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USA TODAY BESTSELLING Author, Lexy Timms, weaves a story of loss, danger, and risking it all for love. 

Always have an escape plan...

Claire Carpenter is haunted by tragedy. When her brother is found murdered, she swears to get justice and find his killer. However, the police in small-town Devil’s Bay are running out of leads and ready to drop the case. The chance for justice dwindles until the handsome FBI agent sent to investigate arrives and reawakens a desire Claire buried a long time ago.

As a seasoned field agent, Fletcher Hughes knows how to track killers. But Claire Carpenter is more than the FBI agent bargained for. With the opportunity to kill, Claire instantly becomes his lead suspect in the case and Fletcher is ready to harden his already frozen heart. Too bad gorgeous Claire stirs his blood and makes him want to rewrite the rules.

When more bodies start to pile up Fletcher is determined to stick to Claire and see the case through, because it doesn’t matter if the killer on the loose is Claire Carpenter herself or someone else in the shadows. He won’t rest until he gets the truth. Even if he has to seduce her.
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​Chapter 1


[image: ]


Claire Carpenter put the last condolence card into the shoebox. After three months of grieving, it was time to start setting some things aside. At least, to a point. Though she wanted to put her grief away and move forward, she didn’t have the heart to actually clean out the guest room. There were too many reminders of her brother’s life—and death—in this room for her to get rid of anything. So the condolence cards would stay here, in the guest room. 

“I’m sorry that I have to be the one to break more bad news to you, Miss Carpenter,” the police officer said to her.

There was no point in reminding Randy that he didn’t need to so formal. He was almost thirty years older than her, after all. She shoved the shoebox under the bed, then stood to turn around and face him. “It can’t be worse than what you came to tell me three months ago, Randy.”

Could one really put grief away in a shoebox? Could you move forward, let go, and have things ever be normal again? Death was one thing that no one every ‘got’ over, but this... this was something else entirely.

Officer Randolf took off his police hat, revealing the thinning, graying hair beneath. He bowed his head respectfully. “I recall, ma’am. Seems like lately I’m just meant to be the bearer of bad news.”

Three months ago Randy had showed up at her house, hat in hand to deliver the news that her brother’s body had been found in the woods. Nothing could ever be as devastating as hearing those words. It had been like the world had given way beneath Claire’s feet and she had been falling into a bottomless abyss ever since.

Claire swallowed hard against the painful lump forming in her throat. The first week after her brother’s death she had cried every day, multiple times. Then it slowly dwindled down to crying once a week. It had been days since she’d last cried. No need to start the waterworks now in front of a cop who was just here to deliver a message. Even if she had known Randy since she was a kid. No tears today. 

“What have you come to tell me?” she asked, her body tensing.

Fiddling with the hat in his hands, Randy averted his gaze. “We haven’t made much headway in the murder investigation. The case is going cold.”

Startled, she took several steps towards the officer. “Does that mean the department is suspending my brother’s case?”

Officer Randolf grimaced, his weathered face turning pained. “It means that we’re going to have to make a decision about the case going forward.”

Her stomach knotted up painfully as panic and dread washed over her. How could she possibly tell her family that there still hadn’t been a break in the case? Tell her parents that the case was going cold and the police seemed ready to give up? “What kind of decision?” 

“With the case stalled, we have to decide if we keep investigating or...” Randy shook his head in apology. “Or if we turn our focus to more pressing matters.”

“You mean you’re going to stop the investigation,” she accused, her breathing hitching as her voice shook. 

“No, we’re just slowing it down,” he said.

“How often do you solve cases that you set aside, Randy?”

The officer coughed uncomfortably as he stared at the carpeted floor. “This isn’t my call. I’m just relaying the news.”

“How often?” she pressed.

“Not often,” he admitted, then sighed. “Rarely.”

Her heart suddenly felt so heavy that the weight of it was knocking her off balance. Staggering backwards Claire found herself sinking down onto the bed, the threadbare blanket scratching against her exposed skin. “My brother’s killer is out there.”

“I know,” Randy said gently.

“How am I going to tell my family that this case isn’t going to be solved?” Her vision blurred as she remembered that she had been the one to call her parents with the news about Neal’s death. It had been the most harrowing phone call of her life. Nothing had prepared her for her mother’s anguish. Her father’s fury at his only son’s murder. Her sisters had been beside themselves. All of them inconsolable. Now she was supposed to tell them that the case was going cold.

“This can’t be easy for you.”

“I don’t understand. Why is the police department giving up so quickly?” 

“Truth is, we’re stretched thin, Claire,” Randy answered. “We just don’t have the resources. Small town. Small... well, you know...” He let the sentence trail off.

As one of the town’s wildlife officers, Claire knew that fact all too well. She worked in the police department’s wildlife division, and if her office was understaffed and overworked then so was the rest of the Devil’s Bay PD.

“But you’re giving up? After only three months?”

“Our captain wants to focus resources on other crimes. Recent burglaries, car thefts, that kind of thing.”

“How are those crimes more pressing than murder?” she asked, trying to keep her tone even. At an acceptable volume so she didn’t start yelling or crying. Either of those would just lead to a tear-filled breakdown, and that wasn’t going to solve anything. Her brother needed her to be strong so that he could get the justice that he deserved.

“They’re considered higher priority because they’re ongoing. Your brother’s murder is in the past—”

“My brother’s killer could hurt other people in the future,” she said desperately.

“We think the murder was a one-off,” Randy explained softly. “A drifter who came into town, tried to rob your brother, killed him by accident, and in desperation found a site to dump his body. A better funded police department is way more likely to arrest whoever did this on another charge sooner rather than later.”

The lump in her throat grew and she had to blink back the tears. “Did you even try to solve this?”

“I called departments all over the place begging for help. Augusta, Providence. Heck, even New York,” he said. “They have divisions out there that sometimes send out investigators to help out small town police departments with violent crimes. But the investigator they sent never showed. We’re on our own, Miss Carpenter.”

Miss Carpenter again? The finality of Randy’s words hit her. Claire’s lungs suddenly felt constricted. Like there was an invisible weight pressing down on her chest. “Which means that I’m on my own.”

Randy put his hat back on. “I’m sorry.”

She knew he was. Of course he was. Officer Randolf had always been kind to her and her family. Whenever Claire and her family had taken summer trips to Devil’s Bay to get away from the bustle of New York City, Randy had been nothing short of helpful and friendly. Like most of the citizens of Devil’s Bay. Setting her brother’s case aside probably hurt Randy a lot more than he was letting on.

Well it hurt her, too. This was her brother, and the police department was just expecting her to accept an unsolved case. That wasn’t right. Neal deserved justice. They all deserved to know who had murdered him and why. Claire refused to give up on finding her brother’s killer, even if the police department had.

Steeling her spine she opened her mouth to speak, but a sudden knock on the front door stopped her from responding.

“You expecting company?” Randy asked.

Claire shook her head as she pulled her fingers through her hair. Not that it mattered how her hair looked, it was just habit. “No, I’m not.”

Taking a deep breath to regain some of her composure, Claire stepped out of the guest room and headed for the front door. She opened it and found herself staring into the bluest eyes she had ever seen. As cold and clear as the waters of the surrounding bay.

Caught off guard by such piercing blue eyes, she had to take a few moments to assess the stranger standing in front of her. He was dark haired, with facial features that could only be described as precise. Like he had been carved from the coldest ice and made flesh. Aristocratic nose, square jaw, harsh, prominent mouth. 

His face was unfamiliar to her. While she didn’t know everyone in town by name, she definitely knew everyone’s face. This man—whoever he was—didn’t belong. He stuck out for sure. For one thing, he was wearing a long dark overcoat. Not the kind of subtle masculine elegance a Devil’s Bay resident would choose. For another, he was darkly handsome. Exceedingly so. There was no losing a man like this in a crowd. 

She shivered as she took him in. There was something dangerous about him. It sent alarm bells ringing. This wasn’t the kind of man an intelligent person wanted to come across in a dark alley. A terrible thought occurred to her. This man had such a dangerous air about him that it made her think of her brother’s killer. Suddenly, the stranger seemed too unsafe to be around. As if he posed a threat in more ways than one.

“May I help you?” she asked, her voice shaking.

“Are you Claire Carpenter?” the stranger asked.

She regarded him suspiciously. Before Neal’s death, she wouldn’t have thought twice about talking to a stranger. Devil’s Bay had always been relatively safe. But now she saw shadows everywhere. Her body was often tense with fear these days. “That depends.” 

“On?”

Claire chewed her lip nervously. “On who wants to know.”

The man reached into his coat pocket and retrieved a badge case that he flashed open. “Special Agent Fletcher Hughes.”

“Special Agent? Like the FBI?”

“Yes. I’m here to speak with Claire Carpenter.”

She frowned, unable to shake her suspicion. “What about?”

“Her brother’s murder,” Fletcher responded crisply. “Where can I find her?”

“I’m Claire,” she answered slowly. “I don’t understand why the FBI would have jurisdiction over my brother’s death. It’s a state matter for local law enforcement, isn’t it?”

“Local law enforcement called the Bureau for help,” he said.

Her frown deepened at that response. Claire wasn’t a civilian. As a wildlife officer, she worked in law enforcement to protect the local environment. She’d been dealing with anybody that broke wildlife law for years now. So she knew her way around law enforcement and government bureaucracy.

“Why didn’t they call state police?” 

“They did. State police is overwhelmed,” Fletcher replied. “If this is a bad time, I can be on my way.”

“No, it’s not a bad time,” she said quickly. “I’m sorry, please come inside.”

She held the door open and Fletcher stepped into the house. As he brushed past her, she caught the scent of his cologne. There were hints of cedar and leather. Probably something expensive and very masculine. The scent made her legs wobble. It had been a long time since a man had made her do that.

Doing her best to ignore her unexpected reaction to him, Claire moved to shut the door. 

Randy appeared and sized up Fletcher with a frown. “Everything okay, Miss Carpenter?” Randy asked.

“Everything is fine,” she assured him. “This is Special Agent Hughes. Agent Hughes, this is Officer Tom Randolf with the Devil’s Bay PD. He’s the one who requested extra help for my brother’s case.”

Fletcher gave a curt nod in response and briefly shook Randy’s hand. 

“Glad you finally made it,” Randy said. “We need all the help we can get.”

“Clearly,” Fletcher said, censure in his tone.

Randy frowned again, seeming to bristle at the barely concealed meaning in that single word. He turned to her. “I’m on my way back to the station, but if you need me to stay—”

“It’s okay, Randy,” Claire said, cutting him off. “I’ve taken up enough of your time anyway. Give my best to your wife.”

“I’ll do that. Goodbye, Miss Carpenter.” With that he tipped his hat and walked out the door.

Claire turned to Fletcher, keenly aware of the man’s presence in her living room. His imposing height seemed to dwarf everything in the space around them. Made them seem insignificant compared to his tall frame and wide shoulders.

“Um, can I get you something to drink?” she asked, remembering her manners.

“No.” Clearly Fletcher Hughes had no manners of his own, based on his blunt reply. “I don’t have time to waste.”

“Okay, well, what brings you to my door, Agent Hughes?” Besides the obvious murder of my brother. Claire swallowed, feeling overwhelmed. No tears today. No tears today.

“I’m going over everything connected to your brother’s case. Starting with questioning witnesses.”

She blinked. Repeating the words in her head. “Oh, I thought you were here to look through Neal’s things,” she said.

“Your brother’s belongings are at this residence?”

She nodded. “I let Neal crash in the guest room while he looked for a job in town.”

“Show me the guest room,” he ordered.

Annoyance washed over her. Evidently he hadn’t even stopped to consider how difficult it would be for her to allow a stranger to go through her late brother’s things. “The police already searched the room several months ago. They didn’t find anything.”

His eyes darkened, the blue turning flinty. “How thorough was the search?”

“What?”

“The search. How thorough was it?”

Her mouth fell open. “I-I don’t know. I’m sure they did their due diligence.”

“If you don’t know, I’ll be the judge of that. Where’s the guest room?”

When the police searched Neal’s room they had been polite. A little oblivious at times, but they had tried to be respectful of her grief. This man, on the other hand, seemed to have no such qualms at all. He was downright rude. Probably used to strong-arming people in whatever big city he worked out of.

Biting her tongue Claire motioned for him to follow her, leading him through the house to the guest room. “Almost everything is how Neal left it the day he disappeared. The police put everything back where they found it.”

“That isn’t the objective here,” Fletcher said tersely. “This is a search for evidence. Nothing more.”

Claire fought the urge to retort. Agent Hughes was here to solve this case. Which meant, as curt as he may be, he was doing far more than Devil’s Bay police were doing right now. She had to remember that. Enduring this rude man would be worth it if her brother’s killer was brought to justice. “All right. Well, where do you want to search first?”

He pointed to the closet and she moved to open it.

Neal’s clothes were still hung up inside. She hadn’t plucked up the courage to sort through her brother’s clothes and give them away to charity. Heart aching, she reached out to touch one of his flannel shirts. Truth be told, she hadn’t been close to her brother for most of her life. Neal was fifteen years old when she was born, and by the time she was a toddler he had been off to college.

It was only in the last several months she had gotten closer to him, when he had decided to put down more permanent roots in Devil’s Bay. She had offered the guest room while he searched for a job. And while Neal hadn’t been an open book at first, he had ended up being a good listener who had supported her career in wildlife. Supported her career a lot more than the rest of her family, who had wanted her to move back to New York City.

Fletcher retrieved a pair of latex gloves from his coat and put them on. His expression turning even more serious, he approached the closet and started grabbing clothes to toss them onto the bed.

Her mouth fell open. “Hey, what are you doing?”

“Searching your brother’s things,” he answered, without stopping what he was doing.

“Well, don’t throw his clothes around like that,” she said in irritation. 

Fletcher’s face hardened, his harsh mouth turning almost cruel. “You telling me how to do my job?” 

“I’m telling you how to handle my brother’s stuff.” Claire crossed her arms, now at her limit with this man. “Show some respect.”

“You don’t want me to do my job, Miss Carpenter,” he said through clenched teeth. “If you did, you’d get out of the way.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Where were you the day your brother disappeared?” Fletcher barreled on. “Do you have an alibi?”

Claire couldn’t believe what he was asking her. Stunned, she stared at him for several long moments before she calmed down long enough to start speaking. “Agent Hughes, are you seriously accusing me of killing my own brother?”
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Fletcher wasn’t accusing her. Not because he didn’t suspect the lovely Claire Carpenter of murder. But because he didn’t have the evidence. Yet.

“If and when I accuse you, Miss Carpenter, you’ll know,” he said flatly. “Now answer the question.”

Claire had been suspicious and standoffish when he’d first arrived, reserved in fact. But that all changed after Fletcher had started his search. Right now, angry flames blazed in the depths of her stunning hazel eyes. All that caution and timidity was gone. Instead, fury was turning her incandescent. With her cheeks flaming bright pink and her chin raised, she looked like she might be capable of murder.

“I’m not going to dignify your question with an answer.”

“Because you’re hiding something,” he offered.

“No, because the idea of me killing Neal is absurd,” she snapped.

“Most murder victims are killed by people they know. So, not absurd.”

“I loved my brother—”

“You’re the last person who saw him alive,” Fletcher said, cutting her off. “That’s strike two if you’re keeping score.”

“Do you have any idea what this is like for me? For my family?”

He could guess. Wouldn’t come close enough, though, because every loss was different. Brutal murder was different from suicide, which was different from a long illness, which was different from accidental death. Pain reared its ugly head in varying ways. He’d worked enough murder investigations to know that.

If she was innocent, then the pain for her must have been acute. But Fletcher couldn’t help her with that. He was here to solve a case. If she wanted someone to hear her pain or guide her through her grief, then she could find a shrink or clergyperson to get that job done. If she wanted him to hold her hand through the trauma of an investigation she was shit out of luck on that front, too. Fletcher wasn’t a damn grief counselor. 

Emotions clouded judgement. Made people did very stupid, desperate things that only made life harder for them in the long run. Sentiment didn’t solve cases. Didn’t stop killers. No murderer he had ever encountered gave a damn if anyone showed the right amount of respect for the memory of the dead. All that mattered was doing whatever it took to stop killers from killing again. Claire Carpenter’s tears weren’t going to save the next victim from getting chopped up and dumped in the woods.

“I don’t,” he finally answered. “What I know is that we have the same goal.”

The fire in her eyes died down. Her shoulders sagged and she sighed. “I was here at the house the day my brother disappeared.”

“All day?”

She nodded. “Yes. All day.”

“Can anybody verify that?” he asked.

“No. I mean other than Neal, no.” She paused. “You can check my internet history from that day if you think that would help. The cops didn’t really check that.”

“But you thought of this solution on your own,” he observed, suddenly intrigued. “Using your internet history to establish a timeline of your whereabouts.” 

“Yeah. I did,” she murmured.

So she was smart and beautiful. A very lethal combination in a woman. Especially for him. Beauty and brains had a way of tempting him away from objectives. And Claire Carpenter was exceptionally beautiful. Waves of brown hair streaked with golden rivulets, porcelain skin that contrasted with full pink lips, and high cheekbones that turned her delicate features into something altogether more striking. More memorable. But her most arresting feature were those golden eyes. They were amber colored, bright with intelligence that intensified to flaming passion when she showed her emotions. He could lose himself in those eyes if he let his guard down with her. With a beauty like Claire to contend with, Fletcher was going to have to compartmentalize around her. Separate his attraction from his work. Rein in his baser desires and focus on the case.

“I’ll need to take this device for cyber forensics to look through,” he said.

Her lips thinned. “Fine. I can give you my laptop.”

Fletcher grabbed the rest of the clothes out of the closet and tossed them onto the bed. First he checked outer pockets, searching for even the smallest clue.

“What are you hoping to find?” she continued, eyeing him curiously as he worked.

“Won’t know until I see it,” he said, shoving his hand into a shirt pocket.

With cases, it was best not to let biases guide him early on. Even though statistically Neal Carpenter had mostly likely been murdered by someone he knew, some things didn’t line up with statistics. And while his sister Claire could well end up being a suspect, she wasn’t the only person who knew him. 

Still, even though he had come to Devil’s Bay to help out local law enforcement, he also suspected that he would be proving the cops wrong. Fletcher didn’t believe that the case was a failed robbery gone wrong like that Randolf guy had said in his communications with the FBI. Telling the cops that they were right wasn’t part of Fletcher’s agenda. If the Bureau wanted to make nice with the cops and pretend that they’d done a good job on their investigation, that was on his superiors not him. He sure as hell hadn’t come to Devil’s Bay to stroke police ego. He was here to do his job. Whether top brass liked it or not wasn’t his damn problem.

His problem extended to solving the case and keeping Claire Carpenter in the dark about the tensions between the local cops and the FBI. Tougher than he originally thought since Claire was sharp as a tack, with very good observation skills. Fletcher actually admired her razor-sharp intelligence, though it was just going to make his job that much harder. But a smart woman kept things interesting. At least he knew small-town life couldn’t be totally dull with women like her around.

Fletcher continued rifling through pockets while he focused on questioning Claire. 

“Did your brother have any enemies?” he asked.

“Do you mean here in town or back in New York?”

“Doesn’t matter where,” he said. “Anyone you can think of would help. From childhood right up until now.”

She paused. “Not that I can think of, no. And he wasn’t here in Devil’s Bay for long, so I doubt he had time to make enemies.”

“How long was he here? Before—”

“About four months,” she said, her voice devoid of emotion. “He was in town for about four months before he was killed.”

From her matter-of-fact response, Claire sounded almost robotic to him. As if she had been asked the same questions so often that answering them had become routine. Rote. With words she had memorized after giving the same responses for so long. It might have been the practiced performance of a woman with something to hide. Or she could have been questioned by the police so much that she just had the answers ready without having to think anymore.

“Why was he in Devil’s Bay?”

“For a fresh start, I guess.” She sighed, the sound strained and sad. “He had just gotten a divorce and wanted to put the past behind him. Moving to Devil’s Bay was the right move for him. At least that’s what I thought.”

“Did he have kids with his ex?”

“No kids. I still can’t figure out if that was a blessing or not,” she said.

The anguish in her voice was so unmistakable that Fletcher looked up from his search to meet her eyes. Pain flickered in those golden depths, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. If he had been slightly less of a cynical, cold-hearted bastard he could have reached out to pull her into his arms to comfort her. To hold her close, offering her shelter while she gave in to her grief. A normal fucking person would at least offer some kind of soothing platitude, but he had seen too much shit in his career. Too many horrific crime scenes. Too many grieving family members who turned out to be the actual killers. It had jaded him. Filed his heart down to a cold, hard, block of ice. 

Still, he wanted to know what she meant. Was compelled to find out what she was thinking when she’d said those words.

“How so?” he asked.

Claire clasped her hands together tightly, her chin trembling. “If he’d had children then they would be mourning their father right now. Which is something I can’t even imagine. But it also breaks my heart that he never got the chance to have children of his own—” Her breath hitched and she turned away from him. “I’m sorry.”

“No apologies needed. Grief isn’t something to be ashamed of,” he said gruffly.

Fletcher was no grief counselor. But he knew that if people were granted the space to grieve openly without having to hide it for the sake of other people’s comfort, pain might be a little easier to bear. He sure as hell never understood why people were expected to hold their grief inside or mourn out of sight. She had lost her brother. If she had no hand in the loss, then it was logical for her to break down over it.

She turned to face him, and though she stilled looked sad her eyes were dry. “Nobody’s ever said that to me.”

“You’re allowed to grieve, Miss Carpenter. For as long as you need to,” he said. “Don’t let anybody try to tell you otherwise.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” The look on her face softened and she gave him a tiny smile.

Much as he hated to admit it, that smile made his chest tighten. Hit him right in his cold, dead heart. The smile reached her hazel eyes and she seemed to radiate a soft light that make her even more beautiful, if such a thing was possible.

“Now, since you mentioned your brother was married, what was his relationship with his ex like?” Fletcher asked as he turned to grab a jacket from the bed.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” From the sound of her chilly tone, her smile had vanished. “What exactly are you suggesting, Agent Hughes?”

“I need to establish if your brother had enemies,” he said in frustration. “To do that, I have to understand the nature of his relationship with his former spouse.”

Claire sighed. “Whatever you do, don’t go asking Neal’s ex-wife these kinds of questions. They might have ended their marriage, but she cared about him. She was devastated when I saw her at the funeral.”

“Killers sometimes go to funerals,” he said off-handedly. “To see the aftermath of their handiwork.”

“Neal’s wife would never hurt him. You’d know that if you’d seen her.”

There was no point in telling her that he’d actually seen family members pretend to weep over loved ones they had killed. Some of the best acting he’d ever seen had been at funerals.

“Miss Carpenter, I don’t answer to you,” Fletcher said. “My job is to solve this case. That means asking questions people don’t like.”

“You like pissing people off, don’t you?” she asked. 

“So you’re pissed off by my line of questioning. Why?”

“Because you’re making baseless accusations, that’s why,” she said flatly.

“I’m not accusing anybody of anything. I’m asking questions.”

“Well they’re loaded questions, and I’m pretty sure you know that,” she fired back. 

That made him stop. It was rare for people to stand up to him in his line of work. Being an FBI agent intimidated most, which meant that Fletcher and his colleagues got a certain amount of deference from the public. Too much deference in his opinion. What Fletcher respected was a challenge. And a defiant woman like Claire Carpenter was the only thing more interesting than a challenging case.

“People’s reactions to my questions help me solve cases,” he told her, deciding that frankness was the best course of action here.

“We’re not just a case to be solved,” she said. “We’re a grieving family.”

That was the problem. The closer he allowed himself to get to the families he tried to help, the more likely he was to fuck up and miss something important. Being liked wasn’t worth a blown case, no matter how much he wanted to put her at ease right now.

“Noted.” Suddenly, he felt his fingers make contact with something solid in the coat pocket he was currently searching through.

“Wait, have you found something?” she asked, noticing a change without him having to even speak.

She was more than smart. Claire was perceptive. Noticing subtle shifts around her and observing what he wanted to keep hidden. Further proof that she was dangerous to him. But damn if he didn’t admire her talents.

He grabbed the items in the pocket and yanked them out. It might have been nothing. But he had worked enough cases to know that the objects in the palm of his hand could also mean everything. And if he was lucky, he had found his first piece of evidence.
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“What is it? What did you find?” Claire inched closer to him. Why hadn’t she thought to check through his clothes? 

Fletcher stared down at the stones in the palm of his hand. There were seven in total. Small, bluish gray with white markings. Smoothed by either design or water. “Looks like a handful of stones. I’m going to need to have them analyzed.”

“Okay, well what does this mean?” she asked, her voice high-pitched with an undercurrent of hope. “Is this a clue?”

He looked at her again and chuckled. Actually chuckled. It’d been a long fucking time since someone had gotten a laugh out of him, even a half-hearted one. “Agents don’t actually call them clues, Miss Carpenter.”

She shrugged. “Well I’m not an agent, so I can call them whatever I like.”

“Can’t argue with that.”

“But you want to,” she said with an amused smile.

Fletcher almost laughed again but he cleared his throat instead. “How the hell did the cops miss this?”

“Maybe they didn’t think the stones were important,” she said. 

“Or maybe they weren’t as thorough as you thought they were,” he said.

Her smile vanished. “Devil’s Bay PD has done everything it’s supposed to. They questioned witnesses and searched the house.”

“If they’re so good, why did they request outside help?”

Frowning, she crossed her arms and admitted, “They don’t have the manpower for the case. They’re understaffed.”

“That’s not it.” He paused to retrieve a clear plastic bag from his pocket and dropped the stones inside before he returned the bag to its place in his pocket. Turning to look at her, Fletcher said, “Devil’s Bay PD is incompetent. That’s why they were so desperate for help.”

“That’s not true,” she said firmly. “I work with them. I know they did their best.”

“Their best didn’t cut it,” he said, his tone blunt. “They’re shirking their responsibility three months in.”

“Y-You think they’re shirking responsibility?”

“Yeah, I do.” He shook his head in disgust. “Instead of owning up to their incompetence, they’re ready to hand the case over so that they can lay the blame for an unsolved case at somebody else’s feet. All that matters to them is the number of solved cases. If they know they’re in over their heads, they’re not going to want an unsolved murder case hanging over them so they can pass the buck somewhere else.”

“You’ve been in town for five minutes and you think you can just judge them?”

His jaw clenched. “They’ve turned their backs on you, yet you’re defending them.”

“They were there for me when they had to tell me that Neal was gone,” she breathed out, her voice shaky with raw emotion.

“That’s in the past,” he said. “What are they doing for you now?”

Claire’s expression soured and she went quiet. Her amber eyes met his, anger and defiance flashing in them.

“That’s what I thought,” he went on. “Nothing.”

“Oh yeah? All you’ve done since you got here is accuse me and the people I care about.” 

It was his turn to go silent. He was going to have to choose his words wisely. Honesty and integrity were the name of the game here, and if he had to bare his soul a little for the sake of his job and getting justice then so fucking be it. “I can’t tell you that I trust you, Miss Carpenter. Because, frankly, I don’t. But I can promise that I will not give up on your brother’s case. Not now. Not ever. If it takes me the rest of my life to solve it, then so be it. Devil’s Bay PD can walk away if they want to, but I won’t.”

Her eyes widened. “Your bosses would never do that with a case. Their money and attention will run out eventually.”

“I don’t need my superior’s permission to investigate a case on my own time.”

“But that’s crazy. Why would you want to do something like that?”

Because he remembered the photos of the crime scene. One of the saddest things he had ever seen in his life. Not because Neal’s body had been in particularly bad shape, but because of the setup of the whole thing. From the willow trees rising over the body, to the eerily calm surface of the bay in the distance, to the fact that Neal Carpenter had been dumped in a shallow grave like garbage, there had been a melancholy in the photos that would haunt Fletcher. Haunt him until he solved this and got justice for Neal Carpenter’s loved ones.

But he couldn’t reveal any of that. It would break her heart. Crush her. Even if she had already seen the photos, bringing it up to her was liable to devastate Claire. So instead he murmured only part of the truth, “Because we went to the same alma mater.”

“You went to New York State College?” she asked in surprise.

“I did.”

She chewed her lip, her expression turning anxious. Then she gave a nod of acquiescence. “Okay. But I’m going to hold you to your promise.”

“That means you’re going to have to cooperate, Miss Carpenter,” he said.

Her lips thinned. “You have access to Neal’s room. What more do you need?”

“I’ll need a list of names of everyone who attended your brother’s funeral,” he said.

“Great, so you’re still going to suspect my friends and family no matter what I tell you.” She glared. “Why stop there? You and Neal went to the same college, so you could be a suspect, too.”

“Do you have a list of names or not?” he demanded through gritted teeth.

She was the most maddening woman. Stubborn to the point of rebelliousness. So beautiful that she remained a distraction. And way too smart for her own good. It was both aggravating and enticing. Utterly stimulating. This was going to be a real problem.

“I have a list on my laptop.” She sighed, and motioned for him to follow her out of the guest bedroom.

He followed her to the dining area beside the kitchen, where she sat down at the table to boot up her laptop.

Fletcher stood behind her, crossing his arms as he waited.

“It’s rude to hover,” she said pointedly. “Please have a seat.”

When he didn’t respond right away, Claire rolled her eyes and added, “You can sit next to me if you’re worried I might try to delete incriminating evidence.”

No point in standing around.

Fletcher grabbed a chair, set it beside her, and sat down. From this angle he got a better view of, well, all of her. From the slope of her smooth cheek to the arch of her graceful, swanlike neck as she moved to tie up her wavy hair. As he stretched out his leg accidentally brushed against hers, and he felt the warmth of her silky skin through his pants.

Her breath hitched at the contact and a blush stole up her cheeks.

For a second he prepared to apologize and thought she would pull her leg away, but she didn’t. Instead Claire lowered her eyes coyly, keeping her leg against his while she started typing away on her laptop keyboard.

“Found the list,” she said, gesturing to the laptop screen. “My sisters and I made most of the funeral arrangements since it was so tough for our parents...should I email it to you?”

“Yeah.” He retrieved his card from his pocket and handed it over to her. “These are my contact details for when you need to get in touch.”

She busied herself with sending the email. “Any idea when I’ll be getting my laptop back, since you’re taking it?”

“Can’t say. If you were telling the truth, then it shouldn’t take long.”

With a scowl she shut her laptop. “You can wait here while I get my laptop bag. That is, if I can leave the room without arousing your suspicion.”

“Go right ahead.”

Claire stood up and stepped away from the dining table, leaving a noticeable chill in her wake.

When she returned with the laptop bag, she shoved her computer inside and handed it to him without a word.

“I’ll be in touch if I find any inconsistencies,” he said.

In response, she gestured for him to follow her to the front door. When she opened it he stepped out, a cold blast of autumn air hitting him. Cold as it was, it definitely wasn’t as cold as Claire’s frosty reception.

He turned to her, letting his gaze meet hers so he could take in those captivating hazel eyes one more time. “Before I go, Miss Carpenter, I just want to say that, on behalf of the FBI, I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Goodbye, Agent Hughes,” she said, and without another word shut the door on him.

~~*~~
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CLAIRE BRACED HERSELF against the door, her back pressed along the hard wood as she gulped down several breaths of air. She hadn’t expected the handsome FBI agent to get under her skin. But he had. Not only had Fletcher Hughes irritated her at every turn, but she was certain that he had been deliberately trying to provoke her.

At first she had thought that she could handle his thinly veiled accusations, but her restraint on her emotions had slipped when he’d dragged Neal’s ex-wife into it. Bad enough for the agent to accuse Claire of murdering her own brother, he’d had the gall to try and accuse the people she cared about. From her former sister-in-law to friends and family who had made it to the funeral. 

What scared her, though, was that she had liked the way her temper had flared. No, not just liked. Claire had felt a thrill slip down her spine when they had argued. Excitement had rushed through her body, igniting a desire she hadn’t experienced in ages.

It was hitting her completely out of the blue, and the only way to get a handle on it was to keep her distance from the gorgeous, frustratingly exciting agent. Yes, that was it. All she had to do to tamp down on her unexpected desire was to stay away from Fletcher Hughes.

A few days later she awoke to find a text message from Agent Hughes, summoning her down to the town’s sole police station. So much for avoiding him. Claire sent a quick message agreeing to meet him, and got in the shower.

Half an hour later she was driving up to the police station. Thankfully her boss at the wildlife division was incredibly understanding about her needing to take off personal time after Neal’s death, so Claire didn’t have to worry about missing work.

When she stepped inside the station, she made her way to one of the interview rooms. From all her work with law enforcement Claire knew the place like the back of her hand, so she had no trouble finding the right room.

“Good morning,” she said as she walked inside.

Fletcher was talking to Police Chief Doug Henshaw and Mayor Bridget Moore.

“Good morning, Claire,” the mayor said, flashing a sympathetic smile. The same kind of half-pained, half-pitying smile town residents had been giving Claire for months now. Though Claire knew that locals meant well, they were constantly reminding of her grief even if she was trying to do something mundane like make a run to the grocery store.

Apparently, today’s encounter with important town officials wasn’t going to be any different.

“Hello, Mayor Moore,” Claire returned politely. 

“We were just welcoming Agent Hughes here,” the police chief said, clapping Fletcher on the back.

Fletcher’s eyebrow rose, but he didn’t say anything as Police Chief Henshaw continued to slap him on the back good-naturedly. Clearly, the FBI agent wasn’t one for the sort of friendly socializing that Devil’s Bay residents were known for.

“That’s right,” Mayor Moore confirmed with a nod. “We thought we’d give the agent an official welcome.”

“Good to have inter-agency cooperation,” Police Chief Henshaw said, puffing out his chest. “Now that Agent Hughes has arrived, Devil’s Bay PD will be working closely with him on the investigation.”

“I’m sure that if we all keep at it, there’ll be a break in the case.” The mayor grabbed her handbag off the center table and walked up to put a comforting hand on Claire’s shoulder. “Is there anything I can do for you? Say the word and I’ll get right on it. I’ve got a pot roast with your name on it if you’re in need of a home- cooked meal.”

Claire forced a smile. As grateful as she was for all the generosity she’d received lately, the attention could be a little bit smothering. Sometimes the best way for her to process and handle her grief was on her own. Unfortunately, town residents didn’t seem to understand that.

“Thanks, Mayor Moore, but I’m okay for the moment,” Claire said.

“You hang in there, hon,” the mayor said, giving her another pitying smile.

“We’ll leave you to it,” Police Chief Henshaw said, giving a polite nod before following the mayor out of the interview room.

Claire released a shaky breath the moment she was sure that they had gone.

The mayor’s concern, though appreciated, had felt so stifling. As surly as Fletcher was, at least he didn’t make her feel like she was suffocating.

She walked up to the table in the center of the interview room. “Guess we should start the interrogation.”

The corners of Fletcher’s harsh mouth tugged upwards almost imperceptibly. A fire ignited behind his cold blue eyes. It was probably what he considered to be a smile. To Claire, though, there was something ruthlessly seductive about the slight shift in his facial expression. Sensuous, mysterious and, most of all, dangerous.

When his heated gaze landed on her, Claire’s body burned with the weight of it. She hadn’t expected such cold, unfeeling eyes to ever possess such an intense fire. Maybe it was all in her head, but she could swear there was an appreciative flash in his eyes as his gaze roamed up and down her body. Whether it was the analytical nature of his job or just his genuine attraction, Fletcher was definitely studying her. Memories of her leg brushing against his under the dining table came rushing back, and her face warmed.

Fletcher gestured for her to sit. “After you.”

Body still burning, she sat down. “Good to see you again, Agent Hughes.”

He took a seat opposite her and reached for one of the folders on the table. “Likewise.”

“I didn’t realize that the police had decided to work with you on the case after all,” she said.

“They didn’t. That was just the police chief stretching the truth to make the police department look good,” Fletcher muttered. “They’ve given me access to police files and allowed me the use of the police station. That’s the extent of their help on the case. It’s all designed so that if it doesn’t get solved, they can pass the buck and blame somebody else. If it is solved, then they can take a victory lap and get the credit.”

“Oh.”

“Let me be clear. I fully intend to solve this case,” he said firmly.

She remembered how adamant he had been about sticking with the case for the rest of his life. A shocking promise to make. Claire had never heard anybody make that kind of promise about anything. And for a stranger to swear to pursue justice for her brother, no matter how long it would take, it almost brought tears to her eyes. She just hoped that Fletcher was a man of his word, because if he wasn’t the disappointment at being let down once again would break her fragile heart.

“Well, I don’t intend to ever quit on my brother either,” she said.

“Then I’d say he was lucky to have you.”

Claire was so shocked at Fletcher’s subtle praise that she stared at him open-mouthed for several seconds. It was only when his eyes narrowed and his mouth hardened into a stern line that she collected herself.

She cleared her throat awkwardly. “So, should we get on with the questions?”

Fletcher paused to look at her meaningfully. “I’m sorry to do this, but I want to ask if you can look at a photo of the crime scene.”

A sudden tightness in her chest made it impossible to breathe. Her heart felt too heavy to bear, and a tidal wave of grief washed over her. Claire had never actually seen the photographs of her brother’s body. Agony spread, and every nerve ending in her body was pain.

There was still a chance to walk away from this. To flatly refuse to look at the photo and maintain the shred of normalcy she had slowly been regaining. Heart squeezing painfully, Claire’s gaze slid to his and prepared to give him an answer. 
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“I know this is tough for you,” Fletcher said to her. “I hate to ask, but I wouldn’t suggest this if it wasn’t important. I looked at several photos earlier this morning, and I think your insight would help. It doesn’t have to be now, by the way. We can hold off on it. Just wanted to give you as much time as possible for you to know about the request.”

Claire shifted uncomfortably in the cold, metal seat. Sitting in the austere interview room that was furnished with nothing but a center table and a few chairs, it was easy to feel as if the walls were closing in on her. Easy to feel trapped by the dueling weights of expectation and grief.

“Have you ever lost someone?” she asked.

Fletcher’s cold eyes looked directly into hers, and for a split-second Claire was sure she could see anguish in their depths. A pain so raw, it was like seeing her own grief reflected in his glacial blue eyes. Then, in the amount of time it took her to inhale sharply, the anguish was gone and his gaze turned into a hard, unyielding stare that pierced her with a probing sort of accuracy. 

He leaned back in his chair, casually placing his large hands on the hard surface of the table. Face turning expressionless, he said, “This isn’t about me.”

Maybe it wasn’t about him, but Claire had glimpsed his pain. Against all common sense, her heart ached for him. “Whatever it is that happened, I’m sorry.”

“Acknowledged. Now, we have more important matters to focus on—”

“I’ll look at the photo,” she said quickly. “Now. There might be something that jumps out at me.”

While refusing to look at the crime scene photos might make it easier to sleep for a night, the thought of letting her brother down was intolerable. Getting justice for Neal wasn’t going to be easy. Wasn’t going to come without risk and sacrifice. Right now, she needed to set her own pain aside to fight for her brother.

Fletcher nodded and picked up one of the folders on the table. “This is going to be difficult for you. Some of the photos are distressing, so I’ll only show you one,” he said. “If you need to take a break or stop altogether, just let me know. You’re also free to change your mind, so we don’t have to start if you don’t want to.” 

“Okay. I understand,” she said softly. 

There was an underlying compassion to the way he was speaking to her that surprised Claire. He had been such a jerk yesterday, but now he was being thoughtful. There was probably a difference between accusing a potential suspect and questioning a grieving family member that she hadn’t quite figured out just yet.

“Ready?” he asked her. 

No. She wasn’t. Never would be. The night that Officer Randolf had showed up to inform her that a body had been found, Claire had been tasked with identifying her brother’s body. It had been quick, really. A short drive to the morgue. The brief lifting of sheet. Then Claire had cried her heart out while a crisis counselor had consoled her.

“I’m ready,” she breathed, blinking back tears.

Angling the folder so that she wouldn’t see the photos as he opened it, Fletcher retrieved one and placed it face down on the table.

“I’ll turn it over when and if you’re ready,” he explained.

“You can turn it over now.”

Fletcher flipped over the photograph.

Her eyes immediately welled with tears that she couldn’t fight this time. The photograph had been taken in the shadow of several willow trees, her brother laid out on the ground beside a freshly dug grave. In the photo Neal’s skin was pale, his eyes closed, clothes filthy from the soil that had been dumped over him. 

A tear slid down her cheek. If she focused her eyes on Neal’s face, she could pretend that he was just sleeping in the photograph. Sleeping peacefully.

Except there was a dark bruise circling his neck. Because he had been strangled to death.

“Can you put the photo away?” she asked quietly.

Immediately Fletcher turned the photo face down again and placed it back inside the folder. “Thank you, Miss Carpenter.”

More tears rolled down her cheeks and she couldn’t answer. Claire’s vision blurred, but then she noticed Fletcher’s arm stretch out across the table. She felt something soft press against the palm of her hand and she looked down. It was then that she realized the FBI agent was handing her a tissue. As he gave her the tissue his fingers brushed against hers ever so slightly, but the heat of the touch was so scorching it might as well have been an intentional caress.

Claire trembled at the fleeting contact, and instead of trying to hide her grief the way she so often did with near strangers she allowed herself to cry. 

Fletcher didn’t speak. Didn’t berate her. Didn’t judge her. Didn’t show even a hint that he was uncomfortable with her grief. He simply sat there with her while she cried. Finally, when she managed to get a hold of herself, she let her fingers curl around the delicate softness of the tissue in her hand and then she brought it to her cheeks to dab her tears away.

Silently he handed her another tissue, which she took gratefully to wipe away the rest of her tears. When her eyes were dried, Claire released a breath and looked over at him.

“I got this for you earlier. Thought you might need it.” He pushed a cup coffee she hadn’t noticed over to her and then paused to arch an eyebrow. “Unless...you need to drink something stronger?”

She allowed herself a soft laugh at that. “Coffee is fine. No alcohol for me during the day.”

“Right. Got it.”

“Thanks,” she said to him before lifting the cup to her lips to take a fortifying sip of warm coffee. 

“If you want to end the interview, then we can do that,” he said.

“I don’t want to end the interview,” she said firmly. “I’d like to continue actually. Just...not in here.”

The interview room was beginning to feel as stifling as dealing with concerned town residents. But she wanted to keep talking to Fletcher. For whatever reason, going through her grief with him had been far more cathartic than anything she had done since Neal’s death. Instead of smothering her with attention, Fletcher had allowed her to just...be. Giving her space when she’d needed it. Talked only for the most painful parts. And then comforted her in the most compassionate, simple way.

“We can walk to get some more coffee,” he said. “Then we can continue with the interview.”

“Sounds good,” she said. 

“My dime,” he offered, getting up.

She rose after he did, and he was so tall she found herself tilting her head back to look him directly in the eye. Fletcher walked over to the heavy door to hold it open for her. As she moved past him, she caught the familiar scent of his cologne. Strong and masculine. Add that to his towering presence over her and it all made her feel secure. Not just secure, but lighter than she had in three months. 

After he closed the door behind them, she felt his huge hand on the small of her back as he started to guide her down the hall. His hand burned through her cardigan, warming her so thoroughly that she knew this was the safest she had felt in a very long time.

~~*~~
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“I LOVE IT OUT HERE,” Claire said wistfully before bringing the coffee cup to her lips.

Buying her coffee was a mistake. The right thing to do, but still a damn mistake. As Fletcher strode with her into the park, the distinct date vibe he’d been getting from their attempt at a coffee break intensified. 

First they’d stopped to order coffee, and then Claire had suggested a walk through the park. It all felt like a first date. Which was beginning to aggravate him because, for one thing, Fletcher didn’t do dates. One-night stands. Casual flings. Regular hookups with an expiration date. Those he excelled at. There were no expectations other than a good time. No room for feelings to get hurt. Dating, on the other hand, made things complicated. Bullshit, mind-numbing small talk aside, it also brought the risk of the kind of attachment that led to emotional misery. A harrowing experience he didn’t have the patience or stomach to relive now that he was in his early thirties.

But being dragged away from his rituals wasn’t the biggest problem. Right now, his biggest problem was Claire. Getting her a coffee and walking through town with her was supposed to be a continuation of their interview. Not a reminder of his attraction to her.

“How long have you lived in Devil’s Bay?” he asked. This was the mind-numbing small talk part, but asking basic questions was a good way to get a feel for a subject. It would help him to analyze her responses. Maybe get a sense of whether she was trustworthy.

“I moved out here right after college so...” She paused to think. “Seven years.”

“That’s a long time.”

“Yes, I guess it is. I grew up in New York, though. My parents used to bring us out to Devil’s Bay every summer for vacation,” she said. “I learned to love this town so much that I made it home.”

“Did your brother come on those trips?”

“Not when I was a kid. Neal is...was fifteen years older than me, so for a long time he was an only child. He did used to visit Devil’s Bay every summer with our parents when he was a kid. But by the time my sisters and I came along, Neal was on his way to college. So the only summer in Devil’s Bay I spent with my older brother was a few weeks this year.”

It was then that Fletcher realized how wrong he was. There would be no mind-numbing small talk with Claire Carpenter. She had too much emotional depth for that to ever happen. Which meant she was the most fascinating woman he had met in a long time. He was probably fortunate that she was sharing any of this with him.

She stopped at an empty park bench to sit down, her expression thoughtful, a melancholy air to her that made it impossible for him to take his eyes off her. Sunlight filtered in through the trees, gilding her pale skin and turning it luminous. The falling gold, red, and orange leaves only seemed to enhance her understated beauty. A flush crept up her cheeks, which Fletcher suspected must have been because of the chill. The flush turned her cheeks pink, a similar hue to her full, kissable lips. That melancholy air about her had turned her sultry. Gave her a captivating, heart-rending presence he had never seen before. 

“How’s the coffee?” she asked, her tone polite.

Despite what she was going through, it was clear that small-town hospitality was still important to her. Fletcher sat beside her and took a drink of his warm coffee. “Fantastic. Miles better than the over-priced crap I get in New York.”

“Good,” she said with a faint smile. “Guess we should pick up where we left off.”

Thinking back to the way she had cried in the interview room was a cold knife through his heart. Every part of him had wanted to get up out of his seat and take
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