I want to meet someone who makes me forget to be a timid sort.”

She took a deep breath and peeked open one eye. Nothing had changed. She let out an embarrassed little laugh.

Twice as silly was more like it.

Shaking her head, she pulled the vase closer and checked the roses. She frowned when she spotted only one thorn. How had it managed to poke her twice? She snipped it off and swept it into the compost bucket. Wiping her hands, she picked up the card that went with the order.

“Lexie Underhill.” The name wasn’t familiar. Somebody from out of town, apparently, but she’d always liked the name Lexie.

She tucked the card into the prongs of a plastic devil’s fork and situated it amongst the red, yellow and orange blooms. It was her Flashpoint arrangement, one of her personal favorites. She tucked the bouquet into the refrigerator and felt her finger pulse where it curled around the vase’s neck.

Twice the luck.

She rubbed her thumb over the bandage.

Well, don’t waste it. Her grandmother’s voice was so loud in her head, Maxie jumped. She was alone, but she could almost feel a push towards the front door. Nibbling on her lower lip, she glanced its way. No, it wasn’t so much a push as a pull. She wanted to go out there. Her muscles were practically straining to hold her back.

The flowers out there needed to be watered anyway.

Don’t stop. This time, the voice inside her head was her own. Get wet for once, Maxie.

She rubbed her finger. She wanted to meet someone special, and all the signs were pointing to this as her lucky day. She’d already held herself back for two weeks. Two weeks and two days...not that she was counting.

She was moving before that invisible hand could reach out and yank her back.

Speeding across the room, she whipped off her apron. She grabbed a watering can and hit the door. The cruiser was still there, but it was empty. The sheriff wasn’t on the sidewalk either. Slowing down, she composed herself and began watering the plants she kept outside to lure shoppers into The Green Thumb. The routine was familiar and soothing.

“Twice the luck.” Running her thumb over the bandage on her finger, she glanced towards the coffee shop. “Twice the luck.”

––––––––
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She’d been staring at him.

Zac craned his neck towards the flower shop next door as he waited to place his order. He’d been coming to this coffee shop for the past two weeks, suffering through one bad cup after another, but he’d finally gotten Maxine Miller’s attention. Or so he thought.

But what was he supposed to do now?

Wave? Say hello? Go into her store? This next step was crucial.

He’d been trying to find a way to meet her ever since he’d moved to town. The first time he’d spotted her had been at the welcome party the department had thrown for him. She’d been working at the time, placing arrangements and fixing centerpieces. She hadn’t even noticed him, but he’d homed in on her so single-mindedly, he’d nearly embarrassed himself in front of his new employees and constituents. Just watching her from across the room had made him hard, and he’d had to make sure his dress uniform jacket covered the evidence.

The same problem threatened to affect him now.

He let out a long, slow breath. The small-town girl had to be the most delicious woman he’d ever seen. Big brown eyes... An angel’s face with a siren’s body. If he hadn’t wanted her before, that shy little glance she’d stolen had put him on red alert. All he wanted to do was fist his hands in that long dark hair as he kissed her silly and—

Somebody behind him cleared their throat, and Zac snapped back to the present. He stepped forward to close the gap in the line. Yeah, he could suffer through a few cups of bad swill in order to get close to her. The problem was this coffee joint was as close as he’d been able to get.

Until today.

He needed to play this right. She was quiet, he’d learned. Unbelievably shy and elusive.

The night of the department dinner, she’d moved around the room like a ghost, straightening boutonnieres and plumping decorative bows. How someone like that could stick to the shadows was beyond him. All he’d been able to think of as he’d watched her were ways to make her get noisy.

With him.

“Good morning, Sheriff,” the blonde behind the counter said. “The regular?”

He blinked. “I have a regular?”

All that curly blonde hair bounced as the woman winked at him. “Coffee, black. Right?”

He nodded, wondering briefly if sugar or cream would help.

He pulled out his wallet. Did Maxie have a regular? He could buy her a cup and take it over to her. He rejected the idea. An offering of paint thinner probably wouldn’t make a good first impression.

The blonde smiled as she passed him an insulated cup. “Are you going to Park Art?”

“Hmm?”

“Park Art this weekend. It’s an Indigo Falls tradition,” she said, smile broadening. “Artists from all over showcase their work. There’s finger-painting for the kids, food, a talent show, and music. It’s fun.”

It clicked now. He remembered adjusting the weekend staffing schedule, but he didn’t think he’d put himself on duty. “I might drop by,” he hedged.

Especially if a certain florist had a booth.

“I’ll be there,” the blonde said, curls dancing. She giggled. “I mean Java Mama’s will be.”

He’d run right over for that.

“Thanks.” He glanced at her name tag. “Becky. Maybe I’ll see you there.”

With a blinding smile, she turned to the next customer. Definitely early morning spunky.

Lifting the lid on his coffee, Zac blew on the hot liquid. He glanced again at the windows, but he couldn’t see next door for squat. The angle wasn’t right, and a table of regulars blocked what little view he might have had.

Maxie Miller.

Hotter than his coffee and much harder to get.

He rubbed the back of his neck. He was usually better at these things. Before moving here, he’d made his living infiltrating drug rings and earning people’s trust, but Maxie wasn’t a target. Of an investigation at least. She was a drop-dead gorgeous, quiet woman.

And that somehow had him stymied.

Maybe he could go into her shop and talk about security measures or something. But the last thing he wanted to do was scare her and make her even more wary. He tapped his forefinger against the insulated cup. Why not buy flowers? He squashed the idea before it had even fully formed. Guys bought flowers for women, and he wanted to make it crystal clear to her that he was available.

He took a cautious sip of the coffee, and the bitterness made him wince. He had to find a way to break the ice with her and fast. His digestive system couldn’t take much more of this.

Today. He had to find a way to go over there today.

Moving around the line of people, he stepped outside. Before he could come up with a plan, a blast of heat nearly melted his kneecaps.

Shy little Maxie had come outside to water her plants.

Bless those thirsty buds.

His gaze swept helplessly down her figure. The hanging planter she was working on was overhead, and she had to stretch to reach it. Her blue sundress swished around her legs, emphasizing her lean calves and pointed toes. God, he wanted to lick her right up. Sneak under that raised arm, press against those full breasts and eat at her mouth until she was wet and soft...

She stiffened, and her head turned towards him.

Zac stopped where he stood.

They were no closer than they’d been when he’d first stepped out of his cruiser, but there wasn’t anything separating them now. No windows stood between them, no bricks and mortar got in the way, and the difference was palpable. He could feel the attraction in the air. It was like gravity, heavy and insistent.

But then she smiled at him, and he forgot how to breathe.

He started moving towards her mindlessly.

He was going to kiss her. He didn’t care that they hadn’t said boo to each other. He was going to kiss her. He’d take her inside that shop and lock the door.

“Hi,” she said softly when he was only five feet away.

“Hi,” he grunted.

Movement behind her caught his eye. Lust might be short-circuiting his brain synapses, but he was still a cop. He took a second to check out the situation.

And was stopped in his tracks again.

The muscles in his thighs simply quit functioning.

He stared. Two women were walking up the street and talking in hushed voices. Two women with long, dark hair... Two women with rockin’ bodies and delicate features...

The coffee. It had to be the coffee screwing up his vision, because the scene unfolding in front of him wasn’t possible.

The two women walking up the street were dead ringers for the woman he intended to kiss.

––––––––
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Maxie felt the sheriff’s gaze click onto hers, and she forgot her plan. It flew out of her mind and into the wind. She stared at him, unable to look away.

He’d caught her.

As well as if he’d put his hands on her, he’d caught her. She hadn’t seen him come outside. She’d taken one glance away and he’d appeared. She’d known because she’d sensed him. Waves of attention had floated over her, warm, bold and undisguised. Her nipples had hardened, and her thighs had clenched.

Now that she’d looked his way, she felt well and fully pinned.

She lowered the watering can to her side, but then his gaze was captured by something behind her. The loss of eye contact brought her back to earth with a rude bump, especially when it didn’t return. He stood in front of her, a look of confusion settling onto his handsome face.

She shifted uncomfortably. Her sandals slid against the cement, and she rocked one back onto its heel. Had she gotten the wrong idea? Maybe he’d been walking back to his car. Maybe he’d been being friendly with that hi.

Or maybe he wanted to buy a garden gnome.

Footsteps clicked behind her, and embarrassment ran through her like hot lava. He’d been greeting someone else. She’d just assumed and had gotten in the way. Desperate to get out of the awkward situation, she turned to see who she’d stepped in front of. She kept her weak smile plastered on her face, ready to welcome a customer, a friend or, God forbid, his coffee date.

What she found was nothing she would have expected. Herself.

No, make that two of herself.

Maxie’s brain stutter stepped. Two women were approaching her shop, and they looked like clones of each other. And of her.

What did they have to do with Zac?

No, that didn’t make sense.

She stopped and tried again. There were definitely two women in front of her, two women who looked like her. How could that be?

“Oh, my God,” one of them whispered.

“It’s her,” the other one said.

Unable to process anything, Maxie frowned at one stranger and then the other. They were the same height as her, and they all had the same, what she’d thought was unique, auburn-highlighted hair. Their faces could be interchanged, and nobody would notice. The only thing that was different was their style. One woman was in a lavender sheath dress, while the other wore a silk tank and short shorts. Lavender girl looked like she’d stepped out of a boardroom. Her jewelry was understated, but gold. Her makeup was subtle, except where her mascara was starting to run. Short shorts, conversely, was total rocker chick. A chunky sterling silver necklace hung to her waist and leather bands circled her wrists. The only thing that didn’t fit her tough look was the way she clutched at her doppelganger’s hand, while alternately fisting and opening her other hand at her side.

Still not computing.

“Maxie?” one of the reflections said.

She sucked in a short gasp. The voice even sounded like hers. How did they know her name?

Maxie’s brain tripped again, this time falling flat on its face. It was like looking into a funhouse mirror and having two reflections stare back at you—only there wasn’t a carnival in town. Was this some kind of practical joke? She shook her head to clear it, but they were still there, these figments of her imagination.

Time started slowing down as her brain struggled to get back on its feet. Tap, tap, tap. Water dripped from the watering can onto the sidewalk. A breeze swept through, ruffling her hair and ruffling her reflections’ hair too. She tried to take a deeper breath, but the scent of flowers overwhelmed her. Flowers and perfume and coffee.

Her brain wasn’t going to make it. The edges of her vision started going dark.

The thorn. Something must have gotten into her system when she’d been pricked. A poison. No, a hallucinogen. That had to be it. What she was seeing wasn’t real.

Only Zac had appeared to see it too.

“Damn it, Maxie,” rocker chick said more sharply. “Breathe!”

The thorn. She felt her knees let go. Twin pricks... Twin wounds...

Twice as lucky.
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Chapter Two
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Zac’s coffee hit the ground before Maxie’s watering can slid out of her grip. Her knees swayed, but he was moving towards her before they buckled. The watering can clanked, and she was halfway to the cement before he caught her. She fell back against him heavily, a warm, soft, dead weight. Carefully, he lowered her to the sidewalk.

“Maxie?” He pushed her hair out of her face. The dark tangles were as soft as they looked, and she didn’t offer any resistance. She rested against him bonelessly, her head against his chest and one arm draped over his thigh as he squatted behind her.

She was out like a light.

“Oh, my goodness.” One of the strangers rushed forward, kneeled and put her hand to Maxie’s cheek. “She’s fainted.”

The other woman was more succinct. “Well, shit.”

Zac slid his fingers along Maxie’s neck until he found a pulse. It was nice and strong. He let out a breath of relief. He stroked that pulse, assuring himself that she was okay, before glancing up at the strangers who’d put her on the ground.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

The one on her knees pulled her hand back. “Her sisters.”

He scowled at them. He hadn’t been in town long, but he was getting to know the residents and their twisted and often twining connections. He’d made it his business to know Maxie’s connections better than most. “I wasn’t aware she had sisters.”

The other woman bent over to brace her hands against her knees. Her necklace swung like a limp lasso as she gave Maxie a long look. “Neither was she.”

Well, shit.

Zac stared at the two of them, dumbfounded. How could Maxie not know she had sisters?

“Surprise,” the lippy one said, but there was a quiver to her voice.

What the hell?

He regarded them suspiciously as the woman who was kneeling rescued Maxie’s dress from the puddle left by the watering can. This had to be some kind of prank, but these two didn’t just resemble Maxie, they were outright doubles. And there were two of them.

Maybe it was still too early in the day, or maybe he’d gotten decaf by mistake. Either way, he couldn’t wrap his mind around what he was hearing or what he was seeing. The two women looked like her sisters, and really, they looked like more than that. When he’d first seen them coming down the street, he’d had to fight to keep his jaw from smacking against the pavement. Up close, he was still having trouble telling them apart. If they were sisters—and what other explanation could there be?—they’d come from the same egg.

He kept his groan underneath his breath. One Maxie Miller had been giving him sleepless nights. Three of her? He didn’t think he could take it.

He considered the helpless woman in his arms. She obviously hadn’t been able to.

Moving purposely, he scooped her up and got to his feet. His arm under her knees got caught under her skirt, and he touched taut, smooth skin. He flexed his fingers in appreciation. He’d spent a lot of time trying to figure out how to get this woman into his arms, but this wasn’t quite what he’d imagined.

He hefted her higher against his chest. “Get the door.”

The one in the shorts was already moving in that direction. The other woman gently tucked Maxie’s dangling hand into her lap, close to his heart, and stepped out of the way.

“What are your names?” he barked as he carried Maxie into her shop. She would be mortified if she could see what was happening. He knew her well enough to understand that, and he wanted some answers before she woke up.

She was going to need them.

“Lexie Underhill,” the one in the dress said, hurrying after them.

“Roxie Cannon,” the other one said as she let the door close. The bell overhead jingled, so light and normal when everything else had gone heavy and out of whack.

He put the names into storage as he surveyed the shop. Pots, plants, gardening tools and a wall full of refrigerated flowers surrounded them. There was a doorway behind the workbench. Turning into the back room, he found a sofa. He started to lay Maxie down, but changed his mind. Instead, he lowered them both onto the cushions. Stretching his legs out in front of him, he settled her on his lap.

“Maxie?”

Her head rolled towards him, into his shoulder, and her breath hit his neck. He covered her legs with her skirt. She was still unconscious, and it worried him. “Somebody get her some water.”

The one named Roxie went back into the shop.

“I’ll go clean up the mess out front,” Lexie said. With concern, she brushed her fingers over Maxie’s brow and whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

Zac didn’t watch either of them go. His focus was on the woman sprawled over him like a warm blanket. She wasn’t showing any signs of distress, but he began checking for injuries.

Her cheek felt soft under his fingers, as did the line of her jaw. The dress was halter style, and it left her shoulders bare. They were like raw silk as his touch glided over them. He felt no bumps, and nothing seemed broken or out of place. His gaze dropped lower. Absolutely nothing...

From his vantage point, her breasts filled the neckline of the dress. The rounded globes rose and fell in time with the puffs of air hitting his neck. Pale, plump and kissable. He settled his hand over her stomach. It was flat and tight, warm and vulnerable. He couldn’t stop from caressing her in a slow circle, but then his fingertips brushed against her hand. It brought him up short.

Catching her wrist, he found the Band-Aid on her finger. The wound looked new, but it hadn’t been affected by the fall.

Still, it had to hurt.

He ran his thumb over her palm and looked into her serene face. Her eyelashes were dark fringes against her cheeks, and her lips were slightly parted. Pink and lush.

Well, damn if that didn’t make him want to kiss her even more.

“Come on, Sleeping Beauty.”

Roxie’s heels clicked across the floor as she returned. She passed him a glass of water and a damp rag. “She looks like she’s down for the count.”

Zac stroked the cool compress across his patient’s forehead. “You shouldn’t have surprised her like this.”

“No? Tell me, what’s the standard protocol? How do you inform someone she’s an identical triplet?”

Lexie came back into the room, brushing off her hands. When she saw that nothing had changed, she let out a worried sigh. She dropped into the chair behind the desk and scooted closer to the couch. “You were right, Rox. I should have said something on the phone, but I couldn’t get it out.”

“At least I managed to stay on my feet when you walked into my bar.”

“Barely,” Lexie muttered.

Roxie moved Maxie’s feet into a more comfortable position. “Yeah, barely,” she agreed.

In his arms, Maxie stirred. First, it was a hitch in her breath, then a flutter in her eyelids. He put the compress aside. “I think she’s coming around.”

She didn’t wake lightly. She went from fluttering to bolting upright. “Easy,” he said as he caught her. “Take it slow.”

She lifted her hand to her face and then her hair. He helped smooth it out, stroking one hand down her back. The motion seemed to soothe her. Propping his foot on the nearby stool, he bent his leg and coaxed her into leaning back. The position put her hip right against his crotch, and he gritted his teeth. His body was reacting to her as normal—more so, because he was finally touching her. It wasn’t the best timing, but he’d deal.

He stroked her hair again, this time letting his fingers fist when they came to the end of the soft strands. “How are you doing, Beauty?”

––––––––

[image: ]


For a moment, maybe two, Maxie didn’t know where she was. The last thing she remembered she was out front watering flowers. Now she was inside a room. Her gaze darted over the wall, the bookshelf across from her, the woman sitting at the end of the couch, the far window—

The woman sitting at the end of the couch?

Her gaze slammed back hard. Someone who looked exactly like her raised her hand and waved.

Maxie tried to push back, but somebody was behind her. And under her. Turning her head, she found herself staring into blue eyes. The tip of her nose brushed against someone else’s. She was face-to-face with Zac Ford. Not just face-to-face, she was rubbing noses with him and—

Oh, dear Lord, she was sitting on his lap.

She tried to scramble away, only her legs wouldn’t cooperate. She felt clumsy, out of sync and utterly embarrassed. What had happened? How had she gotten here? Who were these people?

“Calm down,” the sheriff said as firmly as he held her. “You fainted.”

Maxie’s brain was doing flips. No. Not flips, it had tripped. Yes, that was what had happened when she’d seen him walking down the street, staring at her as if he could eat her alive—only to be distracted by someone or something behind her.

Her breath caught on a rasp. This time when she scoured the room, she knew what she was searching for. Zap—woman on the end of the couch. Zap—a twin on her desk chair. Identical to each other. Replicas of herself.

“Who are you?” she whispered. She was afraid to say it too loudly. What she was seeing couldn’t be real. Could it?

“I’m Lexie,” the one closest to her said.

Lexie? “The flowers?”

The woman nodded.

“And I’m Roxie. We’re your sisters.”

Sisters?

The word was like a slap to the face. Maxie’s brain stood at attention, ready, functioning and absolutely rejecting that statement as wrong. She frowned at the two women, confused and almost angry. What kind of game were they playing? Did they think this was funny? “I don’t have any sisters.”

Roxie cleared her throat. “That’s what I thought too.”

Thought? No, Maxie knew. That fall hadn’t affected her memory. She was an only child. She’d never had any siblings, brothers or sisters, steps or halves or otherwise.

What was going on here?

Lexie gave Roxie a quieting wave. “It’s a surprise to both of us too, sweetie. Neither of us knew about the other until we met. From what we’ve been able to learn, we were separated around the age of two. Roxie grew up in foster care, and I was adopted.”

Well, bully for them. It was a sad story, but what did it have to do with her? Maxie waited as they looked at her expectantly. “So?”

“So, we’d forgotten too,” Lexie explained.

Maxie’s anger tweaked. “I haven’t forgotten anything.”

She did not have sisters. She’d had a mother, a father and grandparents, but there had been no sisters in the mix. Her fingers closed into fists so tightly they turned white. She didn’t know what they were trying to do, but it was hurtful.

“We have proof,” Roxie said. “I hired a private investigator to see if we could learn anything else about our parents or what happened, only he turned up something we didn’t expect.” Reaching out, she caught her by the ankle. “You.”

Maxie jumped. The woman’s nails were polished dark red, and a silver ring circled her pinky. The hold wasn’t painful, but a strange tingle ran up her leg, nonetheless. A strange... No, she wasn’t going to call it familiarity. She pulled her leg away and tucked it underneath her.

Roxie shrugged. “I know it’s wild, but it’s the truth.”

Maxie shook her head. It was wild, all right, because it was a bunch of hooey. There was no possible way. These two women appeared to believe it, but their PI had made a mistake. A huge one. “It can’t be. You’ve got the wrong person.”

“Wrong person?” Roxie scoffed. “Then why do I feel like I’m looking in a mirror?”

“I don’t know,” Maxie snapped, surprising even herself. She never snapped at anyone.

“All right. Everyone be calm.” Lexie pushed her hands down on the air as if trying to lower the tension. “It takes time for everything to sink in. Why don’t we just talk? If we compare notes, maybe you’ll understand why we believe the things we do.”

Notes? How about lies? There wasn’t anything they could do or say to prove something she knew was false. Maxie wanted these people gone. They were confusing her, scattering her normally sane thoughts. Where had they come from? Why were they doing this to her? Had she hit her head?

“Is your birthday April 12?” Lexie asked, not waiting for an answer. “Are you twenty-eight years old?”

Maxie’s spine stiffened, but both facts were on public record. She refused to let them shake her. “Yes.”

“Do you love mint chocolate chip ice cream?” Roxie pressed. “Do you sleep on the left side of the bed? Is your blood type A negative?”

Maxie pulled back further. Had they been watching her? “I prefer regular chocolate chip ice cream.”

“It’s close,” Lexie insisted. “But back to the basics. Did you ever live in Cobalt City?”

Maxie started to say no but found she couldn’t. She vaguely remembered her parents talking about having moved. “I...I don’t know. All I remember is living here.”

“I know what will convince you. Do you have a birthmark?” Roxie pushed aside her tank top and pointed at her shoulder. “Right here?”

Maxie’s stomach gave a weird twist. She stared hard at that little discoloration, trying to find a way to explain it away. Lexie gathered her sleeveless dress so that a similar mark was exposed, and Maxie’s breath went short. Zac brushed her hair back and touched her shoulder. She’d never paid that tiny birthmark any mind.

What was her birthmark doing on these strangers’ shoulders?

“Here.” The sheriff pushed a glass of water into her hand. “Drink.”

Obediently, she took a sip. Suddenly, she felt parched. The second drink was a gulp.
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