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Chapter One

 

Maxwell

I raced toward the burning clinic, and the fire engine screamed past me, leaving me in the dust. Lungs stinging and muscles trembling from adrenaline, I finally reached the blazing building. Staring in horror as orange flames licked greedily up the front of the office, I recoiled as the upstairs window exploded, raining shards of glass down onto the ground.

“No! God, no!” I shouted, watching the catastrophe before me. What the hell had happened? Everything had been fine when I left a few hours ago.

Behind me, the firefighters yelled excitedly, and two guys dragged a big yellow hose past me toward the structure.

“Get back,” one burly firefighter growled. “It’s dangerous.”

“But… it’s my house. My business,” I yelled, panic welling up in my throat. I started to move closer, but the heat radiating from the building felt as if it was searing my flesh. Feeling helpless, I was forced to retreat to the street. I clutched my head in frustration, watching the building burn.

Royce appeared beside me, looking as horrified as I felt. “I’m so sorry, Max,” he rasped, breathing hard.

My throat was too tight to speak, so I didn’t bother. Wheezing, I tugged a handkerchief from my back pocket and put the cloth over my nose because the smell of smoke was making me nauseous. Feeling dazed, I watched as more firemen joined the first two. A few of them masked up and stormed inside the still-burning building.

Within minutes of the men entering the structure, the black, billowing smoke began to slowly turn a dingy gray color. I prayed that meant the guys inside were making progress in putting out the flames. The things I most worried about losing inside the building were pieces of medical equipment, not keepsakes. But sentimental or not, it was gut-wrenching to watch my home and place of business literally go up in smoke.

A crowd was forming behind me, with people muttering and pointing at the burning building. One older man with a huge white Stetson and handlebar mustache gave me a pitying glance. “That’s too bad, Doc.” He shook his head.

“Too bad for us too,” another man grumbled. “Now we’ll have to drive to Dallas if we need to see a doctor.”

I turned my head sharply, scowling at the second man who’d made that callous comment. I recognized him as someone who’d come to see me recently, complaining of chronic acid reflux. I’d spent an entire hour with that ingrate, calming him down because he’d been certain he was having a heart attack. 

Before I could respond, a woman with tight auburn curls, balancing a toddler on her hip, snapped, “Luis, that’s a horrible thing to say. Poor Dr. Thornton just lost his home in that fire.”

“Yeah.” A tall skinny teenager standing next to her nodded. “That was way harsh.” The kid had to be related to the woman, because he shared her red curly hair and freckles.

Luis shrugged, giving me a sheepish look. “I didn’t mean any harm.”

Is that right, Luis?

Feeling angry and heartbroken at what was happening to my clinic, I wanted to scream at Luis. I wanted to unleash a torrent of rage at him that would make his face melt off. But while Luis was apparently a heartless jerk, the fire wasn’t actually his fault. And more importantly, I was painfully aware of Royce standing beside me. No doubt he wouldn’t approve of me shouting at Luis, so I bit my tongue. I bit it so hard, I tasted blood.

Luis shrugged. “All I really meant was it’s going to be pretty darn inconvenient for the people of Rainy Dale now if we get sick.”

“Well, that can’t be helped,” the red-haired woman snapped. “Don’t you think this might also be a little inconvenient for Dr. Thornton?”

“Mom’s right,” the redheaded teen agreed. “This is bad for the doc. Really bad. He’ll probably have to leave Rainy Dale now.”

Luis grimaced. “I understand that—but—”

“Poor Dr. Thornton has worked so hard to build his business, and now look at the place.” She shook her head. “It’s a cryin’ shame.”

“The flames are spreading so fast,” whispered her teenage son, looking mesmerized by the burning building. “It’s… kind of… fascinating.”

She glanced at her son. “It’s horrifying is what it is.”

He nodded, looking shamefaced. “Definitely. That’s what I meant.”

An elderly woman wearing a red scarf over her cropped white hair leaned toward Luis. “Don’t worry. Even if Dr. Thornton is shut down, we have options now. There’s that new fella, Dr. Martin. We can always try him out.”

Heat rose from my throat to my face as I struggled to control my resentment. Were these yahoos actually going to discuss who they could easily replace me with as my business burned to the ground right in front of me? Why was it I got in trouble if I was rude, but these people could be as obtuse as they wanted? How was that fair?

Royce shifted uneasily and drawled, “Hey, now, folks, this is neither the time or the place for a conversation like that. What Maxwell needs is our support right now. This is a trying time for him, and he could use some of our famous Rainy Dale compassion.”

Rainy Dale what now?

The red-haired woman holding the child nodded. “That’s exactly right, Sheriff. Some people have no hearts at all.”

“Sorry, Sheriff,” mumbled Luis. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“Don’t apologize to me,” Royce muttered. “It’s Dr. Thornton you’re being rude to.”

Luis flicked his guilty gaze to mine. “Sorry, Dr. Thornton.”

Scarf lady glanced at me too. “Oh, uh… yeah. Sorry, Doc.”

I grunted, unable to drum up a polite response. I appreciated Royce saying something, but a part of me still wanted to go on a homicidal rampage and strangle Luis and that traitorous hag next to him.

Girdy ran up at that moment with tears shimmering in her eyes. “Oh, my God, Max.” She grabbed hold of my arm. “What happened? How could this happen?”

“I don’t know.”

“This is an absolute disaster.” Girdy’s fingers tightened. “Were you able to get anything out of there?”

“No.” I shook my head. “The firemen warned me off.”

“I suppose they’d have to do that. At least the patients’ records are stored in the cloud.” Girdy shifted uneasily. “Do you think the firefighters will be able to salvage anything?”

I swallowed hard. “It doesn’t look promising.”

“God, this truly is a catastrophe,” Girdy wailed.

“It’ll be fine. Everything will be fine.” Royce spoke robotically.

I was unable to find comfort in his monotone words. The cold hard fact was I was officially homeless. While the firemen were making headway, the fire was still burning. Judging from the exploding upstairs window, my bedroom had burned. I’d need to replace everything, from my sonic toothbrush to my comfort insoles. All I had were the clothes on my back.

Royce turned to me, looking as if he wanted to say something. Our eyes met, and my stomach churned. Instead of speaking though, he glanced away when a car with the fire department insignia drove up. An older man with silver hair and a potbelly climbed from the car, looking glum.

“Be right back.” Royce left us to join the man who’d just arrived.

“Who’s he?” I frowned.

“That’s Fire Chief Jargon,” Girdy said.

“I see.”

At one point in his conversation with Chief Jargon, Royce glanced over at us, his expression grim.

I gritted my teeth. “With my luck, I’ll be accused of arson.”

“What? No.” Girdy shook her head. “There’s no way that’s happening.”

While I didn’t bother arguing with her, I definitely felt like I had a bullseye on my back lately. I’d had a lot of bad luck since coming to Rainy Dale. Maybe I needed to buy a deserted island, where I could live out my days people-free.

“What could have started the fire?” Girdy wrinkled her brow.

“I don’t know.” I’d been trying to figure that out myself. “Everything was fine when I left to go to River’s grand opening.”

“Maybe some chemicals exploded?”

“I’m not sure how. We store them properly and keep them in a firesafe locker.” I pinched the skin between my eyes, trying to think of what I should do next. “I need to call the insurance company. I can’t remember their name at the moment.”

“It’s Safe Harbor Insurance. I remember because I paid the premium last month. I’ll get you the number. Or I can just call them for you?”

“No. Their number is in my contacts. I’ll call. I’m sure I have to be the one to call.” I felt dazed as I spoke. 

“This has to be an accident,” Girdy murmured. 

Something in her tone made me glance sharply at her. “Well, what else would it be?”

Her gaze flickered guiltily. “Oh, well…”

I felt breathless as I asked, “You think someone deliberately set fire to my clinic, Girdy?”

She shook her head. “No. Of course not.” While she was saying the right thing, the way she avoided my gaze didn’t comfort me.

“You have a funny expression.”

“No I don’t.” Her cheeks tinted pink.

“I know I’m not the most popular person in town, but I can’t imagine anyone would purposely burn down my clinic.” I was well aware I had a way of rubbing certain types the wrong way. But to go so far as to torch my practice? That was a level of payback most people wouldn’t stoop to.

“I’m just being paranoid.” Her laugh was strained.

I narrowed my eyes, studying her. There was just something about her expression that made me uneasy. Suspicious. “Girdy, do you know something I don’t?”

“Well…”

I raised my brows, startled at her response. I’d expected her to reassure me I had nothing to worry about, but judging from her tense demeanor, she truly seemed to be hiding something from me. “You actually think this fire was intentional?”

She seemed to wilt. “I have no idea… It’s just… we got a weird message on the machine this morning.”

“What kind of message?” The blood seemed to rush through my ears as I waited for her to answer me.

“I thought it was a prank.” Her gaze slid to the smoldering building. “Now I’m not so sure.”

“What did the message say?”

She swallowed hard. “It wasn’t very nice.”

“Girdy, I can handle it.”

Grimacing, she said, “Well, they… they called you a name.”

“Really? That seems a bit childish. What did they call me?”

She grimaced. “They called you an… asshole.”

“On the machine?” I scowled.

“Yes.” She bit her lip. “They also made a kind of threat.”

My pulse picked up. “Did they?”

She nodded. 

“What exactly did they say?”

“Well… um… they said you needed to be taught a lesson.’” She sighed. “Just for the record, Max, you’re not an asshole.”

My face warmed. “Thanks.”

Royce returned to us. “Chief Jargon says the fire captain is suspicious of how quickly the fire accelerated. Chief is going to call the Fire Marshall to see if he’ll send someone from the Fire Investigation Division.”

Girdy widened her eyes. “So… that means they think the fire was set on purpose?”

“Possibly.” 

Girdy met my gaze. “Should I tell him about the message?”

“Of course you should.” Why wouldn’t she?

Royce frowned. “What message?”

Girdy slumped. “Someone left a threatening voicemail on the clinic’s machine this morning.”

I winced. “Well, it was rude. I’m not sure it was exactly threatening.”

“Of course it was.” Girdy scowled.

“What did the caller say?” Royce asked gruffly.

Girdy gave me an uneasy glance. “Er…”

I gave her an exasperated look. “You should know by now I’m not overly sensitive, Girdy. Tell Royce what you told me.”

She sighed. “Okay, well, basically they called Dr. Thornton a name and said he needed to be taught a lesson.”

“Seriously?” Royce clenched his jaw and frowned at me. “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?”

I tried not to bristle at his vaguely accusing tone. “I just found out about it myself.”

“I was really hoping this was just an accident. Now I’m not sure,” Girdy said quietly.

Royce crossed his arms. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. That’s how rumors get started. It might still be an accident.” 

“I suppose.” Girdy looked unconvinced.

Deputy Juan and Sam pulled up together in a police car, lights flashing. Once they’d parked, they climbed hurriedly from the car and made their way toward us. They both looked stunned as they took in the burning structure.

“What the heck happened?” Deputy Juan asked, his eyes wide.

“We’re not sure yet.” Royce pulled his hat off and ruffled his blond hair. “Chief’s requested a fire investigator. No point in guessing what happened until we have all the facts.”

“True.” Deputy Juan nodded.

Deputy Sam gave a low whistle. “One thing is for sure: that building is toast.”

I grunted.

“Sorry, Doc. That was insensitive of me.” He didn’t look particularly sorry. Deputy Sam wasn’t really a fan of mine. He was definitely Team Royce.

“It’s fine.”

Deputy Juan eyed the growing crowd of townspeople. “You want us to do some crowd control, Sheriff?”

“Sure. That would be great.”

“How soon do you think they’ll let me inside the building?” I asked, watching his deputies go to their patrol car to grab yellow caution tape from the trunk.

Royce frowned. “Not sure that’s gonna happen anytime soon. It’s hot as hades in there, and it will be for some time.”

“I’d just like to know if anything survived.”

“I know.” Girdy gave me a sympathetic look. “But Royce is right—it’s going to be a while before they release the scene. Especially if they suspect arson.”

“I can’t believe this is happening,” I mumbled.

“I’m truly sorry, Max.” Royce’s gaze was less guarded than usual. Lately, every time he looked at me, he had a deep line between his brows, as if I was an infuriating puzzle he needed to work out.

“Not your fault.”

“No, but still.”

Girdy touched my arm. “I think you need to get a room at the Dusty Steer, Maxwell. Maybe for the week even, until we can figure out a more permanent solution.” She sighed. “I’d happily put you up, but my cousin is staying with me right now.”

“Oh, uh… I hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. I suppose you’re right. I’ll need somewhere to stay temporarily.” I rubbed my face roughly. “God, I… I guess I should book a room at the Dusty Steer.”

“No need for that!”

I jumped as River Martin’s perky voice came from behind me. Before I could even turn to face him, he had his arm around my shoulders. I stiffened, trying not to give in to my instinctive desire to elbow his ribs.

River grinned at me. “You can stay with me, Dr. Thornton. I have a spare bedroom at my place.”

“Oh, well…” I couldn’t think of anything less appealing. Why was he offering to put me up? He had to know I disliked him, right? I was horrible at hiding it and honestly didn’t even try that hard.

“It’ll be fun.” River’s arm tightened. “I simply adore having houseguests.”

“I… I don’t think… I can’t imagine…” I trailed off because I couldn’t come up with a nice way to reject him.

Girdy’s expression was apprehensive as she watched us. She was well aware of my unfavorable opinion of River Martin.

“Oh, come on now.” River finally released me, his laugh gratingly cheerful. “Don’t be shy. It’s no imposition at all. Just say yes, Dr. Thornton. I know you want to.”

Huh?

Girdy clasped her hands and blurted, “Oh, gee whiz, if only you’d asked sooner, River. Max already accepted Royce’s offer of a place to stay for the duration.”

As the lie rolled off her lips, Royce and I looked at each other. I had no doubt my expression was as startled as his. Had Girdy lost her mind? She knew things were excruciatingly awkward between Royce and me at the moment.

“Really?” River’s voice went up an octave, and his expression was dubious. His suspicions made sense. After all, if you were paying attention even a little, it was obvious things had cooled with Royce and me. While only Royce and I knew the reason for that, it didn’t take a genius to see things were strained between us.

Royce cleared his throat. “Er… that’s right. Max is staying with me.”

His response had my mouth falling open. He was going along with Girdy’s insane ruse? Had they both inhaled too much smoke or something? We’d rarely been alone in the same room since he’d decided we needed to “tap the brakes” on our relationship. Now he expected me to stay with him? He had to know that would be incredibly awkward.

“Dr. Thornton is staying with you?” River arched one light brow, pinning Royce with his suspicious gaze.

Girdy answered before Royce could. “He surely is.”

River narrowed his eyes. “Hmmm”

There was a hint of color in Royce’s cheeks. “Max has bunked with me before.”

“Right, but…” River gave a confused laugh.

Glancing at me, Royce’s expression was inscrutable. “He knows his way around my place. It’s simpler this way.”

I was speechless. To be honest, I didn’t really want to stay with either of them. A part of me longed for the privacy of the Dusty Steer Hotel. If Royce and I were getting along, I’d have been in heaven at his place. But we weren’t, and tiptoeing around each other would be hugely stressful.

“Are you sure you won’t change your mind, Dr. Thornton?” River asked, looking disappointed. “We have so much in common.”

Do we?

I stared at him wordlessly, trying to think of one thing we had in common. The only thing I could come up with was we were both attracted to Royce, and that parallel certainly didn’t endear River to me.

River sighed. “I was so looking forward to meditating together each morning. Centering our chakras would be a wonderful bonding experience. And I really wanted to help you heal from this trauma.”

Oh, God no.

I opened my mouth but closed it again when Girdy dug her nails into my arm.

“That is just the sweetest offer, River.” Girdy’s expression was sympathetic. “I’m sure Maxwell would have jumped at the chance to stay with you, if he hadn’t already accepted Royce’s kind offer.”

Everyone had to know that was a lie, right? I’d have eaten razor blades before I’d have willingly stayed in River’s home. But River seemed to accept her flattering words, probably because his ego was the size of Jupiter.

“Sure. I get it. Royce has a warm and nurturing aura.” He sighed. “If this tragedy had happened to me, I’d want to stay in Royce’s home too.”

“I’ll bet,” I muttered through gritted teeth.

River brightened and gave me a syrupy sweet smile. “Well, if you change your mind, Dr. Thornton, my door is always open.”

“Thanks.” What was he up to? He had to know I disliked him. Why was he being so damned nice? It wouldn’t have occurred to me to offer him a place to stay if our positions had been reversed. Was he just trying to look good in front of Royce?

“And on that note.” Royce cleared his throat as he reached in his back pocket. “Um… I’m gonna be here a while on scene. I’ll give you my key, Max, so you can go relax at my place.”

I scowled. “What? I’m not leaving yet.”

“There’s nothing you can do here.” 

“It’s my home and business.” I ignored the key he held out to me. “I’m not going anywhere.”

River raised his brows. “If Royce offered me a key to his house, I’d snap it up.”

I gave River an irritable glance. “Well, I’m not you.”

Royce sighed. “May I speak to you in private, Maxwell?”

“Uh-oh.” River smirked.

Ignoring River, Royce said in a coaxing voice, “Come on. Let’s talk.”

Gritting my teeth, I followed him a few feet away from the others. His jaw was tight, and I knew him well enough to know he was trying to be patient. “I don’t want to leave. You can’t make me go,” I said under my breath.

“Max,” he said softly. “You have things you need to handle. Staying here watching the firemen helps nothing. You need to go buy some essentials before the stores close.”

“That can wait.”

“Do you carry spare underwear and a toothbrush with you everywhere you go? I highly doubt it.”

“Well, I… well,” I sputtered.

“Exactly. You need to replace some things. I have no problem loaning you toothpaste, but there are some things you should buy. You also need to call the insurance company ASAP. There’s no reason for you to stay here.”

“Other than it’s my home that just went up in flames? There’s more reason for me to stay here than you.”

He chuffed. “No, that’s not true. The fire captain strongly suspects arson. That’s a criminal matter. You need to go cool off and handle the things you can actually handle.”

My stomach dropped. “He strongly suspects arson?”

He glanced around. “Yes. But don’t say anything to anyone about that.”

“My God,” I mumbled. “This is a nightmare.”

His expression softened. “Maxwell, it’ll be okay. You’ll get through this.”

Exhaling raggedly, I held out my hand. “Fine. I’ll leave.”

He set the key in my palm. “The sheets in the guest room are clean. Make some phone calls, eat some lunch, take a nap. I’ll be home later.” He gave a tentative smile. “Grumpy will be thrilled you’re staying with us.”

But not you, right?

I still had no idea why he’d gone along with Girdy’s lie. He’d done his best to avoid me the last few weeks, so it was safe to say he wouldn’t want me staying in his home. “I’m going to say goodbye to Girdy.” 

“Okay. I’ll make sure the fire chief has your information. If it turns out to be arson, I’m sure the investigator will need to speak to you.”

I grunted and turned away, feeling like I’d lost everything important to me in the world. Because, let’s face it, I had.


Chapter Two

 

Royce

What the hell had I been thinking? All I knew was when River had offered Maxwell a place to stay, I’d felt driven to intervene. Apparently that strong visceral reaction had short-circuited my brain too, because I could think of no other reason for going along with Girdy’s crazy lie.

Having Maxwell stay with me was going to be ridiculously hard. It was true it would also give us the opportunity to have some deep discussions, which we desperately needed. But if things didn’t go well, we’d be stuck in the house together. That would truly be torture.

Instead of inviting him to live with me, I should have been bracing myself for the very real possibility Maxwell would now go back to LA. His clinic had burned to the ground, so he now had the perfect excuse. My chest ached at the thought of him leaving, but I needed to be an adult about it all. I couldn’t control him. I had no influence over him at all. He’d made that very clear to me.

His reason for leaving wouldn’t be financial. Losing the income from his clinic wouldn’t bankrupt him. His insurance would pay for the fire damage. I didn’t know the details of his finances, but I knew he owned properties in LA, and he had a healthy savings account. If he decided to leave Rainy Dale, it would be because he’d had enough of all the problems. Even I had to admit he’d had more than his share of awful things happen. Losing the clinic was probably the nail in the coffin for him.

For us.

By the time late afternoon rolled around, I was more than ready to call it a day. There were still a few firemen on the scene, moving through the burned building, searching for hot spots. I needed to head home, having stalled the inevitable as long as I could. I was both dreading and looking forward to seeing Max tonight. There was no way around things being awkward. We needed to find a new rhythm with each other.

I glanced over when a light blue Toyota parked behind the remaining fire truck. A guy about my age unfolded from the vehicle, clipboard in hand. He studied the smoldering structure as he approached, his expression assessing. His sense of style was interesting: faded jeans and a white shirt, a blue-and-pink polka-dotted tie, and red boots. The clipboard made me think he probably wasn’t just a looky-loo, but I needed to make sure. After all, anyone could buy a clipboard.

I moved leisurely to intercept him, forcing a smile. “Howdy, I’m Sheriff Callum.”

He stopped in front of me. “Randy Parris. I’m the arson investigator Chief Jargon requested.”

“Already?” I held out my hand. “That was quick.”

“What can I say? When the chief speaks, we listen.” His smile was strained.

“When you first pulled up, I thought you might be the insurance guy.”

Randy huffed. “Please, don’t confuse me with those vultures.”

“How rude of me.” I smiled. “As you can probably tell from the truck out front, the fire department is still on scene.”

“I’d hope so. These things can easily flare up.” He moved toward the building, and I followed. “I’d have been here even sooner, but I got stuck at another site a town over, in Beaver Creek.”

“That’s too bad. You’re losing light fast.”

“Yeah. I’ll just do a quick walk-through tonight and make some notes. Tomorrow I’ll dig deeper and take photos.” He met my gaze. “Chief said the captain found evidence of incendiary devices inside?”

“That’s what I heard. Captain also said no one was seen fleeing the scene before or after the fire started. The clinic was closed up tight, but the owner, Dr. Thornton, wasn’t here.”

“Any signs of a break-in?”

I frowned. “Kind of hard to tell at this point. As per usual, the firemen went in like a wrecking ball. Not sure yet what they broke and what was already broken when they arrived.”

“I see.” He rubbed his jaw. “Do you know this Dr. Thornton fella personally?”

“I do.” I didn’t elaborate. I’d wait a bit to disclose the exact nature of my relationship with Maxwell. Randy might doubt my ability to remain impartial if he knew the truth. Thanks to the town gossips, he’d soon learn all the dirty details. But for now, I wanted to get as much information out of him as possible before he clammed up.

He pursed his lips. “You see him as the type to torch the place himself? Maybe he was having money problems?”

Making sure I didn’t sound defensive, I said, “I can’t picture Dr. Thornton doing that, and as far as I can tell, he has plenty of money.”

“Still,” he murmured. “You never know.”

“That’s probably true.” My stomach churned at his cynical tone, but I kept my expression pleasant. Maxwell might be as prickly as a barrel cactus, but there was no way in hell he’d set fire to his own medical practice. I wasn’t going to let him get railroaded; however, I needed to stay on Randy’s good side so I could have influence. “I’m sure you’ve seen it all in your line of work.”

“That I have.” He scribbled something on his clipboard.

I cleared my throat. “I know it’s important no one messes with the scene. I already have one of my deputies stationed out front.” I pointed to the patrol car parked on the road. “Deputy Sam is going to watch over the place tonight, make sure no one tries anything funny.”

“That’s great.” He tugged loose an APR mask he had looped around the clamp of the clipboard and slipped it over his head. “I was afraid I’d have to sleep in my car so I could keep an eye on the scene myself.”

“Nope. The Rainy Dale Sheriff’s Department has your back.”

“That’s good to know.” He pulled a flashlight from his back pocket. “I’m going to go inside and have a look around.”

“Sounds good. I’m gonna take off, but I’m sure I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Okey dokey.” He pulled the mask up over his nose and walked toward the blackened structure.

I stayed on the walkway a few more moments, watching him cautiously entering the building. The fire had destroyed much of the front and the upstairs area. According to one of the firemen I’d spoken to earlier, they suspected the blaze had originated in the bedroom. The thought of the blaze starting in Maxwell’s living quarters made me uneasy, but until we knew more, there was no need to overthink things.

I didn’t have my car because I’d run here in a panic on foot earlier. But the walk would do me good. I headed toward town, giving Deputy Sam a friendly wave as I passed his car. It was a brisk, windy evening, and I wished I had a jacket. When I’d left my office earlier today, I’d never have suspected how the day would turn out. I’d hoped to corner Maxwell at River’s grand opening so we could talk. Now I wasn’t sure talking about us was the priority. At the moment, Maxwell had bigger problems than whether or not I’d been upset he’d refused to meet my mom. The fractured state of our relationship was probably the last thing on his mind.

Shivering, I pushed my nose into the collar of my shirt, trying not to swallow dust. The gusts swirled and picked up sandy granules, pitting them against me as I trudged toward the lights of the town. Maybe I should have asked Deputy Sam for a ride, but I hadn’t wanted to bother him. Why did the walk always feel twice as long when the sun went down?

As I walked, I watched my footing carefully. I didn’t want to step on a rattlesnake. Not that there would be many snakes out on such a chilly December evening, since most would be underground by now. But Rainy Dale was rural, and rattlers could be drawn to the warm asphalt of the road.

Once I got to the edge of town, it was a short walk to my home. When I reached my front door, it occurred to me I’d given my key to Maxwell. I rang the doorbell and heard Grumpy barking loudly inside. When the door opened, Maxwell stood there, wearing a pair of my sweatpants and a white T-shirt. My borrowed shirt seemed to hang on him, and I had to stop myself from commenting on how thin he looked. He’d obviously lost weight recently, probably because of all the stress of the last few weeks.

“Sorry. I should have left it unlocked.” Maxwell stepped back, and Grumpy lunged at me, his tail wagging furiously.

I picked up the excited pup, dodging his tongue as best I could. “No. I’m glad it was locked.” I moved past Maxwell, the sweet scent of shower gel wafting off him. I didn’t want to be so damn physically aware of him, but I had been from the moment we’d met. “Did you eat?”

He shook his head, watching me and Grumpy. “I wasn’t sure what you wanted to do for dinner.” He grimaced. “Not that you have to eat with me.”

“I have no problem eating dinner with you, Max.” I forced a smile. “But I smell like a chimney, and I need a shower first.”

“Oh, yeah. Right.”

“We can eat after I shower.”

“Okay. I… I would have cooked something, but…” His voice drifted off.

We both knew cooking was not his thing, and he’d have been far more likely to burn anything he attempted to make. When he’d stayed with me in the past, I’d done the majority of the cooking. “We can have a pizza delivered. How’s that sound?”

“Whatever you want.”

We were being so polite with each other, it was torture. Of course, things were always a bit awkward with Maxwell. But in the past, I’d have kissed him and we’d have laughed, and the awkwardness would have passed. At the moment, we were floundering, trying to find a new way to be around each other.

“I’ll be quick,” I said, escaping to my master bedroom.

The hot water loosened my tense muscles, and I sighed with exhaustion. Why was I so tired? I hadn’t done much today other than stand around, talk to people, and inhale smoke. Still, I felt physically and emotionally drained. Guilt nudged me as I realized Max probably felt far worse.

I toweled off and dressed quickly. When I entered the living room, Maxwell was on the couch, and Grumpy was curled up in his lap. Maxwell watched me warily as I approached, his fingers sliding through the puppy’s black fur distractedly.

“Feeling better?” he asked politely.

“Much.” I pulled my cell from my back pocket. “The usual toppings?”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “Don’t get a large pizza though. I’m… I’m not terribly hungry.”

I frowned. “You can eat it as leftovers tomorrow while I’m at work.” I ran my gaze over his thin frame, doing my best to stop at that one naggy comment.

“Fine. I’ll do that.” He looked down at the puppy, his lashes thick and dark against his pale cheeks.

I went into the kitchen and made the call for pizza. A sleepy-looking Grumpy followed me into the kitchen, so I went ahead and fed him too. Anything to stall going back into the living room. I leaned against the counter, trying to drum up the courage to return to Maxwell. This was going to be a nightmare if things continued to be this chilly between us. Why, oh why had I invited him to stay with me?

Because I care about him, and he needs me. Grow up.

Sighing, I grabbed two beers from the fridge and rejoined Maxwell. He hesitated before taking the bottle but then accepted it. I was careful not to brush my fingers against his. I sat on the same couch as him, although I made sure there was distance between us.

“Did you talk to the insurance company?” I asked, twisting the cap off my bottle of beer.

“I tried.” He wrinkled his brow. “Jim, the agent who handled the policy, wasn’t in the office though. The girl who answered said she’d pass along the message.”

“Well, that’s frustrating.”

“Yes.” He nodded. “I really wanted to discuss how to file for the business interruption coverage. I would have gone on their website to see if there was information about it, but my laptop was at the clinic when the fire started. I have no idea if it survived the blaze. Probably not.”

“Damn.”

“I have so much stuff on that computer.” He looked demoralized. “I hate having to set up a brand-new laptop. I had everything just how I liked it.”

“Yeah, it’s a hassle for sure. If you want to go on the insurance company’s website, you can use my laptop in the den.”

“Oh, I didn’t think of that.” He frowned. “Not that I’d have touched your computer without asking for permission.”

“I’m not worried you’re going to hack my computer, Max.” I laughed.

“I know, but it’s your private property. I wouldn’t want to… overstep.”

I ignored that last part. “Just let me know if you want to use it later.”

“There’s probably no need. I’m sure I’ll get all the information I require when I talk to my agent tomorrow.” He lifted the bottle of beer to his lips, and his throat moved up and down as he drank.

I looked away because just looking at Maxwell could get me turned on. It had been way too long since we’d slept together, and it was difficult not to yearn for that closeness with him. Thankfully, the doorbell rang, and I got up to answer it.

Grumpy barked and jumped around my feet, almost tripping me as I opened the door. “Hold your horses, pup. You’re gonna kill me one of these days.”

The usual delivery girl, Ashley, stood on the front porch. She was a petite girl with cotton-candy-pink hair, and as usual, she had earbuds in. She smiled and tugged them out of her ears when I opened the door. 

“Howdy, Sheriff. Here’s your pizza.” Ashley handed me the box, peering past me into the house. “You have company? I can’t see you eating a large pizza all by your lonesome. Is your mom back in town?”

“Uh… no.”

“No?” She smiled again, still trying to see around me.

Grumpy was barking so loudly, the high-pitched sound bounced off the porch. “Shhh. Grumpy, hush,” I rumbled.

“Aww, hey there, Grumpy. Don’t you recognize me?” Ashley knelt to pet the puppy, who seemed thrilled with the attention. “I should come by and play with you again.”

“Oh, yeah, he’d love that.” I’d already paid for the pizza, plus the tip, with my credit card over the phone. I’d hoped this part would go quicker, but it seemed Ashley was feeling sociable.

“Remember when I used to babysit him sometimes?”

“I sure do. You were a great help to me, Ashley.”

She kissed the puppy’s nose. “You’re still as cute as a button, Grumpy.”

I shifted uneasily, not sure how to politely get her to move along. The pizza was getting cold, and I didn’t want her to see Maxwell. I realized the gossipmongers would soon know about Maxwell staying with me. There would be no way to hide it permanently. But I would have liked to have at least one night of privacy for him and me.

“Well, thanks for getting the pizza here so quickly.” I smiled, hoping she’d take the hint.

She seemed to get the message. “You bet.” She stood, brushing fluffy pink hair from her eyes. “Well, see ya next time, Sheriff.” She inserted the earbuds back into her ears and skipped down the steps, humming to herself.

I closed the door and carried the pizza into the kitchen. As I grabbed plates, Maxwell entered the room.

“Can I help?”

“Not really. There’s nothing much to do.” I smiled. “Do you want to eat in here or the living room?”

“I don’t really care.”

Yeah, I didn’t suppose he did. He was no doubt simply consumed by stress and wanting to go home. But home didn’t exist anymore, and that had to be killing him. I glanced at him, my heart squeezing at his forlorn expression. He stood with his shoulders slumped and his mouth turned down. He wasn’t someone who generally showed his emotions, so he had to be hurting big-time to be looking so vulnerable.

His dejected demeanor was too much for me. I sighed and set the plates on the counter. I moved to him and put my arms around him. I was worried he’d protest, but surprisingly, he didn’t. Instead, he wound his arms around my waist and tucked his head beneath my chin. It felt so good to hold him again, and I shivered at the sensual feel of his heated breath on my skin. 

“It’s going to be fine,” I said huskily.

“You keep saying that.” He sounded almost resentful, but he didn’t pull away.

“That’s because, while I know everything looks bleak at the moment, I truly believe it’ll be okay.”

“Bleak is an understatement.”

“I’m sorry, Max. I wish I could take away your suffering.” His silky hair tickled my cheek, and I inhaled his familiar scent. I missed him, and I had to fight my selfish desire to take things further. Even if we could both find fleeting comfort in sex, it wouldn’t solve our problems. Besides, it didn’t feel right to push for that when I still had reservations about us being together. I didn’t want to lead him on or confuse things.

“I even forced myself to go to that stupid grand opening when I didn’t want to.” Bitterness painted his voice. “Look what that got me. Maybe if I’d been home, that fire never would have started.”

“Or maybe you’d have been… hurt.”

Or worse.

He looked up at me, his eyes glittering with frustration. “I’ve worked so hard to change, but you heard those people today. No one even cares if I stay or go. So long as they have River Martin around, I’m expendable.”

“You can’t listen to a few dummies who are only thinking of themselves.”

A muscle worked in his cheek. “Isn’t that basically everyone in the world?”

“I’m not like that.”

“No. You’re not.” He avoided my gaze. “Well, either way, I don’t know if I have the energy to rebuild and start over.”

My stomach dropped. “Meaning what?”

He pulled away, putting distance between us. “I’m sure I don’t have to spell it out for you.”

“You’re talking about moving back to LA.”

“Bingo.” He went to the sink and leaned on the counter, looking out the window that had a view of the street. There was a big cottonwood in the front yard, and it swayed in the wind, the leaves fluttering in the sliver moonlight. “With all the things that have happened to me since coming here, I can’t help but feel the universe is trying to tell me something.”

“I don’t believe that.”

He glanced at me. “I knew you’d say that.”

“Of course. I don’t want you to go.” I shrugged, seeing no reason to lie. He knew I cared about him. “I’ve never hidden that from you.”

He turned to face me, crossing his arms. His expression was devoid of the earlier softness. “Why do you care if I’m in Rainy Dale? You’ve made it clear you don’t want anything to do with me anymore.”

I stiffened. “I’ve told you I still care about you.”

Different emotions fluttered over his tense features. Pain. Anger. Confusion. “You care about Grumpy too. I’m not looking for someone to feed me and scratch my belly.”

“Seems to me you don’t want too much more than that.”

“You know, Royce, I’ve never let anyone as close as I did you.”

That unusually candid statement did funny things to my heart. What exactly was he trying to say? It was hard to tell with Max. “My feelings are obviously much deeper for you than for my dog.”

“It’s difficult to know. You barely speak to me these days.”

I studied him, not sure if now was the right time to dig into this stuff with him. He’d had a traumatic day. “How about we eat some dinner and then talk? You must be hungry, even if you don’t realize it.”

He didn’t respond.

“Well, I’m hungry.” I laughed gruffly. “We can still talk in a bit. I just need some food in my stomach. As horrible as this day has been for you, it’s also been stressful for me.”

Some tension left his face. “Okay.”

“Good.” I picked up the plates. “Mind bringing the pizza into the living room? I think we’ll be more comfortable in there.”

He nodded and moved to grab the white pizza box. Then we headed into the other room and settled down to eat. I was starving, and I always enjoyed Guido’s Pizza. I wolfed down four pieces before he even finished one. I stuck to one beer, though, because if we were going to talk about anything heavy, I needed a clear head.

I watched him under my brow as I pushed a piece of crust into my mouth. He looked more relaxed than earlier, although if our eyes met, he’d look away quickly. I hadn’t intended to get into this with him tonight. I was nervous about diving into a relationship discussion without having time to prepare. Hopefully, the right words would just come to me.

The main thing I needed to convey was that I cared about him but that I needed to also come first sometimes. That seemed only fair. Yes, I’d known going into this he was a difficult personality, but did that mean I wasn’t ever allowed to also be treated with respect? Wasn’t I also allowed to ask for things that I needed? I wanted a partner in life, not a master who I served.

He cleared his throat. “You’ll be happy to know I bought underwear.”

I smiled at his abrupt announcement. “Anything else?”

He sighed. “I didn’t buy clothes, which is why I’m wearing yours.” He gave me a sheepish glance. “The stores here don’t really cater to my… style.”

“No. I wouldn’t think so.”

“I ordered some things online and paid for expedited shipping. You’ll only have to keep me clothed until Wednesday.”

“I don’t mind sharing. I have spare toiletries and toothbrushes if you need them.”

He dropped his gaze. “No, that stuff I did buy. Even when we were together, I wouldn’t have wanted to share your toothbrush.”

When we were together.

A pain shot through my heart at those casual words. I stuffed down one last piece of pizza, thinking about what I wanted to say to him. We’d fallen into an uneasy silence, and Maxwell was looking everywhere in the room but at me. I polished off my beer and set the empty bottle on the coffee table.

“Still feel like talking?” I asked, butterflies fluttering in my gut. I hoped I didn’t look nearly as nervous as I felt. I wasn’t even sure why I was having a meltdown. I’d intended to talk to Maxwell earlier today at River’s grand opening. Why was I getting cold feet now? Perhaps because it was the moment of truth. If it went horribly, that would be the end of things. Right now, I still had hope we could work things out.

Maxwell sat up straight, his face twitching. “Uh… I guess.”

I frowned. “We don’t have to.”

“No, of course we should talk.” He lifted one shoulder. “The silence has been difficult. Perplexing.”

I was relieved to hear him say that. “I’ve wanted to talk to you for a while now, but with Mable’s case and all, I had too much on my plate.”

“Yes. I remember you said that.”

I felt breathless as I held his gaze. “I get the feeling you’re not exactly sure why I was upset with you. Why I pulled back.”

Wrinkling his brow, he said, “I know the catalyst was me not having dinner with your mom.”

“It felt a bit harsher than that. You were completely unwilling to even meet her.”

His gaze flickered. “Right.”

“I’ve had a lot of time to think about what it was that really upset me. I’ve tried to see it from your point of view. I did kind of spring the idea on you, but that was mostly because I didn’t want you worrying in advance. It wasn’t to trick you or anything.”

He frowned, staring at his clasped hands. “Okay. I get why you’d think that was a good idea. I know I do obsess about stuff.”

“When I did finally tell you Mom was coming to town, honestly, your reaction shocked me. I knew you wouldn’t like the idea, but I didn’t think you’d flat out refuse. In that moment, it seemed nobody’s feelings mattered to you but your own. That’s the part that hurt. That’s the part that made me question if we had a future. That isn’t the kind of relationship I want.”

He closed his eyes, wincing, and then opened them. “I… I didn’t feel ready.”

I opened my mouth to respond but swallowed my words when my phone vibrated on the coffee table. Gritting my teeth, I reached out to answer it but then hesitated. I really wanted to talk to Maxwell right now. It had taken us so long to get to this moment, I didn’t want anything to interrupt us. But being the sheriff of a small town came with this kind of annoyance. Even when I was off duty, I wasn’t really off duty.

“Do you need to get that?” Maxwell asked softly.

I stared at the phone pulsating across the smooth wood. “Probably.”

“I understand.”

With a groan, I leaned over. “Let me just see who it is.” Squinting at the caller ID, I saw it was Deputy Juan calling. “Damn. I need to take this.” My deputies didn’t call me unless there was a reason. I picked up my cell, feeling frustrated. “Hey, Deputy, what can I do for you?”

“I’m really sorry to bother you at home, boss.” There was obvious tension in Deputy Juan’s voice.

“It’s okay. What’s up?”

“Well, if you can believe it, there’s been another fire.”

My mouth fell open. “Another fire? Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack.”

“Where?”

“Horseshoe Hardware. It burned to the ground half an hour ago.”

I stood, agitation shifting through me. “What the heck is going on in this town?”

Deputy Juan’s sigh came over the line. “I don’t know, Sheriff, but two fires in one day can’t be a coincidence.”

“No. I agree. I’ll be right there.” I hung up and met Maxwell’s startled gaze.

“There’s been another fire?” he asked, also standing.

I nodded. “I’d love to think it’s a fluke, but…”

“Yeah.”

I grimaced. “I hate to run out on you right now. I know we were just digging in.”

“It’s fine. This is more important.”

I wasn’t sure that rung true for me, but it was my responsibility to protect this town. I really had no choice other than to go do my job. “I’ll be back late, I’m sure.”

“Don’t worry about it. I have Grumpy to keep me company.” His smile seemed forced.

I moved toward the entrance, grabbing my hat off the side table near the door. I was frustrated about being interrupted but frazzled about what a second fire meant for Rainy Dale.

One fire was bad luck; two in the same day could only mean one thing: Rainy Dale had a serial arsonist on the loose.


Chapter Three

 

Maxwell

After Royce left, there was no point in trying to stay awake. I was exhausted and in need of sleep. I put the leftover pizza away in the fridge and let the dog out one last time. By the time my head hit the pillow, I was already half-asleep.

When next I opened my eyes, I was shocked to see the sun streaming through the open curtains. In my groggy state, I’d forgotten to close them last night, and the room was bathed in golden, buttery light. Stretching, I glanced at the clock on the nightstand, and my eyes bugged when I saw it was 11:30 a.m. After the traumatic day I’d had yesterday, I’d never have guessed I’d sleep so deeply. Or at all.

Depressing thoughts of the fire washed over me, and I sat up abruptly, throwing back the covers. Lying around in bed wouldn’t help anything. I needed to get up and make a plan. I had no idea which way to turn at the moment, but something would come to me. The Thorntons weren’t ones to lie around and whine. I needed to keep a stiff upper lip and not let everyone in town see I was ready for a nervous breakdown.

I had no idea if Royce had returned last night, although I suspected he had because Grumpy wasn’t with me. I stood and grabbed the same clothes I’d worn yesterday, along with a pair of my newly purchased Fruit of the Looms. Once my breath was minty fresh and my face shaved, I went in search of caffeine.

As I entered the kitchen, I found Royce sitting at the kitchen table. He was in his robe, drinking coffee and reading the newspaper. My stomach tensed at how handsome he looked, his wheat-colored hair damp from a shower. “Morning,” I said huskily.

He lowered the paper and smiled, looking tired. “Good morning.”

Grumpy ran to me, wagging his tail in a circle. I patted the pup’s head and moved to the coffee maker. “Mind if I help myself to coffee?”

“Of course not.”

I grabbed a mug from the cupboard and filled the cup. He’d left the cream out, so I helped myself to some of that too. Once I had my coffee just the way I liked it, I joined him at the table. It was hard not to remember all the other mornings we’d shared together at this old oak table. Happier times back then. Now, we were unsure of how to behave with each other. I’d had a glimpse of the warmer version of Royce last night, and I hoped he’d come back to stay.

Once I had a few sips of coffee, I asked, “So, how’d things go last night?”

“About how you’d expect.” He put the paper down, running his hand over the smooth print. “The owner, Lyle Henderson, was on the verge of collapsing from stress. I almost called you to come over to give him something to calm him down.”

“Poor man. I feel his pain.”

His gaze flickered. “Yes. How are you holding up?”

“I’m still in the denial phase. I’m sure soon I’ll move on to the anger stage.” I distractedly fingered the handle of my mug. “I can’t get it through my head the clinic is just… gone.”

“I’ll bet,” he said softly. “Again, I’m sorry you’re going through this, Max.”

“Thanks.” 

“I drove by the clinic earlier, and the arson investigator was already there snapping pictures and writing his report. I actually met him yesterday. His name is Randy Parris.” He sighed. “Couldn’t get much out of him yesterday or today, other than he definitely thinks it was arson.”

I winced. “I figured that was the case because of the second fire.”

“Yeah. He’ll probably call you to set up an interview.”

“Okay.” Anxiety ate at me. “Will you be there too?”

His gaze flickered with surprise. “Do you want me there?”

“Yes.” Even if we were in a weird place with each other, it would be calming to have Royce’s quiet energy in the room with me.

“Well, I’ll try to be there.”

“Thank you.” I frowned. “Since there was a second business burned, does that mean we can discount that weird phone message?”

“I’ll have to ponder on that.”

“I see. So you think maybe the fire at the clinic was still personal?”

“Not sure. For all we know, the perp might have had a personal vendetta against you and Lyle Henderson.”

“Oh.”

He hesitated. “But with the second blaze being set, it makes it less likely you’ll be suspected of burning down your clinic now.”

I widened my eyes. “Me? Why would anyone think I set the fire?”

“The arson investigators see a lot of insurance fraud.”

“Well, still, I’d never do such a thing.”

“He doesn’t know that.”

I shook my head. “I knew this would probably happen. Unbelievable. Just unbelievable.”

“Now, don’t get all riled up. It’s his job to investigate all the angles.”

“Sure. Not to mention his job will be so much easier if he can just accuse me of arson.” My laugh was humorless. “You don’t suspect me, do you?”

His face scrunched with irritation. “Of course not, Max. Geez.”

“I’m certainly glad to hear it.”

“We may have our issues right now, but I know your character. You’re a good person. An honest person.” His lips twitched. “Irritating as all get out, but you’re definitely honest.”

“Very funny.”

He laughed. “I’m just kidding.”

I frowned. “It’s hard to tell these days. One minute you’re nice to me, and the next I feel like we’re strangers.”

“I know it’s been difficult with us.” He studied me, his brown eyes assessing. 

Our conversation
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