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            Prologue

         

         The loud rumble of the baby blue Volkswagen Beetle quieted as Peyton Kerr pressed against the brake pedal. Stoney Creek’s Main Street was cute and quaint, with boutique shops lining the skinny road where cars were parked without much space in between them. Through her open window, she tasted the salt in the air coming off the Atlantic Ocean and drove by a young man packing large containers with live lobsters into the back of his old Chevy pickup. On the next corner was a ticket booth for the lighthouse boat tours. Stoney Creek was a far cry from the bright lights, skyscrapers, and pungent busy city aroma that Seattle carried, but it was also a most welcome change.

         People came to Stoney Creek for the picturesque views of the coastline on the bay. They climbed the mountain that overlooked the town and the ocean. They ate fresh fish at the restaurants near the marina, walked the beaches, and sailed the open waters. Peyton came for those reasons too. Well, and a laundry list of others, including that Stoney Creek was the last vacation spot she visited with her late husband, Adam, just over a year ago. She’d been her happiest here. They swam the waters, ate too much, laughed hard enough to cry. That’s what brought her back to the small Maine town. She’d left Seattle a heartbroken twenty-six-year-old widow, and she returned to Stoney Creek determined to find happiness here again.

         Her heart clenched at the reminder of all she’d lost, threatening to expose all the weak spots. She forced the emotion back with a deep swallow, refusing to go to the dark place again. The past was behind her. That’s where it’d stay.

         Up ahead, Peyton recognized the dark-haired slender woman waiting beneath a withered store sign as Isabella, her real estate agent. Peyton squeezed her used—but new to her—car into one of the parking spots.

         Before she could even get out, Isabella was already at the passenger-side door. “You made it.”

         “I’m so glad to finally be here.” Peyton smiled, turning off the car and exiting. She’d done a nine-hour flight with a layover in Philadelphia, then landed at the Portland International Jetport. That’s where she found her new car, which she thought suited small-town living. After a good night’s sleep in Portland, she drove three hours, taking the scenic drive along the coast to her fresh start. “Thanks for meeting me.”

         “It’s no problem. I’ve got your keys here for both your house and your shop.” Isabella reached into her purse, then handed Peyton two sets of keys. “You’re all set to move in and open shop.” She handed her a slew of business cards. “I’ve given you some names of handymen around town if you want to give the store a makeover.”

         Peyton glanced up at the old sign again and took in the cracked windowpane and peeling white paint on the exterior. Both the shop and her new lake house needed work, but so did she. “Great,” Peyton said, feeling like a fish out of water. “Thank you so much for everything. You’ve been so helpful.”

         “Call if you need anything.” Isabella smiled and, shocking Peyton, threw her arms around her like they were friends. “You’re going to love it here.” With a final wave, she was off, pratically skipping her way down the sidewalk.

         Okay, so the people were the nice, touchy-feely sort.

         Peyton turned back to her new shop and exhaled the breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. Set in a historic redbrick building, in between Whiskey Blues, a jazz club on the right, and an empty store on the left, was her little lingerie shop with the French-style storefront. Two large display windows hugged the dark maple door with the original brass handle. The store might not be much in size, but the charm of the shop made up for it.

         It was also 100 percent hers. Paid for with the insurance money from Adam’s death. Two weeks ago, in her lowest of lows, a Facebook ad for the Stoney Creek B&B, where she and Adam had stayed at when they’d vacationed there, had popped up on her screen. After that, she’d fallen down the Internet hole until she discovered the local lingerie shop was for sale. Everything from there happened so fast; she’d up and bought the shop on a total whim. Because if anything could make her feel happy again, it would be found in the place she felt the happiest. She also kept thinking that if she could make other women feel beautiful, then she’d feel that way again too.

         This past year, she had no reason to wear gorgeous lingerie, let alone find a reason to get out of bed. She wore cotton bras and underwear for comfort. But she’d had a blast selling lingerie during her nursing school days. She couldn’t help but think that buying a lingerie shop was a good step forward to finding the fun parts of herself that had disappeared with Adam’s death.

         Sure, she knew her mental state was hanging in the balance of her new life and her new shop. She couldn’t fail. Not because of the money. Adam had left her in good shape financially. But she couldn’t fail because this was all she had. There was nothing else giving her a purpose. And she was done playing the victim. She was also done simply surviving. She’d already been doing that in spades in Seattle. She wanted to breathe. To live.

         And that’s why she’d left Seattle and her parents. She’d given up her nursing career in the ER at Seattle’s General Hospital, and she’d dumped every cent she received from Adam’s insurance money into this shop and her little house on the lake.

         Was she crazy?

         Oh, yeah, she was totally batshit nuts.

         She glanced down at the house keys in her hand. All of her belongings would be shipped tomorrow, so tonight she planned to stay at the Stoney Creek B&B a couple blocks down Main Street.

         “Are you the new owner?”

         Peyton turned around, finding an older couple smiling at her. “Yes, I am.”

         “Oh, so lovely to hear,” the woman said, her arm wrapped in her husband’s. “We need more young business owners coming in and keeping our downtown alive.” She offered her hand. “I’m Marjorie, and this is Joe.”

         Peyton returned Marjorie’s handshake and then shook Joe’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you both. I’m Peyton.” When she drew her hand away, her stomach suddenly rumbled loudly. “I’m sorry about that. Apparently, I’m starving.”

         Joe’s amber eyes crinkled with his warm smile. “The bar next door has one of the best fish sandwiches in town.”

         “That sounds delicious.” Peyton returned the smile, feeling the tightness in her chest begin to dissolve. “I’ll be sure to check it out. Thanks.”

         “Enjoy your evening, Peyton,” Marjorie said.

         With a final wave, they continued on their walk.

         When Peyton’s stomach growled again, she headed for the bar, thinking a drink along with food sounded like the next best step forward. She didn’t see any parking signs, figuring she could leave her car there for the night.

         She grabbed her purse from the car, locked the doors, and entered the bar. From its original flagstone walls and restored burgundy velvet chairs to the gold accents, the bar was pure class. Four large crystal chandeliers gave the space a warm, inviting feel, and round tables surrounded the black shiny stage, where a man had his head bowed over the piano he played.

         Peyton headed for the bar that had three men drinking beers. She hastily moved to the other side, keeping her distance from anyone of the opposite sex. Even the hot guy with the dark hair and muscular biceps who held her gaze, the side of his mouth curving sensually. Actually, especially because of that. She needed to find herself again, not find herself in anyone’s bed.

         When she slid onto the stool, a friendly voice said, “You’re new here.”

         Peyton glanced up, finding a slim, long-haired brunette wearing a black T-shirt that read WHISKEY BLUES across her chest. The bright pink lipstick she wore made her big blue eyes pop.

         “Yup, I’m brand spanking new.” Peyton smiled, offering her hand. “I bought the store next door.”

         “Did you?” The woman returned the handshake. “Well, that makes us friends already, then.”

         Peyton laughed. “And here I was thinking making new friends was going to be hard.” She placed her hands back onto her purse. “I’m Peyton.”

         “Kinsley,” the woman said, grabbing a martini glass. “Lucky for you, I own this place, which means I can call it a night and celebrate us being neighbors.” She gestured at the glass. “Chocolate martinis sound okay?”

         “Sounds divine,” Peyton said, her mouth watering. She definitely wanted a fish sandwich, but a little liquid love first didn’t hurt. Besides, she hoped the drink would help dissolve the lump in her throat. She questioned her sanity, uprooting her life and leaving her family behind. But she couldn’t have stayed in Seattle another day. Seattle belonged to her and Adam. She needed to belong without him. Adam was gone. He wasn’t coming back.

         Kinsley finished pouring two glasses, then held hers up. “To new friendships and new beginnings.”

         Peyton lifted her glass. “Cheers to that!”

         Before long, one glass turned into two glasses, and Peyton’s belly felt warm, her smile easy, the fish sandwich long forgotten. She spoke of Seattle, leaving out all the personal parts, keeping those secrets locked up tight. And Kinsley shared life in Stoney Creek, the fun places to go, the sights to see.

         “I make a damn fine martini,” Kinsley said, licking the chocolate flakes off her upper lip. She placed her empty glass behind the bar. “Give me a couple minutes, then we’ll Uber it to this new house of yours on the lake and grab some takeout on the way. I gotta see this place. It sounds amazing.”

         Sure, Kinsley was a stranger, but something about her laidback way put Peyton at ease. “Deal.” Peyton took another sip of her drink, watching Kinsley leave the bar and move into the back room, feeling happier than she’d felt in an entire year.

         Something warm suddenly brushed against Peyton’s arm, making her shiver. She turned as Mr. Crooked Smile sat on the stool next to her. He was tall—around six foot two, pure muscle, an all-around fine specimen of a man. His intense blue eyes that appeared nearly gray in the low lighting held hers, and his five-o’clock shadow brought her attention to his totally kissable lips. He wore a navy-blue T-shirt that stretched across his chest, showcasing hard biceps, and jeans that hugged his thick thighs.

         “Hi.” He grinned, voice as smooth as melted chocolate.

         And she really liked chocolate. A lot.

         She took in the hard masculine lines of his face, softened a little by the strands of dark hair falling across his forehead. “I’m new here, opening the shop next door,” she babbled.

         “Ah, the lingerie shop,” he said, his eyes dancing at whatever was crossing her expression. “Tonight’s a celebration, then?”

         God, she must have looked like she wanted to eat him. Well, she did, so whatever. Obviously, the martinis without food had been a terrible idea. “That’s right,” she said, lifting her chin, trying not to look as rattled by this guy or as tipsy as she felt.

         His arm brushed against hers again—clearly intentional this time—and she shivered, hearing her own hitching breath. His gaze went red hot, those deep eyes turning darker, examining her deeper. She swallowed, trying to calm her puckering nipples and the building heat between her thighs.

         What. The. Hell?

         “Um, excuse me.” She slid off the stool and stumbled in the process. After she laughed at herself and hid her gaze from him, she beelined it toward the bathroom across the bar. Once inside, she turned on the water and placed her hands underneath to cool off. She looked into the mirror, finding her cheeks flushed, her eyes glossy and full of heat. Maybe those chocolate martinis had an aphrodisiac effect. Because…holy hell!

         She stayed in the bathroom probably longer than necessary. When she came out, she nearly walked into Mr. Crooked Smile. He caught her by the waist to steady her, and when his hands tightened on her hips something overcame her, an emotion she could not control. His touch was warm and strong, and his potent stare pulled her in until she looked into his eyes intimately.

         He arched an eyebrow. “All right?”

         “Why are you waiting here for me?” she managed.

         His smile was gentle and sweet, and on a big tough guy looked mouthwateringly delicious. “You’ve been in there a while. Feeling okay?”

         She stared at him. For some reason she was immensely touched by his kindness, and she suddenly couldn’t remember all the reasons she didn’t want a man in her life. “God, you’re so hot.” She grabbed his face and kissed him. Passionately. With tongue.

         A low masculine sound that tickled her in the best places rose from deep in his chest. Then her back hit the wall. Hard. Shock and desire flooded her as he threaded one hand into her hair, then claimed her mouth. Owned it, with every hard press of his lips and swirl of his tongue.

         When she began nearly climbing up his body, a moment of clarity hit her, and she broke away with a gasp. “What in the hell are we doing?” she asked, staring at his mouth, and wanting desperately to have more of it. “You’re a stranger.” A naughty stranger.

         “I believe you kissed me,” he said in a voice so low goose bumps rose on her arms, and a smile so sexy it should come with a warning label. “And were doing a fine job of it.”

         “Ahem.”

         Still in the man’s arms, Peyton turned, finding Kinsley staring at them with her arms folded.

         “So,” Kinsley said with a sly smile. “I see you’ve met my brother, Boone.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         Detective Boone Knight was an ass man.

         Or he had been until Peyton Kerr—the woman currently standing by the window of her lingerie shop, Uptown Girl—rolled into town a month ago and kissed the hell out of him. After that, he’d become an entire body man. Every inch of Peyton drew his attention and brought him to full attention.

         A surprise, even to him.

         Ever since his marriage ended two years ago, he’d preferred his relationships be fleeting. He had no intention of getting married again. He’d tried the marriage thing and failed epically, no need for a repeat. But he wanted this five-foot-five woman with the soulful hazel eyes, long blond hair, and perfectly curved body in his bed—and he’d already figured that one time probably wouldn’t be enough. But since that one hot kiss, she’d done her best to stay clear of him, when all he wanted to do was re-create that moment.

         Not that he understood her distance. She wanted him close. He saw her responding interest in the way her gaze ate him up. Christ, he swore he could damn near smell her pheromones running wild when he stood next to her.

         “Focusing on the dead might be better than the living at the moment.”

         Boone’s brain snapped back to its proper position in his head. He glanced at his lifelong friend and fellow detective, Rhett West. Dark haired and dark eyed, Rhett had always been an imposing guy, even as a kid. “The scenery is distracting,” Boone admitted.

         Rhett shook his head with a laugh. “You’re such a fucking goner.”

         Yeah, Boone was, and he knew it. Peyton had gotten into his head, and by all appearances, she wasn’t even trying. That one kiss had played on his mind constantly. He wanted more.

         He also became aware of the crowd outside being forced off the sidewalk by the yellow tape. Even from where he stood, he saw the concern on the faces he recognized outside. People he knew growing up. His high school principal was there. The lady who owned the flower shop a few blocks down. Even the receptionist from the doctor’s office was in the crowd.

         Stoney Creek was a small town. Everyone knew each other. And from experience, Boone knew that as soon as word got out that there was a murder, calls would start coming in about neighbors, old boyfriends, and enemies ratting each other out. But he also knew fear would run rampant in the town he loved and served to protect.

         Reminding himself of the job he needed to do, he gave Peyton one last look as she rubbed Kinsley’s back. His sister was sitting on the floor next to Peyton. Her head was over a bucket, her long chocolate-brown hair hanging over the sides. All of which didn’t surprise him. His baby sister had a weak stomach on the best of days. “Catch me up,” he said to Rhett.

         “Peyton opened the shop this morning. Kinsley was with her,” Rhett reported. “That’s when they found the body.”

         Boone turned his attention to the matter at hand. A few inches away from his boots lay a blond woman in a pool of her own blood. She looked in her mid-twenties, and by her body position, Boone suspected she had no idea the shot was coming. He couldn’t see any defensive wounds on her hands. Her clothes were all in place, making him believe the murder wasn’t sexually motivated.

         Doing what he did best, he surveyed the scene. The lingerie shop was narrow and long and set into one of the historic buildings on Main Street. The walls were painted hot pink, with blood spatter now. In the front of the store was a sales counter and white tables set out with the lacy garments, but the victim lay in the back storage room, where a small desk sat with a computer monitor on top. The back building door was closed, and nothing seemed out of place, except for the deceased woman.

         Behind the woman, the crime scene technicians were already processing the murder. “First thoughts?” Boone asked no one in particular.

         “I’d say it’s a robbery gone wrong,” the third member of their rat pack growing up, Detective Asher Sullivan, said as he walked in through the back door from the parking lot with latex gloves on his hands. His blond hair was styled and gelled, and his eyes were a bright green.

         They’d all become best friends in grade school—the three troublemakers back then, who all ended up in law enforcement one way or another, and now tended to work together often.

         Asher stopped near the body and gestured at the safe not far from the victim. “Broken into and emptied.”

         Boone squatted down, getting closer to the woman’s lifeless body. He kept his hands on his thighs, careful not to touch her, knowing full well if he did even with gloves, the medical examiner would serve him up for dinner. “A shot to the back of the head doesn’t shout robbery.” No, a shot where the victim wasn’t looking at the killer typically meant the shooter felt guilt, not wanting to look at the victim when the life faded from her eyes.

         Rhett peered into the safe, then turned around. “Why hit a lingerie shop? The petty cash can’t be worth killing someone over.”

         Boone agreed with a firm nod. He’d moved to New York City in his twenties and worked for the New York City PD for ten years. In those years, he’d seen crimes in the city that would always haunt him. A small, coastal Maine town like Stoney Creek didn’t have the gang violence or murders like New York City. Murders were few and far between here, with most being domestic, or resulting from organized crime in surrounding areas. Rapes were even less common. Minor robberies, thefts, and burglaries tended to be what Boone spent his days investigating. Which was a far cry from his time in the NYPD. The blood, the cruelty, the hate—Boone had seen enough death to last him a lifetime. He straightened, shoving his hands into his pockets. “And why hit this shop with a busy club next door?” Kinsley’s jazz club, Whiskey Blues, would have cash on hand, and a lot of it, compared to what the lingerie shop had.

         Asher made a note on his pad, then clicked his pen closed. “I agree. Something about this one feels odd.”

         Anything odd was never a good thing, and the tension spilling out from Rhett and Asher mirrored what Boone felt too.

         The back door didn’t appear broken into, but the residents in Stoney Creek didn’t lock their doors. Boone couldn’t pinpoint what bothered him about what he was seeing here, but something made his skin crawl. And that sensation he trusted, telling him there was more going on here than first appearances.

         He parted his lips to say as such, when a high voice snapped, “Stop right where you are.” Marissa, the five-foot-one, short-haired brunette fireball medical examiner entered the back room. “You better not have touched a single thing.”

         With a smirk, Boone leaned against the doorframe, folding his arms. Marissa believed in protocol with a capital P. Her compulsive disorder had served her well and made her one hell of an ME.

         “Is this still enough for you?” Rhett mused, grinning from ear to ear.

         She studied him, her thin lips pinching tight. “Your mouth is moving, so no.”

         Rhett laughed softly.

         Marissa placed her bag down near Boone, then waved them out of the back room. “Get gone.” She believed in spirts, in energies, and she needed quiet when she worked to allow the victims to speak to her.

         Boone never questioned her method, no matter that more than once he questioned her sanity. Marissa never missed a damn thing, and he’d seen her attention to detail send criminals to jail. “You’ll be in touch when you have your findings?”

         “Yeah. Yeah.” Marissa flicked her hand at him again, solely focused on the victim now.

         Boone went to turn away, when the air in the room shifted slightly, becoming thicker, harder to inhale. It came as no surprise after a quick look back, he found Peyton staring at him. When they met that first night in the club, he’d been curious about the gorgeous woman who’d walked through the doors looking a little lost and edgy. But lately, for reasons he couldn’t figure out, his curiosity had gone from mild to hard-core all too quickly. She had this hold over him he couldn’t explain, even to himself.

         Needing answers that only she could give him, Boone headed Peyton’s way. She wasn’t the typical blond bombshell. There was an undeniable softness about her. A sweetness, even. Her long hair resembled the color of honey, and his fingers twitched to tangle in their strands. But the ghosts in the depths of her rich hazel eyes were what held him tight. Heartbreak was a pain he understood. And any sort of sadness on her pretty face made him damn near clamor to make her smile.

         When he finally reached her, he studied her calmness, surprised she didn’t look more rattled at finding a woman murdered in her shop this morning. “All right?” he asked.

         Peyton’s pink lips parted.

         “Hell no, I’m not all right,” his sister snapped, still sitting on the floor, head still in the bucket. “I just barfed my brains out.” She finally lifted her head, soft eyes meeting Boone’s. Her skin went sheet white and she smacked her hand over her mouth. “Nope. Not ready to talk yet. It’ll happen again.”

         Peyton knelt next to Kinsley, rubbing her back, and said in a soothing voice, “Remember, think about something else—like that funny story you were telling me about earlier.”

         Boone watched the exchange closely. Every time he saw Peyton, she’d reveal a little more about herself. Which admittedly wasn’t much. All he’d gotten out of her was that she lived in Seattle before moving to Stoney Creek. But right now, he’d bet money that in Seattle she’d been in the medical field. She had the touch.

         A touch he desperately wanted.

         When Kinsley gagged, he glanced at his baby sister, and his chest tightened. Last night, Kinsley had been working behind the bar at Whiskey Blues. Far too close to this murder for his liking. “You’ll need to give your statements, but feel free to wait outside until then,” he said.

         “Thank fucking God.” Kinsley stood up, white faced, her dark hair a wild mess, and beelined for the door. One foot outside, she looked back at him. “I don’t know how you do this as a job. Seriously, Boone, it’s gross.”

         He snorted at his sister. Law enforcement was in his blood. Boone was a cop, so were his father and grandfather. Kinsley seemed to have skipped that gene.

         Peyton watched Kinsley leave. She finally turned to Boone and gave him the sweet playful smile she’d given him for a month now. “I guess I’ll see you later.” She turned.

         Yeah, right.

         Boone snagged her wrist gently and watched her closely. Like every time he got close, she inhaled sharply, an obvious shiver running down her spine. Her pretty eyes flicked to his. And held.

         He was blinded by the heat between them, wanting desperately to give her everything she wanted and more. Because he wanted all those same things.

         She finally blinked and those eyes became haunted. Instincts were 90 percent of being a good detective. Boone had honed his instincts through the ten years he’d spent with the NYPD—five as a beat cop and five more as a detective—and the last two years he’d worked in Stoney Creek as a detective. Those instincts told him now that this death had brought a memory of another death in her life. “Before you head out,” he murmured, unable to let her wrist go, “were there any signs of a break-in when you came in this morning?”

         She shook her head and licked her lips, taking a step toward him.

         Damn, he ached to close the distance. He stared at that pretty mouth, and he realized he stroked the inside of her wrist, earning him another shiver. He couldn’t fight his slight grin. If he could do that by a soft swipe of his finger, he knew he could make her shiver even deeper once he really touched her. Then he’d make her scream. His name, preferably.

         But like a vault door slamming shut, she took a step back, all the heat vanishing from her expression. “The front door was locked, nothing seemed out of place. I don’t know about the back door.”

         Boone gently released her wrist and shoved his hands into his pockets to ensure he didn’t reach for her again. “Do you know the victim?”

         Peyton shook her head. “I don’t know her personally. I think she works for DX Industrial Cleaning. They always come after I close up, so I never meet the person they send.”

         “Do they have a key?” he asked.

         She nodded. “Yeah, I gave them a copy when I first hired the company.”

         “That’s good to know.” He took a mental note to ensure someone talked with the cleaning agency before moving along. “Have you seen anyone strange hanging around the shop or anything like that?”

         “No one. Nothing.” She dropped her head and sighed before addressing him again. “Do you think whoever did this will come back?”

         Boone considered. He didn’t want her to worry, but he never believed in sugarcoating things either. “Honestly, we won’t know anything until we investigate further.” Yeah, that was his bullshit standard cop answer, and she knew it, giving him a frown. To ease her worries, he added, “Right now, this looks like a botched robbery. It could very well be that, unless you have enemies—”

         “God, of course I don’t,” she sputtered. “I don’t even have people who dislike me. Seriously, my life in Seattle was boring as hell.”

         He doubted anything about Peyton Kerr was boring. “All right,” he said, glancing back at the blood beneath the victim. “The crime techs should wrap up everything by tonight. I’ll arrange for a cleaning crew to come in and get you back open tomorrow morning.”

         “Thank you,” she said with clear gratitude and gave him that sexy smile again.

         Christ. His cock twitched. What inappropriate timing. But that smile unraveled him. Every damn time.

         “Come on, Peyton.” Asher suddenly sidled up next to Boone. “Let’s go make sure Kinsley isn’t puking in your flowerpots. I’ll drive you both back to her place and take your statements there.”

         “Great,” Peyton said, all too calmly.

         At that, Asher’s brows furrowed. Boone understood perfectly. Her calmness wasn’t typical and that raised questions that needed answering. While he was pretty sure that Peyton had nothing to do with this murder, there was a dead body in her shop, and her reactions were unusual.

         She turned her smile onto Boone again. “Bye.”

         He nodded his goodbye, watching her carefully as she strode away, leaving a trail of her sugary-scented perfume. That scent. That ass. Those damn pretty eyes had him itching to slide one hand along her back and yank her tight to him, while the other tangled into her hair as he kissed her, until she went all soft against him. All of which was entirely inappropriate.

         When she reached the door, she turned and gave him a loaded look. Then she was gone, with Asher walking behind her.

         Peyton had secrets. Whether those secrets related to the murdered victim on the floor of her shop or not was something he would find out.

         Boone hadn’t had a cold case for over two years. He didn’t intend to break his record now.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Three hours later, with her hair dripping wet against her back, Peyton got out of the claw-foot bathtub after washing off the horror of the morning. Asher had driven them back to Kinsley’s house in his big, loud truck, and took Peyton’s statement while they sat in the living room of Kinsley’s home. He’d spent a good half hour asking questions that got him “I don’t know” answers. He obviously realized Peyton knew nothing and he sent her on her way. After that, he began interviewing Kinsley, taping the entire thing and taking notes, probably getting more “I don’t know” answers. Poor guy.

         Dressed, and wishing her sundress were comfy pajamas, Peyton strode down the narrow hallway full of old century charm. The soft yellow paint on the walls led to white baseboards and worn hardwood floors. There were photographs on the walls of the Knight family, both Kinsley’s and Boone’s faces adorning the hallway. Peyton didn’t know much about their parents, but she got the feeling this was originally their house, not Kinsley’s.

         Moving on down the hallway, Peyton passed a bedroom with a white metal-framed headboard with a flower-patterned duvet. The bed was set in between two large windows with white sheer curtains on either side. When she came to the next room, curiosity led her inside. Against the far wall was a newel post bed and on the opposite were awards resting on shelves.

         
             

            BOONE KNIGHT

            MVP

             

         

         An award for baseball. Another one for football. She ran her fingers over the gold plaque on each award and smiled. Boone had apparently been quite the athlete as a kid. Which she supposed wasn’t too shocking with that hot bod of his. The man was a six-foot-two gorgeous distraction.

         He also happened to be the man Peyton had been neatly avoiding.

         Not because she didn’t want him. God, did she want him. The attraction was there and strong, and for reasons unknown to her, she couldn’t seem to help herself where it came to him. But, still, Adam had only been gone a year. The last thing she wanted to do was lead anyone on. She couldn’t be the girlfriend, the future wife, or the mother of anyone’s children. She wasn’t ready to move on, not by a long shot.

         Therefore, she did what any sane woman would do—avoided him. That seemed to work for the last month.

         Until today, of course.

         She sighed, hoping to expel all the confusion that Boone brought to her head and body. Then she left the bedroom and moved down the hallway. When she reached the dark wood-stained staircase, she heard the soft voices drifting up from downstairs.

         “How well do you know Peyton?” Asher asked.

         Peyton froze on the stairs, her breath catching in her throat, heart nearly jumping out of her chest.

         “We met the first night she moved here,” Kinsley answered.

         That night seemed like a lifetime ago. Peyton had arrived to town feeling unsure and unsteady, but now—even after her moment of craziness where she kissed a complete stranger—life had settled. Kinsley had been instrumental in making the grand opening of Uptown Girl a success. The girl knew business—after all, she’d turned Whiskey Blues into the favorite watering hole in Stoney Creek. Because of her kindness, and having businesses next to each other, they’d been inseparable since that day.

         Kinsley paused, then added, “But it’s like I’ve known her forever, if that makes any sense.”

         Peyton smiled, the strands of her broken heart knitting back together. She felt the same way. Maybe even more so after today, once again reminded how fragile life was. She’d taken Adam for granted before, thinking she’d have forever with him. She’d never take anything or anyone for granted again.

         Asher hesitated, maybe taking a note, then asked, “Has she talked to you about her past at all?”

         “Well, I wouldn’t say that exactly,” Kinsley responded.

         Peyton’s stomach sank as she stared down the dark wooden staircase. All morning she’d fought to keep her expressions neutral, but seeing that poor murdered woman brought back her own feelings of grief about Adam’s passing.

         “What would you say?” Asher asked Kinsley.

         “I’d say that she seems like a very nice woman who has recently gone through a heartbreak. And don’t ask me what kind of heartbreak. I don’t know. What I do know is that today was like watching Mary Poppins discover a murder at her shop.”

         “All right,” Asher drawled. “If you think of anything else, call.”

         “You know I will,” Kinsley said.

         There was rustling indicating they both rose from the couch before Asher asked, a little softer this time, “And you? Are you all right?”

         “Yeah, I’m okay now, thanks,” Kinsley answered.

         That’s when Peyton continued to move down the stairs. Better to interrupt now than to have them find her standing on the staircase like an idiot.

         When she reentered the modest-sized living room, Kinsley had more color to her face. Asher stood near the fireplace with the white mantel. “All done?” she asked Asher.

         He nodded, folding closed his notepad and placing it in his back pocket. “Yeah. We’re good for now. I’ll reach out if any other questions come up.”

         “Okay, great,” Peyton said. “If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know.”

         Asher inclined his head and smiled before heading for the door. He seemed nice, really maybe the softest one out of the three guys.

         Kinsley followed him, and after their goodbyes, she shut the door and locked it. When Kinsley turned around, she was frowning. “I guess you heard all that?”

         “The last bit, yeah.” Peyton nodded.

         “Thought so.” Kinsley smiled gently, dropping her head back against the door. “So, listen, I had to answer his question honestly for the investigation and all, but your life before this one isn’t anything we need to talk about if you don’t want to. You know that, right?”

         “I do now.” Peyton smiled back. God, she liked Kinsley. This is what she wanted back in Seattle. To live happily in the moment. Being a lonely widow who lost everything because of a tragic car accident was something she left behind. This was her fresh start, and she was taking it.

         “All right, so that awfulness is over,” said Kinsley, pushing away from the door. “I’ll grab us some glasses and a bottle of wine. We deserve it. Wanna go find us something mind-numbing to watch on Netflix?”

         “On it.” Peyton turned to do just that, when a picture on the table near the bay window caught her eye. Boone was in his teens in this photograph, obviously on the football field. Damn, he was hot back then too. Something in his eyes was different, though. They looked a little warmer in the picture. Less jaded, maybe. Hell, hers probably looked just as jaded now.

         “He was—”

         Peyton screamed and jumped a foot off the floor, clutching at her chest. “Oh, my God, don’t do that, Kinsley.”

         Kinsley burst out laughing, holding two glasses and a bottle of chardonnay. “Sorry. My bad. I thought you heard me come in. I guess we’ll be on edge for a couple days.”

         Peyton nodded, pressing her hands to her racing heart. “No horror flicks for a while.”

         Kinsley continued to laugh as she sidled up next to Peyton. “Before I almost gave you a heart attack, I was going to say that Boone could have gone into the NFL if he’d wanted, but he followed our father into law enforcement instead.”

         “Really?”

         “Yup.” Kinsley pointed to another frame on the table. “Around here, law enforcement is a way of life. My dad’s a cop. His dad was a cop. And since we lived here at my grandparents’ house, Boone lived and breathed police life.”

         Peyton glanced around, reassessing. “Oh, this is your grandparents’ house?” Maybe that explained the choice of flowered wallpaper instead of paint, and the older-style furnishings. Not that the house and design weren’t cute; they just weren’t Kinsley.

         “The house has been in the family for years,” Kinsley explained, moving farther into the living room. “When Grandpa passed a few years ago, Dad moved out and gave this house to Boone and me.” She sat down on the dark gray couch, placing the bottle and glasses on the table. “Boone was living in New York City then, but he moved back a couple years ago. He stayed with me for a year and then moved out. So now this beauty is all mine.”

         “Lucky you; it’s so charming.”

         “And don’t I know it.” Kinsley uncorked the wine. “It needs new paint, new furniture, but it’s also my grandparents, so I have a hard time changing any of it.”

         “I get that.” Peyton couldn’t change anything after Adam died. She had to actually leave the state for a fresh start.

         Kinsley began pouring the wine into a glass. “Boone was super close to our grandpa. He acts a lot like him. You know, calm, cool, collected, just taking everything in stride like nothing ever bothers him.”

         Peyton gave Boone’s childhood pictures one last look before dropping down next to Kinsley on the couch, pulling her legs up. “He does seem pretty steady.”

         “He’s even more so since he moved back from New York City and left his ex-wife, Chelsea, behind.” Kinsley offered Peyton a glass.

         Divorced? “I didn’t know he was divorced.”

         “Boone’s past is a sore spot. No one likes to talk about it,” Kinsley said, watching Peyton closely and sipping her wine. She finally lowered her glass to her leg and added, “Boone and Chelsea were high school sweethearts, together since the first month of her junior year. Her brother Scott was Boone’s friend, so feathers were ruffled for a bit, but that all got smoothed over eventually. They were married here, then moved out to New York City because Chelsea wanted a life in the Big Apple.”

         Interesting. And maybe explained the jaded look in his eyes. “What happened between them?” Peyton asked, before regretting it, considering Kinsley grinned at her blatant interest.

         Kinsley paused to examine Peyton and then lifted a shoulder. “I feel weird talking about it because it’s not my story to tell, so I’ll just say my brother left as one guy and came back another. What happened between them was bad. Really bad.” She took a long sip of her wine, then added, “He’s better now. You’ve seen that. He’s just…”—she shrugged—“different. He once loved love. Now I can’t imagine him ever wanting to have another serious relationship.”

         “I can understand that.” Peyton looked down at her glass, understanding that completely. Love hurt. Really hurt. She wasn’t looking to relive that pain ever again. Hell, she was only recently able to do more than just breathe and force herself out of bed. Her heart clenched, threatening to flip to expose all the weak spots. She eased the tension with a long sip of her wine.

         She knew a big part of feeling better was the town of Stoney Creek. The friendly people, the fresh ocean air, the stunning views, the town itself made you want to live again and face each day with a smile. And everyone in town had welcomed her in, all showing up at the grand opening with pies, cookies, and buying items to support her.

         “Yeah, sometimes love isn’t always flowers and sunshine,” Kinsley agreed, giving a soft understanding smile. A telling one that she knew something was brewing there with Peyton and Boone. She’d already given her approval the day she found Peyton kissing Boone.

         “Yes, I know my brother is hot to every woman but me,” Kinsley said outside the bar. “You can date him. Sleep with him. Do whatever with him. Because, the thing is, if he hurts you, since I’m his sister that means I have the right to hurt him back. And believe me, I have honed my kick-him-in-the-nuts skills.”

         That night they’d laughed. Peyton hadn’t thought about it much since a relationship was the last thing on her mind. But now…well, now it seemed Boone had been hurt too. And the H-O-T detective that made her belly flip flop seemed like the perfect Mr. Right Now. She couldn’t do love. The idea of sex—with Boone—didn’t make her cringe and want to hide. And anything that felt good lately was welcome a thousand times over.

         “All right,” Kinsley said, breaking into Peyton’s thoughts. “We’ve had a terribly sad morning we need to forget.” She picked up the remote control and her wineglass. “To watching Friends and getting drunk.”

         Peyton clinked her glass and laughed. “I like this plan already.”

         Today would certainly end differently than she expected. But wasn’t that life?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Late into the afternoon, Boone entered Flaming Pie, a family-run diner that had the best pie in Maine but also served a perfect cup of coffee. The place was basically a long rectangle with a thin free-standing black table resting over metal stools. Typically, Boone found students and people using the space as their personal office. Today, he found the shop quiet, only a few people working on their laptops, when he reached the glass counter full of every pie known to man, and some that Danny, the owners’ twenty-year-old son, created. The peanut butter and s’mores pie was a town favorite.

         “Solve the murder yet?” Danny asked as Boone reached him.

         “Not yet.” He gestured behind him. “Has it been this quiet all day?”

         “Yeah.” Danny sighed. “My mom refuses to leave the house. She didn’t want me coming in, but you know I can’t stay away.”

         Boone nodded. “And I’m sure as hell glad you can’t. I need coffee.”

         “The usual?”

         “Yeah.”

         Danny turned, fetching the coffees that the team came in every day and ordered.

         Boone hoped to hell this murder didn’t affect businesses in town. He glanced out the big window at the front of the store watching people hurrying down the street. No one seemed to be taking in the scenery today, which of course he understood. His thoughts kept circling back to the murder scene, trying to find anything he missed. They needed the crime scene techs to report on their findings. This part in the case, the waiting for all the evidence to get processed, was frustrating.

         “Today is on the house,” Danny said. “Get that murder solved, all right?”

         Boone gave a firm nod and accepted the coffees. “Thanks. We’re on it.”

         With a final goodbye, he left the coffee shop then crossed the road. He held the tray of coffees steady and approached the brown-bricked police station on the corner of Main Street, right in the heart of Stoney Creek’s downtown. He basked in the sunny day, glad to get out in the fresh air for a few moments.

         “Boone. Boone.”

         He sighed and shut his eyes, silently cursing in his head. MaryJane Abbott, the woman who made it a habit of getting into people’s business. “Good afternoon, MaryJane,” he said, turning to her with a smile.

         “It is not a good afternoon at all,” MaryJane said. She was all curly purple hair, bright red lipstick, and wrinkles. “This murder is just awful.” She leaned in and said, “It’s that new girl, isn’t it? Peyton, that’s her name.”

         “No, ma’am,” Boone countered, understanding that her worry came from fear. “Peyton is a lovely woman. She’s not involved in any way with this murder. Besides that, the shop belongs to her.” Of course, Boone only suspected the murder had nothing to do with Peyton, but he’d bet all he had that Peyton didn’t have a bad bone in her sexy as hell body. Besides, if Peyton’s image needed protecting, it was from MaryJane. The woman would crush Peyton with gossip.

         MaryJane frowned. “This is just terrible, so bad for our community.”

         “You don’t need to worry.” Boone cupped her shoulder, hoping to reassure her. “You’re safe. We’re on the case and we’ll solve it as quick as we can. You can trust in that, can’t you?”

         “Yes.” MaryJane nodded. “Yes, of course.” She reached into her huge purse and took out a container. “I made cookies and wanted to drop them by for all the hard work you boys do. You’ll bring them in?”

         “That’s awfully kind of you, ma’am.” He took the container. “Thank you. The guys will sure appreciate it.”

         “Okay, yes, work hard, then. Goodbye.” She turned and used her walker to cross the street as efficiently as she stopped Boone to get her questions answered.

         Now with cookies in addition to the coffees, Boone hurried toward the station, not wanting to get stopped again. In a few long strides, he entered Stoney Creek Police Department. The interior of the station lacked the warmth found outside with its historic architecture. The walls were a pale blue, and the air was stuffy and dry. Cubicles were to the left and right with two jail cells and the processing unit at the back of the building. Stoney Creek PD was used primarily as a drunk tank, or if anyone needed time to cool off before being sent on their way. Anything more serious, they booked the criminal and sent him or her to Whitby Falls, the neighboring city with the larger jail, to await his or her time before the judge. Offices lined the outside walls. One of those belonged to Boone, with Asher’s and Rhett’s offices on either side of his. But Boone turned left and headed into the command center, where any complex investigation happened.

         When he entered the long rectangular room, Asher had already set up the whiteboards for photographic evidence. On the top of the whiteboard read: LAUREN FRANCIS. Standing alongside Asher was Stoney Creek’s chief of police, and Boone’s father, Hank Knight. His father had the Knights’ signature blue eyes that most times looked gray, brown hair cut military style, and wide shoulders.

         “Is that our victim?” Boone asked, gesturing at the board.

         Asher reached for one of the coffees. “Yeah, we heard from her employer today that her parents had called them looking for her.” He pointed at the container. “What’s that?”

         “Cookies from MaryJane for our hard work.” Boone set them down on the meeting room table.

         “She might be nosy as hell, but she can bake a mean cookie,” his father said, opening the container to take one.

         Asher grabbed one too and then he opened the flip on his coffee cup. “Back to the victim, she’s twenty-five years old. New resident. She’s lived here six months, renting one of the condos not far from the lingerie shop.” He paused to take a sip of his coffee, then handed Boone a photograph. “Notice anything?”

         Boone leaned against the table and examined the photograph and then he blinked to ensure he was seeing things correctly. Sadly, he was. “She looks like Peyton.” He handed the photo to his father.

         “My thoughts exactly,” said Asher. “Could be a coincidence, but—”

         “We hate coincidences,” Boone finished, not liking that particular thought.

         “What do we know about Peyton?” Hank asked, reaching for another cookie. His father wasn’t working the case, but as the leader of their small station, he’d want to stay in the know. “Other than that she’s from Seattle, of course.”

         “That’s about as much as I know,” Boone stated. And he hated that fact too. He wanted to find out all the places that made her squirm.

         Hank cocked his head, examining Boone in a fatherly way. “I thought you two had something going on.”

         Boone hadn’t been quiet about his intent toward Peyton. He let both Rhett and Asher know to keep their hands off her that night he met her in Kinsley’s bar. His father must have heard the guys razzing him at the station for the past month about her shutting him out. Or Kinsley told him. Either way, Boone said, “That’s not relevant toward this case.” He turned to Asher, ignoring his father’s chuckle, and asked, “Did Peyton give you anything when you interviewed her?”

         Asher slowly shook his head, then pinned the victim’s photograph onto the whiteboard. “Negative. She knew nothing of the victim or about the victim.”

         Soon this board would be filled with crime scene photos and suspects. “And you believed her?” Hank asked.

         “Yeah,” Asher said. “My gut tells me she’s not involved in any way.”

         Sure, Boone felt that way, but his lines were blurred when it came to that woman. He knew that. And that’s why he also knew he wouldn’t take lead on this case.

         “All right then,” said Hank, crossing his arms over his plaid button-up, tapping his boot-covered foot against the hard floor. His tell for deep thinking. “What else have we got so far?”

         Asher handed the thin file to Hank. “Absolute shit. I couldn’t find much about our victim. She grew up here, moved away, and then came back. Been working as a cleaning lady since she moved back into town because a friend of her parents owns the business. Rhett’s there with her family now, delivering the news to them.”

         Rhett always delivered the news. Rhett could be hard when needed. So could Boone. Didn’t mean the process wasn’t shit.

         Hank flipped the file open and looked through the documents for a moment. “Let me make sure I’ve got this all right. We’ve got a young woman found dead in a lingerie shop. The owner of that shop has no connection to the victim. We’ve got a safe broken into and emptied. Have I got that right?”

         Asher finished the sip of coffee he’d taken and nodded. “Sounds right.”

         Hank closed the file and handed it to Boone. “That’s a start. Keep me updated on this one.” To Asher, he said, “I’ve got something else for you to do this afternoon, if you can get away.” In other words, that meant that the chief had something sensitive. Asher was good with the sensitive matters. His father glanced sideways at Boone. “Stay on the sideline, all right? Let Rhett take the lead in case we go to trial.”

         Boone nodded, fully aware of the conflict of interest. If it were up to him, the conflict of interest would become even greater soon.

         Hank glanced at the victim again, sighed, then looked at Boone. “The newspaper is going to be all over this one. Keep your personal relationship out of it. No mistakes. A nice, clean investigation.”

         Bonne accepted the order with a firm nod. Once, he’d allowed his emotions to cloud his judgment, a mistake he’d never let happen again. As his father left the office, Boone’s mind drifted back to the memory he kept close to ensure he never forgot to keep his head on right during an investigation.

         
            The call came in at nine o’clock on Boone’s day off. The chief of police required a meeting immediately. Already on edge, Boone suspected something was up. But when he arrived at the station late in the morning, and no one would look him in the eye, Boone was convinced—trouble was brewing. He followed the chief of police into the interrogation room, locking eyes with the man leaning against the wall, arms folded over his fancy suit.

            “Boone Knight?” the man asked.

            Boone nodded, looking for any sign in the room of why he got called in. All he found was a file folder resting on the rectangular table screwed into the floor. “That’s right. And you are?”

            The man moved forward, resting his hands against the back of the steel chair. “I’m FBI agent Nicolas Lomax. Take a seat.”

            Boone glanced at the chief again, and he avoided Boone’s gaze, moving to the other wall, leaning against it, head bowed.

            Suddenly the cold room with the gray painted walls and long one-way mirror seemed ever colder. “What’s this all about?” Boone asked, his jaw muscles twitching as he took a seat on the cool metal chair.

            The Fed opened a file and placed a paper in front of Boone, pointing to a name. “Do you recognize the name?”

            Scott Lovett. “Yeah, Scott’s my brother-in-law.” Boone glanced up, staring into the Fed’s eyes, not liking the way he looked at him like he was some two-bit criminal. “How about we skip the games and you tell me why you’ve brought me in here?” he demanded.

            The Fed handed him another document. “You’re here because, interestingly enough, your brother-in-law made a half mill on the stock market yesterday.”

            The floor dropped from under Boone, his fingers pressing tight against the table holding him steady as he inspected the financial document before him.

            “And more importantly,” the Fed continued, “we’ve got evidence he’s doing insider trading, with information that likely came from you.”

            The chief pushed away from the wall then. His gaze was strong on Boone, disappointment shining in his eyes. “There are two ways you’re walking out of here, Knight. One, taking a lie detector test to prove your innocence and explain how the fuck this happened. Two, in handcuffs. Take your pick.”

         

         Boone had chosen option number one. He passed the lie detector test, and he’d returned to his hometown with his tail tucked between his legs, leaving Chelsea back in New York City, with his brother-in-law in jail, his marriage ruined, and all the good he’d done at the NYPD long forgotten. The stain of his brother-in-law’s actions had been all that anyone had seen after that.

         For the past two years, he’d crossed every T and dotted every I to prove himself.

         With a long sigh, he sidled next to Asher, studying the photograph. Being a detective was mostly instincts, and a little bit of smarts. And his instincts didn’t like how much the victim looked like Peyton. For his peace of mind, he asked Asher, “Did anything Peyton say in the interview make you believe she could possibly be a target here?”
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