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      Maggie Willis bolted upright in her bed, the sounds of the old springs squeaking obscured whatever might have woken her.

      Her heart raced from a bad dream … or that’s what she told herself as she pressed her palm flat to her chest and strained to hear over the pounding of her own blood.

      It’s just the old house. Old houses creaked.

      She was in a new place—new town, new job, new life—and that’s all it was. All the new combined with the old—old bed, old house, old fears—was making her jumpy.

      She strained again to listen for more strange noises but now, of course, everything was quiet except the wind. And no one could blame the wind for blowing.

      I should have gotten a cat, Maggie told herself as she punched at the pillow again. Then any odd sounds could have easily been written off. Because, seriously? Who would even bother with this old place? It had cabbage rose wallpaper and hand cut wood floors that would have been beautiful had they not been gouged and scratched by her great aunt Abbie’s tenants over the years. The place needed enough repair that, if anyone did break in, Maggie should threaten them with a hammer and put them to work.

      Aunt Abbie’s house had often felt sinister to Maggie. As a kid, when she’d first come to visit, the creaks had sounded like the house was attempting to talk. Though the house seemed large and borderline-haunted, Aunt Abbie herself had always been warm, giving, and loving. And Maggie, the oldest of her sister’s grandchildren, had been Abbie’s favorite. Thus, the old place was hers now.

      The reading of Aunt Abbie’s will, had made hope bloom in her chest. This old house and Abbie’s legacy had seemed like the perfect escape from all the sides closing in on her in Los Angeles. Now, not so much.

      Laying her head back down, exhausted and knowing that she would wake up again at the slightest sound, Maggie tried to ignore the noises. But once her ear hit the pillow, everything was magnified.

      She heard a door creaking open downstairs, and she sat up again, stunned.

      Was someone really in the house?

      Aunt Abbie had always told her that her pillow would magnify small sounds into something they weren’t. But …

      Her chest heaved with cold fear as she debated heading down to search—what weapon did she even have?—Maggie listened again.

      Nothing.

      But as her ear hit the pillow she couldn’t tell if what she heard was footsteps or just the amplified rush of her own pulse.
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      Pushing the stroller, Maggie wheeled Hannah into the fire station and hoped the guys weren’t out on a call. Everything was going wrong today so it would just figure if she walked all the way down here and they weren’t even in. If there was a fire, they could be gone for hours.

      At least she and Hannah had a good walk, and she consoled herself that she’d be done babysitting soon. Still, hanging out her shingle and trying to start up a solo legal practice in a small town was turning out to be no easy feat. She didn’t have time to wait around.

      As she peered in through the bay doors, she didn’t see anyone. That wasn’t a good sign. Still she rolled the stroller past the shiny red engine.

      As she reached for the door that led into the station offices, it swung wide and Hannah squealed.

      “HannahBean!” Sebastian grinned at Rex’s toddler daughter as he leaned down to pick her up, his blond surfer hair trying to flop into his eyes. “How’s my favorite redhead?”

      The little girl’s arms went up and the tall, broad-shouldered firefighter handily unclicked her from the seat and scooped her up, eliciting another squeal. Maggie sighed. Though he seemed to stiffen just a little as she settled in his arm, Maggie thought Sebastian was much better with Hannah than her own father was. Then again, she cut Rex a break, Sebastian didn’t have the toddler full time and out of the blue.

      Without thinking, Maggie flipped her own auburn hair over her shoulder with a cheeky grin. “She’s your favorite redhead, huh?”

      He grinned, and shrugged, hard to do with the toddler in his arms. “I’m open to suggestions.”

      Her heart skipped a thump. She shouldn’t have fished, but she couldn’t deny the zing that shot through her.

      Just before a truly awkward silence could settle in, he gave her a wide smile but asked a little more formally, “What can we do for you?”

      “I have something to show Rex.” Her chest clenched just thinking about it. The box she’d found gave her very bad vibes—enough that she wanted to get some other eyes on it and … Well, there was nothing she could put her finger on, but what Maggie really wanted was someone to tell her that she was right or that she was being ridiculous.

      “Rex is in a training class … we all are.”

      Random afternoon trainings were normal, Maggie knew. She was both a firefighter’s girlfriend and a volunteer. She worked at the station eight hours a week, usually with A-team. But since she’d started watching Hannah while Rex was at work, she’d had to move to another shift. “So why aren’t you in training?”

      “I’m already Search and Rescue trained.” He shrugged as though it was no big deal and she wondered how many other certifications he casually held. “It’s probably another twenty minutes before they finish. Do you want to wait?”

      That was always the question with a firefighter. She could wait and he’d be done in twenty minutes. Or she could wait and he’d come out and the bell would ring just as she started to ask her question. Off he would run, and she couldn’t even be mad about it.

      She thought for a moment. “Do you have to go back in?”

      Sebastian shook his head, the motion calling out that his hair was just a little long for the firehouse rules. Apparently, no one had called him on it yet. “What do you need?”

      Maggie wheeled the stroller toward the open family room where the firefighters hung out if they weren’t sleeping, training, or at a fire. Right now, it was empty though she could hear the soft murmur of class just beyond the wall. Sebastian followed, setting Hannah down to let her play.

      “It’s this.” Maggie pulled the gift bag from the back pocket of the stroller and set it on the table.

      “An early Christmas present?”

      “Ha. No. This was the only bag I had.” Sighing, she reached in and pulled out the carved wooden box. It looked Haitian or Caribbean to her, but what did she know?

      Sebastian looked at it but didn’t seem put off by it. Maybe he would tell her she was being an idiot and shouldn’t worry about it. So she plowed ahead.

      “See the scratches? That’s because I pulled it up from where it was wedged under a floorboard. The board squeaked, I went to fix it, I found this.” She motioned harshly with her hand.

      “Okay? That’s weird, but it’s yours now. You own the house, right?”

      Maggie nodded. Practically everyone in town knew by now that she’d inherited Abbie’s home. “I don’t think this belonged to my aunt.”

      “I thought she was your grandmother,” Sebastian sidetracked then shrugged. “If it was in the house, then it’s yours.”

      She sighed. “It’s not the box itself that concerns me. Look what’s in it.” Then she watched as he lifted the lid and saw the tangled mess of jewelry.

      “I’m confused.”

      “Who does this?” she asked, trying to pinpoint why the mass of gold and silver made her so uneasy. “Look at it … the one bracelet is turning green, so it’s probably ten carat gold.” He was still frowning at her, and she kept chattering, hoping to make some kind of sense. “That necklace? I think that’s a real diamond … probably half to three quarters of a carat, so it’s worth some money.”

      He reached for it, but she gently shoved his hand away, still not sure why she didn’t want to touch it, but she didn’t.

      “What’s this long bracelet here?” Sebastian had caught on and only pushed the other jewelry aside with his pinky … as though he was preserving evidence.

      “That’s an ankle bracelet.” She watched as he turned just a little pink. It was cute that he seemed embarrassed about the error. “And it looks like real sapphires to me … also valuable.”

      “You can sell it if you don’t want it.” He clearly still didn’t understand.

      “That—” she pointed to another piece, hearing the sounds of the training meeting behind them breaking up, “—looks like a gumball machine prize.”

      The necklace was half of a ‘best friends’ heart, the gold tone rubbing off.

      “So, you think it’s not all one person’s jewelry?” he asked as, behind him, the other firefighters poured out of the training room. They turned on the TV, swung Hannah around, or came over to the table to see what she had.

      “Hey babe!” Rex offered her a workplace-appropriate peck on the cheek. “Did you bring your jewelry in?”

      Maggie had tried to tell him about the box for two days … but he simply hadn’t had time to listen. He was up to his eyeballs with his job and his daughter. A month ago, Hannah’s mother had announced that she needed rehab and dropped the girl off. Rex hadn’t heard from her since and it was appearing the change in custody was permanent.

      Though it wasn’t Rex’s fault, Maggie was frustrated. Hannah needed her dad, but Maggie found herself doing a lot of the parenting and she barely had a boyfriend. She forced a smile and an explanation.

      “I found it under a floorboard in one of the old tenant rooms.” She still hadn’t told him she thought she’d heard something in the house the other night.

      Now a good number of the firefighters were crowded around. Though several reached out, Sebastian motioned for them to not touch.

      “It is weird,” Kalan commented from over her shoulder, and Maggie turned to smile at the tall, black man. She was glad someone else thought so.

      She repeated her words from earlier. “This jewelry probably doesn’t all belong to one person.” Finally, she managed to state what bothered her. “Who collects and hides jewelry that doesn’t belong to them?”

      Though he was laughing, thinking he made a joke, Kalan’s words froze her blood.

      “Serial killers. That’s who.”
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      Maggie wheeled Hannah’s stroller into the open bay of the fire station for the second time in twenty-four hours. This time the place buzzed with a shift change. Men were already cleaning the engines while others were throwing their bags over their shoulder and heading out the door.

      She looked for Rex in the crowd as A-shift left and B-shift came on.

      “Hey, Maggie!” Sebastian headed toward her.

      She smiled back at him until he asked, “Are you okay? You look tired.”

      “Jesus, man!” Rex butted in. “Never tell a woman she looks tired!”

      Maggie wanted to laugh, but she couldn't. Rex offered a quick kiss and a quicker thanks. “Thank you for taking Hannah, babe.”

      “Of course,” she told him, resenting the words even as they rolled off her lips. He’d told her he was going to find a sitter, but it was a small town, and he hadn't found anyone yet—not for the twenty-four hour shifts he worked.

      She’d been up several times during the night with Hannah and she now had eight hours of volunteer work at the station. She was exhausted but she’d readily signed up for the position before Hannah had come into the picture.

      Rex took the stroller from her and commented, “I don’t know how I’m going to keep up with her after working a shift.”

      Maggie’s irritation flared. “I just had her for a full day and I have a shift to work now, too.”

      “But you only have eight hours.” He smiled as though he wasn’t devaluing her extremely generous donation to his family. That’s what it was: she was watching his daughter for free.

      Tamping down her feelings, Maggie handed over the diaper bag, and told him what Hannah had eaten and when she'd slept. Then she watched as he wheeled his happy daughter out the door. When she turned back to head into the station house, Sebastian was still standing there waiting. She could tell he was a bit upset.

      “I'm sorry I said you looked tired.”

      This time she did laugh. She shouldn’t have, he looked sheepish and fully regretful, but she’d seen the mirror this morning. “I'm not offended by the truth, and I’m exhausted. Hannah didn't sleep last night and now I've got an eight-hour shift to work.”

      He looked like he wanted to say something else, but Sebastian motioned over his shoulder toward the house and B-team. “I hope they go easy on you … I miss having you on A.” Then he turned away as though the conversation were over and he was starting to leave.

      She missed A-team, too. Maggie didn’t like the resentment that kept creeping up about Rex and Hannah, but Sebastian’s shy smile softened some of her irritation.

      With his bag slung over his shoulder, he looked like the quintessential bad boy. What Maggie had discovered in the past few months, was that his bold looks and on-site confidence were deceiving and he was actually quite shy.

      She was about to wish him a good day when he turned back and popped an unexpected question into the space between them. “You don't want kids?”

      Her heart sank. There was no good way to answer this. So she fumbled it. “I do want kids. Just not like this. Not yet.”

      Sebastian nodded. “Rex got dealt a tough hand.”

      That was understating it, and probably why Maggie didn't resist more than she did. Though he'd known about his daughter and paid regular child support, he didn’t have much contact with Hannah. Then, when he'd moved here, training as a firefighter after he left the Los Angeles Police Department, Hannah's mother had done her best to cut Rex out of his daughter’s life completely.

      But suddenly, Maggie's carefree boyfriend had become a full time dad. And she'd somehow become his full-time babysitter. So now she looked at Sebastian, wondering if she had dated the wrong guy in the first place. Not that Sebastian had asked her …

      She had what she had. “He did get dealt a rough hand, and I adore Hannah. I would do anything for her, but …” She shrugged, letting the words fall away.

      Sebastian might not be loud, but he was relentless. He still stood there, bag over his shoulder, clearly ready to go home after his own shift, but he wasn't budging until she told him what was up. “But what?”

      “I'm supposed to be renovating the house, which, of course, is going slower than it was supposed to.”

      He tilted his head. “You've got your offices all set up in the front room. You've been seeing clients.”

      She smiled, glad that he knew that. Then again, Sebastian just seemed to know things. Maybe it wasn't clear to everyone that she was fully set up despite the shingle she'd hung out front. The crowds weren’t rolling in yet. Advertising needed some of her time, too.

      Maggie almost sighed, it was just one more thing on her list. “The rest of the house needs work—more work than I estimated. I'm supposed to have more rooms to use … And now I have a toddler every third day.”

      And then some. But she didn’t add the last part. More than once, Rex had asked her to babysit so he could sleep or go to the grocery store or run some errand. She was going to have to start saying no.

      Sebastian nodded, the move looking a little tight, as though there was something else he wanted to say. When he did speak, it seemed he was biting his tongue. “Well, I'll see you around then.”

      Once again, Maggie wondered what would have happened if Rex hadn't asked her out first. Was she brave enough to find out?
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      Maggie pulled her front door open at the knock, hoping it was a client.

      “Come in!” she offered cheerfully, still looking down at the document she’d just printed. That was bad form, and she swiveled her head to glance at him, her gaze traveling up the tight-fitting jeans and navy blue t shirt. She hadn't needed to get past the biceps to recognize that it was Sebastian Kane standing on her doorstep.

      Surprise, she thought, he knows where I live. Then again, he had commented she was seeing clients, so clearly he knew how to find her. Small Town, she reminded herself.

      Maggie really hadn’t considered that factor when she decided to live and work in the same place. She’d simply wanted to get away from the city, away from running into her ex-fiancé or anyone who wanted to talk about her canceled-at-the-last minute wedding. And she needed to get away from a job that she hated. Had she gone too far coming to a town as small as Redemption?

      “You look nice,” Sebastian told her as he stepped across the threshold. The floorboards squeaked underneath his feet as he stepped inside. Yet another thing she really needed to fix. She could just add it to the very long list.

      Maggie closed the door behind them, suddenly feeling intimately close in the small, poorly lit space. She wanted to blurt out, why are you here? But she didn’t. Maybe he was here as a new client. So she left her voice professional. “How can I help you?”

      “Oh,” he replied, his smile almost shy. “I just wanted to check in. Make sure you got some sleep …” he let his voice trail off.

      Maggie waited him out. Was he being sweet, checking up after she was clearly upset about the box of jewelry and Kalan’s offhand serial killer comment? Or was there really nothing else to do in town except check on the neighbors?

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to overstep. It’s just that you seemed a little upset when I was leaving the station the other day and I wanted to be sure everything was all right.”

      For a moment Maggie paused. Everything was not all right. In fact, she’d tried twice to sit down and talk to Rex, but he’d brushed her off, not even able to find a few minutes to listen to her.

      She needed him to find a real babysitter for Hannah and she wanted him to check into the jewelry. He was, after all, a former cop. As far as she knew, Sebastian had no such background. Yet, Sebastian was here and Rex had been a relatively crappy boyfriend of late, though that wasn’t his fault.

      “Maggie?” Sebastian pressed, leaning a little forward and trying to catch her eye as, clearly, she'd hesitated too long.

      So, she gave in with a sigh and everything tumbled out. “I’m not as good at DIY repairs as I thought I would be. I have these creaky floorboards …” she started to point toward the back room, but that was ridiculous, they almost all creaked! “Actually, I have a lot of them.”

      “I can help,” Sebastian offered, maybe a little too quickly and she must have looked at him oddly because he explained. “My dad's a carpenter. I can build a mean bookcase, install a new doorframe, and repair squeaky floorboards like nobody's business.”

      Maggie found herself smiling when she hadn’t expected to. His grin was infectious. Thank God for Sebastian, she thought. Heading toward the back room, she heard him follow. “This was the squeaky board I tried to fix where I found the box.”

      His curiosity was obviously piqued and as she led him into the room, she asked, “What do you know about the house?”

      He took a deep breath as though this were a pop quiz. “Well, it was a boarding house for a long time, up until a handful of months ago when Sabbie passed away.”

      “Why does everyone call her Sabbie?” Her aunt’s name was Abbie, and Maggie thought she’d been mishearing everyone until now.

      “She was always Miss Abbie … and my dad always knew her when he was little and couldn’t say it right. He said a lot of the kids called her Sabbie.” He paused a moment. “It’s sweet that she left you the house.”

      “She had no kids and I was her favorite of her sister’s grandkids. She left me the house and everything in it. The money—not very much—went between the other three grandkids.” Maggie replied. “I thought I could do an estate sale for the furniture and things in the house to cover the cost of repairs, but there’s not enough of it for me to have any furniture if I do that.”

      “They’re not antiques?” he asked.

      “Honestly,” Maggie stopped and turned toward him there in the hallway. “I don't know enough to tell what's valuable and what's not. So I'm still at the stage where I need to find someone to tell me what to keep and what to sell.” She didn't add someone I can trust.

      And she also didn't add that it should have happened well before now, but the house was rapidly becoming a money pit and time suck. The to-do list had been long when she arrived. Then, each thing she attempted revealed three more repairs. And then she’d lost so much time taking care of Hannah.

      “If I remember correctly,” Sebastian either caught her hesitation and understood or serendipitously turned the conversation. “The tenants left when she died.”

      “Close,” she told him again. “I was not ready to run a boarding house full of people I didn't know. So I had the estate attorney handle getting them out.”

      Sebastian's brows shot up.

      “Not like that!” She held up a hand. Why did it feel so awful that Sebastian thought badly of her? “It wasn't that harsh! They knew Aunt Abbie was older, and she told them repeatedly that they would have to find somewhere else to live when she died. She told me she was leaving the house to me about three or four years before she passed. I gave them five months to find somewhere to live and all of them were out within four. So no one actually got evicted.”

      Sebastian was nodding along and Maggie was relieved.

      “Because it was all handled by the estate attorney—” she opened the door to the back room, “—I don't know who was in this room, and I don't know where they went. But they buried that strange box of jewelry under the floorboards in here.”
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      Sebastian didn't like the feeling in his gut as Maggie pulled the box out of the empty closet. She’d put it back into this room, out of sight? She clearly didn’t like it either.

      He didn't know what it was that made him feel this way, but it was the same visceral premonition he got right before a fire flashed over. It was like the sinking sensation when they were standing on a roof and he yelled, “Let's get out of here” moments before it caved in. Sometimes he yelled too late.

      That was the feeling tugging hard at him now.

      It wasn't any kind of psychic intuition. It was just about having been on the job long enough for the back of his brain to sometimes put things together before the front of his brain did. He looked at Maggie, who sat on her knees in her nice business suit and set the box between them.

      The old room had been emptied except for a nightstand and a dresser. Old wallpaper lined the walls with puffy roses that had faded to a pale pink over the years.

      He’d always wondered how Sabbie had housed grown men in such frilly rooms. He flipped the lid open and looked again at the jewelry. Though nothing in the box looked like something the older woman would have picked out—she’d always worn work pants and men’s shirts when he’d seen her—he reminded himself that what he knew about women in general could have fit in a box this size. “Is any of this maybe your aunt’s?”

      “I don't think so,” Maggie told him, rocking back a little bit. She shrugged as if she truly had no clue what the box was, or why it was here.

      For a moment his tongue got stuck. He’d told her she looked nice when he walked in the door. Had that been a good thing or a mistake? He reminded himself that it didn't matter. She was with Rex, and he'd been too slow. He’d asked her about wanting kids, thinking that if she didn’t it would help him slough off this useless crush he was carrying around. Instead, she’d made it grab him even harder.

      But Rex was a fellow firefighter, part of the brotherhood. So there was no making a move on Maggie.

      “No!” Maggie interrupted his pity party. “This can’t be Aunt Abbie’s. She had a box of jewelry that was given to my cousins as part of her will.”

      Sebastian nodded absently, still trying to make heads and tails of what he was seeing. There was a small handful of necklaces. The one with the diamond. Two looked cheap, like something you’d win at a county fair. The bracelet and the anklet—not just a large bracelet apparently. He wondered if Maggie wore anklets, because they looked sexy.

      But as he peered into the box a little more carefully, he thought she was right. The mix was odd.

      “I don't like it.” Maggie’s words mirrored his own thoughts. “It feels weird.”

      She didn’t mention Kalan’s comment, but they had to both be thinking it.

      Sebastian was now very curious. The rumors about Sabbie had been wild and too varied to believe. Some said she was hiding cash under the bed. Others whispered that she'd been dirt poor or that she was in love with one of the boarders. Sabbie would tell anyone who asked that she'd never been married, and she liked it that way, but the rumors flew that her true love died in one of the wars, and so on.

      “The jewelry she gave my cousins was only a small handful of necklaces. A couple of rings—one of them had a jade that was a couple of carats. But nothing crazy, no crown jewels.” She laughed a little and seemed as though she reached her hand out to touch him. But then she pulled it back. When she waved toward the open box and spoke again, she sounded a little strained. “But it was nothing as expensive or as cheap as some of this stuff. All the things Aunt Abbie left were clearly out of fashion. There was maybe one jade necklace I would wear, if I had to attend a ball or something.”

      For a moment, his mind cut to the annual Firemen's Ball and how she would look in a green gown with a jade necklace. Then he quickly reminded himself that she would look that amazing on Rex's arm, not his. And he reminded himself again that he was an idiot for not asking her out when she first got to town and had still been single.

      So he forced his mind back to reality and the boyfriend she had. “Did you show Rex?”

      She shrugged again, though it wasn’t about not knowing the answer. “He saw it at the station house, same as you.”

      “Did he say anything else?”

      “Only that Kalan shouldn’t have scared me like that.” Her jaw tightened and he could see she didn’t like the implication that she was frightened over nothing.

      Then she dropped a bombshell.
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      “I thought someone was in the house the other night …”

      Maggie let the words hang between her and Sebastian. She knew Rex would brush her off, but if Sebastian did too, she would finally let it go.

      Instead, he looked at her as though she was nuts. “You called the police?”

      Maggie shook her head and explained. “What would I tell them? There wasn’t an open door or window. Nothing was moved. Honestly, it might have just been the house creaking.” She hated admitting that she was in her thirties and still being kept awake at night by the sound of an old house.

      “You told Rex?”

      She tried not to let her lips press together, or let Sebastian see how she really felt right now. Because lately she hadn’t been able to even go to Rex. She’d been his babysitter, not his girlfriend. Surely, the cracks in her relationship were already showing. Probably everyone saw them by now.

      She liked Rex— but that was the problem. She liked him; she wasn't in love with him.

      She'd moved to town and he’d asked her out right away. He was charming, with his dark Italian good looks and ready smile. She was hoping to make friends and meet someone and maybe she’d said yes a little too quickly. They’d barely begun dating when Hannah had come along. And maybe that's when she'd known it wasn’t going to work, because Maggie had fallen in love with Hannah … not Rex.

      “Should we take the box to the police?” she asked, wondering if the PD would even have time to do anything with it. The box was the only evidence she had and it was just a stupid box in an odd position. Hardly worth the officers’ time.

      “If we take it to them, they're going to keep it,” he told her.

      She wasn’t ready for that. Besides, it wasn’t really hers. If it was innocent, someone had left it behind. “So how I do find out who it belongs to?”

      Even as she asked him, she caught a glimpse of the time. “Crap! I have a client on the way.”

      “Then leave me here. I can get photos of the pieces and see if anyone in town knows who they belong to.”

      “You can just do that?” That would not happen in LA. “Never mind. Yes, do it. Maybe someone can help. Thank you.”

      She was beyond grateful. She needed an extra pair of hands—or ten. She loved Hannah, but this wasn’t working. She was nowhere near the number of clients she’d projected to have at this time, and her savings would only take her so far. Maggie was growing concerned about admitting defeat. Sebastian's offer was a godsend.

      “Do you have a spare pencil?” He’d already used a pen from his pocket to lift the first piece out and spread it out on the floor. As if he thought he shouldn’t touch it. His concern heightened her discomfort.

      She would feel better after she returned it to the owner. “You don’t want to touch it?”

      “I’m just thinking if we can get a fingerprint off of any of it, we might find the owner.” He didn’t sound too hopeful, but he wasn’t leaving his own prints behind, she noticed.

      Maggie was popping up to grab him the pencil when she heard a car pull up out front. Her client was early or she had yet another unexpected visitor.

      “Go meet your client. I’ve got this.” Sebastian waved her away with a reassuring smile. He must have seen her anxiety and it made her heart melt.

      She had to break up with Rex. Even if this was just a silly schoolgirl crush, her heart shouldn’t be flip-flopping for one man when she was dating another.

      Grabbing a pencil from her supply room, she turned back to hand it to Sebastian, only to smack into him. His broad chest in the soft t shirt stopped her like a wall.

      She was simply grateful that she hadn't poked him with the sharpened end. That would have been even more embarrassing.

      “Oh, I'm sorry.” He jumped back quickly, as though he'd been the one not paying attention.

      Sweet guy, she thought and held out the pencil, though she could still smell him in the air between them now. “Here.”

      She scrambled away as her front door creaked open behind her.

      “Dear? I know I'm early … Oh, I just love what you've done with the place!” Mrs. Miller was all of four foot eleven and her personality and forwardness filled up any space she didn’t take up physically.

      Maggie just smiled and nodded. She’d barely rearranged the furniture, not having the funds to replace it. And she wasn’t a fan, but she pasted on her best smile. “Mrs. Miller! I'm glad to see you. Don't worry about being early.”

      The older woman nodded and took Maggie's hand in one of hers. She used the other to wave at the brightly welcoming foyer and front room. “Now, let's get down to the nasty business of writing this will.”

      “Wills are a good thing,” Maggie reminded the woman as she squeezed Mrs. Miller's hand.

      The older woman settled herself into one of the plush chairs across from the large oak desk. Just as Maggie was opening her mouth to ask about how Mrs. Miller might need to divide her estate, the older woman opened the conversation with something entirely different.

      “I don't know if you heard …” She leaned forward as though to share a secret. “But just outside of Lincoln, they found another body.” The bright blue eyes looked truly worried, and she reached up and fidgeted with the stone on her necklace.

      “I didn’t know,” Maggie said. She hadn't been in the area for long. A body was bad. Another body was worse. She felt her brows pull together but Mrs. Miller kept talking.

      “They're saying the Blue River Killer is starting up again.”
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      The more Sebastian handled the jewelry, the more his stomach turned.

      He worked diligently while Maggie met with Mrs. Miller. He wasn't exactly sure what Maggie was doing for the older woman. He only knew that Maggie was a lawyer, and that her sign out front said: estate law, prenups, divorces, contracts.

      He didn't think anyone around here was going to need a prenup, but he didn’t tell Maggie that.

      When she came in to do her station volunteer work, he’d found excuses to chat with her, and found that he liked her more than just a little. Seeing her every week was something he’d looked forward to, until she’d begun taking Rex’s daughter during A-shift.

      Sebastian told himself again it was a sign that they were serious and that he needed to get his head out of his ass. Nothing good could come from wanting a woman who was with someone else.

      Besides, he wasn’t anything special. She talked freely with all the guys. He’d gotten the impression—the way her voice sometimes tightened—that she wasn't all that confident her business was going to bring in enough money. So he didn't want to interrupt her now.

      The old, scratched wood floor was too dark to be a good background for the pictures. So he headed into the room she'd converted to an oversized supply closet and found a few reams of white paper sitting lonely on a mostly empty shelf.

      He picked up one of her pens and thought about taking it. The monogrammed “Magdalyn Willis, Attorney at Law” might have cost her something, so he put it back. The beautiful gold script was all Maggie.

      Back in the room, he got down to business. Photographing the jewelry went much better with the white paper as a background. By the third piece, he admitted what he was doing. He was photographing evidence.

      Evidence of what, he didn't know. But the more he examined the jewelry, the more he realized Maggie was right. No one person would want this odd collection. And which of Sabbie’s boarders would want so much jewelry?

      Who would collect such odd pieces, and then hide them in a cigar box under the floorboards? Sebastian didn’t like any of the answers that came to mind.

      When he was done, he scooped the jewelry back into the box without touching a piece. Using only one fingertip, he flipped the lid closed.

      With nothing left to do, he needed to head home. As he snuck by the door Maggie had left ajar, he waited for a moment, watching her work. He thought about popping in and telling her he was leaving. But her serious expression and the words “my will” made him realize he shouldn't be listening. So he simply crept out the front door and pulled it closed tightly behind him.

      His thoughts rolled, turning back to the box.

      He’d known Sabbie. Hell, they all knew she had boarders in and out of the house for years. Some had stayed a long time and others had rotated through in a week or just a few days.

      The guys at the station had always worried—an older woman running a boarding house for men she often didn't know. Men often no one in town knew. But Sabbie had stayed safe and strong. She ran the house with an iron fist and a side of freshly baked cookies right up until the night she passed in her sleep.

      Heading home, Sebastian figured he should take a nap, which was his usual routine. Starting the next morning he had a twenty-four hour shift. He needed to be alert the entire time. But he found he struggled to fall asleep this time and, an hour later, he was online.

      He started by searching “boxes of jewelry.” Which was possibly the stupidest search he could have tried, unless he wanted to buy a new, elaborate jewelry box.

      The next thing he tried was finding a list of Sabbie’s boarders. There was no way Sabbie would have kept this jewelry, let alone stuffed the box into the floorboards in a room she was renting. It definitely belonged to one of the men who’d come through.

      So if he could figure out who they were, he might be able to figure out which one had left it.

      Three hours later, Sebastian had only three names, spanning the last fifteen years of renters. That was not nearly enough, he thought, given the number of people he knew had stayed at the boarding house.

      There had to be a better way, he thought. Then he realized the better way was simply to ask Maggie. Surely, Sabbie had kept records.

      And seeing Maggie again wouldn't hurt. He didn’t like that she thought someone had been in the house. Between the noises and his growing concerns about the jewelry, Sebastian was fighting that churning premonition in his gut. He decided he would keep a closer eye on Maggie. Rex wasn’t doing it and someone needed to

      Could he just subtly watch over her and still keep himself in the box that was ‘just her friend’? Sebastian wasn’t sure, but the alternative wasn’t an option anymore.
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      Maggie shot up out of bed, her bare feet hitting the rug before she even realized she was awake.

      Her blood rushed in her ears and her heart pounded.

      With a concerted effort, she forced her breathing to slow, hoping she could hear something besides her own fear. Her toes curled into the plush rug she’d laid out beside her bed so her feet didn't hit the cold wood every morning.

      She should have worn something other than a silly night shirt.

      Thump.

      There. She heard it again.

      Oh dear God, there was someone in the house. Surely that wasn't a sound the house made on its own.

      Without moving her feet, Maggie snaked her hand out and curled her fingers around the Louisville Slugger she’d set beside the bed. She'd found it in one of the rooms while cleaning last week. Had one of Abbie's tenants left it?

      There was no telling. Maggie had cleared drawers of the antique chests to find real silverware, old letters, and receipts from purchases made twenty years ago. There were instruction manuals for appliances no longer in the house.

      The baseball bat had been a boon.

      Now she was grateful as she held it in her grip, aiming it down the stairs in front of her almost as though it were a broadsword rather than a bat. She had no idea what she was doing with it.

      Slowly, so as not to make the floors creak, she stepped cautiously forward. What she wouldn’t give to have Sebastian here.

      Oh hell. Why was she thinking of him?

      Thump.

      Another knock came from downstairs and made her ribs squeeze and her fingers clench tighter.

      Whoever it was, was trying to be quiet. Or, she told herself, maybe it wasn't a silent human, but a noisy raccoon.

      It was entirely possible this was just some random wildlife that had snuck in. The property bordered on woods. Though the boarding house was relatively near the middle of town, Redemption had done a good job of staying green. Strips of lush trees, bushes, and woods buffeted many of the neighborhoods offering shade and walking trails.

      Right now, however, Maggie was wishing for the trees to be gone. How she would love to see clearly out the back of her yard and into her neighbors’, to make eye contact with another person who should have been there.

      As the next noise made her jolt, she felt the anger flare. She'd had enough of this. Forgetting her bare feet and her unorthodox grip on the bat and her ridiculous nightshirt, Maggie bolted forward.

      She thumped down the stairs, making more than enough noise for anyone to hear her coming. Her goal was speed. In her sheer pissiness, she'd forgotten her safety and was ready to duke it out with whomever might have snuck in.

      Even as she hit the bottom step she heard another noise, this one toward the back of the house.

      She whirled around the stair post and chased the sound, ready to throw down in defense of the home that still didn't quite feel like her own. As she skidded to a halt at the back of the house, the cool night air wafted over her, the gentle breeze knocking her back.

      The back door stood wide open.

      Holy shit, she wasn't just imagining things. The noises weren’t just the creak of an old house, someone had actually been here.

      She looked around the hallway, bat still choked up and ready to swing. All the hallway doors stood open.

      She kept them closed normally, and if any were open, she closed them on her nightly lock up. Maggie didn't know why. It was just part of her regular routine, like checking the bolts on the windows. There were so many windows in this house.

      Now, she reached out and gingerly closed the back door with one hand. Her fingers shook as reality set in while she tried to work the bolt. Only as she felt the heavy lock slide home did she realize that she might have bolted something inside with her.

      Sucking in a breath at her own stupidity, she cautiously turned and headed toward the front of the house. She peeked into each of the bedrooms, looked into the living room and through the arch to the dining room. Maggie couldn’t see into the kitchen but she wasn’t willing to get too far from the front door. It could wait.

      She padded softly into the foyer. The porch lamp sent a soft glow through the frosted glass of the front door giving her some light to see by.

      Did a shadow move in it?

      Her rage sparked again. No one had any right invading her home. With one hand still on the bat, she rapidly undid the bolt and threw the door wide.

      Maggie stepped boldly and angrily onto the front porch and smacked right into a broad, hard chest.
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      He'd heard the noises inside and wondered what was happening, but Sebastian was not prepared for Maggie to barrel out the front door and right into him.

      He lifted his arms to hold her back but even as he started the movement, she wrapped both hands tighter around the bat she was holding and hauled it back.

      Yanking his own hands skyward, he jumped backwards—maybe a little too far back. The floorboard at the top of the steps gave a little with his weight and he thought he was going to tumble down the porch stairs.

      Thank God he was sure footed, because his sneaker slipped and he thumped down a step but he managed to remain upright. He did this while calling out, “It's me, Maggie. It's me. What's going on?”

      De-escalate the situation, his brain was thinking, even though it was also thinking that Maggie had been plastered to him just moments before. And that she was wearing only a pink nightshirt with a Tweety Bird on the front. Tweety did not match her glower. He pressed, “Maggie?”

      She held the tip of the bat out almost as though it were a sword or a gun, keeping him at the end. “Someone was just in my house.”

      Holy shit, that explained the wild look in her eyes. And here he was on her doorstep, looking awfully suspicious at three 3am. The press of her lips and narrowing of her eyes indicated she thought exactly the same thing. “Why are you here?”

      She’d jabbed the bat at him forcefully enough to make him dip backwards just a few inches to avoid getting a punch into the sternum, and damn if he didn’t find the fire attractive. “You're not going to like what I have to say, Maggie.”

      Her eyebrows shot up and she jabbed at him again. Luckily, this time he was too far away. “Don’t tell me what I will and won’t think.”

      She had a good point. “I will tell you why I’m here, but can we first check the place out? Make sure no one’s still here?”

      He watched as she thought through her options then lowered the bat. She looked up and down the street, probably checking for her prowler, before stepping backwards. “Okay.”

      Though she didn't exactly invite him in, she didn't slam the door in his face either, and Sebastian slowly walked into the foyer. “Let’s check each of the rooms.”

      He watched as her adrenaline turned to laughter. The bat now hanging loosely in one hand, the tip thumped into the hardwood floor. She waved her other hand loosely to indicate the house. “There are so many rooms, it’ll take an hour.”

      Though she was exaggerating, she was right. He’d heard the place had six bedrooms for renters. He’d seen for himself that there was a den, two formal living rooms, a dining room and her office. Sebastian was about to find out for himself. “Let's give it a shot.”

      Fifteen minutes later, they’d done a cursory sweep of every room. He tried to keep his brain on the task at hand and off her bare legs. He was trying not to notice the way her nightgown occasionally hitched up or that she wasn’t wearing anything underneath it …

      Pushing his brain back to the task at hand, he immediately thought of smoke and accelerants, but he'd seen all the corners and all the doors. Aside from the house itself, there were no fire hazards here. He’d seen the large upstairs bedroom with the attached bath that Maggie claimed as her own. The covers of the high antique bed had been thrown back haphazardly and he imagined the plush rug still held the footprints of her delicate bare feet.

      Sebastian tried not to think about it. Instead, he walked heavily toward the back door and asked her if the noise matched what she’d heard.

      “I think so. I mean, the back door was open and it sounded just like that.”

      “But you didn't see anyone?” He was just clarifying, but her eyes darted to the left and her jaw clenched tight as she said “no,” as though she didn't like admitting that it might be nothing.

      “It's not nothing,” he told her. But even as he tried to reassure her, she turned a glare his direction. She was still seemingly unaware that she was only in a thin night shirt and that Tweety Bird was grinning at him.

      “Why are you here at three in the morning Sebastian?”

      He’d known this was coming, and there was no really good answer but the truth. “I saw the lights flipping on all over the house … so I got out of my car and ran toward your door.”

      She only needed a sharp rise of one eyebrow to get him to confess the rest.

      “I was watching your house.” He sighed, “after what you said—” and what he’d found, but he didn’t say the last part out loud, not yet.

      Her look of sheer surprise didn't surprise him. Watching over her was probably the dumbest thing to do. Then again, she'd had a problem and he was glad he was here now.

      Her expression turned worried. “Why were you really watching my house at three a.m. Sebastian?”

      Okay, she wasn’t going to let it go.

      He wanted to remind her that her prowler had gone out the back door and he'd been knocking out front, but she would figure that out on her own fast, if she hadn’t already.

      “Because I didn't like what I saw,” it was a stupid answer, but he wasn’t quite ready to tell her what he’d found online.

      “About what?” she wasn’t going to let him sidestep.

      He admitted half of it. “When I left the other day, I saw footsteps around the side of your house. They followed the flower bed and they went into the back woods.” He pointed at the wall as if to indicate the yard outside. At the time it had seemed silly to think they were sinister. “I told myself they were yours. But last night I remembered that I've never seen you wear work boots.”
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      Maggie felt her blood start to rush again.

      She didn’t need this—as if having a break-in tonight hadn't been enough. She wanted to yell at Sebastian, “Why didn't you tell me there were footsteps in my yard?”

      But it would just be rude, because honestly, she wouldn't have said anything either. Sebastian had thought they were her prints. And why would he think anything else?

      Taking a deep breath, she fought to calm her racing thoughts. Her first clear idea was that she should thank him. The connection between the footprints and that he hadn’t seen her in work boots was the only reason she knew the other sounds she’d been hearing were truly concerning and not just her wild imagination.

      The second clear thought was that her nightshirt hit mid thighs … maybe.

      She looked up to see he was staring at her oddly, as though he knew she was about to lose it.

      Was he staying? Was he going? He didn't look like he was done talking. Lord help her if he had other bad news. Well, she wouldn’t face it in this ridiculous nightshirt and no bra.

      “Do you mind if I go change?”

      He shook his head no, but then followed her up the stairs. For a moment Maggie wondered if he was going to stand in the doorway while she got dressed.

      But Sebastian Kane stood respectfully in the hallway with the door closed and waited without a peep. She knew this man well enough that thinking any different was about her and not him.

      Her breath whooshed out of her lungs and she realized she finally felt safe knowing he was just beyond the door. Still, she didn’t want to linger. She couldn’t leave him standing in the hallway for the rest of the night. Maggie quickly pulled jeans out of her closet and a comfy t-shirt out of her dresser drawer—well, Aunt Abbie’s dresser drawer.

      Though it was barely 3:30 in the morning, she was fully dressed for the day now. No hair, no makeup, but that's what a man got when he showed up on a woman's doorstep in the middle of the night.

      Sebastian smiled at her when she emerged, though whether it was for reassurance or because he was just happy she hadn’t taken longer she didn't know.

      He motioned down the hallway with one hand. “Should we go sit at the table and talk there?”

      Maggie nodded and led the way down the steps. Even before they hit the dining room, she turned back and said, “We have to call the police.”

      Though he readily agreed, something about the too-quick nod made her wonder. She didn’t have long to wait. He started talking as soon as she was seated.

      “I don't think the footsteps in the garden are the worst of it.”

      Holy crap, she thought. Bracing her hands on the table, Maggie leaned forward and tried to untangle what had happened tonight.

      Despite the fact that he was here at the same time as the prowler, she realized she trusted Sebastian implicitly.

      Reaching out, he took her hand in his, probably offering a gentle kind of comfort. Did he know he sent a bolt of awareness up her arm? She fought the sigh that wanted to go with it.

      “I don't know how to say this Maggie … But I think Kalan might have been right.”

      “What?”

      Her jaw fell open despite the fact that Maggie knew exactly what he meant. She was just so surprised that her reactions were getting away from her. At the time, everyone at the station house had told her Kalan’s idea was nuts. Now, she was more concerned that Sebastian agreed with her.

      Rex had brushed her off each time she asked if it was possible. She’d become convinced she was imagining things and definitely overthinking it. Maybe Rex had just been too busy to pay attention.

      The last thing Maggie needed tonight was to confirm her own deep fears. Why would the box have been hidden unless it was a secret? So at the very least it was contraband of some kind.

      “You really think it's a serial killer?” she blurted the words out, dreading the answer.

      “I don't know about that,” Sebastian replied calmly, as though he knew he was the eye of her hurricane tonight. “But Kalan made a good point. Who would keep such a random assortment of jewelry like that?”

      He’d echoed her thoughts. No woman she knew would hang on to that collection or let it get so tangled.

      “It’s weird, for sure. And it belongs to someone who used to live here.” Sebastian made the statements calmly, still keeping himself together in a way that Maggie envied.

      She was holding on by a thread, but his next words made her breathe easier.

      “The idea that it's a serial killer’s trophies is a bit far-fetched. But, given the oddity of the collection, and the fact that it was shoved under a floorboard—probably with the intention that no one find it—makes me think it was stolen.”

      Maggie nodded. It was probably a stalker, or something one of the boarders had stolen. Maybe shoplifted things they had nowhere else to hide.

      She was just starting to breathe easier when she decided it was time to ask Sebastian a question she probably wouldn’t like the answer to. “Do you think the prowler is related to the jewelry?”

      “I don't know,” he answered with a loose-limbed shrug.

      Maggie liked that about him. Lots of guys felt they had to have an opinion on everything, but Sebastian was more than willing to admit when he didn't. He was confident enough in who he was that he didn’t have to show off.

      But when he spoke again, she realized she was right: she didn’t like his answer.

      “I think the question is, what else might the prowler have been here for?”
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      From the look on her face, Maggie did not like what he’d asked. Well, that made two of them.

      “Oh, hell.” Maggie shook her head as if everything was crazy. “It could be anything! There was so much crap in here that I already cleared out … and I’m nowhere near finished.”

      Sebastian nodded along in an attempt to be reassuring in a shitty situation. “I'm assuming you haven't made an effort to search under the other floorboards?”

      “Oh, dear God, no.” Then she suddenly leaned forward, her rich auburn brows pulled in a tight frown. “Do you think there are more?”

      “I don’t know.” Another crappy answer, and he just wished he had something better to say.

      “If I have to check every squeaky floorboard, it will take years!”

      He’d meant it that he would help. It was five shades of stupid, putting himself in such close proximity with a woman he had an active, serious crush on. But he wasn’t going to leave her alone while someone broke into her house … especially with her in it.

      He was opening his mouth to re-volunteer his home improvement skills when she reached into her back pocket and pulled out her phone. Maggie announced, “It's past time to call the police.”

      Sebastian nodded solemnly and watched as she hit buttons. When he realized she was looking up the non-emergency number, he rattled it off for her. At her surprise, he said, “The PD is right next door to the fire house.” As though that explained everything.

      With a smile—finally!—she hit the buttons then paused and looked up at him. “Are you staying?”

      His heart stuttered in his chest.

      “As long as you need me.” Sebastian fought to say the words calmly, though inside he was reminding himself this was about a prowler and not about desire.

      Maggie had already proved she could hold her own the way she’d raced around the house with that bat, ready to take all comers. But no one should be worried about prowlers in the night alone. She’d need time to sleep, and he could help with that.

      She offered him one small nod as she hit the button and he listened to her side of the conversation as she explained her middle-of-the-night adventure in a measured voice.

      One of the upsides of the small town was that the police arrived right away. Sebastian saw the light bobbing through the backyard as one officer headed around the house to check for prints or other evidence. The other had already knocked at the front.

      Maggie opened the heavy wooden door and said, “Hello.”

      He heard the voice before he saw the woman. “I'm officer Marina Balero.” She shook Maggie’s hand in a standard introduction, but turned to him and offered only a tight, “Sebastian.”

      Well, that was embarrassing. From the micro expression that flitted across Maggie's face, she hadn't missed it.

      Marina didn't let any of their history
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