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      Seth slammed his truck door shut and jogged toward the gas station, wanting to get from one warmth to the next. The temperature was brutal out, only single digits. He would’ve loved to take the day off work and finish redoing the cabinets in his house, but his bills had to be paid. Being a carpenter—and the local handyman of the town—he had plenty to do. It was rare when he took a day off. There was always someone needing his assistance.

      In the past two months, he might’ve taken on more work than was necessary. He needed to occupy his mind with something other than his best friend, Evan—former best friend.

      Pulling open the door, attempting to erase any damaging thoughts that would lower his mood, he headed to grab an energy drink. He stayed up late last night sanding his kitchen cupboards—too late—and he needed a little pick-me-up before work.

      As he rounded the aisle, he knocked right into a woman. The bottle she was holding slipped from her fingers and hit the floor, shattering and spilling the contents everywhere.

      “Shit! I’m so sorry.” Seth steadied her by grabbing her shoulders, glanced at the floor and the mess between them, then his gaze landed on her.

      All the air rushed out of his body, like a sucker punch to the gut. Oh, he’d been hit hard in the gut before. Grasping for air. Pain radiating everywhere. One look at this woman, and he was feeling the same effects.

      Long blonde hair past her shoulders—at least, that’s what he figured considering how long her ponytail was. Not the curly kind that Stacy, his ex-girlfriend, had but straight, perfect hair. It looked silky soft. He wanted to run his hands through it to see how soft it truly was.

      Exquisite hazel eyes, so expressive and dynamic. Right now, they looked to be vibrating with irritation. He hadn’t meant to bump into her, but he wasn’t that sorry. He could stand here all day and drown in her amber depths.

      He had green eyes. Dull, in his opinion, but on the rare occasion he wore a particular shade of green, people would comment on how it made his eyes pop and look pretty. Not that he liked being described as pretty. But her eyes…oh, her eyes were pretty.

      No.

      Gorgeous.

      Utterly gorgeous.

      Beyond gorgeous.

      “You can remove your hands from my shoulders.”

      Her stern tone and the harshness in her eyes snapped him out of his gawking. Shit. He was gawking and acting like a man who had never seen a woman before. Letting go of her shoulders, he pulled his best smile out, hoping to ease one out of her. Oh, he knew a smile would only enhance her beauty. He wanted to see her smile.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to run into you.”

      He honestly hadn’t. His mind was everywhere these days. Trying hard to forget about his best friend and how much he wanted their friendship back but still so hurt that Evan had lied to him. Trying hard to forget how his sister Kat had been hurt and how he should’ve been able to protect her. But he’d failed. Trying hard to forget how useless he was in helping Aubrey when it seemed like Kat and Logan could help her with ease.

      Yeah, his mind tended to wander a lot. That’s why he worked all the time or found different projects in his house. He needed to keep occupied with something.

      She backed up, her expression still unyielding, then stepped around him. “I’ll go find someone to clean up this mess.”

      He watched her walk down the aisle. Her attitude was a little odd, especially since he apologized, but hey, maybe she wasn’t a morning person. He wasn’t that much of one until he had his coffee. And he usually had two cups. One at home and one at work.

      What was he doing?

      He shouldn’t just be gawking and letting such perfection—beautiful perfection—walk away from him without getting her number. Instead of working himself to the bone every day, all day, he could release his frustrations in another way. A beautiful woman would be a nice distraction for once.

      Damn, even from behind she was something. She had on a snug winter coat just past her hips, so he saw a hint of her ass. Her tight jeans gave him enough of a picture that she had a perfect round ass meant for his hands.

      “Hey!”

      Her steps slowed. She swiveled in his direction. The expression she wore displayed a bit of annoyance, and irritation still lingered in her eyes.

      “Let me buy you another drink.” His hand pointed to the floor at what looked like a Frappuccino flavored drink. “To replace the one I broke.”

      Then, like the sun rising for a brand-new day, a hint of a smile appeared. “Oh, you’ll be paying for that bottle you broke. But that’s it.” She pivoted around and kept walking as if she hadn’t just broken his heart.

      And damn. Seth was pretty sure she did.

      That was definitely a brush-off.

      He was just cold-shouldered by the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He thought about following her, but didn’t want to seem stalkerish. He had already made a fool of himself by running into her. She said she’d find someone to clean up the mess, so he walked past the spilled drink to grab his own from the cooler, and he decided it was for the best. His life at the moment was a mess. Asking a woman out should be the furthest thing from his mind.

      Sure, life was back to normal after everything that happened two months ago. It appeared normal, but it was far from it. His sister was shot—with him standing right next to her. He almost watched his sister die. Some nights, he dreamt of running through the woods with her slung over his shoulder as he ran hard to get her help. Sometimes, it turned into a horrifying nightmare where he never stopped running, blood running down his chest as his sister’s life slowly withered away. Some nights, he made it to the cabin as he had in real life, but she died before he reached the cabin. He hated dreaming about it at all.

      Aubrey was doing much better, her fear of the dark improving. Not one hundred percent, but better than two months ago. As far as he knew, anyway. He didn’t visit her and Logan as often as he should. Being around Logan showed him he’d never be as good a man as Logan was. Some days, he hated himself and didn’t understand why Logan didn’t shut him out of his life. He hit him. He hurt his brother. He should’ve never been forgiven for doing something so malicious. He still hadn’t forgiven himself for it. But he tried to ignore it since it appeared Logan had moved on. Because if he didn’t, Logan would get on his case about what was wrong, and he didn’t want to talk about it.

      Aubrey and his brother Logan were planning their wedding for this summer. Logan was distracted with that, and so was Aubrey, which was good for her. It was better than the bad memories of her abduction.

      His sister Kat was happy living with Danny, Aubrey’s brother. Danny had yet to ask her to marry him, but their relationship was solid and moving along great. He had never seen his sister as happy as she was with Danny. After being shot, she deserved happiness.

      And him…

      His life sucked.

      He had no girlfriend, which was okay. He didn’t need one. He and Stacy weren’t meant to be. It was for the best they ended their relationship four months ago.

      He had no best friend. Although Evan called two months ago—after everything went down with Evan’s half-brother Joshua—hoping to make amends. At the time, surrounded by his family, he thought, sure, why not. But when it came to actually meet Evan for drinks, he never showed. He didn’t want to forgive the asshole for the things he’d done. For the things he should’ve confessed when Aubrey was first found. Maybe Kat never would’ve been hurt if he had.

      Evan never tried contacting him again. Seth was okay with that.

      He worked, slept, worked, slept, and so on. Day in and day out. That’s what his life consisted of. He would occasionally pop in with his family; otherwise, they’d be at his door wondering why he was ignoring them.

      No matter how many times he ruminated about how to fix his life, how to feel an ounce of happiness for once, he couldn’t find a solution.

      He needed to get the gorgeous woman out of his mind. He knew meeting some random woman wasn’t the answer to his problems.

      Grabbing a drink, he noticed the woman had told Greg, a nice, laidback guy who worked the gas station every morning, about the spill.

      “Sorry about the mess, man. I can get it.”

      Greg waved him off with a friendly grin. “Nah, I got it. Did you see that chick?” He blew out a breath and lifted his brows in amusement. “So hot.”

      Yeah, Seth saw her, all right. Made a complete jackass of himself.

      “I’ll be paying for the drink on the floor.” Seth looked back to where he could grab a Frappuccino drink. “I should grab her a new one. I feel bad.”

      “She left. Told me about the mess and stalked out of here. She’s hot, but with a ’tude.” Obviously. He didn’t mean to knock into her and ruin her morning. He probably dodged a bullet with her.

      Greg had the mess cleaned quickly and then rang up his drink and the drink that splattered all over the floor.

      Seth stepped outside into the brutal cold and raced back to his truck.

      He turned on the heat and rubbed his hands—trying to get his mind back on track and into work mode. He needed to try harder and not think about the past but focus on his future.

      Just as he was putting his truck in drive, his phone rang.

      He pulled it out of his pocket, debating for a second whether he wanted to answer Logan’s phone call. It wouldn’t be the first time he ignored one of his brother’s calls. Immature, yeah. Did he care? Well…yeah. But sometimes, he wanted to be left alone. He didn’t want people in his space, bugging him, making sure he was okay.

      But he was trying to act better. He was trying to act like…a grownup. Because, although he might not admit it out loud, he had acted like a spoiled, rotten child the past few months. He needed to grow up and start acting like he was twenty-five and not sixteen. His birthday was coming up in a few weeks. He was inching closer and closer to thirty. It was way past time he started acting his age.

      “Hey, Logan, what’s up?”

      A heavy sigh sounded in his ear. “I need you to come down to Barry’s Garage. Right now, if you can.”

      Barry’s Garage…

      Evan worked there.

      Why would his brother want him to go there? Was this a sort of it’s-time-to-make-up-with-Evan sort of thing? He wasn’t interested.

      “Please, Seth.” Another heavy sigh sounded. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

      “Yeah, okay.” He slowly put his foot on the gas. “What’s going on? Why do I need to come?”

      “I…just come right away. I don’t want to talk about it over the phone.”

      Seth’s heart raced at all the possible scenarios.

      The only scenario that had his heart speeding double time was…Evan was dead.

      He couldn’t even say why his thoughts immediately went in that direction, but they did.

      As he drove to the place his best friend had worked since he was eighteen years old, he only had one regret.

      Not showing up to meet him and make amends when he had the chance.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Trying to find a calm within the brewing storm, she took several deep breaths before opening her car door and stepping outside before she changed her mind.

      It was a done deal. She was here, and she had to follow through. There was no backing out now, especially since it had been her idea.

      Forcing herself not to give the impression she was nervous—because, oh, boy, she was nervous—she made the quick distance from the parking lot to the sheriff’s building in a lot fewer steps than she anticipated.

      She shouldn’t be nervous. Her job was the one thing she excelled at. She had no reason to be nervous. Of course, that didn’t stop the nerves from pulsating through her veins.

      As she walked inside, she started to smile, but then stopped right before it punctured her features.

      No smiling. She had no reason to smile.

      She had to be professional and in control at all times. Because if she lost control, she’d lose her mind and her grip on sanity.

      And when it came to her job, she was always in control.

      “Hi, can I help you?” the woman behind a very clean desk asked as she stood. She had a friendly smile, and her black hair was tied in a loose ponytail. She wore minimal makeup, but she was very pretty. Not that any of that mattered. Only her mission mattered.

      Showtime.

      She could do this.

      “I’m Deputy Pepper Wilson. It’s my first day.” Then she lifted her arm and pushed back her jacket sleeve to look at her watch. “I’m a bit early. I hope that’s okay.”

      She was always punctual. She hated being late for anything.

      The woman’s brows rose. Her smile remained, yet it wavered a fraction. “Of course. I was expecting you in about an hour. You’re very early.”

      “I like to be prompt. It’s my first day, and I didn’t want to be late.” And she couldn’t take the nervous energy creating chaos in her body. Pacing back and forth in her house had finally driven her nuts, and she had to come.

      “I’m Charlotte. If you need anything, I’m your girl. I run the front desk and all the calls that come through the office.” Charlotte rounded the desk and held out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. Welcome to Lucky. It’s a great town.” Then she rolled her eyes and laughed. “But it has its moments of gossip.”

      She shook her hand, as required, so she didn’t look like a complete bitch because she knew she was sounding like one. Her tone didn’t alter once from a brisk, business-like manner. Strict and rigid in everything. By the book. Focus and determined.

      Because she had to be all those things.

      She could not fail in her mission.

      “Thank you. When I spoke to Sheriff Caldwell over the phone, he said there would be a uniform waiting for me.”

      “Yes, and you need to change quickly. I’ll show you everything you need and out the door you go.” Charlotte waved her to follow.

      “Out the door…already? Is the sheriff in? I thought...maybe...he’d show me around.”

      Damn. That didn’t sound confident. She needed to rein in her nerves. The last thing she needed was the people in this town to turn suspicious.

      Charlotte stopped and turned, her smile disappearing. “The sheriff’s not here. You’ll be joining him soon, though…at a crime scene. We have a dead body.”

      Then Charlotte continued walking.

      She just stood there.

      A dead body?

      The last dead body she had looked at⁠—

      Nope. She couldn’t go there right now because, if she did, she’d lose her mind.

      She could do this. A dead body was nothing. She only had to put her game face on and do her job like she always did.

      Inhaling sharply, removing the moment of insecurity, she steeled her shoulders and caught up to Charlotte before she realized she’d even hesitated.

      A uniform, which surprisingly fit her to perfection, was waiting for her in a small locker room. Charlotte was waiting for her in the room when she stepped out of the bathroom all dressed and ready to go.

      Lying on the table before her was a badge and gun.

      “Here are your things. I’m very sorry that your first day isn’t laid-back with a nice tour around town. We don’t get many dead bodies around here, if ever. Although, the past few months have been rough.” Charlotte’s features dimmed into sadness before vanishing in a flash. “But Sheriff Caldwell is the best. If there’s a problem, he fixes it. Bolt—Deputy Bolten, but everyone calls him Bolt—is very nice and will show you the ropes as well. With your background in law enforcement, you’ll fit right in as if you’ve been here forever.”

      She sure hoped so, but unfortunately, she didn’t hold that same belief. She never made friends easily. Not in school. Not at work. Not even in her own family. People usually couldn’t handle her stern demeanor. One coworker had even described her as a “force of nature,” and he hadn’t meant it in a nice, pleasant way.

      Her entire life was a lie.

      If Charlotte knew everything…

      Well, she didn’t. Neither did the sheriff or anyone else. As long as she played her part right, no one would know. She could do what she came here to do and then leave. Try to be happy for once. Something that had been elusive and out of her reach for as long as she could remember.

      “Location of the crime scene?”

      Charlotte blinked, twitching in surprise as if expecting her to say something else. Like, thank you? She wasn’t going to say anything else. Straight and to the point. She was here to work, not play around with pleasantries.

      She couldn’t afford to let these people in.

      Plus, she didn’t know who she could trust.

      And until she got a handle on things and met everyone, she wouldn’t trust a soul. Her gut usually didn’t steer her wrong. Right now, it said she could trust Charlotte, but one simple encounter wasn’t enough to make a clear decision.

      “Umm…well, do you have GPS on your phone? I can give you the address to Barry’s Garage. That’s where you need to go.”

      Oh, she didn’t need her GPS. She did her research. She knew this town from top to bottom. She could walk it with her eyes closed. Well, hopefully. Her research had been a little rushed. There could be times when she would need to use the GPS. She couldn’t start to act overconfident. That’s when mistakes happened.

      “I know where it is.”

      Charlotte nodded, her brows dipping. “Okay, good. It’s good to have you here. It’s been rough the past two weeks with just Sheriff Caldwell and Bolt. I’m happy you’re here.”

      “Thank you.”

      There. That thank you would have to suffice for her lack of the other one.

      Then, with no smile or offering any pleasant words of her own—because she was appreciative to Charlotte for welcoming her to the department—she grabbed her badge and gun. Double-checking the weapon was loaded and working sufficiently, she added it to her utility belt.

      Hopefully, she didn’t have to fire it at all. The last time she fired her weapon…

      Yeah, she didn’t want to think about that either.

      “Is there anything else you need or I can help you with?” Charlotte asked, all sense of friendliness gone.

      “No.”

      With her back ramrod straight, her face expressionless, she walked out of the room and to something she hadn’t expected on her first day in town.

      A dead body.

      What was she getting herself into?
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      Seth pulled up behind Logan’s vehicle and put his truck in park. He saw Dr. Matthews walk inside the garage, disappearing from his view, and his brother standing right outside looking in his direction.

      He had an intense urge to put his truck back into drive and get as far away from this place as possible. Knowing he couldn’t ignore his brother, he turned the truck off and stepped outside into the brutal cold.

      Logan met him halfway.

      Was it to shield him from seeing his best friend’s dead body?

      Was he dead?

      What was going on?

      “Thanks for coming.” Logan ran a gloved hand down his face. “It’s…”

      “He’s dead, isn’t he?” Seth blurted when his brother couldn’t seem to finish his sentence.

      Logan’s eyes rounded in disbelief and then shame lit his expression. “Shit, Seth. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you think…it’s not Evan. It’s Barry. He’s…he was crushed by a car.”

      “Crushed?”

      It didn’t make sense. A freak accident? Barry was the best mechanic around these parts. He knew cars inside and out. A person could throw him a question and he always knew the answer. Evan aspired to be just as good, working hard every day, learning and absorbing so many things from Barry.

      Logan looked down at the ground, rubbing another hand over his face, then he met his gaze. “Yeah, it looks like he was working underneath a vehicle and it fell on him somehow. A quick check of the system showed it was working properly, so…” Logan shrugged. “Could’ve been an accident.”

      Silence lingered in the air.

      “Or could’ve not been…” Seth said, wanting to get the reason why he had to show up out in the open. It was freezing out and he had to get to work. “What did Evan say happened?”

      Logan sighed heavily. “You know I love you, right?” Logan laughed and shook his head. “No matter how I say this, you’re going to get pissed like you did last time I said anything about Evan.”

      “Yeah, well, I learned my lesson, didn’t I? My best friend is a damn liar. So if he gave you a version of events that you don’t believe, I’d say don’t believe them.”

      His brother was wrong this time. He had no intention of getting upset over his former best friend. And he had a lot of making up to do with his actions in the past. He had to start giving his brother the benefit of the doubt and let him do his job without acting like a crybaby. His brother was damn good at his job, and Seth knew this. He knew, even though he didn’t act like it, that his brother never meant to disrespect him when he was doing what he had to do.

      “Well, that’s the thing. I haven’t spoken to Evan. He hasn’t been by the garage yet, and he should be here by now. He’s always at work at seven, like Barry. Stan found Barry and called it in. He was here early this morning to pick up his car before work. I had Bolt go to Evan’s house, and he’s not there either. His car isn’t here, and it’s not at home. Right now, I have no idea where Evan is. He’s not answering his phone.”

      Seth’s entire stomach dropped. A nasty, churning sensation filled him to the point he wanted to throw up.

      “What are you saying, Logan?”

      Logan’s expression softened, yet the hard glint in his eyes didn’t waver. “I’m saying I have a dead body and a missing employee. There could be a few reasons for him not showing, but the big glaring one is…because…he killed Barry.”

      Seth staggered back as if Logan sucker punched him in the gut. And he wouldn’t fight back if his brother decided to take a swing. Seth still hadn’t forgiven himself for punching Logan in the face two months ago. He hit Logan so hard that Logan fell and was knocked out.

      Irresponsible.

      Inconsiderate.

      Spoiled.

      A screw-up.

      That’s what he was. And he had no idea how to change to be a better man. A man just like his big brother.

      But Logan was wrong.

      Evan might be a liar and no longer his best friend, but he would never hurt anybody, let alone murder them. And Barry? Forget it. Evan looked up to him as if he were his father. Those two were close. Tight-knit. He’d never lay a finger on Barry.

      His expression hardened. “You’re wrong.”

      Logan nodded. “I sure hope I am.”

      Seth crossed his arms, the anger swelling and expanding in his veins. He didn’t want to take the chance he’d hit his brother again. “Why am I here? Other than you pissing me off.”

      “I thought he wasn’t your friend anymore.”

      Seth threw his hands in the air, exasperated. Why wouldn’t Logan tell him what he was here for? “I’m not, but he’s not a damn murderer. He’d never hurt Barry.”

      “Again, I hope not, but I have to look at everything before me and work the case no matter what I might personally think.”

      Seth turned around and waved a hand in the air. “Good. You go do that. I have to get to work.”

      Yeah, he was acting like a petulant child again. Damn, he didn’t know how to shut that part of himself off.

      “I need your help, Seth.”

      He paused, his face starting to burn from the cold air.

      “I don’t know where Evan would go. Where he might hide…” Logan sighed again. “You do, though.”

      Logan had to be kidding. Seriously?

      He turned back around and met Logan’s melancholy expression. He shouldn’t be so hard on his brother. The town was lucky to have such a great sheriff, always doing his job, no matter how difficult it might be.

      “Fine.”

      There. That was a step in the right direction to becoming a better brother.

      “Thank you.” Logan averted his eyes, looking behind his shoulder. “Wait right here.”

      Logan walked past him to a patrol vehicle that had pulled next to his truck.

      He inhaled a harsh, brutal breath when the woman from the gas station stepped out of the vehicle and shook hands with Logan.

      Holy. Shit.

      The new deputy Logan hired was her. The most gorgeous creature on the planet who’d barely given him the time of day. Was he really that pathetic?

      He probably was. In the past few months, he’d kept to himself, trying to work through his emotions. He wasn’t always approachable, although that never stopped his family.

      Logan told him not to move, so he didn’t. He needed to prepare himself and what he would say to her. If he even got a chance to say a word to her. Logan wanted him to find Evan, so he’d be leaving soon. But, oh, man, he would love another chance to speak with her. Buy her a drink. Ask her out on a date. Anything.

      After about two minutes, Logan and the woman walked his way, stopping right in front of him.

      “Seth, this is Deputy Pepper Wilson. This is her first day. She hails from the Cities with an excellent background in law enforcement.” Logan glanced at her with a smile. “We’re lucky to have you.”

      She nodded at his compliment but didn’t say anything or even smile in acknowledgment. Hmm…well, maybe it wasn’t just him she wasn’t friendly with. That made him feel better but also concerned. Did he want to ask out a woman who didn’t even smile?

      “Deputy Wilson⁠—”

      “Pepper is fine,” she said, cutting him off.

      Logan blinked in surprise, then increased his smile. “Of course. Pepper, this is my brother, Seth. Evan is his best⁠—”

      “Was,” he interjected, also cutting off his brother. “He was my best friend.”

      Logan ran a hand down his face as he inhaled a deep breath. “Right. Evan was his best friend, but they only stopped being friends a few months ago. Seth is the best person to be able to find him right now. And that’s what I need. I need you two to find him.”

      “What?”

      “Excuse me?”

      Seth shared a look with Pepper, shocked by the venom in her tone. The way she said “excuse me,” as if his accidentally bumping into her had been deliberate.

      He was confused. Why did she have to tag along? Because he’d find Evan on his own much faster. He didn’t need a damn babysitter.

      “I can do this on my own,” Seth said when she didn’t add anything to her disgusted words.

      “I’m sure you can, but…” His brother ran another ragged hand down his face. “If he’s involved in this in any way, I need a deputy there. I’m sorry⁠—”

      “Don’t,” Seth interrupted. Boy, his attitude a few months ago put a dent in what his brother thought of him. Seth knew he had to start acting better and like an actual adult. “Don’t apologize. There’s no way in hell I think Evan hurt Barry in any form, but I get it. You’re doing your job. I’m not going to get upset about it.”

      A slow smile emerged on Logan’s face. “Really?”

      Seth shrugged as he chuckled. “Okay, not too upset.”

      Logan laughed as well, then directed his attention to Pepper. “Seth knows these parts like the back of his hand. He also knows Evan very well. You two should find him soon. He’s not to be treated as a suspect, but he needs to come in for questioning. I need to know why he didn’t show up for work today.”

      Pepper offered a brisk nod. “Understood.” Then she turned in his direction. “I’ll drive.”

      Then she walked away toward her vehicle.

      Seth shared a look with Logan and then said in a dry tone, “She’s pleasant.” And so very beautiful, but he’d keep that little tidbit to himself.

      She may be gorgeous as hell, but she had the largest stick up her ass he’d ever seen. He was starting to rethink the whole asking her out thing. He’d admire her beauty, but her disposition could use some work.

      “She’s good at her job, Seth. That’s all I need, especially with Derek gone.”

      Logan walked away before he could offer any sort of consoling.

      He lost his best friend two months ago.

      His brother lost his best friend two weeks ago.

      Guess it was that time of the year to be losing best friends.
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        * * *

      

      She rubbed her hands together to stave off the chill, then grabbed the steering wheel and steeled her spine when the passenger door opened.

      The man from the gas station, the same man she completely embarrassed herself in front of, shut the door and buckled up.

      She could do this. She could be pleasant and professional and pretend he wasn’t the most handsome man she’d ever met.

      And kind, too.

      He might think he ran into her, but she wasn’t paying attention and made the mistake of running into him. Her mind had wandered, fretting and worrying at what she had to do, and she simply hadn’t been paying attention. Nothing that happened had been his fault. He even offered to pay for a new drink.

      What had she done? Acted like nothing but a bitch.

      Snapping her eyes in his direction, she raised her brows as if she were annoyed. She wasn’t, really, but she needed to keep him at a distance. She had to keep everyone in this town at a distance. There was no way she could afford to let anyone in or become friends. It didn’t matter how handsome or nice he was.

      His light brown hair swooped back gracefully, not a strand out of place. It looked soft to the touch as if he had no hair products holding it back, yet she wondered how it stayed combed so perfectly. There was a slight wind in the air, but not one piece of hair had moved. And his eyes. So expressive. So vibrantly green, like an emerald sparkling in the sunlight. Every time he looked at her, she swore he looked straight at her heart, seeing the damaged parts and all. Of course, she couldn’t discredit his smile either. Sweet with a hint of cockiness. She didn’t want to keep him at a distance, but it didn’t matter what she wanted. It didn’t matter it had been so long since she had a man in her life. It didn’t matter she ached for a man’s touch, even something as simple as holding hands. It didn’t matter that she’d never find a man who could love her for her.

      Nothing mattered but her mission.

      “Where are we going?” Brisk and to the point. She had to remember to keep everything to the point. She was here to do her job.

      “I have to call my work and tell them I won’t be coming in today. I usually grab a cup of coffee in the break room and then get started. I really need a cup of coffee.”

      Her brows pleated in confusion. “Didn’t you buy a drink at the gas station? We don’t have time for this.”

      “I bought an energy drink, but I always have coffee. I need my coffee.” Then he smirked. “You didn’t get a drink. You could use one.”

      Oh, he said that in a way that insinuated she got out of bed on the wrong side. A nasty retort sat on the tip of her tongue, but she bit it back and turned her attention back to the road. She would not let him get a rise out of her.

      “Fine. We’ll get you a coffee. You can tell me where to go while I drive.”

      “Fine. Although, I can buy you a drink to replace the one I broke.”

      He sounded sincere; odd, considering his attitude from a moment ago. She decided to ignore his comment. He shifted in his seat as she pulled away from the garage.

      “So, Deputy Wil⁠—”

      “Pepper. You can call me Pepper.” She cut him off just as she had cut off the sheriff when he tried to call her Deputy Wilson. Normally, she would never stop anyone from using her title, but she had her reasons this time.

      “Sorry…Pepper,” he said with a slight cockiness to his tone. “Are you sure I can’t buy you a coffee? I honestly feel bad.”

      Ignoring his comment again, she took a right, heading back to the same gas station where they met. It wasn’t too far away from the mechanics.

      She didn’t want him to feel bad. And she certainly didn’t want him to be nice to her, especially when she kept acting like a colossal bitch.

      It was time for work mode. Enough of this small talk and circling around the fact he wanted to replace a coffee when she’d been the cause of the mess in the first place.

      “Where would your friend go? I saw tread marks as if someone sped away.”

      “You did?” Seth asked, shocked. “You barely looked around.”

      Glancing at him, she couldn’t hold in a tiny smile. She was damn good at her job. She had zoned in on that piece of evidence the second she exited her car. She’d been proud she spotted it, as had the sheriff when she pointed it out. Maybe that’s why he suggested she look for Evan because she had a keen eye for things. And she couldn’t have been happier.

      It’d upset her when she heard who they were looking for. Evan had been one of the first people on her list to interrogate, to find some answers. And now he was missing. It wasn’t looking like a promising start. But this small obstacle wouldn’t deter her from her mission.

      “Yes, I did. Sheriff Caldwell gave me a brief rundown. He said there didn’t appear to be any signs of a struggle. So, if someone did hurt Barry intentionally, they probably caught him unaware. However, that doesn’t tell us why someone sped away. Maybe your friend did.”

      “He’s not my friend anymore.”

      She had a hard time staying silent at his comment. He sounded so…lost and hurt. Oh, she knew those two emotions so well. But she didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t even repair her own broken heart.

      But again, she was not here to connect with anyone, especially this cocky, know-it-all…ugh! Okay, he was a nice guy. She still couldn’t forget how he smiled at her and offered to buy her a new drink…twice.

      “Where would he go?”

      Seth huffed, running his hands over his jeans a few times. “If he was in trouble…” A soft sigh escaped. “A few months ago…me. Now, I’m thinking…”

      She pulled into the gas station and put the car in park, then turned his way when he didn’t finish his sentence. “Yes?”

      He met her gaze. “Stacy Cotton. She’s my ex-girlfriend. They’ve grown close in the past few months.”

      “Your best friend is now dating your ex-girlfriend?” Ouch. That was harsh; even she could admit that.

      “Former best friend.” Then Seth opened his door and slammed it shut.

      More pain filtered from his tone. Even the way he slammed the door spoke of all the anger and hurt that filled him.

      She placed her hands on her lap and stared out the windshield, watching Seth as he went straight for the coffee. She reminded herself to not feel a thing. No making attachments.

      In and out.

      Do what she came to do, and that was it.

      Not to mention, she had no idea who she could trust in this small town.

      But her gut was screaming she could trust Seth. Just like it screamed she could trust the sheriff. Her gut had never let her down.

      Seth returned a few minutes later with the largest cup of coffee he could purchase.

      “Where does your ex live?”

      “Not far from here, but she works at the local diner. She’s usually at work by now.”

      She nodded, backed up out of the parking spot and headed for the diner first. She couldn’t wait to get there. One step closer to her objective.

      And she was also curious what Seth’s former girlfriend looked like. Not that she cared too much. Just curiosity for the case. That was all.

      When they arrived at the diner, Seth didn’t wait for her to get out of the vehicle. He jumped out so fast, she almost had to wonder if he was excited to see his ex-girlfriend. Why did they break up in the first place?

      Not her business.

      Of course, not wanting to be outdone by anyone, she moved fast and grabbed the handle of the door to the diner first.

      His brow rose, a tiny smirk emerging, but he didn’t say anything as she opened the door and stepped inside first.

      She stopped at the counter, but before she could say anything, Seth smiled at the woman behind the counter.

      Oh, yeah. He still had a thing for his ex-girlfriend, if his smile was any indication.

      “Hey, Callie. How’s it going?”

      Callie’s—not his girlfriend—smile back at Seth said plenty. She couldn’t blame Callie. Seth was a sexy guy with his trendy hair, smooth smile, and tender eyes. “Just fine. It’s a cold day, but it hasn’t been too busy this morning.”

      Seth turned to her and kind of smiled. More so a dangerous smirk that spoke volumes. She wasn’t sure why it unnerved her so much, but it did.

      Her gut was screaming a lot of things at her right now, one being how much she found this man so attractive and alluring.

      No. No. No.

      She couldn’t let this man get under her skin and her defenses.

      “This is the newest deputy in town. She likes to be called Pepper.” His wily grin widened at her. “Pepper, please meet Callie, the sweetest girl who works here.”

      “Oh, stop. It’s nice to meet you,” Callie said, as she extended her hand to shake.

      She shook hands with the woman, but it was so brief and rushed, Callie looked at her with confusion.

      “We’re looking for Stacy. Can we speak to her?”

      Callie glanced between them, retreated her hand, then settled her attention on Seth. “She left about thirty minutes ago after she received a phone call. She didn’t mention what was wrong or anything, but it didn’t look good.”

      Seth’s jaw clenched as he leaned over the counter, lowering his voice. “Did she mention who called?”

      Callie shook her head. “She didn’t say much, but she didn’t look happy. Is everything okay?”

      “We need to know where she went,” Pepper interjected before Seth could say anything. She was the deputy here, not him.

      “I don’t know where she went. Like I said, she didn’t say much other than she had an emergency and needed to leave.”

      “Have you seen Evan Barten this morning?” she asked, her tone of voice brisk and firm. She could’ve used a bit more patience and understanding in her tone, but she wanted to get in and out of this town as fast as she could.

      She never should’ve signed up for this assignment in the first place.

      She was too close to the case. Too many emotions had been attacking her since it landed in her lap.

      Callie glanced between both of them again, this time landing her gaze on her. “No, I haven’t.” Then she turned to Seth. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s nothing that⁠—”

      “Barry’s dead. We can’t find Evan, and I thought Stacy might know,” Seth said, cutting her off.

      Oh, maybe she’d reevaluate her opinion of him. That wasn’t very nice. She was the deputy here.

      Although, she wasn’t being very nice to Callie either. But she had no choice. She was here to do her job, not make friends.

      Before she could give him a few choice words for interrupting her, Callie staggered back, covering her mouth with her hands as a gasp escaped.

      Without thinking, she leaned closer to him and whispered, “Subtle. You didn’t sugarcoat that at all.”

      He twisted his head and their eyes met as he inched even closer to her. “Well, you’re not much better than me, Pepper.”

      The way he said her name, so disgusted, made her stomach twist with unease. Boy, she was a real people person.

      “You okay, Callie? I’m sorry that came out so…” He shrugged as if he didn’t have the right word. “Right now, it looks like an accident, but Logan wants to talk to Evan.”

      Wiping a few tears away, Callie nodded, appearing to have gathered her composure. “Barry always came in for his morning coffee. He was in a good mood this morning, like most days. I can’t believe…I can’t believe he’s dead.” Callie stepped closer to the counter. “You don’t think Evan had something to do with it, do you? I know…I know you two aren’t friends anymore, but…I don’t understand, Seth.”

      Seth frowned, his shoulders drooping. “I don’t think he hurt anybody either, Callie. But Logan needs to talk to him. Thanks for your help. I’m sorry for upsetting you. I didn’t mean to.”

      A tiny smile appeared on Callie’s face before vanishing as if it never existed. “I know you didn’t. I wish I could tell you who called Stacy and where she went, but I can’t.”

      “If you hear anything, let the sheriff’s department know.” With that, she turned around and walked away. No other pleasantries to be had. She couldn’t even find an ounce of sympathy in her heart at her callous behavior.

      She slid in the car and immediately cranked the engine, blasting the heat on high. Less than a minute later, Seth joined her in the car.

      “We’ll try her house. What’s the address?” she asked, shifting the car in reverse, her foot waiting to transfer from the brake to the gas pedal. She might know the town itself, businesses and whatnot, but she didn’t know where every single resident lived.

      “I thought you were just having a bad morning, me running into you.” Seth slowly looked in her direction. “Turns out, you’re just not very friendly.”

      “And you were nice in there? Just tossing out Barry’s dead?”

      He turned his gaze to peer out the front window. “I don’t know why I said that the way I did, but I didn’t mean to. You, on the other hand, it seems to come naturally.”

      She had no response because he was wrong. So very, very wrong. Nothing about her behavior this morning was natural or right.

      But she couldn’t tell him that. She couldn’t explain anything.

      Well, okay, she could be standoffish, but that’s because she didn’t always know how to connect with people. People always took her expressions and attitude the wrong way, even when she was trying to be nice.

      But right now, she couldn’t focus on how she was acting.

      “What’s the address?”

      He glanced at her. “Do you even care what I said?”

      Averting her gaze, she pulled out her phone. “Hi, Charlotte, Pepper here. I need the address to Stacy Cotton’s house.”

      She ignored Seth as she wrote down the address as Charlotte rattled it off.

      Did she care what he said? Of course, she did.

      It was breaking her heart and ripping it to shreds that the man next to her hated her. That the icy tone of voice coming from Charlotte said she hated her. That soon everyone in this town would hate her.

      But it didn’t matter. None of it did.

      The only thing that mattered was finding out the truth and doing what she had to do.
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      With the doughnut halfway to his mouth, he paused in midair when his phone went off. Setting the glazed doughnut back on the napkin sitting on top of the file of his latest case, he grabbed his phone.

      “Hey, sweetheart, what’s up?” Danny said, amused that Kat was calling him already—and slightly dreading what she had to say.

      They had a delightful morning getting ready for work. Him to the FBI field office in the Cities, and her to Dr. Matthews’ practice where she worked as a nurse. He always had to get up earlier than her because of the commute. A little over an hour drive. It sucked, but it was worth it to be with her. He’d do anything for her. Sometimes, she woke up with him, very horny and very eager to please in bed…and the shower. Like this morning.

      Right before she kissed him goodbye and he walked out the door, she brought up the subject of kids. What did he think about kids?

      It threw him so off-balance. One, because it was such odd timing to bring it up. He was leaving for work. Two, because they had kind of grazed the topic already. Yeah, they’d eventually have kids.

      Just not right now.

      Which was what he said and then kissed her again and rushed out the door.

      Hell, he still needed to put a ring on her finger. Of course, he knew he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her, but he still had this irrational fear she wouldn’t say yes. That he would lose her somehow. Losing Kat was the last thing he ever wanted.

      “We have a situation.”

      Her broken tone of voice put him on high alert. His Kat never sounded broken and lost.

      “What’s going on? What happened?” If he had to leave and come back home, he wouldn’t hesitate. Deke, his partner and best friend, would understand. Deke was still in the break room probably grabbing more than one doughnut for himself.

      “Barry’s dead. Logan can’t find Evan to ask him what happened, and Seth’s out there looking for him.” Kat scoffed. “Apparently, he’s with the new deputy, who, according to Charlotte, isn’t nice. Why wouldn’t Logan hire someone nice? After the way Derek up and left town⁠—”

      “Kat, take a deep breath,” he said sharply—maybe too sharply—cutting her off. But damn, she was hopping from one thing to another in one long breath. He rarely heard her lose control. Although, with Derek recently leaving, he wasn’t too surprised.

      Shit. He didn’t want to think about any of that right now.

      “Let’s start with one thing at a time. How did Barry die?”

      He heard Kat huff, then sigh loudly. “He was crushed by a vehicle he was working on.”

      “The equipment malfunction?” That would be Danny’s first thought, but only because Lucky was a small town. He’d gotten to know everyone in the short span of two months. Barry was a wiz when it came to cars. Getting crushed by one didn’t sound like something that would happen to a man like him unless it was an accident.

      “Logan doesn’t know yet. Evan should’ve been at work, but he wasn’t. He’s not at home, and he’s not answering his phone.” Kat paused. “It’s suspicious.”

      Oh, yeah, Danny would agree. And after Evan held back information pertaining to his sister’s abduction, he didn’t trust the guy. But he also kind of understood why he didn’t say anything. He was willing to let the past go and move on from it all. He had even encouraged Seth to make amends with him, but he hadn’t done it yet.

      “So, I’m guessing Logan called Seth to try to find Evan. How did he take it?” Because Danny imagined Seth didn’t take it all too well.

      “Fine, I guess. He’s out searching with the new deputy. I already said that. Aren’t you listening to me?”

      Right. The not-so-nice deputy, according to Charlotte. He wasn’t even touching that conversation because it would lead to talk about Derek, and he didn’t want to talk about him either.

      “Do you need me to come home? Does Logan need me?”

      Another sigh echoed through the phone. “No. No, I don’t need you to come home, and as far as I know, Logan doesn’t need you either.”

      Her words hit his chest and punctured his heart like a knife had twisted slowly until it made a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree turn. No, I don’t need you. Those were the only words that penetrated.

      He should’ve stayed longer to have the kids talk. Hell, he didn’t understand why she brought it up when he was leaving for work in the first place.

      The sadness and distress he heard from the first word she spoke suddenly disappeared. Cheery, happy Kat rambled through the phone.

      “I wanted you to know. That’s all.”

      Right now wasn’t the time to get into an argument. At times, when they tried to have a conversation, it easily turned into some heated arguments. So, instead of addressing all the concerns he had, he simply said, “I’ll call you on my way home. I love you.”

      There was a moment of silence.

      Then the words he always loved to hear. “I love you, too.”

      He hung up with Kat. Deke sauntered into his office with two doughnuts on his napkin, then twisted his lips into a wry smile as he took a seat across from Danny. “I thought I’d give you a sense of privacy, but I was totally eavesdropping from outside the office. What’s our next move?”

      Danny smiled, so happy nobody but Deke was his partner. That Deke moved from Florida and joined him in Minnesota when he didn’t have to. He even moved to Lucky and did the commute with him. It made the drive easier for them because they had each other for a distraction on the long drive. Most of the time they talked about their latest case and what they planned to do that day.

      “I’m going to call Logan to find out more details and what he needs from us, if anything.”

      Deke crossed his leg over his knee as he took a bite of one of his doughnuts. “Works for me.”

      And although he didn’t get along with Logan in the beginning, they were pretty much friends now. If Logan needed him, he’d drop everything he was doing and help him out.
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