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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Into The Bloo

          

        

      

    

    
      Emmy Rivera gripped the key tightly in her hand and struggled to breathe. All she had to do was sign on the dotted line and the key would be hers.

      Along with monthly commitment to the bank and all kinds of strings attached.

      Strings tying her to one place.

      Strings tying her to a business.

      A home.

      So many strings.

      Emmy drew in a deep breath to stop the room from spinning.

      People did this kind of thing every day. Normal people. Which didn’t describe her very well.

      Maybe this was the wrong time.

      The wrong place.

      She could hear Nathan’s voice in her head telling her to breathe. Her best friend had pushed her into looking at the space. Into considering it as an option.

      What did he know about retail? Firefighters weren’t experts on leases and business and selling things. Certainly not cartoon things.

      But she’d promised him she would give it an honest evaluation. Promised him she wouldn’t run at the first obstacle.

      Even if that first obstacle was her.

      Could she put down roots?

      The thought simultaneously made her smile and made her want to throw up.

      Signing a lease meant permanence. Nowhere to run when things went wrong. As they always did.

      Always.

      Pessimist.

      She wanted to be an optimist, but it was hard to work against twenty-eight years of experience.

      “Okay, space, talk to me. Do you think we’d make a good team?”

      Sadly, the space didn’t offer an opinion.

      Emmy looked around the main room. Huge windows opened onto Bloo Moose’s boardwalk. The view was absolutely killer. No complaints there.

      The quirky Vermont town strung itself along the lakefront. Any business on Boardwalk Avenue got good tourist traffic throughout the year.

      Apparently, people liked fishing in the winter. Who knew? Hard to even imagine the huge lake covered in ice thick enough to support snowmobiles.

      The space was also on a corner. More visibility. Another check in the plus column.

      The main room had a counter near the back wall and plenty of floor space. Hardwood floors were scuffed and worn from years of feet, but still looked great.

      Emmy opened the door to the private rooms on the main floor. An office space and bathroom with another door to a hallway.

      That hallway lead to the back door, a storage space, and then a set of stairs leading up to an apartment.

      She knew all this.

      She’d seen all this.

      Because this was her third trip, and she was waffling.

      Terrified to take the step.

      Terrified to stay in one place.

      And terrified that if she didn’t take the risk, she never would.

      Emmy didn’t want to be a coward, but being brave was hard.

      The walls started to close in on her and she suddenly needed air. Outdoors air.

      Emmy flew out of the front door of the shop and smacked into something.

      Someone.

      Before she could fall flat on her face, strong hands grabbed her and pulled her upright.

      Upright and closeup to the owner of those arms.

      A total stranger with a sparkling grin and amusement in his eyes.

      Great.

      “You okay?”

      Emmy nodded. The deep voice resonated with her. She loved a good rumbly voice.

      And strong arms. Check.

      When she didn’t answer immediately, the amusement changed to concern. “Are you hurt?” His eyes flashed to the store behind her. “Is something wrong?”

      Nice guy. Check.

      Emmy managed a smile. After eight months in Bloo Moose, she knew everyone by sight. This guy must be a tourist, and that meant she didn’t need her brave face at the moment.

      “I’m fine. Just having a cowardly moment and a slight panic attack.”

      His eyes cut back to hers. Deep brown like his wavy hair. This guy checked a whole lot of boxes.

      Amusement sparkled back in his eyes and his hands moved gently up and down her arms, offering comfort.

      “You afraid of empty stores? Or was it the broad daylight? Wait. Is the store haunted?”

      Emmy grinned. Sense of humor. Check.

      Check, check, check.

      “Haunted by my fears and insecurities, maybe.”

      “Well, let me offer some protection. Make sure the ghosts of insecurities don’t get you.”

      Emmy huffed out a laugh. “I’m probably good.”

      “Probably? I’d say you’re good. Why don’t you tell me about these insecurities, anyway. I’m going to guess that the For Lease sign has something to do with your stress.”

      “Good guess.”

      He heaved out a dramatic sigh. “And here I was waiting for a compliment on my superior detecting skills.”

      This man was a cutie and a charmer. And every girlie part of Emmy wanted to grab him and hang on tight. If he was a tourist, it could be a fun ride.

      She hadn’t felt such a zip of chemistry with a man in a long time. Maybe ever.

      Or maybe that was the panic about the space talking.

      He gave her arms a gentle squeeze, then turned her and slung his arm over her shoulder so that they faced the store.

      “Pros and cons. Go.”

      “A pragmatic list maker, are you? Okay, fine.”

      Emmy drew in a deep breath and forced her thoughts off the man she wanted to lean into and onto the space.

      “Pros. Great location. The space only requires fresh paint. Comes with an apartment above. Also in good shape.”

      When she didn’t continue, he asked. “Cons?”

      A lease. A declaration of permanence. A tie that bound.

      And the biggie. “Potential to fall flat on my face.”

      He squeezed her into him and leaned down to whisper. “You already tried that. And you survived.”

      She laughed. “This would be a bigger fall. With a big price tag.”

      “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “Aside from the failure thing?”

      He shrugged. “Everyone fails. Part of being human.”

      She’d never thought of failure like that before.

      “We try. We fail. We pick ourselves back up and try again.”

      “And fail again.”

      He squeezed her again. “Sure. But not always. Not every time. Maybe this is your time.”

      Emmy swallowed. He sounded like Nathan. “And how am I supposed to know that?”

      His chuckle was warm and soothing. “You’re not. You’re supposed to take a risk and jump into the void.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a lot of fun.”

      Another chuckle. “Weigh the risks against the rewards. What’s the best that could happen?”

      Hmm. Another new way of thinking.

      The best.

      She could find a place. Her place.

      Her hobby could become a legitimate job.

      She could be happy.

      Another squeeze on her shoulder preceded another chuckle.

      “Congratulations. I think you’ve made a decision.”

      With a cocky salute and a dazzling smile, the stranger left her alone.

      Standing in front of her future.
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        * * *

      

      Contact.

      Ryan Ward could barely suppress the grin as he strolled down the boardwalk.

      Talk about serendipity. He hadn’t been in Bloo Moose for more than a couple of hours and he’d made contact.

      After his GPS had driven him to the middle-of-nowhere Vermont, he’d dumped his suitcases in his middle-of-nowhere little rental house and headed to town.

      And literally bumped into his target.

      Proof positive that he was finally in the right place at the right time. Paul Wilson was going down, and Ryan couldn’t wait to be the key that turned the lock on the man’s jail cell.

      Ryan was thrilled he’d managed to make a positive connection with his target so easily. Naturally.

      She’d never suspected a thing.

      Probably because of her panic about renting the space. Now he had a natural in with her. It would be easy to drop in and see her again.

      Find out how she was progressing.

      Bring her a coffee.

      With those deep dark eyes, gorgeous black hair, and sweet, sexy curves, it wasn’t going to be a hardship to strike up a friendship with the woman.

      Emmy Rivera was friendly and easy to like.

      Even her sweatshirt had been fun. BlooMers written in a silly font with a couple of moose peeking out from behind the letters.

      Had to be a Bloo Moose reference.

      He’d ask her next time as a way to start up a conversation.

      This was the best of all possible beginnings.

      Several people nodded and smiled at him as he walked the boardwalk. Friendly town full of friendly people.

      Everything was looking great.

      Now to make his second contact of the day.

      Outside of the police station stood one of the huge moose statues scattered throughout the town. This one wore a police cap and uniform. He also sported a huge badge showing he was #1 and his name was Deputy Mooris.

      Smiling, Ryan headed into the station. Bloo Moose was going to be a fun assignment on many fronts.

      Inside the station, a counter separated the lobby from where the work happened. Although only two of them were occupied, six desks filled with modern-looking computers filled the space.

      A woman with a bright smile popped up from her desk and approached the counter. “Hi. How can I help you?”

      “I have an appointment with Chief Belanger.”

      “You must be Ryan Mitchell. Welcome to Bloo Moose. Come on back this way and I’ll introduce you to Dave. I’m Leila, by the way. And that’s Scott over there.”

      Scott lifted a hand and waved, but didn’t take his eyes or his scowl off his computer screen. Something was making the big man unhappy.

      Ryan followed the pretty Leila down a short hallway. Clean, bright building. No small-town nightmare police station for Bloo Moose.

      At an open doorway, Leila knocked and waved Ryan forward. “Hey, Dave. Ryan Mitchell is here.”

      The police chief’s office was tiny. His desk faced the wall so the man’s back was to the door. Leaving his computer screen visible to anyone who walked by, although there was nothing but a photo of Bloo Moose lake on the screen now.

      Ryan’s research had pointed at Dave Belanger being an upstanding officer of the law. One who’d turned down job offers from around the country and from various organizations.

      He was apparently content with his job. And good enough at it that Ryan’s superiors had deemed it necessary to bring him in on the assignment.

      Belanger rose to his feet and offered his hand in a firm shake. No posturing or silly exertion of pretend-power.

      “Dave Belanger.”

      “Ryan Mitchell.”

      Dave did nothing more than raise an eyebrow a millimetre, but it made Ryan aware the chief knew that wasn’t his actual name. Well, it was. But Mitchell was his middle name. For this assignment, it would replace Ward as his surname.

      Dave reached around Ryan and swung the door shut, and Ryan realized one advantage of the teeny-tiny office.

      Dave owned the space. Filled it. And anyone in the room with him knew it.

      Ryan was glad he was on the right side of the law.

      Belanger backed up and crossed his arms over his chest. “The calls from the IRS and the Treasury Department didn’t give me much information. Asked for my cooperation. Said they wanted you to go undercover as one of my deputies. They asked me to say nothing about it to anyone. I want to know what you’re doing in my town.”

      Ryan nodded at the chief. The man’s frustration was obvious, but he didn’t raise his voice. He also didn’t look away from Ryan’s gaze for even a second.

      “For the better part of two decades, the government has been trying to find the top level of a large money-laundering group. They’re wily and smart. Dangerous. About five years ago, the top man was identified as Paul Wilson.”

      Dave shook his head slightly and frowned. “We don’t have anyone named Paul Wilson in Bloo Moose. Unless he’s using an alias. And I can’t picture any of my people being top-level criminals.”

      “Paul Wilson isn’t in Bloo Moose. He’s not even in Vermont. But he has a connection with one of your residents and we hope to use that connection to lure him out into the open where we can nab him.”

      Another frown. “Why can’t you arrest him wherever he is?”

      Ryan kept in the sigh. “I wish. We don’t have any documentation on where Wilson lives.”

      “You don’t know where he is?”

      Ryan blew out a breath. “It’s a complicated mess. Wilson doesn’t own any property in his name. We know where he lives, but because we can’t tie him to the property with any kind of paperwork, we can’t enter the premises. Can’t even step on the property. If we do, he’ll be able to scream entrapment or some other bullshit and the case will be tossed out of court.”

      “Why not grab him when he leaves?”

      “He doesn’t leave. Ever. In the years since our teams have been watching, the man has never once left the property. It’s huge and everything he needs or wants is brought to him.”

      Dave waved him into the visitor’s chair, and Ryan sat. It took the chief another moment, but he did the same.

      And Ryan found another plus of the tiny office. Their knees were almost touching. Without doing anything at all, the chief would put any criminal in an uncomfortable position. There wasn’t anywhere to go, not even anywhere to look. Whoever was in the office with the chief would have his complete attention.

      And Ryan suspected that never went well for the bad guys.

      Dave asked more questions about Wilson and the proof they had that this man was indeed guilty of the crimes Ryan had listed. And more.

      “I’d be a lot happier if we could bring the deputies in on this. Secrets are the worst and cause nothing but trouble.”

      Ryan nodded. “I get that, but orders are above my pay grade. Because this operation could go on for a few months, they want to keep everyone out of the loop except me and you.”

      “Months?” The chief sat back. “Can’t say I like this much at all.”

      Ryan was used to attitudes like he was facing. Every undercover assignment was different, but if the IRS and Treasury Department were involved, it meant serious shit was happening. And that never made anyone happy.

      Especially having an undercover agent in their midst.

      Ryan wished he could say he was used to it, that it was simply part of the job, but that would be a lie.

      Once they had Wilson in custody, Ryan would finally be able to move on and do something else.

      After discussing Wilson and the need to take him down for a few more minutes, Dave nodded. “Fine, we’ll give this a shot, but I’m not guaranteeing that we’ll stay in it for months. I’m going to keep my options open and if your superiors have a problem with that, tell them to give me a call.”

      Ryan agreed. Dave Belanger wasn’t a pushover. Ryan would have to work to keep the chief on his side because failing to get Wilson wasn’t an option.

      Wilson had occupied Ryan’s every waking moment for years, and this was the best chance to get him. He wasn’t going to let it get screwed up.

      “Now tell me who the connection to Wilson is.”

      He’d hoped to avoid this, but that was obviously impossible. “Emmy Rivera.”

      Chief Belanger’s face didn’t give much away. Actually, not a single cell in his body reacted. But the intensity of his focus deepened.

      The chief was not happy with Ryan’s announcement.

      He could be as unhappy as he wanted. As long as he stayed out of Ryan’s way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Scaredy-Moose

          

        

      

    

    
      “Try a bite of Megs’ brownie. My sister, Lil, swears the brownies make everything better.”

      Emmy nodded and took a bite. Megs Carter was the best baker Emmy had ever encountered. Everything she’d tried over the past few months was delicious.

      The brownie was no exception. Emmy closed her eyes and let the chocolate melt in her mouth and head straight to her courage.

      She could do this.

      Would do this.

      When she opened her eyes again, Jaz LaChance still sat across the butcher block island from her, grinning. They sat in the kitchen of The Lucky, a coffee shop owned and managed by Jaz. He also owned the property she might be leasing. Probably was about to lease.

      Maybe.

      “You ready to sign or are you going to chicken out?”

      Emmy rolled her eyes. Despite being one of the best-looking men she’d ever met, Emmy never felt awkward around Jaz. He was a great guy, and he was giving her an excellent deal on her lease, but she’d never felt any zip with him. Nor he with her.

      Not like with the cutie-pie stranger from earlier.

      “No pressure, Emmy. If you’re not ready to take on a space, it’s fine.”

      She shook her thoughts back into the present. “I’m ready.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Nope. But she grabbed the pen and signed her name before she changed her mind.

      For a moment, she stared at her name at the bottom of the first page of the document.

      The world didn’t end. No monsters emerged from the lake to swamp the town. No zombies tromped through the doors to signal the end of days.

      “How’s it feel?”

      Emmy grinned up at Jaz. “Pretty good. It actually feels pretty good.”

      Jaz laughed. “You’re an official business owner, Emmy. Not simply an online business, but one with a storefront. Your merchandise is going to be great for Bloo Moose. I’m excited for you.”

      Emmy was still floating when she bounced through the door to the house where she rented a room from her best friend.

      Nathan stood at the stove stirring something that smelled delicious.

      He turned his head to smile at her, then his eyes widened and he turned back to turn off the element on the stove.

      When he looked at her again, his grin was wide. “You did it? You signed?”

      Emmy whipped the paper out of her purse and held it high in the air. Nathan whooped and swung her up into the air and twirled her around the kitchen a few times.

      The back door opened and Scott Anders walked in, eyebrows raised. “Should I be worried?”

      “She signed it.”

      Scott’s grin rivalled his partner’s. “You signed it.” He crossed the room and gathered her into a hug. “Congratulations, business-woman Rivera.”

      Emmy laughed and held up the paper again.

      “How’s it feel?”

      She blew out a breath. “I thought I was going to be scared and worried and terrified. And maybe that will all come, but right now I feel happy.”

      Scott hugged her again and then walked over to kiss Nathan. They were a strikingly handsome pair. Nathan’s dark skin and hair contrasted with Scott's blond, Nordic look. Both tall and strong with smiles, ready to charm the masses.

      Picture-perfect images of their professions. Firefighter and cop.

      And their relationship was moving into the next stage. Scott already lived there more than at his own apartment, which he’d given up at the end of the month.

      Emmy knew they didn’t mind her renting out a room, but they needed space to themselves and she didn’t want to be the third wheel.

      Time for Emmy Rivera to live on her own. Again.

      Only this time it would be her choice and in a decent apartment in a nice town.

      Because she’d signed a lease.

      “How can we help?”

      She and Nathan had become friends in college in Albany. Two different schools and two different programs, but they’d met through mutual friends and hit it off.

      When she’d been looking for a place after she’d discovered her boyfriend was cheating on her, Nathan had come to the rescue.

      And again when the same thing happened with another loser.

      She’d been in Bloo Moose for almost five months now. He’d not only given her a place to stay, he’d brought her to a town she loved.

      A town she hoped she never had to run from.

      “Uh oh, she’s heading into panic mode. You think she’s going to run?”

      Scott’s dry words dragged her from her own thoughts.

      Nathan laughed. “Not going to run this time. Our girl is going to be brave and put down some roots. Roots that are going to stick. Right, Emmy?”

      Emmy drew in a deep breath and looked at the lease on the table. “Right.”

      “You could sound a little more convincing.”

      “What if Moose Prints is a flop?”

      Nathan made a show of checking the time on his phone. “And we have a new record. From excitement and jubilation to panic and despair in less than a minute.”

      Scott laughed. “Seriously, Emmy. Optimism. It’s a thing.”

      Optimism. Her new favorite word, her new favorite lifestyle.

      “You’re right. I’m going to be an optimist. I’m going to believe it’s all going to work out. I’m going to build a successful business right here in Bloo Moose.”

      “And you’re not going to run?”

      “Nope. I’m going to stick.”

      Scott gave a side-eye look to Nathan. “Is this where we make her do that pinky-swear thing?”

      Emmy laughed. “Nope. This is where you offer to help me clean and paint the place.”
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        * * *

      

      Ryan couldn’t believe the luck he was having. This town was turning out to be perfect.

      He’d bumped into his target on Day One.

      Instead of the scum of the earth he often had to spend time with, this target was fun and sweet. And normal. Not to mention cute as hell.

      Ryan also liked his new fake job as deputy. The chief might not like the subterfuge but he wasn’t holding it against Ryan.

      The team he was working with seemed great, and Ryan knew they’d help him out when it came time to take down Wilson.

      And now, he’d been invited to help out one of the other deputy’s friends at a paint party. To help her freshen up her newly-leased store and apartment.

      Over the years working in undercover, Ryan had learned that things more often went wrong than right. So when things were clicking, he’d learned to go with the flow and hang on for the ride.

      This ride had him wearing old jeans and a t-shirt in preparation for a day of getting to know his target better and insinuating himself into her life.

      Deputy Scott Anders had invited Ryan to help out his friend. Ryan wondered if the relationship was more than that.

      The thought pissed him off, but he brushed it aside.

      When he arrived at what had been an empty storefront yesterday, he found the sidewalk full of people. He waited on the edge of the crowd, not seeing anyone he knew.

      A large, grinning black man jumped up to the top step of the store and held out his hands. “Thanks for coming, everyone. I figure the best way to keep Emmy in town is to indebt her to each of us. By the time we have it cleaned and painted, she’ll owe each of us enough favors to tie her to Bloo Moose for a very long time.”

      Ryan hadn’t seen Emmy yet, she’d been hidden by the taller people, but she jumped up to the step and shoved the man off.

      She turned to the group and smiled, tears shining in her eyes. “Thanks so much for helping everyone. I’m not sure how to pay you back, but I’ve got Megs supplying breakfast and Fortini’s supplying lunch.”

      A cheer rose from the crowd and, with a flourish, Emmy produced a key and opened the door.

      As the people moved past her, Emmy greeted each one with a smile and a touch. They all appeared to know each other, not surprising in a small town.

      Something he would have to remember and get used to. He’d lived in Chicago his whole life and while his work took him to other places, they’d all been major centres so far.

      Weird that the case that meant the most to him would be in a small town in the middle of Vermont.

      When everyone else had entered the store, Ryan stepped up to the stairs. Emmy turned from her conversation with the woman ahead of him and looked right into his eyes.

      She was on the step above and he was able to see the pleasure light up in her eyes.

      He was sure his looked the same.

      “Hey. Hi. I didn’t expect to see you again.”

      Ryan laughed. She could expect to see a whole lot of him, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. “Scott asked me to come along to lend a hand today. Hope that’s okay with you?”

      Her almost-black eyes lit up. “Let me see. Do I want to use you as free labor? Absolutely.”

      Her words of using him had all kinds of thoughts running through Ryan’s head, but he firmly pushed them back down. He was on a case and this woman was the best lead he’d had in years.

      “Where do you want me?”

      Emmy laughed and her eyes sparkled with mischief even as her dusky skin deepened on her cheeks. “Why don’t you tell me what skills you’ve got so I can decide where you’d fit best?”

      Ryan laughed. This assignment definitely didn’t suck.

      “Hey, Mitchell. Glad you made it.” Scott Anders slapped him on the back. “I see you’ve met Emmy.”

      “Not officially.”

      Emmy stuck out her hand. “Nice to meet you, Mitchell. I’m Emmy Rivera.”

      He shook her hand and held on as he explained. “It’s Ryan, actually. Ryan Mitchell.” He’d been doing the switch so long his tongue didn’t even trip over the little lie.

      Scott leaned over and kissed Emmy on the cheek. “Ryan’s the new deputy in town. Figured he might as well get indoctrinated into the town before his first official shift tomorrow.”

      Emmy’s eyes widened. “I had you pegged as a tourist. Thanks for volunteering, but I’d totally understand if you’ve got other things to do. You don’t want to spend your time off helping out a total stranger.”

      “You can’t be a stranger when I’ve already saved you from falling on your face once.”

      Scott barked out a laugh and slapped him on the shoulder again. “You’re going to fit right in.” Then the man moved into the store and left them alone on the steps.

      Still smiling, Emmy leaned forward and touched his arm. “Seriously, if you have better things to do, then feel free to go.”

      Not a chance. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be. Lead the way to paint so we can change some of those Cons to the Pros list.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Moose Prints

          

        

      

    

    
      While the rest of the crew worked on the cleaning and painting, Emmy decided to tackle the front window.

      She’d been dreaming about this for years. Since way back when she and Mandy had become friends in elementary school. They’d bonded over art supplies and messed-up families.

      Their original drawings didn’t match up with her current business plan, but she couldn’t do anything without their company name.

      Em&M Designs.

      Even the thought of it made her heart swell and her eyes tear.

      Mandy would be thrilled that Emmy was fulfilling their dreams to make a living with their off-beat art ideas.

      It might not be the hamsters and puppies they’d originally envisioned, but Emmy was pretty sure Mandy would totally be on board with the Moose theme.

      Mandy would have loved the originality and quirkiness of the town of Bloo Moose. And she would have loved the logos Emmy had designed.

      Moose Prints by Em&M Designs.

      Every t-shirt and souvenir Emmy sold would bear a tribute to Mandy. And a portion of all the profits would go to finding a cure for cystic fibrosis.

      Emmy looked from her sketchbook to the front window. She wanted the name to be large but not block the entire window.

      She’d made the font blocky with soft edges. The letters would be in the bright blue that would be the main color of the brand. With the name of the town, she couldn’t choose anything else. The shadows along the edges of the letters would be black.

      The moose peeking over the double o’s and around the t would be a soft walnut.

      Using painter’s tape, Emmy blocked out the main areas of the window and picked up her paints.

      She’d finished the main outlines and had removed the tape when she smelled the pizza. Antonia Fortini weaved magic around whatever she cooked, but her pizza made Emmy drool.

      “I figured the artist might need some sustenance. Even Da Vinci had to eat.”

      She looked down from the scaffolding she’d set up to find Ryan Mitchell smiling up at her. He carried two plates of pizza and had some of Jaz's eco-friendly mugs gripped in his hands.

      “Thanks. How’d you know I liked pineapple?”

      His grin made her smile in return. “Superior detecting skills, remember?”

      He placed the plates and mugs on the scaffold’s platform and then hopped up to sit. “I can’t believe you free-handed those letters like that.”

      Emmy laughed. “I’m a little impressed myself. Thought I’d have to do more scraping and repainting, but it’s coming together.”

      He nodded and passed her the mug and she smelled the caramel before she even took a sip.

      “Superior detecting skills, indeed.” Then she took a sip and stretched her back and looked around her space.

      Her mouth dropped open as she surveyed the room.

      Every wall was painted a soft cream that would be a fabulous counterpoint to the browns and blues of much of her merchandise.

      The doors and windows were trimmed with a crisp white. Pete from Pete’s Paint had worried the white would make the cream look washed-out or dirty, but it worked. The man himself gave her a thumbs up from across the room when their gazes locked.

      “Can you explain the shirt to me?”

      Emmy turned back to find Ryan pointing at her shirt. She was wearing another of her own creations with the same logo as the one she’d worn yesterday.

      BlooMers.

      “What happened to those superior detecting skills?”

      A dimple popped out in his cheek and Emmy had the ridiculous urge to reach out and touch it. With her tongue.

      Knowing her skin was flushed, she focused on the question he’d asked.

      “The town needed a noun for people who lived here. For years, they’ve called themselves Bloo Moosers. I wanted to give them an alternative. So BlooMers was born.”

      Ryan’s warm laugh bounced around the space and more than a few female heads turned in their direction.

      “I’m going to guess you have more females than males who buy that particular item.”

      She grinned. “You’d be right.”

      “Are you glad you signed the lease? You were really unsure yesterday. Any panic attacks?”

      “No attacks. So far.”

      Ryan raised an eyebrow, and Emmy laughed.

      “Okay, maybe a couple. But they were in the middle of the night so they don’t count.”

      “No one to help you out for those?”

      Emmy snorted. “Not hardly.” If this cutie was going to flirt with her, she was going to flirt right back.

      Ryan’s eyes cut to where Scott was sitting with the LaChance brothers, and then his eyebrows rose. “No one?”

      “The only one of that group who isn’t spoken for is my landlord. He’s a great guy, but not for me.”

      Ryan nodded and then looked back at her with a smile that might have been a little wider than before. “Tell me how you got into art.”

      That made her laugh. “Not sure it qualifies as art.”

      Those beautiful brown eyes turned serious, and he looked down at her shirt and at the window behind them. “It most certainly does qualify as art.”

      It took me a few seconds to control her reaction. Some people blew off her work as kind of a joke. Apparently, Ryan did not fall into that category.

      And that felt great.

      “Thanks. I started drawing with my friend Mandy when we were little. She had this thing about animals so we drew everything from dogs to eagles to dolphins.”

      “No moose?”

      “No. I don’t think I ever drew a moose until I moved here.”

      A loud whistle brought everyone’s attention to the man who’d greeted everyone on the stairs. “Thanks for spending your day with us, everyone. We appreciate your help.”

      Emmy shouted out from where she was sitting. “Thank you, everyone. You’re all amazing. When you need a painter, hit me up.”

      Emmy hopped off the scaffold and went to hug and thank everyone personally as they left. Hard to believe she hadn’t even known these people for a full year.

      When the majority of the crowd had left, Emmy turned to find three men cleaning up. She wasn’t in the least surprised to find Nathan and Scott still there, but the third man surprised her.

      Ryan Mitchell was joking with the other two as they gathered up buckets and painting supplies.

      Looked like there might be a few unexpected bonuses to signing a lease and tying herself to Bloo Moose.
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        * * *

      

      Ryan wouldn’t have minded helping clean up, even if it wasn’t a great way to insinuate himself further into the town and his case.

      Emmy Rivera was a fascinating woman. Full of life and fun, as exhibited by her artwork. She was incredibly talented, and he’d only seen a few of her drawings.

      He’d figured out she wasn’t attached to his fellow deputy. He and Nathan appeared to be a couple.

      Which made things better.

      And worse.

      If Scott had been her boyfriend, it would have been a nice, natural way to get to know her and figure out his next steps.

      It was possible that Emmy Rivera was single. If she had a boyfriend, he hadn’t shown up today and Ryan hadn’t heard anything all day that pointed to her having anyone in her life. She’d said no one was keeping her warm at night, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t in the beginnings of a relationship.

      Their friendly, flirty banter hadn’t been anything serious, but it opened an avenue.

      Ryan’s gut twisted a little at the thought.

      Neither the IRS nor the Treasury Board investigators had turned up any evidence that Emmy was in any way connected to Paul Wilson’s criminal activities.

      Becoming friendly with her in order to lure Wilson from his compound was the entire reason he was in Bloo Moose.

      He hadn’t expected to be attracted to her.

      But he was.

      Using that attraction made him feel a little like a scumbag, but it wasn’t as if she was going to fall in love with him.

      Nothing wrong with using a natural attraction to further his case as long as it stayed low key. It would certainly smooth the road for finding out more about her.

      “How did you end up in Bloo Moose?”

      Ryan turned to find Emmy folding up drop cloths beside him. He put down his bucket and picked up another cloth from the pile.

      “Luck of the draw. I’d been working in Chicago and wanted a change. Saw something online and here I am.” Which was enough of the truth that he wouldn’t forget it or contradict himself.

      Rule One in undercover work was always to stick as close to the truth as possible.

      “Bloo Moose is quite a change from Chicago.”

      Ryan grinned. “Sure is. Have you always lived here?”

      Emmy’s eyes widened, and she laughed. “I think that’s the first time I’ve been mistaken for a local. You made my day.” Her smile dimmed. “I’ve lived in a few places. Most recently, in Albany. That’s where I met Nathan.”

      Nathan swooped in to give her a one-armed hug. The big man nearly dwarfed her lean frame.

      “Best moment of your life, darling.”

      Emmy laughed and squeezed him back. “Pretty near.” She scrunched her nose. “Long, depressing story short, my boyfriend was a jerk. Nathan gave me a safe space to stay.”

      “A world-class cheating jerk who should have his ass handed to him for lying to you.”

      Emmy pointed her finger up in Nathan’s face. “No. You promised. He’s not worth the time or energy.”

      “Wouldn’t take much of either to squash him like the cockroach he is.”

      Emmy drew in a deep breath and held it. When she released it, she clapped her hands together. “Time for a subject change. How about we clean out the paintbrushes?”

      Emmy smiled at Ryan and motioned him to follow her. He managed to keep his face neutral as he followed her back to a storage room with a washer and dryer, as well as a laundry tub.

      “Sorry about that. Nathan tends to be overprotective.”

      Her face told him there was far more to the story. “Sounds like he has reason to be. How long have you lived here?”

      Her soft smile told him she appreciated the change in subject. He filed away the conversation for later. Nothing much had turned up in his government file on her, but Ryan knew he’d have to check into this. Find out if it had anything to do with Paul Wilson. Doubtful, but Ryan was all about crossing the Ts.

      “Almost eight months.”

      And yet she’d had all that support for her store. “You appear to have made a lot of friends if today’s crew was anything to judge by.”

      “That’s all Bloo Moose. They’ll pull you right into the fold, if only to find out if there’s any gossip worth sharing.”

      Perfect.

      Ryan set the paintbrushes he’d cleaned into the waiting mason jars. “And is there?”

      That earned him another laugh. Emmy Rivera was full of life and laughter. At least on the surface.

      “I’m a boring person. Today has been the absolute highlight of my life to date.” A dreamy smile accompanied her words.

      Scott rapped on the door frame. “Time to close up shop.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      Scott rolled his eyes. “I bet you didn’t sleep more than twenty minutes last night. Come on, before you drop. It’ll all still be here tomorrow.”

      Emmy nodded and within minutes, the space was locked up and Ryan jumped in his truck, watching the three of them drive away in Scott’s truck.

      They were a tight team.

      Ryan wondered if Scott had ever looked into Emmy’s background, if he’d ever found the need.

      What would his fellow deputy think about the connection between Emmy and a career criminal wanted by every law enforcement and government agency in the country?

      What would Scott think about Ryan’s mission?

      Probably be a little pissed that his friend was in the center of things, but as a law enforcement officer, he would understand. Scott was one of the good guys.

      Once in his little rental house, Ryan did a sweep for listening devices, then unlocked his secure cell phone and checked in with his immediate boss.

      Zahra Robinson was brilliant with computers and expected computer-level efficiency from her people. “Any progress?”

      “I’ve managed to get into Emmy’s social circle.” Ryan couldn’t imagine a phone line more secure than one Zahra used, so he was able to speak freely.

      “Will you be able to develop a friendship with her? Is there a way to continue to help her set up this store? Do you have any relevant skills to offer her?”

      Ryan kept the sigh internal. “My mom operates a knitting store, so I have some retail experience. And I can continue to offer assistance in setup.”

      “Good. Has she mentioned anything related to Wilson yet?”

      “No.”

      He heard his boss clicking her nails on some countertop and didn’t interrupt her thinking. Finally, she sighed. “I know it’s too early for results, and you’ve done well to make the connection. But I want this guy, Ward. I want him behind bars.”

      Zahra knew of Ryan’s background, so she knew she was preaching to the choir. “All right. Keep at it. Let me know when anything develops.”

      Ryan wandered the house thinking through the day, then pulled up his laptop with the specialized search features.

      Time to find out about Emmy’s former boyfriend, to see if he could find anything in their relationship to help him out.
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            Look What The Moose Dragged In

          

        

      

    

    
      Emmy stood in the middle of her newly painted retail space and battled the terror.

      What had she done?

      What made her think she could make a go of this?

      Sure, Jaz had given her a ridiculously good deal on the lease. And she made decent money with her website design business.

      But not enough to do this.

      The rap on the window made her jump, and she whirled to find Ryan Mitchell grinning at her.

      Great. He’d get to see her in the midst of a real meltdown. Perfect.

      Emmy waved and hoped he’d meander on his way.

      No such luck.

      He tilted his head, cocked an eyebrow and held up two of Jaz’s coffee mugs.

      The lure of coffee had her moving to unlock and open the door.

      “Hi.”

      “Saw you pacing the floors and thought you could use a shot of this.”

      Emmy blinked. She’d never considered that anyone could see her. Which was all kinds of dumb because the shop windows covered two sides of the retail space.

      “You’re on duty.”

      “And part of the duty is taking care of Bloo Moose and its residents. You know, the BlooMers and Bloo Moosers alike.”

      She snorted out a laugh, and he held out the mug. “Breathe. Drink. Slow down.”

      Instead of answering, she took the mug and sipped. He’d remembered. The shot of caramel in the coffee headed straight to her happy place.

      When she opened her eyes, Ryan was watching her with a mix of amusement and what might have been lust in his eyes.

      It had been a while since she’d seen lust. Or looked for it. She might be wrong.

      When he blinked, only the amusement remained. “To what do we owe the panic attack?”

      Emmy sighed. “Everything. What made me think I could run a store? What makes me think people will want to buy my stuff? I think I made a big mistake. Huge. Colossal.”

      “It’s not a mistake.”

      “I don’t know anything about running a retail business.”

      “Have you done any research?”

      “Not the same thing.”

      His laugh warmed her up just like the coffee.

      “It kind of is. Do you have a list?”

      “Yes, I took your advice. I think I’m up to twelve.”

      “That’s not so bad.”

      Emmy sighed. “Not items on the list. Twelve lists.”

      There was a couple of heartbeats of silence and when Emmy looked up, she realized he was struggling not to laugh.

      His warm brown eyes sparkled and that dimple still made her want to lick it.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “It kinda is, Emmy. You’ve got this.”

      “What makes you think that? Every time you see me I’m circling around a panic attack.”

      He shook his head, and that grin never wavered. “Just gotta prioritize those lists.”

      “So make another list of list priorities.”

      He had a great laugh. “Maybe shove some of them into a bin and focus on what needs to happen next.”

      Emmy sipped and let the coffee and caramel soothe her. What did she need first?

      A look around her empty space made me smile. “Shelving and clothing racks.”

      “There you go.”

      “And inventory. And⁠—”

      He waved away her words. “Nope. That direction leads to panic attacks. Do you know what kinds of shelves and racks you want? Have you checked out suppliers?”

      Her heart rate wanted to gallop, even though she’d already researched those. “I’ve got it narrowed down to about five choices.”

      “Which one do you like best?”

      “Well, I like the wooden ones with the rustic feel but they’re more expensive.”

      He nodded and sipped his own coffee. “Pros and cons?”

      “You are a bit obsessive with the list making, aren’t you? Have you met Darby yet? I have a feeling you two would get along well.”

      Ryan didn’t show any interest in Darby. Which was good, seeing as she and Quinn were together. And it wasn’t like Emmy was trying to foist him off to another woman.

      And now she was babbling in her head.

      “Pros and cons. Go.”

      “Fine.” Emmy turned to survey the space. “The wood would be gorgeous with the paint. The shelves definitely match Bloo Moose and Moose Prints better than the shelves that scream Cheap or New York.”

      “Cons?”

      “They’re the most expensive.”

      “Conclusion?”

      Hmm. Emmy gave him the side-eye. “There are more pros than cons.”

      “And?”

      “Okay, Mr. Bulldozer. they’re worth the price. Maybe I start with a few for now and find different items to help display the smaller products.”

      Ryan nodded. “Makes sense. What kind of items would match what you have in mind? Could you find them in town?”

      “You must be hell on an investigation. I bet you catch all the bad guys.”

      Something flashed in his eyes, but it was gone before Emmy could identify it. Regret? As a cop, he had to have some cases that didn’t work out well. She couldn’t imagine having to live with that.

      Hoping to turn his attention from whatever made him sad, Emmy went back to his question. “There is a permanent flea market on the edge of town.” Run by the most out-there sisters Emmy had ever met. It would be fun to see city-boy’s reaction to Flora and Hilde.

      As if in response to her thoughts, Ryan grinned. “I have a truck. Available for trips to flea markets whenever I’m not on duty.”

      Emmy looked around the space with new eyes. “Found objects” might be even better for lots of her items.

      In her mind, she started to visualize the shelves she’d be able to afford and how to arrange them.

      “Okay. Maybe it’s time I asked what it is you’re going to be selling here at Moose Prints?”

      Emmy whirled to stare at him. “Wait. What? You don’t know what I’m selling and I’ve been listening to your advice? How is that possible?”

      Ryan grinned at her and held his hands wide. “Must be the natural charisma.”

      He was probably right. Not that she was going to tell him that. The man was too cocky by far.

      Except he really wasn’t. He was charming.

      And he knew it.

      Emmy pointed at her sweatshirt. “I’m going to be selling things like this.” Today’s royal blue sweatshirt showed a moose hauling a hunter by his bright orange vest. The slogan was Look what the Moose dragged in.

      Ryan smiled. “That’s perfect. Just clothing?”

      “No. I’m expanding to do other things. Mugs, pillows, stickers, camping and fishing stuff.”

      His smile widened further. “Very cool. So you need different kinds of display racks, anyway. With the eclectic inventory, eclectic display units work, don’t you think?”

      “You seem to know a lot about retail for a city cop turned small-town cop.”

      His eyes skittered away and then back. “My mom owns a small shop in Chicago.”

      Emmy saluted him with her mug. “Then you are my new consultant on all things retail. What does your mom sell in her place?”

      His face flushed, and he avoided her eyes again. Emmy’s curiosity sky-rocketed. “Does she have a sex shop?”

      His eyes widened and shock rippled across his face before he laughed. And laughed. “No. And don’t you ever say that to her face. She’d be mortified, but I love that your brain went there. Mom owns a yarn store.”

      It was Emmy’s turn for her face to flush. “Yarn? As in knitting?”

      He nodded.

      “Why did you look embarrassed, then? That’s a normal type of thing. Wait.”

      He flushed again, and Emmy knew she had it.

      “I know. You not only worked in the store alongside her, but you know how to knit. You’re a knitter.”

      His flush deepened, and he rolled his eyes. “I know how to knit.”

      “I’ve always wanted to knit. You’ll have to teach me one day.”

      Another eye roll.

      “I’m serious. I’ve always wanted to knit. I’d love to make scarves and hats in my Moose Prints colors.”

      He stared at her, probably waiting for her to make fun of him. But she was more than serious. Traditional gender rolls sucked so much of the time.

      “It’s a cool skill, Ryan. After Moose Prints isn’t absorbing a hundred percent of my life, I’d love you to teach me.”

      His head tilted, and he studied her. After a bit, he nodded and then he raised his mug to her. “Let’s get your shop in order first. Then we’ll talk. For now, I’d better get back to patrolling.”

      “Thanks for the coffee.”

      “You’re welcome. See you soon, Emmy.”

      And that added a smile to her day.

      With a big goofy grin plastered on her face, Emmy turned back to the space. No panic bubbled beneath the surface.

      Mr. Pros and Cons had taken that right along with him.
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        * * *

      

      Ryan’s foot patrol duty brought him into contact with most of the business owners along Boardwalk Avenue, Bloo Moose’s business district.

      If you could call it that in a small town.

      The town was laid out along the eastern edge of Bloo Moose Lake. The boardwalk along the road extended the entire length of the town. At varied intervals, the boardwalk extended out into the lake itself and ended in round fishing piers. At these junctures, stairs descended to the skinny stretch of beach.

      Pressed along the wall below the boardwalk, several entrepreneurs had set up tiny businesses. Cool drinks and snacks seemed to be the most popular.

      Families and teens hung out on the beach. Out on the lake itself, there was a ton of activity. Kayaks, canoes, paddle boards, sailboats, and speedboats.

      A lot of the people were tourists and a lot of the equipment had been rented from LaChance Lodge at the north end of town.

      Bloo Moose was a hub of thriving tourist businesses in the summer. From what he’d been told, the tourism season didn’t stop there. Fall colors. Maple syrup in the spring. Winter sports on and off the lake.

      And not a single big retail chain store in town. Not even one of those coffee shops that seemed to be on every street corner of every place he’d visited.

      Jaz LaChance’s coffee shop, The Lucky, ensured no one suffered from lack of great coffee. And the baking in the store was incredible. Megs Carter was a goddess in the kitchen.

      And more than a bit of a gossip from what he could tell. She’d asked him more questions than the police chief during his interview.

      Ryan stopped frequently on his patrol, getting to know the locals and tourists alike, getting a feel for the town. He stopped in a lot of the businesses and introduced himself to the owners.

      He took pictures for tourists of them posed in front of the various moose statues standing throughout town. His mom would get a kick out of the Elvis one.

      It was a great town. Under other circumstances, it would be a terrific place to set down roots. Start a family.

      His mind drifted immediately to Emmy Rivera, and Ryan cursed inwardly. She was definitely a huge part of his attraction to this town.

      It would be so much better if he didn’t feel such an attraction to her, such a pull.

      But she was a damn magnet. Sunny smile and great body. Adorable personality. The woman had no difficulty laughing at herself. Or laughing in general.

      She was full of life and joy.

      And he needed to remember she was merely a means to an end. A way to lure Paul Wilson from his private estate so Ryan could take him in.

      Take him down.

      Remove another scumbag from the playing field.

      Ryan hadn’t been able to save his dad, but taking Wilson out of the game would mean fewer people’s lives would be destroyed.

      Fewer suicides.

      “Excuse me, Officer. Would you mind taking a picture of us with the Italian moose?”

      Ryan smiled and took a few pictures for the family. Once he’d returned the phone, he turned to continue his walk.

      Instead, he found a man walking out of the restaurant standing behind the moose. “You must be Officer Mitchell.” The man was probably about sixty. “I’m Mario Fortini and we haven’t had a chance to meet yet. Please come in.”

      Wondering if there was an issue, Ryan followed the man into the restaurant that smelled a little better than paradise.

      “Come sit at the bar. I will not offer you wine while you’re on duty, but have a coffee.”

      The bar sat along one edge of the restaurant, holding the cash register and a bakery display that made Ryan’s mouth water.

      Mario passed him a coffee doctored with a dash of cream. Exactly the way he liked it. Ryan raised an eyebrow, and Mario laughed.

      “Never underestimate the gossip vine that is Bloo Moose. Megs Carter has had all the news about you so far. I’m too far behind in this race and you’ll need to help me catch up.”

      Ryan barely managed to keep his jaw from dropping open.

      Mario’s laugh was full of joy. The door to the kitchen to his right swung open and a woman merely looked at the two of them, then shook her head before letting the door swing shut behind her as she returned to the kitchen.

      “My Antonia. Love of my life and the most beautiful woman on the planet. She’ll bring you your lunch in a moment.”

      Ryan hadn’t ordered. In fact, he hadn’t planned on taking lunch.

      As if he’d spoken aloud, Mario waved his hands in the air. “Dave knows I’d lure you inside. He won’t mind, as he’s been lured inside more than once. How are you enjoying our little town? Too big of a change from Chicago?”

      Ryan wondered how to get control of the conversation back. Mario Fortini was a force of nature.

      “I’m liking the town so far. Great people.”

      “I hear one in particular is drawing your attention.”

      Well, there was no way he was going to answer that one.

      Thankfully, the kitchen door swung open again and Mario’s wife approached with a smile. She put down two plates in front of him. One loaded with manicotti and the other holding tiramisu.

      “But I…”

      Antonia waved away his words. “Welcome to Bloo Moose. Don’t let my Mario here talk your ear off or pry out any secrets you don’t want to share.”

      Then she disappeared back into the kitchen while Ryan called out his thanks.

      “Antonia must like what she’s heard about you so far. Not everyone gets her tiramisu.”

      A twist of guilt tugged at him, but he shoved it down. He was doing his job and trying to take down a criminal organization that hurt thousands of people.

      “Eat. Enjoy.” And with that, Mario was off to greet a couple who’d entered the restaurant.

      Ryan devoured his lunch and watched the interactions of the people in the restaurant. Families, couples, friends.

      No covert drug or weapons purchases happening here. No obvious ties to major criminal activity anywhere in town.

      Definitely not like any of his other assignments.

      After Mario refused to take his money, claiming all new locals got their first meal free, Ryan left a generous tip under his plate and headed back to the boardwalk.

      Trying to ignore the building guilt.

      He was attempting to deliberately bring Wilson here. To this pleasant town full of regular people.

      And to Emmy.

      But he had a job to do.

      And the more quickly he got it done, the less entangled he’d become.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            Out Of The Bloo

          

        

      

    

    
      Emmy ground her teeth down hard to keep in the laugh.

      “I’d better not get stuck in this stairwell. Use some of that muscle you’re so proud of.”

      Nathan and Scott were helping her move into the apartment atop Moose Prints, and the king-sized mattress they’d talked her into ordering was not cooperating.

      From her position at the top of the stairs, she could see Nathan squashed against the bannister while Scott tried to maneuver the mattress around the tight corner in the hallway below.

      “I can return it⁠—”

      “No.” Both men hollered, making her turn her face so they wouldn’t see her smile. Not that they were visible behind the mattress.

      “Or we could use the outside stairwell.”

      “We’ll get it. It’s just a little snug.”

      A snort of laughter from Scott had her covering her mouth to keep in the giggle. “Don’t you start, Emmy, or we’ll never get this damn thing up the stairs.”

      “My lunch hour’s almost over. I’ve got to get back on duty.”

      “You’re not leaving me here squashed under a mattress, Anders. Put your back into it.”

      “I’ll go down the other stairs and help Scott.”

      “No offence, Em, but you weigh about twelve pounds. Not sure how much help you’ll be.”

      “Hey.”

      “Hang on. Mitchell’s here.”

      Mitchell?

      When she recognized Ryan’s voice, it clicked. Guys were always calling each other by their last names. With Ryan’s surname also being a first name, she hadn’t realized who he meant immediately.

      With the extra set of hands, it only took a few minutes to unstick the mattress and haul it the rest of the way into the apartment.

      “Don’t stop now. Straight to the bedroom. Go before I have to leave.”

      The three men maneuvered the mattress onto the box-spring and then Nathan and Scott promptly flopped onto it.

      “Thanks, man. If you hadn’t shown up, Scott would have left me there until his shift finished.”

      “Speaking of, I’d better hustle. See you later.”

      Always a toucher, Scott squeezed Nathan’s hand, shook Ryan’s and kissed Emmy on the cheek on his way out the door.

      He and Nathan made a great couple.

      “Told you this was a good mattress, Emmy. Try it out.”

      If it had been Nathan and Scott in the room, Emmy would have jumped in the middle and snuggled right in. With Ryan in the room, her face flushed, but when Nathan patted the mattress she didn’t resist.

      And it was a really good bed.

      Emmy let out a sigh and reached to pat Nathan’s shoulder. “You were right.”

      “I don’t hear that enough.”

      Emmy poked him in the side, and he grunted and let out a massive yawn.

      “I’m done, kiddo.”

      As a firefighter, he worked twenty-four-hour shifts, and he’d come straight to help her with the big stuff. Emmy reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “You’re the best, Nathan. Thanks. Now go find your own bed.”

      Laughing, Nathan got up from the bed and hauled her to her feet. Then he looked at Ryan. “You able to help her out with getting the rest of the boxes upstairs.”

      “That’s not necessary. It’s all small boxes. I can handle it.”

      But Ryan had already agreed and was shaking Nathan’s hand. Both completely ignoring her protests.

      Once Nathan was gone, the bedroom felt strangely intimate. She hurried to the living area and turned to Ryan. “Sorry about that. You don’t have to do anything else. I believe coercion isn’t legal.”

      Ryan’s eyes lit up, and he laughed. “No coercion required. Glad to help. Anytime.”

      He was a sweetie.

      “I’ve got boxes stacked in the main room downstairs. If you’re sure you don’t mind.”

      After a few trips to get everything up the stairs, they looked around the space.

      “This is huge.”

      Emmy nodded. “And it’s going to be mostly empty for a while. All my focus is on Moose Prints. As long as I have a comfy chair and a bed for here, I’m good.”

      At the word bed, Ryan’s eyes darkened and Emmy knew that her cheeks were flushed. Again.

      Her imagination placed Ryan right in that bed. Wearing a whole lot less than his current jeans and t-shirt.

      She couldn’t stop her brain from wondering if he’d be the slow and tortuous kind of lover or the fast and frenzied.

      With that charming grin and his dimple, she’d put all her money on slow and the very best kind of torturous.

      Face flaming, Emmy gestured helplessly about the room and avoided staring at the dimple. “Thanks again. I appreciate your help.”

      “Any time, Emmy. Any time.”

      His husky voice had her entire body wanting to toss him onto that bed and start exploring, but her brain kicked in.

      She barely knew the guy, and she was most definitely not a jump-into-bed-first-ask-questions-later kind of girl.

      But the zip of chemistry was real, and she’d never experienced it with anyone else. She hadn’t believed that kind of thing existed outside of books and movies.

      If she’d known it was real, she’d have never got involved with Thing One or Thing Two. Two lying, cheating jerks who didn’t deserve the courtesy of her remembering their names.

      She wished she could actually forget.

      Ryan cleared his throat, making her wonder if he’d been thinking about the same thing. Well, the bed thing, not Thing One and Two.

      “You want to check out that flea market today? I’m off and available.”

      Any innuendo in that available comment? Probably not. Wishful thinking on her part.

      “Are you sure you don’t mind? You keep getting roped into helping me out.”

      Ryan leaned in and brushed his hand up and down her arm. “I don’t mind at all. I’m having fun. Let’s go.” On the last brush down her arm, he grabbed her hand and squeezed.

      When he tugged her down the stairs, Emmy wondered if she’d follow this charmer just about anywhere.

      Once they were settled in his truck, she had him head to the eastern road out of Bloo Moose.

      “Have you met the Carstairs sisters yet? Or heard about them?”

      His eyebrows winged up over his sunglasses. “No, but that makes me curious. What am I in for?”

      “Nothing bad. They’re lovely, but they are always a surprise. I want to make sure you don’t hurt their feelings accidentally.”

      Those eyebrows dipped down. “I’m not usually in the habit of insulting people.”

      Emmy reached over and squeezed his forearm. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that. Okay, there are two sisters. Flora and Hilde. They’re probably in their sixties. It’s hard to tell.”

      Emmy knew she was smiling. The sisters always made her smile. “Hilde has apparently always been a bit unusual. Now she’s dealing with some form of dementia on top of it. They’ve always lived on this property. They’ve sold off the farmland, but have kept the house and the barn which they turned into the flea market.”

      She pointed to the turn, and Ryan slowed down for the gravel road.

      “Hilde loves taking care of the barn and can be a bit possessive at times. If she accuses you of stealing things, be gentle.”

      Ryan nodded and then pulled up in front of the barn.

      “I’ve been out here once with Nathan and Scott when they were looking for their dining room table. You’re going to love it.”

      Ryan nodded again, but looked a little wary.

      Outside the barn door, Emmy pointed at the bell and the triangle hanging.

      Laughing, Ryan read aloud the sign beside them. “Ring the triangle if you’re browsing. Clang the bell if you might buy.”

      Emmy took a deep breath and clanged the bell. “That should bring the good luck karma that I’ll find what I need.”

      Even if she hadn’t a clue what that was.
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        * * *

      

      Ryan wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting after Emmy had described the sisters, but it wasn’t the ultra-clean and shiny interior of the barn.

      The barn was full, and he had to stop to take in the entire space before he could unglue his feet. All kinds of furniture with shelves and racks containing what looked like everything from toys to clothes to signs.

      It was the kind of place you could get lost in for hours. The type of place you came back to and found something new, even when you were sure you’d looked at everything.

      There were clear, skinny aisles and he followed Emmy as she started down the first one, head swivelling to take it all in.

      “It’s so clean.”
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