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    Dedication:
Veterans, thank you for your service. 
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Blurb
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He’s a veteran striving to overcome his demons.

––––––––
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She’s a divorcee clawing her way out of despair.

––––––––
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When she and her family’s prize racehorse are threatened, the two are forced out of their hidey-holes to ward off the enemy.  

––––––––
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Divorce Moved Her to Despair, But Now She Has A New Chance at Love

After a devastating divorce, Peyton Crown is finally surfacing from a dark hole of despair. She finds herself hoping for a new life with Mason ‘Storm’ Starr, her brother’s best friend.

>>>Striving to Overcome His Demons, He Seeks Solitude In The Country

Storm’s intent is simple: hide in the quiet confines of his best friend’s family horse ranch in Kentucky. The perfect place to sort out his life after walking away from the Army and fight his internal demons. His solitude is interrupted by his buddy’s little sister. The chemistry between them is off the charts, and he willingly surrenders the battle.

>>>Enemies Threaten To Upturn The Family’s Kentucky Derby Ambitions

The Crown family begins receiving threats, just weeks before the Kentucky Derby. The overprotective men in Peyton’s life vow to keep 24/7 tabs on her and the family’s prize horse—Prince Bourbonville—a hopeful for the next Triple Crown. Circumstances arise that threaten to keep Peyton and Prince away from the derby, but Storm and her brother Coach are determined they’ll attend, no matter the sacrifice.

>>>Missing the Crown Jewels is a thrilling and heartwarming romance novel that will leave you wanting more!

*****
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Want to stay connected? 

If you'd like to be the first to find out about my new releases or book deals, please sign up for my newsletter.

SIGN UP for Valerie J. Clarizio's Newsletter!
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Chapter One
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"Okay Peyton, since you won't put on your big girl panties and saddle up since your divorce, Brittiany and I took the liberty and checked out this new guy we met at the country club. He's perfect for you."

The air drained from Peyton's lungs. Why did her friends think it necessary to keep trying to set her up? Peyton shook her head. "Please tell me you're lying and he's not coming here tonight."

Lauren's smile stretched from ear to ear. "He is, and you are going to thank us when you see him. He's so cute. If not for Warner, I would have kept him for myself."

Peyton sprang to her feet, but Lauren snatched up her arm before she could turn and run out of the bar. When, or if, she were ever again interested in a guy, a man like the one sitting at the end of the bar, Storm Starr, would be at the top of her list even though he was her brother's best friend. But there was no use thinking about him. A handsome, tough, ex-military guy like that would surely want a smart, self-assured woman, not one like her, not one who was so easily made a fool by her ex-husband. She'd caught Storm staring at her on occasion with interest in his eyes, and he seemed to show up everywhere she goes lately. What's that all about? 

Lauren tugged on Peyton's arm, snapping her out of her reverie. "Come on. Just meet the guy. Give him a chance. What could it hurt?"

"No. I don't want to. I'm not ready."

"Peyton, it's been three years since your divorce. Don't let one jerk prevent you from finding Mr. Right and sharing your life with someone who will make you happy. Someone who will love you for the wonderful person you are."

Peyton swung her gaze from Lauren to her friend Brittiany hoping to find support, but Brittiany nodded. "Lauren's right. It's time to hop back up on the saddle and take a chance."

Her gaze shifted to the door. The lingering effects of the last disaster of a relationship still haunted her daily, and she knew she should make a run for it, but her feet stayed in place. She was lonely and scared. Real lonely. 

"Please, just meet him. We're not asking you to marry him." 

Lauren's pleading eyes convinced Peyton to sit. 

Lauren glanced at her phone. "Warner just texted. They'll be here in five minutes."

Peyton expelled a breath. Her body quivered. She still had time to dash out. 

"Wait until you see him. He's handsome and friendly, too," Lauren assured her. 

Curiosity was getting the better of Peyton, and the idea of not being lonely anymore was appealing even when weighed against the fact she'd been taken for a fool in her last and only real relationship. But in the end, that wasn't a real relationship. It was all a ploy by her ex-husband to get her dad's money. Tyler had needed cash to dig himself out of the financial predicament in which he'd buried himself. Thank goodness her dad caught on before it was too late. He'd been within an inch of writing a check—a big check.

* * * * 
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Storm sat at the end of the bar near the kitchen door. His usual spot. It had the best vantage point. Both the front and back doors were in perfect view allowing him the advantage of seeing trouble the second it walked through the entrance. 

At this moment, the spot also served as the prime location to keep an eye on things—on her, Peyton Crown, his best friend's little sister. The woman who'd infiltrated his dreams more times this past year than he could count.

On the rare occasion she'd actually talked to him, she hardly ever looked him in the eye, but when she did, he'd lose himself in those dark irises—so dark they were almost black. In the beginning, it bothered him to no end that she never made eye contact with him when they spoke. He couldn't help but wonder why. But as time went on, he'd come to realize she didn't make eye contact with any man except her dad and brothers. Storm's hands fisted on top of the bar. He'd like to wring the neck of that jackass of an ex-husband of hers for shooting this bright, beautiful woman's self-esteem all to hell. He never met the guy but heard enough from her brother to know the guy was a real piece of work. 

Peyton didn't see him when she walked in with her friends, but he saw her immediately even through the crowd of regular, Friday night patrons. In the small town of Bourbonville, there wasn't much for entertainment. The three bars on Main Street were about it, so they were always busy, especially on the weekends. 

The front door swung open, drawing Storm's attention from Peyton. Warner stepped through with another man—a stranger. Maybe it was Brittiany's boyfriend. She went through them pretty quickly. 

Lauren waved the men over to their table. Being a lawyer, Warner was a pretty good dresser, and the stranger's suit looked like one Warner might wear—expensive. Why would a guy be wearing a suit like that in the Bourbonville Pub on a Friday night? It's not like they were at a country club or anything. 

Warner stepped up to Lauren and gave her a peck on the cheek then he turned and gestured between Peyton and the stranger as if introducing them to one another. Peyton flashed a soft smile and shook the man's hand. The guy returned her smile. Between his perfectly aligned white teeth, beach blond hair, and expensive suit, the man looked like he came off the cover of a magazine. Most of the females in the immediate area had their gazes glued to him. 

Brittiany slid down a stool, and the stranger took her vacated spot next to Peyton. So, Brittiany and Lauren set her up on this date. 

The way this guy carried himself, walked in with confidence, and soaked up the gazes of the opposite sex, irritated Storm. He looked shifty, kind of slithered when he moved.

Storm took a long pull from his bottle of beer and set it back on the bar just as someone smacked him on his shoulder blade. 

"Well, I know I don’t have to worry about her whenever you're around, that's for sure," Peyton's brother Coach said as he leaned over the bar to get the bartender's attention.

Though Coach's statement was true, he hated getting razzed about it. Even though Storm never admitted it verbally, his friend seemed to know he had it bad for Peyton. Coach was intuitive that way, always was. His intuitiveness came in handy when they were in the Army and on missions. But right now, his awareness was a pain in Storm's side. 

Coach took a slug of his beer but kept his gaze on his sister. "Who's that slimeball talking to my sister?"

"I don't know. He just walked in with Warner."

"Well, I don't like him.” 

"Me either."
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Chapter Two
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It was still dark outside when Storm rolled out of bed. Rising early was a habit he'd formed while in the Army and one of the many he couldn't seem to break in the two years since he'd been out. He slid into a pair of jeans and a T-Shirt and grabbed his cowboy boots. He'd slip those on once he got downstairs so as not to wake everyone with the clunking of his heels on the hardwood floors. 

When he got to the kitchen, Coach was already sitting at the counter drinking coffee and skimming the news on his tablet. 

"Morning." 

Coach looked up and nodded.

Storm grabbed a mug.

Coach set down the tablet. "She got home kind of late. We need to find out who this guy is and run a check on him."

Nothing was sacred in the Crown house. Though it was a huge house, everybody knew everybody's business. But Storm wasn't complaining; he loved the Crown family. Coach's father, Robert, took him in as one of his own when he showed up on the man's doorstep a year ago looking for a job. 

The other employees, whether ranch hands or horse trainers that lived on the property, lived in the boarding house. But Storm, being Coach's Army buddy, scored a room in the family house. He'd even been given his choice of three large rooms, one that had belonged to Coach's younger brother Blaine or one belonging to his other brother Garrett, or a spare at the end of the hall. He took the spare room so as not to create any hard feelings among the brothers in the event they returned home for any reason, which they tended to do on holidays, and of course, for the Chandlerville birthday celebration and the Kentucky Derby. 

Coach looked at his watch. "I'll call Warner later and get started on that."

"His name is Spencer Fitzpatrick. Supposedly he's a developer, or I guess he invests in developments. Apartments and stuff. He recently moved to Louisville from Chicago."

Coach raised a brow. "And you know that already, how?" 

Storm took a slug of his coffee. His friend's gaze stayed on him.

"I texted Warner last night after I got home. That seems to be all he knows other than he showed up at the country club recently with some of the other muckety-mucks from both Louisville and Lexington."

"Morning," Peyton sang out.

"You're up kind of early," Coach commented.

Storm understood the surprise in Coach's voice. Peyton got home late last night and wasn't an early riser even when getting a long night's rest.

"Couldn't sleep."

She all but danced to the coffeepot in her pink pajamas spattered with crescent moons. An unstoppable smile covered her face. What had Mr. Fitzpatrick done to put that smile on her face? Storm's body tensed. He worked to tamp down the raging jealousy whipping through him. He should be happy this kind, lovely woman was finally smiling; yet, he didn't want her smiling for this reason—for that man. 

"Got home kind of late, don't you think?" Coach questioned.

Peyton's gaze zoned in on her overprotective brother and the look she gave him clearly indicated he should back off. The stubborn Crown sibling stare down filled the room with tension thick enough to cut with a knife. 

"I'm thirty years old. I think it's okay for me to stay out past ten o'clock now." Her sharp tone reminded Storm that she had a tough side to her. A result of growing up with three brothers, he supposed. 

"It was after midnight."

"What's all this commotion already? Can't a man sleep in on a Saturday?" Robert questioned as he stepped through the kitchen doorway. His warm smile let everyone know he wasn't really ticked. 

Peyton freed her brother from her irritated gaze, then stepped toward her dad and gave him a peck on the cheek. "Morning, Dad."

The man's smile widened. "And how's my little gem this morning?"

Gem. Her dad was right; she was a gem, a beautiful sparking jewel. Her smile alone lit up a room, and her lovely, glowing personality filled the atmosphere with warmth. Except when giving her brother a look to kill. Both the gentleness and strength of her character added to her alluring charm. 

"I'm wonderful. Can't wait to take our ride today."

Robert hung his head. "I'm sorry, but I can't today. Something came up, and I need to run to Chandlerville. I'm not sure how long I'll be."

Peyton's smile turned to a pout. Smile or pout, it didn't matter, her full red lips were still appealing—kissable to Storm. In fact, he wouldn't mind kissing that pout away. But that would never happen. Someone like her deserved more than he could give. He grew up poor on a small dairy farm in Wisconsin. He would never have the means to provide for her in the manner to which she was accustomed, and deserved.

Yeah, he was educated and had a bachelor’s degree in Police Science, but even if he ever took a job in that field, he doubted it would pay enough to keep her in the standard of living to which she was accustomed, starting with the membership to the Chandler County Country Club. After his twelve-year stint in the Army, the last thing Storm wanted to do was any sort of confrontational policing activity. At present, he was simply an employee of the Crown Ranch, assistant to Coach, the ranch manager. A mindless, low interacting job. The horses were quiet and compliant. The Crowns paid him generously for the position, but Peyton deserved more. 

"Maybe Storm can go with you," Robert suggested.

Storm choked on his coffee. 

All gazes flew to him. 

"Went down the wrong pipe.” Why didn't he suggest Coach go?

Peyton looked at her dad with an expression on her face indicating he'd completely lost his mind. Was she that repulsed by the idea they ride together? Or did she think her dad thought her incapable of riding by herself which would be odd because she often rode alone?

"I've been riding horses since before I could walk. I think I'm perfectly capable of riding our trails by myself."

Good, her reaction was based on her independence being at stake, not repulsion for him. 

Storm could see the wheels turning in Robert's head. What lame excuse was he going to give his daughter to convince her that she shouldn't be alone? He certainly wasn't going to tell her the truth about the threats against the family, especially since he'd worked so hard to keep them a secret from her for the past several weeks. Robert had told Storm that he didn't want to worry his daughter, but he also felt the messages being sent this year seemed more serious than those of past years. The competitiveness surrounding the Kentucky Derby was second to none. 

After some thought, Storm wasn't surprised Robert volunteered him to go along with Peyton, rather than her brother, since Coach would be joining him on his trip to Chandlerville to see Detective Jorgenson. Jorgenson oversaw the investigation regarding the threats made against the Crown family, or their horse, Prince Bourbonville, a contender for the Derby, and Triple Crown hopeful. Prince Bourbonville was the fastest horse recorded in generations on the ranch. 

"It's no problem, sir. I can go. I could use a ride today," Storm piped in, thinking he was helping Robert even though he knew Peyton wouldn't like it. She had this beef already about her overprotective brothers; she didn't need an overprotective outsider thrown into the mix as well. 

She scowled at him, but at least she made eye contact. Sweet. 

"Are you kidding me?"

"What? I could use a ride is all."

"You could go separately, but that would be kind of foolish. Besides, what's wrong with riding with Storm? I know he's not a great rider, but jeez," Coach chimed in with a tinge of guilt-tripping in his tone. 

"There's nothing wrong with riding with Storm..."

"Then what's the problem?"

They were talking about him as if he weren’t in the room. Did they forget he was standing right here? Storm cleared his throat.

Peyton swung her skeptical gaze between her brother and dad before it landed on him. It seemed to soften. "Shall we go right after breakfast?"

Storm nodded.

* * * * 
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Peyton ate quietly with the overabundance of overprotective men in the kitchen. Even her dad was unusually quiet. Something was up, and it ticked her off they weren't telling her what it was. Even Storm seemed to know, and he wasn't even family. Guilt sifted through her. Mason Starr, a.k.a. Storm, was family, her brother's best friend who'd served tours in Iraq and Afghanistan with him, and who knows where else they served they hadn't spoken about. Pride swept through her. She was so proud of both for their service. In her whole life, she'd probably never do anything as meaningful. 

Peyton rinsed her plate and set it on the counter. "I'll be ready to go in an hour if that's okay?" she asked Storm without as much as a glance in his direction. She wondered if he knew she intentionally avoided looking him in the eye. But she just couldn't do it. On the rare occasion, she made eye contact with him, he made her feel weak and helpless. From his very first glance, he looked at her like she was a wounded puppy. She guessed that was a direct result of her brother informing him of her big fat failure of a marriage and that she was stupid enough to marry a man who didn't love her and only married her for her family's money. She'd been made a fool and was the talk of the county. How could I have been so stupid? 

It was almost three years since the divorce was final and she was still on the receiving end of the stares from people. She wasn't sure which she hated most, the sympathetic stares she received for being taken advantage of or the stares accompanied by the headshake that indicated she was a stupid fool for being conned. 

"Sounds good. I'll see you in the barn," Storm replied.

Peyton slipped into a pair of jeans, a lightweight plaid shirt over a tank top, and her riding boots. She grabbed her favorite dark brown cowboy hat accented with some bling around the edge and set off for the barn to saddle up Diamond, the horse she'd been riding since she was fifteen years old.

If she were a betting woman, she'd bet that Storm would saddle up old Sassy Girl for himself. It struck her odd that he gravitated to Sassy, whose name didn't suit her at all. She was a good girl, mellow and easy to ride, even for a stranger. The sweet, old horse was in her mid-twenties. The strong, buff, ex-military man had his pick of many horses, young stallions or geldings who'd race the wind, but he usually opted for old Sassy Girl. 

When Peyton got to the barn, she found Diamond already saddled up and ready to go. Anger coiled in her stomach. Of course, he didn’t think she was capable of saddling her own horse. In his eyes, she was helpless. She stomped toward Sassy Girl's stall, her heels pounding against the cement, the thuds echoing in the barn. She was going to let him know, once and for all, she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself, saddling her own horse, and riding alone. 

As she reached the gate, his soft voice, barely a whisper, on the other side caught her attention. Who was he speaking to in such a heartwarming tone? Peeking through the gap between the frame and the gate, she watched Storm as he talked to Sassy Girl. 

The rough, tough military man stood in front of the old horse, stroking her forehead down to her muzzle. "Why did they name you Sassy? You're not sassy at all; you’re a good girl, aren’t ya? Just a sweet old gal." 

Storm stopped petting her, and she nudged him to continue. He reached forward and rubbed the sides of her long forehead. "Need some more loving, do ya?" he asked before he leaned forward and kissed her just above her muzzle. 

Peyton's heart fluttered. How could she stay mad at a man who'd kiss a horse? 

Sassy looked at him with swooning eyes, and he gave her another peck. In that instant, Peyton wished to be that horse. She wished to be kissed by Storms lips, touched by his hands, surrounded by his love. 

"All right, sweet thing. It's time to take our ride. We'll stop and rest by that spot you like by the creek. That's if Peyton and Diamond don't mind." 

Peyton often stopped by the creek, the section with the little waterfall. Her reflection spot, she called it. She did her best thinking there. I wonder where he stops.

Storm made a move for the gate, and Peyton quickly retreated, nearly tripping over her own feet. By the time he and Sassy stepped through the opening, Peyton had Diamond's rein gripped in her hand and was walking toward Storm and Sassy. 

"Thanks for getting her ready, but you know, I'm perfectly capable of doing it myself." Even after all the sweetness she'd just witnessed she still felt the urge to let him know she wasn't helpless and in need of being taken care of. She only wished her tone hadn't been quite so snippy. But she'd had her fill of people's perception that she was broken, especially that of family who treated her like she was a weak, wounded puppy who couldn't take care of herself. They were constantly stepping in and doing stuff for her she'd always done for herself like driving the truck and horse trailer to a trailhead. She’d done that hundreds of times in the past, but now they insisted upon doing that for her like she’d suddenly become incapable of that task. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Their constant hovering and looking over her shoulder when she talked to people, especially strangers, really torqued her. One bad judgment call of one person and suddenly they thought she couldn’t be trusted to accurately assess another person’s qualities. 

Storm’s gaze grabbed hold of hers. She tried to pull away but couldn't. 

"I know you can. I just wanted to do it for you." 

He kept looking at her with those dark eyes. Her heart skipped a beat. This was the longest she'd ever made eye contact with him, and she began to like it rather than fear it. Fear it in the sense that she was afraid to look at any man because making eye contact with a guy could lead to getting close










































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





