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MILL CREEK MYSTIQUE SERIES


A collection of stand alone, small town, romantic suspense novels. Each book can be read independently but features characters from the Mill Creek town.
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  To my wonderful husband: You are


my inspiration, support system, and


happily ever after.






In loving memory of my dad—


a humble miner.









  
  One


The rapid knock at Trent’s front door had him hoping that this unexpected interruption would spare him another lonely evening. Hastening his steps, he twisted the knob and sucked in a sharp breath. Nothing would have prepared him for this sight. His partner’s sister, and the woman he had dated. Margaret King’s haunted green eyes stared back at him. Her blonde hair was thrown into a loose ponytail. Several strands had escaped and fluttered in the evening breeze. Even disheveled, she was still beautiful. 
Dread settled in his gut, anchoring a weight to his chest as Dalton’s last words filtered through his mind. Promise me you’ll look after her and keep her safe.
“Maggie, what brings you here?” Trent’s mind raced with possibilities, and none settled the growing dread that rotted in his stomach.
Her eyes widened briefly before she found her voice. “Can I come inside?”
“Of course, sorry,” he stammered, moving aside and making a sweeping motion with his arm.
She hesitated for a second, then looked over her shoulder toward the driveway. Turning back, she met his gaze and released a deep breath. Remorse slapped him in the face as she entered his home. The last time he’d seen her was about ten months ago at Dalton’s funeral. Not once had Trent reached out to see how she had adjusted to life without her brother. Now, the weight of his mistake stood in his entryway. Guilt riddled his body and his gaze shifted toward the floor because he’d let her down.
The subtle scent of oranges and vanilla floated by him as she passed. The moonlight shining through the open window cast a silvery glow across her pinched face. He clicked the deadbolt then flipped on the light before he sat on the sofa, waiting for her to join him. Her feet didn’t budge, but her gaze circled the room.
Maggie raised an eyebrow, her eyes blank. “I’m sorry I didn’t call first. I thought this discussion would be best in person. I can’t believe I had to search the internet for your address.”
“I’m glad you’re here, and I should have given you my address. There’s no excuse for that…”
The tension in the room increased with every second of silence that followed.
“I-I don’t know what to think anymore. You might think I’m crazy or worse, have overreacted to drive all the way here.” Her voice sounded like sandpaper on wood.
Trent grabbed her hand and swiped his thumb softly across her knuckles. A rush of emotions flooded his system with that simple touch. He hated the strain emanating from her body. “Are you okay, Maggie?”
He released her hand and patted the spot next to him. The cushions dipped as she sat, her gaze lingering on the room and surroundings. “Why do you have scaffolding outside? Did something happen to your home?”
Trent smiled and shook his head. “No, I just finished renovating the interior and have decided to upgrade my roof. What’s going on, Maggie?”
She turned to him, flashing a brief smile. “Good. I’m glad nothing bad happened to you. Could I have a glass of water?”
“You can have anything you’d like.” He meant those words and vowed to himself to prove it to her. “But you need to tell me what’s upset you. What made you drive all this way to find me?”
The single tear traveling down her cheek gutted him. Her resolve and strength may have had her sitting beside him, holding herself together, but her vulnerability undid him. He tugged her body against his, to feel her warmth and the pulse of her heart as he held her tight. To remind her she wasn’t alone in dealing with whatever worried her. Even if his actions these last ten months told a different story.
A niggle of hope bloomed in his chest when she hugged him back just as fiercely. This wouldn’t erase his absence from her life since the death of her brother, but maybe she’d see it as an olive branch to reconnect them to days long past. To the days when they were friends and all three of them spent time together.
When she sat back against the cushion, dark circles marred the delicate skin beneath her eyes. Trent’s mind whirled with a million questions. Had someone hurt her? Had Maggie been with a man who threatened her? Why was she here? All of them remained unspoken because shame swamped his system. Not only was he a shitty person, but he’d broken a promise to his friend.
Dalton would still be here if I’d taken out the shooter in the rafters. Suffocated by the memories of that horrible day, Trent shot up off the sofa, desperately needing air and space. “I’ll get you that water. When I return, how about you start from the beginning and explain why you’re here? We’ll figure this out together.”
“Thanks. You’re the one person I knew would understand,” she said in a mere whisper.
Jesus, what had she been through that would make her run? The woman he’d known was full of mirth and energy. He hated the mixture of defeat and uncertainty radiating from the depths of her green eyes.
“Here you go, Miss Margaret King.” Trent handed her a glass of water.
“Ugh, call me Maggie, you know better. My parents called me Margaret, and that was when I was in trouble.” She stared into the distance for a moment. “Maggie Moo was the nickname my brother preferred,” she added with a slight wobble. 
“Sorry, I miss him so much. I just never thought I’d lose him after my parents died. I figured we’d grow old together. It’s been difficult knowing I’m all alone in the world.”
Trent’s heart was clogged with condemnation. “Never apologize for missing him. Dalton loved you. He would’ve done anything for you. You were his little sister. Hell, I’d known him since training at Quantico, and I knew then, he’d be the biggest pain in my ass and best friend. His death left a hole in our lives.” The words he left unspoken were that he’d abandoned her, too.
A soft giggle escaped her lips. “Yes, he could be a pain. He also tried controlling my life down to who I dated.”
Trent nodded in agreement. “Yes, he had firm opinions on who should date you and why.”
“If I recall, you did, too, since you cited your job as a complication of our relationship. Anyway, blood or not, you’ve always been a part of my family, which is why I’m here.” She forced a slow steady stream of air into her lungs. “You were both logical and rational men who worked from facts to solve life’s problems. I’ve lost count of how often I’ve endured a lecture about being observant and always aware of my surroundings.”
He interjected, “A smart person assessed their situation and acted accordingly. That coincidences rarely, if ever, exist. Yes, I speak that same dialect.”
“You are cut from the same cloth as Dalton, which is why I’m in Mill Creek. I’ve analyzed my situation, and my findings have shocked me.” She gulped the cool liquid. Straightening her spine, she continued, “Dalton made me promise—almost to the point of ritualistic chanting—that if I were ever in trouble and couldn’t reach him, I should call you. I always thought he’d meant while he was alive…” Tears streamed down her face. “Someone has been following me because I’m Dalton’s sister.”
Trent’s eyes narrowed. She’d piqued his curiosity with that assessment. He then schooled his features so they’d remain neutral. “Why would you think that?”
“I first noticed a white van parked on the street facing my apartment. It appeared after Dalton’s death. The days and times were random, but it was the same van. It disappeared for a while, then returned a few weeks ago. I can’t explain it, but I got a strange feeling about it.”
Maggie fidgeted, cracking her fingers one by one. He sat quietly while she fidgeted with nervous energy. He didn’t want to add to her stress, so he gave her the time to process her thoughts.
“How? What made it seem unusual?”
She lifted her gaze to meet his eyes and shrugged. “I only saw the driver and passenger twice, but I’m pretty sure they were the same men from the first time. This sounds bizarre, and I know it does, which is why I didn’t report the van to the police. Those men could have lived in the complex or in the area. What happened the other night changed my mind, but instead of calling the police, I headed straight to you. This is personal, Trent, and it scared me.”
“I’m glad you came to me.” He gently urged her to continue by nodding and keeping his expression neutral. Deep down, his stomach knotted with apprehension over what came next.
A tiny smile crossed her lips. “God, you remind me of him, fierce and protective. I appreciate that you’re not judging me—at least until I’m done.”
“You’re doing just fine, now, keep going.”
“Early Saturday morning, I was working at my computer when the fire alarms went off. When I went outside to check, the adjacent unit had smoke billowing from inside. My neighbor appeared outside with her child, panicked, and talking into the phone about a grease fire and firemen coming. I ducked back inside my place to retrieve my messenger bag, which held everything that mattered to me and waited outside with my neighbor. After the firemen arrived and controlled the scene, I was informed that the fire was out, but it would be a couple of hours before I could return. I decided to head to our local coffee shop to hang out while the chaos passed. When I returned…”
The color drained from her cheeks. She lowered her head to stare at the carpet between her feet. “My front door was ajar, again, which I figured was so the firemen could finish their investigation. I caught a glimpse of that white van pulling away. When I entered, everything seemed fine…until I reached my office. Drawers were opened, and papers and folders were scattered across my desk and floor. Then, I noticed a knife stabbed into my desk holding a note that read, ‘What did he know?’”
Trent snapped his brows together, his mouth drawn tight. He couldn’t quell his reaction to what he’d just heard. The hairs on his neck bristled. He didn’t know how, but he’d find a way to slay every one of her demons…or die trying. He owed Dalton that much.
“Why didn’t you call the police? Do you know if anything was taken? Were other rooms searched?” Trent squeezed her hand a few times, bringing her gaze upward.
With her other hand, she reached for the glass and gulped the last few sips before she answered, “In my gut, I know this reaches beyond the police. The only ‘he’ in my life was my brother. My brain went into survival mode. I had to get out of my apartment and get to you. You’d know what to do. I-I didn’t look any further. All I kept thinking was, this can’t be good to have a knife stabbed into your desk, especially with how he died. I took my bag, hit the bank, and withdrew as much money as allowed. I left my car at the office and called a car rental company. I decided leaving my car behind was best. I stopped at one truck stop to rest, used only cash, then drove until I pulled into your driveway.”
She sat still as if she had waited for him to say something. Processing what he had just heard shredded his insides. The last time they had spoken was at the funeral, and that encounter was strained, not ugly or mean, just distant because of him. This was opposite to how he and Maggie usually interacted. Instead, he struggled with his anger and self-condemnation while nursing the injuries he’d sustained that day alongside Dalton. As a result, Trent’s job and assignment changed, which deprived him of retribution. He hated the exhaustion etched across her face. Starting now, he would atone for his wrongs.
“Brave and resilient is what you are.” A surge of pride and respect flood his system. “You did damn good with disappearing off the grid and adapting in the face of adversity. You’re far from an agent but acted cautiously and logically.”
Fatigue, stress, and fear radiated from her, but he also saw a brief glimmer of relief. That was something he would build upon.
“Your brother would be proud. Hell, I’m proud of you. I’m also so damn sorry I haven’t reached out before now. I own that. My apology doesn’t change anything, but I hope my actions will. If you give me that chance. I’d say you read the situation right—a clusterfuck for sure.”
Her eyes closed for a moment, and her shoulders dipped as tension seemed to fade from her body. Something deep inside Trent’s stomach twisted painfully. Had she thought he might deny her his support and protection? Of course, why wouldn’t she? It wasn’t his intent, but he’d removed her from his life. Another epic screw-up to add to his list that he needed to fix.
He cupped her chin. “I understand why you weren’t sure about coming to me for help, so I’ll clarify that misconception now. I will always protect you, Maggie. You have my word.”
She shifted her head from his grasp and stabbed him in the chest with a finger. “You hurt my feelings, but I’m not blameless either. You have to promise you won’t put yourself in jeopardy in any way. I can’t stand the thought of losing another person.”
The painful truth behind those words constricted his chest. The vibrant woman he had known seemed to have retreated somewhat. Trent snatched her hand, loving how buttery soft her skin was under his fingertips. “Give me your keys. I think it’s best to put your rental in the garage for now.”
She stood and dug into her front pocket to retrieve the key ring. “Thanks for allowing me into your home, especially with my trouble in tow.”
Trent extended his palm and caught the keys. “You always were trouble. I’ll give you the grand tour first and point out the highlights from my renovation.”
“I thought you liked living out of boxes. You know, afraid of commitment.”
“Smart ass,” he lamented. “I’m working on unpacking everything.”
He couldn’t imagine her thoughts when she arrived but was glad she’d come. He started in his kitchen, explaining how his friend Kane had updated everything to stainless steel and gas.
“This is amazing. I love the gas stovetop. That refrigerator must keep you fed for months. It’s huge.”
“I’ve heard that bigger is always better,” he deadpanned.
She rolled her eyes and protested, “Seriously? You haven’t changed one bit.”
He flashed her an exaggerated wink and guided her through the rest of the house. When they reached the master bathroom, he showed her his second favorite feature from the renovation: his walk-in shower with multiple adjusting heads that also produced steam. He owed Kane for this gem, too. Her small whimper when she spied the shower didn’t go unnoticed. Trent also hadn’t missed how closely she followed him the entire time. He’d do anything to diminish the worry radiating from her body. He ended his tour with the room she’d be using and the bathroom.
At the door to the bathroom, he paused and met her eyes. “Why don’t you shower in my bathroom while I move the vehicle? You can give me a woman’s perspective on my shower.”
She leaned her head against the doorway and sighed. “A shower sounds heavenly, but I’ll use the guest bath. Will you grab my bag from the front room and put it on the bed?
“Sure, do you have anything in the car you need?”
Her mouth twisted into a frown. “No, I didn’t pack any clothing or even think about bringing my bathroom supplies. In my haste, I went with the less-is-more theory. Do you have a toothbrush and paste? And if I could borrow a few things to wear, that would be super. Walking around naked might be awkward.”
He groaned internally as his mind conjured several inappropriate scenarios involving her sans clothing. Built like a goddess, with her curves and creamy skin, he’d love nothing more than to see her naked. He caught her staring at his reflection in the bathroom mirror and knew he’d been nailed. His traitorous cock stirred behind the confines of his pants. This woman still caused his mind and body to want more from her. His cue to leave.
“I’ll put a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants on your bed. Leave your clothes outside the door, I’ll wash them for you. We’ll go shopping tomorrow to fill in whatever you left behind.”
She opened her mouth as if to speak, then clamped her lips together as she moved into the bathroom.
“What’s on your mind?” he asked.
“Do you have any cereal or yogurt? Something easy to fix.”
He put both hands on his waist and cocked one eyebrow. “You can have whatever you want. When did you eat last?”
Her eyes narrowed, and her mouth gaped. “I-ah, a granola at the truck stop.”
He shook his head. “You’re my priority. That includes food, sleep, protection, and whatever else I’ve forgotten to mention. Get that through your thick, stubborn, and beautiful head.” Trent punctuated his point by wrapping her in a crushing hug. He wasn’t sure what else to do, a move so familiar from all the previous times he and Dalton had visited between assignments or while on break.
He sighed as her curves melded perfectly against his frame and in all the right places. A surge of possessiveness roared to life within him, and not only did it startle him, but it also made him back away, breaking their connection.
“Shower, then kitchen,” he said in a tone that encouraged no debate.
He headed down the hall and heard the snick of the door as it closed behind him. Needing to put space between them, he’d take care of her car. This woman in his home was Dalton’s sister. The same baby sister his partner proclaimed off limits to any man who worked in a risky profession. Dalton was adamant that Maggie should marry a man with a stable job, allowing him to come home every night. A man whose existence wasn’t nestled in danger, with the potential to cause her harm because his job encompassed every aspect of his life. Trent had squashed his attraction to her because he hadn’t wanted to ruffle Dalton’s feathers. Even though he hadn’t been exempt from Dalton’s censure, he had to agree with the man. She deserved better. She deserved a marriage where her husband would be around every night, a man whose job wouldn’t risk her safety or threaten their lives. A fact of his employment he couldn’t offer.

      [image: image-placeholder]Relief washed over Maggie’s body when Trent agreed with her assessment–she hadn’t overreacted. She should never have doubted that he’d support her, but hearing it from his lips alleviated her apprehension. The warmth from his embrace grounded her. If she could press the rewind button, she’d rather go back to when Trent held her in his arms. There was a familiarity to it, and she’d missed the simplicity of knowing someone had her back. 
She’d gotten to know him when she went to college in Washington, D.C. and had chosen to live in Dalton’s place instead of on campus. Her brother brought Trent home during break when they were both at Quantico. Not only had they become partners but friends. It wasn’t like he was home often with his career, but it gave her an excuse to be close to her brother. She and Trent had dated a few times, but he had ended saying he didn’t have time for a relationship due to his career. Her brother would never answer her question, but she would put money down on the fact he interfered.
When Trent smiled and flashed the bluest eyes she’d ever seen, it could melt the panties right off a girl. Never in her life had she experienced such a strong reaction to another person. It also didn’t hurt that he was devastatingly gorgeous at six feet tall with his athletic build and all those well-defined muscles. His touch still made her girly parts tingle.
She’d cranked the shower tap to the left. When the bathroom mirror fogged over from the steam, she tugged back the curtain, adjusted the heat, then stepped inside. The hot spray pulsed against her tired muscles and sluiced down her body. She visualized removing Trent’s shirt off his body to reveal raised pectorals and a ripped abdomen that flowed into a trim waist with sculpted hips. She bit her bottom lip and moaned. Well, that was what happened when one was sex deprived and surrounded by male hotness.
She adjusted the dial until a cold blast of water jolted her system. That daydream would be her little secret. She needed to stop this line of thinking. He probably had a bevy of beautiful women on speed dial. The type who looked perfect even after a torrential rainstorm. The same type her brother had circling him at all times. A girl could dream, couldn’t she?
After stepping from the shower, she dried off and slathered on some lotion she found in the cabinet. She finger-combed her hair and mentally added an actual one to her list of things to buy. There was nothing like a shower to make a person feel human again. Towel wrapped around her body, she padded to the bedroom he assigned. As promised, the clothes and items from her car were sitting on her bed. She removed a stuffed animal from her tote and kissed the cow on its nose before putting it back inside. She’d give anything to hear Dalton call her by her nickname again.
She took in his home as she made her way to the kitchen. It had the perfect blend of cabin and modern.
The center of the room had a wooden dining table with four chairs, and in front of one chair sat a grilled cheese sandwich, her absolute favorite. Especially when she was having a crappy day.
Trent looked over his shoulder, holding a spoon. “You look more relaxed. The tomato soup will be ready in a minute. These are my go-to choices when I need comfort food.”
Her insides melted like the cheese in the sandwich.
“Mine too,” she said. The part she kept to herself, watching a hot man cook for her, did wicked things to her body. Good grief, she needed to get a grip. He was being nice, not offering her a night of decadent sex. Or a life of love, marriage, and children. The fantasy train needed to stop so she could disembark because that destination did not exist.
The last few months had changed her. She had to find a way to survive before her grief and despair consumed her entirely. Being around Trent has created a few sparks in the recesses of her mind, reminding her of the woman she had been and what they had shared.
“Are you for real? A good-looking man who can cook and isn’t afraid to admit that grilled cheese and tomato soup have the power to cure most things in life. I think I’ve died and gone to heaven,” she tossed out and took a seat at the table.
He rolled his eyes and huffed dramatically. “I hate to burst your bubble, but men can do many things these days. I can even load the dishwasher and do laundry, but I draw the line at ironing.”
Maggie burst out laughing. “Ah, I needed that. It’s been a while.”
Trent ladled soup into a bowl. “Feel free to laugh anytime. It suits you very nicely. I also happen to appreciate the eye candy comment.”
Did he just flirt with her? She took a bite of her sandwich and moaned. “This is delicious.”
“The secret is mayonnaise instead of butter. It’s how my mom makes them. Tonight, I want you to promise me you’ll rest. I don’t like seeing those dark circles under your eyes.”
“I’ll try, but it’s hard to get my brain to stop churning over everything.” She blew on a spoonful of soup.
“Well, I promise to keep the boogie men away. Hey, one question, though. Something you said earlier confused me. You said you left your car at the office. Do schoolteachers refer to their classrooms as offices now? Are you still teaching?”
She put down her spoon. “No. I quit teaching.”
His eyebrows knit together as he processed what she said, but to her relief, he didn’t question her any further. She didn’t want to get into it tonight. Her love of teaching had died after she buried Dalton. The burden of life’s truths wore her down, and she couldn’t handle deceiving those precious faces daily.
Trent filled in the prolonged silence. “We can talk about all of this tomorrow after you rest.”
“Okay,” she said between a spoonful of soup.
“Oh, one more thing. I’m meeting some friends for breakfast tomorrow. I want you to come. Afterward, we’ll head to the store to pick up whatever else you need.”
Maggie took a big gulp of water. “I don’t want to impose.”
“I see your listening skills haven’t improved,” he muttered sardonically. “We’re meeting them tomorrow at eight. I’ll have your clothes folded and waiting for you outside your door. You’ll love the Knotty Pine Tree. The food is delicious, and I want you to meet my friends, Kane and Annika. They’re good people; you can trust them. Besides, your smart actions put distance between what happened in Dallas and here. It’ll give us some time to figure it all out.”
There was a time when meeting new people and being a social butterfly came naturally, but that part of her died when she put Dalton in the ground. She should label her life accordingly now. BD—before Dalton—and AD—after Dalton.
The scaffolding outside the kitchen window reminded her of a skeleton in the moonlight. She hated the nights the most. All her fears and problems grew into large, creepy monsters that caused her constant worry that whoever left the note would find her.






  
  Two


Bells jingled as Trent held open the door of the Knotty Pine Tree for Maggie to enter. The delicious scents of bacon, coffee, cinnamon, and freshly baked bread surrounded him. It was slower than usual for a Tuesday morning, but he wasn’t going to complain. 
Placing his palm on Maggie’s back, he guided her toward the rear to his favorite booth in the corner. This table allowed him to sit with his back to the wall with views of the entire restaurant. The two big windows along the side wall gave him a perfect line of sight to Main Street. He waved and nodded to practically every customer in the diner.
She slid into the booth, and then he followed her so they sat side by side. He needed caffeine to jump-start his system. Sleep had evaded him last night. He mulled over every detail she relayed and documented those events, creating a timeline. What she told him last night blew his mind and dredged up memories he preferred to keep buried. After breakfast, he’d call Noah Parker, his friend and FBI analyst, to enlist his help.
“This place is amazing, and everything smells so good. I love all the old license plates and pictures decorating the walls. Is this the history of Mill Creek?” she asked.
“Yes, this diner is one of the original landmarks. The Sullivan family has owned it since the beginning.”
“Wow, imagine all the changes they’ve seen over the years.”
He turned to the approaching woman. “Were your ears burning, Sally?”
The older lady waved off Trent’s attempt to stand. “Let me guess, you were discussing my good looks and how amazing my food is?”
Her husband hollered through the metal window that separated the front of the restaurant from the back. “Whose good food? Hey, Sheriff, Sally, I’ve got a question when you’re finished.”
She winked at Trent, then turned her attention toward Maggie and held out her hand. “I’m Sally. My husband, Peter, and I own this diner. I haven’t seen you around here before. Are you planning to take this hot bachelor off the market?”
A lovely shade of pink suffused Maggie’s face. He was about to jump in and save her from Sally’s noisiness, but she beat him to the punch.
“Oh, I know, right? He’s hot, but he’s too stubborn. Besides, we’re practically family. So, I’m solidly in the friend category. I’m Maggie, by the way. It’s nice to meet you.”
Not liking that he was the punchline or what she had said, Trent gave Sally and Maggie, who were still laughing, his best annoyed look. “I like her. She’s a keeper.” Sally winked then announced, “When everyone arrives, I’ll circle back to take your orders.” She sauntered toward the next table of waiting guests in her section.
Trent couldn’t agree more, but that could never happen. Maggie’s intelligence, matched with her sense of humor, made her special. Not many could diffuse Sally’s interrogation style with such ease and decorum. In the process, Maggie didn’t miss a beat and made a new friend. When she spoke, she gestured with her hands. With each move, her body vibrated against his, causing a zing of electricity to pulse through his system. Friend category, my ass.
She had the body of a man’s dreams. This woman next to him, with her expressive eyes, would test his restraint at every turn. He liked seeing glimpses of the women he knew. Not just the startled and reserved woman who’d shown up on his doorstep. Seeing how she’d dropped her guard a few times gave him hope. Maybe they could help each other work through the gigantic hole Dalton’s death had left in their lives. His mind traveled back to that awful morning.
The pulsing vibration of metal against the wood of a nightstand had roused him from sleep.
Snatching his phone off the nightstand, Trent glanced at the display and answered, “Can’t even go a weekend without me?”
“It’s those blue eyes. They’ve mesmerized me,” Dalton cooed over the line.
Trent glanced at the alarm clock before turning over to see if he’d awakened the woman lying next to him, but she was still asleep. Maybe he could coax another orgasm or two after he ended this call.
“Let me guess,” he whispered, “you’re bored waiting for your flight from Dallas? Sorry, man, I’m otherwise occupied.”
“Oh, you’re man-whoring,” Dalton drawled.
“Nice try, but the intent and expectations have been defined, so I’d call it a win-win.”
“Whatever. Hey, I flew home last night from visiting my sister.”
Trent bolted upright then turned to put his feet on the floor. “You left early. What the hell is up? Did you piss off Maggie?”
“Relax, I hadn’t seen Maggie-Moo for a while, and I needed to take care of some family business. It’s the protector in me. Although, she was just as shocked as you by the visit. Apparently, being unpredictable doesn’t come naturally to me.”
Trent ran his hand through his hair and smiled at the thought of Maggie giving her brother an earful. Maggie never liked it when her big brother was overbearing and intrusive. Her passion and beauty were a lethal combination that always kept her brother on his toes.
“Besides, if I recall, you’re always blathering that I should live outside my comfort zone.”
He snickered. “Right. Please remind me to call NASA before the debriefing meeting to report that aliens have abducted you. You sound like Dalton, but that’s where the familiarity ends.”
“Pull up your skirt, man, and find a damn pair of pants. I have something important to show you. It’s big and not something to discuss over the phone. Meet me in the parking lot of the old, abandoned railroad warehouse.”
When the bells jingled again, Trent snapped out of his reverie in time to see Kane and Annika enter the diner. He could tell by Kane’s wide eyes that Maggie’s presence confused him. Trent stood, shook Kane’s hand, then hugged Annika. “Kane, Annika, this is Margaret King, Dalton’s sister.”
Maggie waited to extend her hand until they had taken their seats. “It’s nice to meet you both. Please call me Maggie.”
“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Annika replied in a solemn voice. “Trent loved Dalton like a brother.”
Trent tugged Maggie against his side, unable to resist comforting her when tears fell down her cheeks. She leaned into his side before responding wobbly, “Geez, I try not to cry within the first two minutes of meeting people. It’s just…talking about him is still hard.”
He squeezed her shoulder, showing his support. “It’s only been ten months. Besides, I don’t think there’s a time limit on grief.”
Kane flashed a sincere smile before studying the menu, giving Maggie a couple of minutes to compose herself without the newcomers' prying eyes. “How long will you be visiting?” he asked.
Maggie turned to Trent, as if searching for how to respond. He winked, and she returned her attention to Kane. “Well, I seem to have some bad luck following me around lately, and Trent is willing to help me exorcise those monsters.”
Kane’s gaze shot up from his menu to Trent before sliding to meet Maggie’s. “I’m sorry to hear that, but he’s the best at exorcisms or other pesky problems. Would it be better to postpone our breakfast? We don’t want to interrupt if you need to speak privately.”
Trent winced as he removed his arm from Maggie’s shoulder, absently rubbing the spot where he’d taken a round. “Nope, we’re good. So, did you two pick a wedding date?”
Kane expelled a hearty laugh and nudged Annika. “See, I told you he would want to know dates. He’s a planner, sweetheart.”
Annika nodded. “How does Labor Day weekend sound? We’d marry on Saturday, in our meadow. Afterward, we’ll start construction on our home.”
Sally stopped by to take everyone’s order and fill their coffee cups.
“Sounds like a great day. Does this mean no monkey suits since we’ll be outside?” Trent asked, waggling his eyebrows at Annika.
She pinned him with a stern expression that faded into a devious smile. “I would never pass up the opportunity to see you strutting around in a tuxedo. That alone will make the day special.”
“Traitor, and after all I did for you,” he grumbled.
Maggie leaned forward and held out her hand to Annika. “Can I see your ring? And, please, you have to send me a picture of him in a tux.”
Annika beamed with pride, immediately sticking out her hand. “It’s a deal, and if you’re still here, consider this your invitation. Then you can see him in person.”
Trent shook his head and wrenched his face into his best look of horror at the women’s antics.
“Oh my, it’s beautiful! Congratulations,” Maggie exclaimed, ignoring him.
“Well, that’s if your father doesn’t kill me, Annika. We still have to tell them what happened,” Kane murmured while he nudged her with his shoulder.
Before long, the women chatted while he and Kane discussed his plans for the house he wanted to build for Annika. The conversation stopped when Sally appeared, her arms full of plates and condiments stuffed in her apron pockets. Once she served the food, the only sounds at the table were forks and knives scraping across the plates.
“Oh, my God, this brioche French toast is sinful,” Maggie crooned between bites. “Nothing will fit when we go shopping for clothes because I’m going to eat all of this goodness.”
Her face softened in pleasure, and her tongue darted out to lick a spot of powder sugar off her bottom lip. A bubble of warmth formed in Trent’s stomach as he watched Maggie smile and laugh. It reminded him of lazy Sunday mornings when Dalton and Trent visited Maggie and went out to breakfast before returning to their jobs. This was what he had hoped would happen this morning—normalcy. A reminder of what life was supposed to be like, not the current shitstorm that had enveloped her world. The same sentiment applied to Annika, who had barely survived her own ordeal.
“Trent…Trent?” Maggie elbowed him in the ribs, jarring him from his thoughts.
He turned to look at her, hoping she’d throw him a bone since he’d zoned out and missed a key part of the conversation. At the moment, he couldn’t think of one single reason that kept him from checking on Maggie during these last ten months. What the hell had he been thinking?
“Sorry, my mind drifted to the day’s tasks. What did I miss?” Trent asked, not missing that everyone stared at him as if they didn’t believe a word he’d spoken.
Annika jumped in and saved him from further embarrassment. “I have an idea. I’ll take Maggie shopping while you and Kane do whatever you need to do. Could we meet at the sheriff’s station in about an hour?”
Trent glanced at Maggie, who seemed comfortable with the idea but also looked at him for input. “Sounds good to me. What do you think, Maggie?”
A smile covered her face. “Sure. I don’t want to keep you from work.”
Kane pressed a kiss to Annika’s temple. “We’re making a quick trip to Los Angeles. It’s time for me to meet them, and we have much to discuss.”
Trent motioned to Sally for the check. “That should make an interesting first impression. What time do you leave?”
Kane palmed his wallet. “Not until we arrive, but we’re aiming for two. A perk of owning a jet. I need to pick up the deed to our property. You officially have a neighbor.”
Trent glanced at the check as he listened to Annika and Maggie discuss their shopping strategy and which stores they should visit.
“Breakfast is my treat.” He slid out of the booth and offered his hand to Maggie. As soon as she stood, he gave her his credit card. “Buy whatever you need, and if there are any problems, tell them to call me at the station.”
Maggie nodded her head. “Okay, but I’m paying you back, Sheriff Jacobs. And that’s on the record.”
He gave her his best attempt at intimidation and then watched as she walked toward the exit. Once she left the restaurant, he gave the cashier the check.
Kane waggled his eyebrows. “I know that look—”
“Zip it, lover boy,” Trent shot back. “Today’s your lucky day. You get to ride with me. I’ll even let you ride in the front. And, before you ask me again, no, you still can’t use the siren.”
Kane let out a loud whoop as he followed him to his service vehicle. Trent rolled his eyes at his friend’s exuberance. This man raised with a silver spoon in his mouth, had missed out on so many boyhood experiences. Maybe, for Christmas, he’d buy Kane one of those
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