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1
  “The kayakers found the body on the northwest beach of Camilla’s Island,” Deputy Tessa Black yelled over the wind and the roar of twin outboards. She tugged her sheriff’s department cap lower on her forehead as the state park ranger boat sped across the bay, leaving Widow’s Island behind them.


   At the wheel, Logan Wilde shouted back, “The current dumps a lot of debris there.”


   Tall, lean, and still military fit, he was dressed in tan cargos, boots, and a dark-green Washington State Forest Ranger jacket. He spread his feet for balance, and his blue eyes narrowed against the bright December sun shining on the water. They’d both recently returned to the Pacific Northwest island where they’d grown up. They’d only been dating a few weeks, but watching him now, Tessa felt the connection that came from a lifetime of shared history.


   The hull slapped on a few whitecaps as they left Widow’s Bay. Tessa grabbed a railing as the deck pitched and rolled through Breakneck Strait, the narrow passage between the two islands.


   Widow’s Island was shaped like an inverted horseshoe, with the huge Widow’s Bay filling the center. Camilla’s Island was located near the southwestern point of the horseshoe. Tessa, Logan, and five thousand other people lived on Widow’s, while Camilla’s Island was a wildlife refuge managed by the state park system.


   They approached a no-wake sign, and Logan eased back on the throttle. As the boat puttered into Camilla’s Cove, Tessa grabbed the bowline and positioned herself on the starboard side. Logan steered past two mooring buoys and drew the boat parallel to the single skinny dock. Tessa climbed over the gunwale and hitched the bowline to a dock cleat. Logan tossed her the stern and spring lines, and she secured them as he shut down the engines.


   Logan grabbed her backpack, jumped off the boat, and handed her the bag. Tessa shrugged into the straps, adjusting them so the pack didn’t smack into her duty belt. Then she zipped her uniform jacket to her chin as they walked up the ramp onto solid ground and passed the notices billboard and the self-pay receptacle for moorage fees—a metal box with a slit in the top. A handful of rough campsites were available on the island, but there was no trash service or potable water. Visitors had to pack in what they needed and carry out their garbage as part of the island’s “leave no trace” policy.


   Tessa followed Logan to the hiking trail that led down to the rocky beach. Three tiny black-tailed deer lifted their heads and approached them, looking for a handout. Feeding wildlife was strictly prohibited, but the island deer had learned that people were suckers for their big brown eyes.


   A few minutes later, Tessa and Logan emerged from the dense forest onto the narrow beach. They skirted a tide pool and rounded a bend in the shoreline.


   Logan pointed. “There they are.”


   A hundred yards ahead, Tessa saw two figures huddled between the skinny strip of packed sand and a clump of trees. A yellow sea kayak listed on the sand nearby. A body was sprawled on the sand. The surf broke and rolled up the beach, lapping over the corpse’s legs and shifting its position.


   “The tide’s coming in,” Logan said. “How long until Henry gets here?”


   Dr. Henry Powers was a newcomer to Widow’s Island, having bought the sole doctor’s office. To Henry’s surprise, the job of coroner had come with the practice.


   “About twenty minutes. He was finishing up with a patient when I called him. Kurt is bringing him over.”


   When the call from the kayakers had come in, Tessa had been in the small satellite sheriff’s station on Widow’s Island, writing up a report from an early-morning fender bender. The other deputy on duty, Kurt Olson, had been tied up with loose alpacas on Bishopton Road. Since the body had been found on state park ground, Tessa had called Logan to ferry her over to the neighboring island.


   The kayakers, a middle-aged couple, walked forward and met them on the sand. Clearly experienced, they were dressed for winter paddling in full-body dry suits and neoprene gloves.


   Introducing himself and his wife, the man extended a hand to Tessa, then Logan. “We saw him from the water.”


   “Did you touch the body?” Tessa removed her backpack and took out a camera.


   The man nodded. “Just his shoulder. I rolled him over to see his face. I thought he might be alive.” He swallowed as if nauseated. “He wasn’t.”


   “Of course. You had to make sure.” Tessa nodded in empathy.


   The woman patted the man’s arm. “I’m glad you insisted we invest in a satellite phone.”


   He leaned into his wife’s shoulder.


   “Thank you. Please wait here for a few minutes.” After leaving her pack in the sand, Tessa turned toward the body. Before moving to Widow’s Island eighteen months before, she’d been a detective in Seattle. Working in a city surrounded by water, she’d seen her share of floaters. Usually, they were particularly nasty, but this one seemed relatively fresh.


   Logan fell into step beside her, and they crossed fifteen feet of flat sand. Together they stared down at the dead body of a middle-aged man clothed in jeans, work boots, and a flannel shirt.


   “He isn’t wearing a coat,” Tessa noted.


   The corpse lay faceup. He was at least six feet tall and burly. She could only see the skin of his face and hands, both of which were deep pink. His facial features, though discolored, were distinguishable.


   “Do you know him?” Logan asked.


   “No, but I feel like I’ve seen him around town.” Tessa didn’t want to touch the body until the coroner arrived. She had more experience with death investigation, but the coroner had legal charge of the body.


   On Widow’s, they were lucky to have a doctor serving as coroner. Unlike a medical examiner, a coroner was not required to be a medical professional or have any training in forensic pathology. There were rural counties where the sheriff, mayor, or funeral home director held the position.


   Tessa crouched to study the dead man’s hands. The skin on the palms was wrinkled, indicating the body had been submerged for over an hour. But the skin had not yet begun to break down and separate from the fingers. This process, known as maceration, occurred when a body was exposed to prolonged moisture. “He wasn’t in the water long.”


   Standing at her right, Logan didn’t flinch as he viewed the body. As a former army ranger, he was well acquainted with death. “How can you tell? Wouldn’t the cold water slow decomposition?”


   “Yes,” Tessa agreed, “but his face isn’t bloated. Plus if he’d been in the sea for any length of time, the fish would have been at his fingers.”


   “Are his hands and face red from the cold?” Logan crouched next to her.


   “No, that’s lividity. When the heart stops beating, gravity causes the blood to pool in the lowest parts of the body, resulting in this bruise-like discoloration. Submerged bodies tend to turn facedown, with their limbs hanging. So lividity is usually concentrated on the face, upper chest, hands, and feet.” Tessa pointed to the victim’s hands. “But that doesn’t quite match here. Lividity in this body is concentrated in his palms. The backs of his hands are whiter. Also, with a body that has been submerged, I wouldn’t expect to see lividity only on one side of his face. His entire face should be red.”


   She rocked back on her heels and looked out over the water.


   Where did you come from?


   Tessa stood and began to photograph the body. As she worked, another wave lapped at the victim’s work boots. “With or without Henry, we’re going to have to move him in a few minutes.”


   Logan pointed down the beach. “Henry and Kurt are here. Cate is with them.”


   Tessa turned. Kurt was limping.


   “What happened?” she asked Kurt.


   “Twisted my knee getting off the boat.” Kurt hobbled closer. The wind gusted, and he pulled a black knit cap from his pocket and tugged it over his bald head. “I’ll be all right in a minute.”


   Tessa wasn’t surprised to see her best friend since childhood—and Logan’s sister—hurrying toward them. Cate Wilde was an FBI agent currently on medical leave. She was also dating the doctor.


   Cate greeted Tessa with a quick hug. “I had just stopped at Henry’s office when you called.”


   “I’m glad you’re here,” Tessa said. Cate’s experience with the bureau could prove valuable.


   Tessa turned to Kurt. “Do you recognize him?”


   Kurt limped closer to the body and nodded. “That’s Jason McCoy. He’s a contractor.”


   “How well do you know him?” Tessa asked. Widow’s was a tight community, and Kurt had been a deputy here forever.


   Kurt scratched his gray-stubbled chin. “Well enough to avoid him when possible.”


   Tessa turned and raised a brow.


   “I never had to arrest him.” Kurt hooked his thumbs in his duty belt and cleared his throat. “But he was kind of an asshole.”


   Tessa glanced back at the body. Kurt was easygoing. Jason McCoy must have been difficult for Kurt to not like him. She thought about the inconsistencies in lividity, and a feeling of foreboding crept over her. She shivered. “Is he married?”


   “Yeah.” Kurt nodded. “But I heard his wife—second wife—left him a couple weeks ago. She’s staying with her mother. I’ll get the address. Do you want me to do the death notification?” He shifted his weight off his injured leg.


   “I’ll do it,” Tessa offered.


   Looking relieved, Kurt slipped out of his own backpack, unzipped it, and removed a clipboard. “I’ll start the scene log and sketches.”


   Henry set his kit—a plastic tackle box—on the sand.


   Tessa turned back to the body and continued to snap pictures as Henry tugged on a pair of disposable gloves. He knelt beside her to examine the body. “When I inherited the position of coroner, they told me I’d mostly see old people who died of natural causes, but this is my third unnatural death in a month.”


   An artist had recently been murdered, and a few weeks before that, a set of bones had been discovered. Sadly, it seemed not even the remote island could escape crime.


   Henry looked the body over carefully without moving it. Then he turned the body onto its side, bent closer, and parted the man’s hair. “He has a serious head wound.”


   “He could have hit his head and fallen overboard,” Logan suggested. “Or had a heart attack and fallen overboard, hitting his head as he fell.”


   Both of those scenarios were very plausible. Accidental drowning happened.


   “But why would he be on a boat without a coat?” Tessa asked.


   No one had an answer.


   Henry lifted a small flashlight from his kit and shone it on the skull. “I can see multiple distinct indentations.”


   “So he hit his head twice?” Logan asked.


   “Or someone hit him twice.” Tessa was more suspicious.


   “At least twice,” Henry said. “It’s hard to tell without a magnifying lamp and x-rays of the skull.”


   “Could the wounds have been fatal?” Tessa asked.


   “Gray matter is visible through at least one skull fracture, so that’s definitely possible.” Henry rocked back on his heels. “Submersion would have washed away any blood, but these are deep and serious wounds. If they were inflicted antemortem, they would have bled heavily.”


   Because the heart stopped beating upon death, injuries sustained postmortem did not bleed as much.


   Another wave shifted the body.


   “Let’s move him away from the water,” Henry said.


   Logan donned gloves. He and Henry dragged the body out of the surf’s reach.


   Tessa leaned over Henry’s shoulder. “I’d like to check his pockets.”


   “Go ahead.” Henry moved back and gave her room.


   She put on gloves and searched the dead man’s pockets. She found a folded wallet in the front pocket of his jeans. Tessa opened the wallet and confirmed his ID as Jason McCoy. She noted his address on Orcas Road and bagged the wallet as evidence.


   Henry removed a thermometer and scalpel from his kit. He lifted the corpse’s flannel shirt, then paused, scalpel in hand.


   Tessa lowered the camera. Deep-pink blotches stained the corpse’s abdomen. Henry pointed to the dead man’s waistband. The weight of the saturated denim had caused his pants to sag. In the middle of his discolored paunch was a glaringly white oval.


   “What’s that big white mark?” Logan asked.


   “Contact blanching.” Henry pointed to the corpse’s belt buckle. “While lividity was developing, the buckle was pressed hard enough against his skin to compress the blood vessels.”


   Logan frowned. “Could that happen if he was floating in the water?”


   “I doubt it,” Henry said. “Between the contact blanching and the patterns on the hands and face, I’d say he was lying facedown on a hard surface until lividity was fixed.”


   “How long does that take?” Logan asked.


   “Six to eight hours at a normal room temperature.” Henry had had the position of coroner unexpectedly thrust on him, but he clearly took the job seriously and had been studying up.


   Logan met Tessa’s gaze. “He didn’t die in the water.”


   Jason McCoy hadn’t fallen off a boat and drowned. He hadn’t hit his head or suffered a heart attack and fallen into the sea. He hadn’t moved his own body six hours after death.


   Someone had moved him.


   Tessa had left Seattle and moved back to Widow’s Island to care for her mother, recently diagnosed with early-onset dementia, and raise her teenage half sister. She had expected some trouble adjusting to living in the rural island community. She’d expected to be bored. She’d expected to chase loose livestock from winding rural roads, write traffic tickets, and deal with rowdy tourists who’d had one too many at the Widow Maker Brewery.


   Instead, she was looking at another murder.


   Henry made an incision in the abdomen and took the body’s temperature via the liver. He took out a pad and wrote some notes, then looked up at Tessa. “This is clearly not a natural death or a simple accident. He’ll have to go to the medical examiner on the mainland for an autopsy.”


   Even if Henry’s office had been equipped with a surgical unit, which it wasn’t, he wasn’t trained as a forensic pathologist.


   “Can you give us any idea of time of death?” Tessa asked.


   Henry pursed his lips. “He’s been dead longer than six hours but probably less than twenty-four. This is a very rough window.”


   “Understood.” Tessa shifted the camera in her grip. Her eyes swept the beach. Kurt was talking to the kayakers and taking notes, no doubt getting their statements and contact information.


   Kurt turned away from the kayakers and limped over to Logan. “I hate to ask, but would you and Henry bring the gurney from the sheriff’s boat? I don’t think I’ll be much help with this bum knee.”


   “Sure,” Logan said.


   Henry followed Logan back toward the dock.


   Cate stepped up next to Tessa. Together they stood on the beach and stared across the water at Widow’s Island. Directly across the sparkling water of Blind Bay, the cliff of Widow’s Walk rose from the rocky shoreline. Cate didn’t have to say a word for Tessa to know exactly what she was thinking about.


   Nearly twenty years ago, the third member of their inseparable childhood trio, Samantha Bishop, had gone missing. Sam’s jacket had been found at the top of the cliff, but her body had never been found. The sheriff had been convinced that Sam had fallen off the cliff.


   “When Sam disappeared, the deputies searched this beach,” Tessa said. “This is the closest point between the two islands.” She remembered Logan’s earlier statement. “The current carries a lot of debris here.”


   “I know.” Cate wrapped an arm around Tessa’s shoulders. “But the fact that her body didn’t wash up on this beach doesn’t mean she wasn’t swept out to sea.”


   Tessa lifted her chin. “We’re going to find out what happened to her.”


   The mystery around Sam’s disappearance might have been decades old, but Tessa was just as determined to unravel it as she was to find Jason McCoy’s killer.
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  Later that afternoon, Logan stared through the passenger window of Tessa’s county-issued SUV.


   “The body should be at the medical examiner’s office by now,” Tessa said.


   The sheriff’s boat had transferred the body to Widow’s Island. Then the funeral home’s hearse handled transport to the medical examiner’s office on the mainland.


   Tessa parked in front of Sarah McCoy’s mother’s little white house on the outskirts of the town of North Sound. The cottage faded from Logan’s vision. The corpse on the beach had brought back his time in Afghanistan. In his mind, all he could see were countless bloody bodies.


   Including the child.


   When he’d left the military a few months before, all he’d wanted was to come home to Widow’s Island and find peace—to forget the horrors he’d witnessed in the Middle East. But it seemed violence had followed him. There was no escape from the ugliness of the world, not even in the pristine wilderness of the state parks where he worked. If anything, his nightmares were worsening.


   He blinked the memories away and glanced at Tessa in the driver’s seat, and a sense of calm settled over him.


   Maybe he was wrong. Maybe peace wasn’t found in a place. Maybe it was a person.


   Maybe it’s Tessa.


   She was his sister’s best friend. He’d known her his whole life, but he felt as if he hadn’t truly seen her until a few weeks ago.


   She turned off the engine and reached for her vehicle door handle, her mouth set in a grim line that cracked his heart. Logan reached for her hand. Capturing it, he then gave her fingers a gentle squeeze.


   The corners of her mouth turned up in a sad smile. “Death notifications are rough, especially in a suspicious death, where the person you’re notifying could also be the killer.”


   “The cliché is true? The spouse is always the number one suspect?”


   “Unfortunately.” She returned the squeeze of his fingers. “Thanks for coming with me.”


   “You’re welcome. The body washed up in my jurisdiction. I feel like it’s my responsibility.” He also liked working with her. Watching her investigate a crime reminded Logan how smart and strong she was.


   “Still.” Her eyes softened as they met his. “Thank you.”


   Logan released her hand. The relationship developing between them had surprised him at first. But when he thought about it, their connection made sense in every possible way. Neither of them had had an easy life. His father had died when he was small, and his mother had eventually left Widow’s Island, leaving Logan and Cate to be raised by their grandmother. Thankfully, that grandmother was Jane Sutton. He couldn’t have asked for a better guardian, but Logan had still felt abandoned.


   Sam’s disappearance and her mother’s illness had forced Tessa to mature at a young age too. A three-time widow, Tessa’s mother had been unstable long before she’d been diagnosed with dementia. Tessa had been raised with daily doses of harsh reality like other kids had been fed chewable vitamins. Her feet were planted firmly on the ground. He doubted she’d ever dreamed of moonlight and roses. They had so much in common. He could talk to her.


   Tessa took a deep breath and opened her vehicle door. “Let’s go. I’m hoping Sarah hasn’t heard about her husband’s death through the grapevine yet.”


   “Miracles happen.” Logan got out of the SUV and joined her on the driveway.


   They walked to the door and knocked. A blonde woman in her late fifties opened the door. If she was trying to hide her age, she was doing the direct opposite. Heavy makeup caked in her crow’s-feet, and her bright-red lipstick highlighted the wrinkles that surrounded her mouth. She wore slim black pants, a sweater, and heels. Gold jewelry flashed on her fingers and wrists. Her eyes widened as she took in Tessa’s uniform. Then her gaze found Logan and raked over him like long fingernails. “Well, hello there.”


   Logan nodded. “Ma’am.”


   Tessa introduced herself and Logan. “Are you Mrs. McCoy?”


   “No. I’m Tammi King.” Ms. King’s gaze shifted back to Tessa. “Sarah McCoy is my daughter. I’ll get her. Come on in.” She left the door open and turned away. “Sarah?” Her voice rose. “A deputy is here to see you.”


   The house smelled of stale cigarette smoke. Unzipping his jacket, Logan followed Tessa into the small living room. The decor was circa 1990, heavy on the pickled oak furniture. Ms. King motioned toward a dark-pink sofa and overstuffed chair arranged in an L formation.


   A woman in her early thirties entered the room. Like her mother, she was blonde and wore plenty of makeup and jewelry. “Can I help you?”


   “Sarah McCoy?” Tessa asked.


   At Sarah’s nod, Tessa moved toward the couch. “Why don’t we sit down?”


   But Sarah didn’t move. Her gaze flickered between Tessa and Logan. “What’s wrong?”


   She was either an excellent actress, or she hadn’t heard about her husband’s death.


   Tessa didn’t drag it out. “Your husband is dead. I’m sorry for your loss.” Her voice was soft and full of sympathy, but her eyes were fixed intently on Sarah’s face as she waited for her reaction.


   Sarah recoiled. “What?”


   “Holy shit.” Ms. King’s mouth dropped open.


   “Jason’s body was found on the beach of Camilla’s Island this morning,” Tessa explained.


   Sarah stood still. Her body seemed to be paralyzed, her gaze locked on Tessa. “That doesn’t make any sense. What would he be doing on Camilla’s Island? He fishes, but other than that, he hates nature.”


   Logan noticed that she spoke of her husband in the present tense.


   “We don’t know what happened yet,” Tessa said. “It’s possible he died elsewhere, and his body simply washed up on the beach.”


   “Oh, my god.” Sarah reached for the back of a chair. Her legs wobbled.


   Logan moved forward, caught her by the arm, and steered her toward the sofa. She collapsed onto it as if her knees had given out. The blood had drained from her face, leaving her makeup bright and garish on her pale skin. Logan sat next to her.


   Tessa sat in the chair, angling her body to face Sarah. “I need to ask you some questions.”


   Sarah nodded.


   Ms. King lit a cigarette, dragged deeply, and blew a plume of smoke toward the ceiling. “He was a jerk, but I never thought anyone would actually kill him.”


   “Mom!” Sarah’s voice was tight.


   Ms. King shrugged. “It’s no secret that you left him. You’re here, not there.”


   “Please stop.” Sarah’s mouth flattened. A tear rolled from her eye and slid down her cheek.


   “Ms. King, we really need to question Sarah in private,” Tessa said in a firm voice.


   “Sure. I have to go to the store anyway.” Ms. King turned and left the room with reluctant steps, leaving a trail of smoke in her wake.


   “Thank you.” Sarah pressed a hand to her forehead. “I know she only wants the best for me, but sometimes she can be a little too . . . direct.”


   Tessa took a small notepad and a pen from the pocket of her uniform jacket. “When was the last time you saw Jason?”


   Sarah reached for a tissue from a box on the end table at her elbow. “I don’t know. A week ago?”


   “What was the nature of your meeting?” Tessa asked.


   “Accidental.” Sarah’s lips pursed, as if the memory was unpleasant. “I ran into him in the grocery store.”


   Tessa clicked open her pen. “How long have you been separated?”


   “Three weeks.” Sarah blotted her eye with a tissue. “When I first left, I imagined him chasing after me, begging for me to come home.” Bitterness glittered in her teary eyes. “He didn’t.”


   “Why did you leave him?” Tessa asked.


   Sarah looked away. “He was never home. All he did was work. For the past few months, he’s been short tempered and snapping at me for the smallest things.”


   “Jason wasn’t always like that?” Tessa lifted her pen.


   “No.” Sarah shook her head. “When we first got together, he was so sweet. He’d bring me flowers and buy me jewelry. But lately, he’s been a bear to live with.”


   “Do you know why he was upset?” Tessa asked.


   Sarah shrugged. “He was worried about the business.”


   Tessa made a note. “In what way?”


   Sarah’s body stiffened. “Work was drying up on the island.”


   “Was there a specific incident that made you decide to leave?”


   Sarah blinked, her frown deepening. “Winter was getting to me. I wanted to fly down to Palm Springs for a few weeks. Jason said no. He wouldn’t even give me a reason. He just told me I was a spoiled, ungrateful bitch.” She crumpled her tissue in her lap. “I mean, he’s always had a temper, but usually when he yells at me, he makes it up to me later.” One hand rose to finger a gold pendant in the shape of a feather. “This time, he didn’t seem to care.”


   A few seconds of silence passed as Sarah’s gaze turned inward.


   Logan turned to face Sarah more directly. “How often did Jason go fishing?”


   Tessa had checked registration records. Jason owned a thirty-foot fishing boat.


   “He hasn’t had much time lately,” Sarah said. “Which made him more irritable.”


   “Where does he keep his boat?” Logan asked.


   “At home.” Sarah sniffed and nodded. “He picked the house because of the dock.”


   “Did he fish in the winter?” Logan prodded.


   “Yes,” she said. “He likes it better without all the tourists.”


   “Can you drive the boat?”


   She met his gaze for a second, then answered with a reluctant “Yes.”


   Does she know Jason’s body was dumped at sea?


   Tessa leaned forward. “Did Jason have a will?”


   Sarah wiped her nose.


   “Who benefits from his death?” Tessa asked.


   Sarah stared at the wall opposite her. “I inherit the assets acquired during our marriage, basically the house and the money in our joint accounts. The assets Jason accumulated before our marriage get divided equally between me and his kids.”


   Tessa’s brows knitted. “Did you have a prenup?”


   Sarah looked away. Logan could see the wheels turning in her mind as she weighed her answer. Finally, she said, “Yes.”


   “What were the terms of the prenup if you divorced?” Tessa pressed.


   Sarah shredded her crumpled tissue. Anger hardened her features and aged her a few years. Was she mad because Jason had made her sign a prenup or because Tessa was asking about it?


   A few heartbeats passed before Sarah said, “Jason and I would have split our marital assets.”


   “So Jason’s additional assets were protected in the event of a divorce,” Tessa said.


   “Yes.” Sarah tensed.


   Logan jumped in. “Do you know what that portion of Jason’s estate is worth?”


   “No.” Sarah shook her head. Her eyes shifted to the ripped tissue in her hands. “I don’t have access to those accounts. They’re in Jason’s name.”


   There was something in her eyes that made Logan do a double take.


   Calculation.


   Sarah blinked it away and rearranged her poker face. Did she know more than she was saying?


   “Who is Jason’s lawyer?” Tessa asked.


   Sarah gave her the name and number of an attorney in Seattle.


   Tessa wrote it down. “Do you know of anyone who was angry with Jason or would benefit from his death?”


   Sarah examined her thumbnail. “His ex-wife. She was bitter about their divorce. When we were first married, she would leave nasty messages on our voice mail.”


   “How long did this go on?” Tessa asked.


   “A few months. Jason had his lawyer send her a letter, and she stopped.” Sarah lifted her chin. “But she still hates Jason.”


   Gee. I wonder why, thought Logan.


   Tessa tilted her head. “How do you know?”


   “You can’t completely avoid someone in this town. We’d run into her now and then.” Sarah’s eyes narrowed. “I could tell from the way she stared at him that she still held a grudge.”


   “How did Jason respond?” Logan asked.


   “He didn’t.” Sarah lifted her chin. “He was over it. He’d moved on with his life, but she clearly hadn’t. She’s the one you should question.” Her tone sounded final.


   Logan wondered why wife number one hadn’t killed him years ago.


   “I have one more question,” Tessa said. “Can you account for your whereabouts between one thirty Monday afternoon and four o’clock Tuesday morning?”


   Sarah nodded. “I was here, with my mother.”


   “All day?” Tessa clarified.


   “Yes.” Sarah swiped a finger under her eye. “I was having a hard day. We binge-watched The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills. We watched the whole first season. Then I went to bed.”


   “What time was that?” Tessa asked.


   “I don’t remember exactly,” Sarah said. “Sometime around ten, I think.”


   “Thank you for your time.” Tessa stood. “We’ll probably need to talk with you again.”


   “OK,” Sarah said.


   “Again, we’re sorry for your loss.” Tessa headed for the door.


   Tessa and Logan walked back to the SUV. Tessa climbed in and started the engine, her gaze on the white house. “What did you think?”


   “I think she isn’t as sad as she’s pretending to be.”


   “I got the same impression,” Tessa said.


   Logan considered the size difference between Jason and Sarah. “Jason was not a small man. Do you think she would be strong enough to move her husband’s dead body?”


   Tessa tapped a finger on the wheel. “I don’t know. Dead weight is tough to maneuver. But she could have had help. We don’t know where he was killed yet. She might not have had to move him far.”


   “True.” Logan fastened his seat belt. “We need to search Jason and Sarah’s home.”


   Tessa checked her phone. “Perfect timing. The search warrant just came in.”


   “You need a warrant to go into a victim’s house?” Logan had thought a corpse’s residence would be fair game for the police.


   “Legally, the house is also Sarah’s residence. If I find evidence that implicates her, I don’t want to worry about any potential inadmissibility. Besides, the warrant also gives us access to the McCoys’ phone and financial records. I want to know how much money Jason had.”


   “Money is a great motivation for murder,” Logan agreed.


   “Especially if you’re an unhappy wife who won’t get an extra dime if you divorce your husband.” Tessa pulled away from the curb and turned left out of the residential neighborhood.


   Jason and Sarah lived on Widow’s Bay. The landscape rolled by Logan’s window. Twenty minutes later, the vehicle slowed in front of a narrow driveway marked by two boulders. Tessa turned into the driveway and stopped in front of a stone house. A thick black plume of smoke poured from a window on the side of the house.


   “Damn it!” Tessa shoved the gearshift into park and flung open the car door. “The house is on fire.”


   The smell of smoke hit Logan’s nose. Clammy sweat broke out on his palms. He climbed out of the vehicle and stared at the house. Sick dread filled him as he watched the dark cloud swirl into the sky. He beat back the image of another fire half a world away, when a suicide bomber had blown up a vaccination clinic full of women and children. He would be useless if he allowed himself to be sucked into a flashback. Tessa needed him.
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  Tessa called in the fire on her radio; then she grabbed the fire extinguisher from the back of her vehicle and ran for the front door. Smoke alarms pealed inside the house.


   “What are you doing?” Logan caught up with her on the front porch.


   “Trying to save a potential crime scene.” Tessa could think of only one reason the McCoys’ house was on fire. Someone wanted to destroy evidence.


   She placed a hand on the front door. The steel was cool to the touch. She tried the knob and found it unlocked. Then she stood back and pushed open the door. No fireball rushed at her, and she saw no flames in the foyer. But thick smoke filled the hallway beyond.


   She shouted over the alarm, “Police! Is anyone inside?”


   Logan coughed. “Tessa, you should wait for the fire crew.”


   “By the time they get here, it’ll be too late to save evidence. Whoever set the fire could still be inside. Flag down the fire truck when it gets here.”


   This wasn’t the city, where fire crews were dispatched within minutes. The Widow’s Island fire company was all volunteer. The men had to drive to the station and gear up before they could respond to a fire.


   Shaking his head, Logan took the fire extinguisher from her and tucked it under his arm. “I’m going in with you.”


   His jaw was set, and determination shone in his blue eyes. But the pallor of his face made her hesitate. Though it was cold outside, his forehead gleamed with sweat. She knew he suffered from posttraumatic stress, but he hadn’t been ready to share the details yet.


   “You don’t have to do this,” she said.


   “Neither do you,” Logan shot back.


   Tessa drew her weapon and led the way into the house. Crouching low to avoid the smoke gathering near the ceiling, she followed the black cloud to the kitchen at the rear of the home. The smoke irritated her lungs but wasn’t as thick as she’d expected once she left the confines of the hallway.


   The corridor opened into a large great room. The rear wall was almost entirely glass doors and floor-to-ceiling windows. Tessa turned left into the kitchen area. An island the size of a Ping-Pong table occupied the center of the space. Its white base cabinets smoldered. A few flames danced along the cabinet bottoms. Fresh air blew through a broken window over the farmhouse sink.


   Tessa swept the room for suspects, but it was empty.


   Logan walked around the island, directed the extinguisher, and covered the lower cabinets with a layer of white foam, smothering the fire.


   “I’ll check the rest of the house!” Tessa yelled over the alarm.


   Logan set down the extinguisher and drew his own weapon. He positioned himself at her left flank as they moved from room to room. In addition to the great room, the house had three bedrooms upstairs and an office for McCoy Construction on the first floor. The office had its own separate entrance. The decor was uncluttered and open. It didn’t take them long to clear the rest of the house and return to the kitchen.


   Shards of glass littered the counter and floor. Tessa shone her flashlight on the glass. Mixed in with the large pieces of window glass were amber shards and the labels of two empty liquor bottles. Molotov cocktails?


   “All of this glass isn’t from the broken window!” she yelled.


   “Incendiary device!” Logan shouted back. “Thrown through the window!” The color had drained from his face, and the skin seemed to be stretched more tightly over it, sharpening his cheekbones. With his close-cropped black hair, he looked gaunt.


   She moved closer to speak into his ear. “We’re lucky that whoever set this fire wasn’t very good at it. The cabinets are solid wood, which doesn’t burn as easily as you’d think, and the flames never grew large enough to carry over to the tile and granite.”


   “But whoever did this must have just left.” Soot smudged Logan’s cheek. He wiped it on his sleeve.


   Tessa agreed. “The house is isolated. I didn’t see any other residences nearby.”


   “No nosy neighbors to see the arsonist run away.” Logan scanned the kitchen, then stared up at the smoke detector mounted on the ceiling. “This looks like a local unit. I don’t see any sign of a central alarm system. If we hadn’t come here, no one would have called the fire department.”


   He coughed again.


   “Let’s give the house a few minutes to air.” Tessa waved smoke away from her face. She crossed the tile and opened a set of glass doors. She gestured to Logan to follow her onto the patio overlooking Widow’s Bay. She saw no one in the yard and turned toward the water. A cabin cruiser bobbed at the end of a long dock. Behind the boat, the afternoon sun sparkled on small whitecaps in the bay. Pacing the pavers, she called the station to update Kurt about the status of the fire. Her eyes burned as she lowered the phone.


   “We’ll head back to the front yard and wait for the fire truck,” Tessa said. “I’ll walk in this direction. You go the other way. Look for footprints.”


   Logan coughed and nodded, then disappeared around the opposite side of the house.


   Tessa gave the grass around the foundation a wide berth so as not to disturb evidence. She stopped a dozen feet from the broken window, just shy of a small patch of trampled grass. The arsonist hadn’t left any convenient litter. The ground was damp, and a trail of crushed grass led toward the front of the house. She took a photo and switched to video. She recorded her walk as she followed the trail right to the driveway.


   Logan was waiting for her. “No prints on my side, but I found a shed. Did you find footprints?”


   “Not exactly. Some crushed vegetation in the best place to hurl a flaming bottle through the kitchen window. Unfortunately, the grass is too thick for tread impressions. I can’t even tell what size the shoe is.”


   “We just left Sarah.” Logan frowned. “She didn’t set the house on fire.”


   “We don’t know where her mother went when she left the house.”


   “You think they’re working together?”


   “I have no idea yet, but we need to keep an open mind.” Tessa didn’t want to limit herself to any preconceived theories this early in the investigation. Her job was to gather facts and see where they led.


   Logan’s gaze shifted to the bay. “His boat is tied up at the dock. I’d wondered if it would be missing.”


   Tessa nodded. “Because he was dumped in the water somehow. Is there any possibility he went into the water here, and the current picked him up?”


   Logan cocked his head. “If he was tossed off his own dock, the current would have probably carried him to the opposite shore of the bay. His body might have eventually been washed out to sea, but I believe it would have taken a few turns of the tide. It’s not impossible, but things tend to wash into the bay, not out.”


   A siren approached.


   “Here comes the fire truck,” Tessa said.


   The truck arrived with a blare of sirens and a swirl of lights. The firemen checked out the kitchen, walked through the rest of the house, and proclaimed the structure safe.


   After they left, Tessa and Logan returned to the kitchen and scanned the grimy, soggy mess.


   “I hope there’s still evidence here,” she said.


   Logan turned in a slow circle. “If I wanted to destroy the evidence, I’d start the fire where most of the evidence was located.”


   “Me too.” Tessa squatted and scanned the floor. “As Henry said, head wounds bleed copiously, and it’s all but impossible to remove all traces of blood. If he was killed here, there will be traces, but we have to find them.”


   “I smell something.” Logan crouched next to her. “Not just smoke. Something with a caustic odor.”


   Tessa sniffed. “I don’t smell any sort of fuel. Alcohol?”


   “That would explain the fire not catching well. Alcohol has a short burn time. But this is something else.” He leaned closer.


   Tessa inhaled more deeply and caught the scent. It was sharp enough that the smoke and foam hadn’t destroyed it. “Bleach.”


   “As if someone tried to clean up a mess.”


   “Yep.” She pulled the flashlight off her duty belt and shone it on the wet floor. “Blood would wipe off the tiles easily, but grout is trickier to clean.” She followed the grout lines with the beam of light. Residual foam dripped from the cabinet onto the floor. Smoke stains blotched the walls and ceiling.


   “The arsonist might not have set the best fire,” Logan said, “but I destroyed more evidence putting it out than he did with the flames. Goal accomplished.”


   Tessa sat back on her heels. “If Jason was killed in the kitchen, then the blood would most likely have been concentrated on the floor. Most of the foam is on the cabinets. There are tiles in the center that are clear. Even if the floor was cleaned, there might still be traces of blood that can be picked up with luminol.”


   Logan glanced at the glass doors that led out onto the deck. “Plus his body had to be removed from the kitchen. There could be a drag trail we aren’t seeing.”


   She stood. “Let’s keep looking. We’ll check the boat and dock as well. It hasn’t rained in forty-eight hours. We might get lucky.”


   She and Logan inspected every inch of the kitchen floor but found no visible blood.


   Frustration tightened Logan’s face. Then his lean features softened with a broad smile as he focused over her shoulder. Tessa turned. High up on a kitchen cabinet, on a white spot untouched by smoke, dark-red spots formed two arcs.


   “Henry said that Jason had multiple indentations in his skull.” Tessa walked closer and stared at the drops. “That looks like cast-off blood spatter. The drops are elongated. The tails point this way.” She pointed toward the back of the house. “Indicating that the object casting off the blood was moving in that direction, so the killer was likely facing this way.”


   Tessa moved into the killer’s position. She raised an arm over her head and brought it down as if striking someone in front of her.


   “The killer struck Jason and brought his arm up for two more blows. The blood flicked off the murder weapon at the top of the backswing.” She demonstrated, then glanced over her shoulder. The arcs of blood droplets echoed the movement of her arm. “I need to make sure it’s human blood before we get too excited.”


   She returned to her car for a Rapid Stain ID kit. After photographing the blood spatter from multiple angles, she sampled a single drop and confirmed that the substance was human blood.


   “I’m going to request a forensic unit from the mainland.” She glanced around the mess of soot and residual foam. “Between the cleanup attempt and the fire, the biological evidence here will be fragile. An expert will have the best chance of finding and preserving it.”


   “We can’t just cover the kitchen in luminol and see what lights up?” Logan asked.


   “We could, but it isn’t as simple as it appears on TV. Luminol can react with other chemicals besides blood, and it can also destroy DNA.”


   “Leaving you with even less evidence.”


   “Yes.” Tessa operated in a small remote sheriff’s station. The Widow’s Island deputies were accustomed to processing their own crime scenes and collecting evidence. But there were times when it was best to ask for assistance. When she solved the murder and arrested a suspect, her evidence needed to hold up in a courtroom. “This is likely the primary crime scene. It’s already been compromised by the murderer, our attempt to put out the fire, and the fire crew traipsing in and out of the house.” She scanned the large disaster in the kitchen and the expansive lawn, the dock, and the boat visible through the windows. “We have a lot of ground to cover. With his injured knee, Kurt is reviewing the phone and financial records back at the station. Frankly, we need more bodies.”


   She pulled out her phone and called the main sheriff’s office on the mainland. Ten minutes later, she returned her phone to her pocket. “The sheriff agrees. Two forensic techs are coming on the next ferry. They should be here this evening.” Tessa glanced at the glass doors at the back of the kitchen. Darkness was falling. “It’s going to be a long night. I’ll need someone to stay with my mother.”


   “I’ll call my grandmother.” Logan’s grandmother ran the Widow’s Island Knitting and Activist group. The members took care of many of the social needs on the island, including helping Tessa with her mother.


   “I wouldn’t be able to do my job without those ladies.”


   “My grandmother and her friends appreciate what you do for the community. They believe in supporting you.”


   But the fact was that Tessa would only be able to keep her mother home for a short while longer. Mom wandered more and more. It would break Tessa’s heart to move her mother into a secure facility, but that was exactly what she would have to do.


   “I’d intended to put the Christmas lights on the house tonight. This could be Mom’s last Christmas at home. I want it to be special.” Balancing work and her mother’s care would be easier if people stopped killing each other.
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  Logan started upstairs to the McCoys’ master bedroom, while Tessa took the office on the first floor. It was nearly midnight as he searched Jason’s closet shelves, then went through the pockets of his jackets and coats. Nothing. He checked behind the furniture and under the mattress, then removed each drawer from the dresser and examined the underside and back. He took a last look around the room but still saw nothing amiss.


   He walked into the hallway and down the steps. He could hear the forensic techs setting up in the kitchen. Due to the fragility of the biological evidence, Tessa had decided to let the forensic techs finish collecting physical evidence before she and Logan tackled the kitchen.


   He turned left at the bottom of the steps and walked through the outer office, which contained filing cabinets and a utilitarian desk Logan assumed was for a secretary. He poked his head through the doorway and scanned the inner office. Tessa crouched behind a large oak desk. A fingerprinting kit sat on the desk next to a laptop.


   “Find anything?” he asked.


   The heater kicked on with a hum and a rattle.


   “Maybe.” She straightened and gestured toward a drawer with a gloved hand. “The lock on the bottom file drawer was broken, and the corners of papers were sticking out of the files. Considering how well organized and neat the rest of this office is, I suspect someone searched it. The files in the cabinets out there”—she motioned toward the outer office—“were also just slightly askew.”


   “You took prints?” Logan asked.


   “Yes. I’ll compare them to Jason’s and his secretary’s.” Tessa nodded as a coverall-clad forensic tech appeared in the doorway. “We’ll interview her first thing in the morning. Hopefully she can tell us if anything is missing.”


   Unless she is the one who killed him.


   “Deputy Black, we’re ready.” The tech gestured toward the front of the house. “You’ll find personal protective equipment in the back of our van. You’ll want to suit up.”


   Luminol was a suspected carcinogen.


   Tessa and Logan stepped into coveralls, then grabbed the rest of the gear and carried it into the house.


   “Stand here.” The tech directed them into position behind the kitchen island, facing the area they believed was the kill site.


   The second tech lifted a camera into position. “I’m documenting with a long-exposure photograph. If you want to take your own pictures or video, you’ll want your cameras ready. You’ll only have about thirty seconds.”


   They put on gloves, face masks, and goggles. Logan held a video recorder while Tessa handled a still camera. The first tech turned off the lights and sprayed Luminol over the area, which immediately began to emit a blue glow. The tech moved across the kitchen. The scene emerged as he sprayed. The glow showed a large patch where Jason had bled heavily in front of the sink and a drag trail that led right out the back door. They all followed it out onto the pavers, where the trail disappeared abruptly at the edge of the patio.


   Tessa lowered her camera. “Maybe they used something to move his body from here.”


   “There was a wheelbarrow in the shed,” Logan said.


   They trooped out to the shed. The tech pointed out several dark spots on the metal edge of the wheelbarrow.


   “I’m not going to spray those.” The tech shook his head. “The wheelbarrow is rusty. Luminol works by reacting with the iron in blood. It can also react with other substances. Rust is one of them. So results might not be meaningful, but we can take the wheelbarrow to the lab for further testing.”


   They went down the dock and boarded the boat. The luminol reacted in several places on the deck.


   “But I would expect to find biological substances on a fishing boat,” said tech number one. “We’ll take samples for additional testing.”


   The forensic techs spent another hour preparing samples to take back to the lab. Tessa and Logan had already searched the rest of the house.


   “What now?” he asked.


   “Now we get a few hours of sleep,” Tessa said.


   She locked the house with a set of keys they’d found hanging on a peg in the kitchen. Then they climbed into the SUV, and she backed out of the driveway, carefully navigating between the boulders that flanked the entrance. Once on the main road, she drove to the marina, where Logan’s vehicle waited.


   Logan leaned across the console and gave her a quick kiss good night. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


   She smiled. “I’ll be at the station by seven.”


   For a few seconds, he wished he could ask her to come home with him. Death and fire always reminded him of his time in the Middle East. No doubt there was a nightmare in store for him tonight, and sometimes that made him feel acutely alone. But Tessa needed to go home to her mother and sister.


   He opened his door and got out. She waited until he was behind the wheel of his dented Range Rover before driving away.


   Logan started the engine. His breath fogged in the cold SUV. The trip from the marina to his cabin at the entrance to Bishop State Park took thirty minutes. He zigzagged the switchbacks with care in the dark. By the time he entered his cabin, it was after three in the morning.


   Knowing that every time he closed his eyes, he would see fire and death, Logan decided to skip going to bed. He’d have to be up early to meet Tessa anyway. Three hours of sleep didn’t seem worth the toll a nightmare would cost him.


   Logan brewed a pot of coffee and took his latest mystery novel to the kitchen table. At five, he changed into running clothes and jogged out to the beach and back to clear his head. After a hot shower, more coffee, and three eggs, he felt mostly human.


   When he arrived at the sheriff’s station at seven o’clock, he found Kurt sitting at one of the two desks. His leg was propped on a chair with an ice pack balanced on his knee.


   “How’s the knee?” Logan asked as he unzipped his jacket.


   “No permanent damage, but Henry wants me to stay off it for a few days.” Kurt grunted his displeasure.


   Tessa came through the door with a burst of cold air. Her cheeks were flushed, but dark circles underscored her eyes.


   “Everything OK?” he asked.


   “Mom was restless last night.” She drank from a stainless-steel travel mug, then narrowed her eyes at him. “You don’t look like you slept either.”


   He shrugged. He should tell her about his worsening nightmares. Denial wasn’t working for him, yet he clung to it like a life raft. “We’re starting with Jason’s secretary today?”


   Tessa nodded. “Yes. We also have Jason’s ex-wife to question.”


   “Here is their contact information and some basic background info.” Kurt slid a manila folder across the desk. “I’ve also started reviewing Jason’s financial and phone records. I’ll text you if I find anything interesting.”


   “Thanks, Kurt.” Tessa tucked the folder under her arm.


   “It’s the least I can do,” Kurt grumbled. “I’m feeling pretty useless. You’re doing the interviews, and Bruce is handling the routine patrol duties. I’m just sitting here.” Bruce Taylor was the newest deputy in the department.


   “Reviewing records might not be exciting, but someone has to do it,” she pointed out.


   Kurt sighed, clearly unhappy that he was the one.


   Tessa and Logan went outside and stepped into her SUV.


   “I called Jason’s secretary, Marybeth Springer. She’s meeting us at his office.” She handed Logan the folder. “Is there anything interesting in there about Ms. Springer?”


   Logan skimmed the papers. “Not really. She’s sixty-seven years old, drives a pickup truck, no traffic tickets, no criminal record.”


   Tessa drove back to Jason’s house. A black F-250 was parked in the driveway. As Tessa parked, the vehicle door opened, and a woman climbed out with surprising agility, considering she stood at five feet nothing and might have weighed a hundred pounds after a really big dinner.


   Standing next to her pickup truck, she zipped a bright-pink puffer jacket over athletic tights in a crazy white-and-pink geometric pattern. Her fluorescent-pink athletic shoes matched her fingernails and lipstick.


   Logan stepped out of the SUV and joined Tessa on the driveway. They approached the older woman.


   “Are you Ms. Springer?” Tessa asked.


   “I am, but you can call me Marybeth.” Her sharp blue eyes did not appear to have shed any recent tears.


   Tessa handed her a business card and introduced herself and Logan.


   Marybeth glanced at the card and stuffed it in her pocket. She pointed at Logan. “You’re Jane Sutton’s grandson.” She turned to Tessa, her face softening with pity. “And you’re Bonnie Flagg’s daughter. I’m sorry about your mother.”


   Family and island connections were more important than jobs on Widow’s.


   “I heard about Jason yesterday,” Marybeth said. “So I wasn’t surprised when you called.”


   “Thank you for agreeing to speak with us,” Tessa said.


   “I’m happy to help.” Marybeth waved to the crime scene tape strung across the doorway. “Can we go into the office? I didn’t want to go in without your permission.”


   “Yes,” Tessa answered.


   Tessa and Logan fell into step on each side of her, and they entered the outer office.


   “I’d like you to see if anything is missing or misplaced,” Tessa began.


   Marybeth removed her jacket and hung it on a coat-tree in the corner. She moved behind the desk, looked down at the half-open drawer, and frowned. “Were the files messy like this when you first saw them?”


   “Yes, ma’am. Does the office normally look like this?”


   Marybeth shot Tessa a steady, slightly insulted glare. “Do I look like I keep a sloppy office?”


   “No, ma’am.” Tessa cleared her throat.


   Marybeth scanned the desk and filing cabinets. “It might take days for me to go through all of these files and see if anything is missing. I will let you know as soon as I’m finished.”


   “Thank you, ma’am,” Tessa said. “I’m going to assign a deputy to help you. Do you know anyone who had a grudge against Jason McCoy?”


   “Everyone who knew Jason had words with him. Pardon my French, but he was what people nowadays call a douchebag.” Marybeth pronounced the word carefully, as if it was unfamiliar. “He could not talk to a woman without making some asinine comment, and with other men, he was either a bully or all ‘nudge, nudge, wink, wink,’ if you know what I mean.”


   “Yes, ma’am.” Logan snorted and covered a grin. “You don’t seem to be upset about his death.”


   Marybeth sat behind the desk. “That man was his own worst enemy. I was always telling him that honey draws more bees than vinegar, but he seemed determined to make people hate him. Any tears shed for him will be fake.”


   “What about his wife?” Logan asked.


   Marybeth’s head moved back and forth in a slow disapproving shake. “She was young enough to be his daughter. She married him for his money, and when he tightened the purse strings, she threw a hissy fit.”


   What a horrible life, Logan thought. “You don’t think she loved him?”


   “I don’t think they loved each other. Jason liked the way she looked on his arm. Sarah was an accessory that made him feel successful, like a Rolex or an expensive car. She likes jewelry, travel, and nice clothes. As long as those things remained in balance, their marriage was exactly what each of them expected. I don’t think either of them had any illusions of true love.”


   Tessa pulled out her notepad. “When was the last time you saw Jason?”


   “Monday morning when I came to the office. I work from eight to twelve on weekdays.” Marybeth pointed toward the inner office. “He was making calls and answering emails when I left at noon.”


   Tessa wrote down the information. “Did he seem upset about anything?”


   Marybeth nodded. “He was worried about money. His current project is nearly complete, and there was no work in the pipeline.”


   “Was that unusual?” Logan leaned on the wall.


   “It’s happened before, but it always upset him. This is a small island. The available work is limited. Luckily, Jason was a very skilled carpenter, which was the reason most people put up with his shenanigans. He could usually find work eventually.”


   Logan thought about a tightening cash flow. “Did Jason owe anyone money?”


   “Maybe,” Marybeth said. “He fired Peter Evans two weeks ago. Peter was the crew leader. Jason said that Peter was stealing materials—lumber, nails, et cetera. Jason refused to pay him for his last two weeks of work, claiming that it was payment for the stolen goods.”


   “Did Jason offer any proof?” Tessa asked.


   Marybeth shook her head. “I don’t know. You’d have to ask Peter, but Jason didn’t press charges.”


   “How did Peter handle being fired?” Tessa asked.


   “Not well,” Marybeth said. “He threatened to beat up Jason if he didn’t pay him.”


   Which made Peter Evans a suspect.


   Tessa asked, “Do you have Peter’s address?”


   “Yes.” Marybeth wrote on a notepad and handed the paper to Tessa.


   A beam of winter sunlight streamed through the window. Logan squinted against the glare. “What was the last job Jason was finishing up?”


   Marybeth paused to take a long breath. “The renovation of the old Smuggler’s Point Farm property. It’s being turned into an inn.”


   “Didn’t that used to be an orchard?” Logan asked. “I remember picking apples there when I was a kid.”


   “Yes, but the property has been sitting vacant for years,” Marybeth said.


   “Who purchased the property?” Tessa asked.


   “Roger Duvall.” Marybeth turned back to the desk. She pulled the drawer with the broken latch open fully.


   Logan didn’t recognize the name.


   “Did Roger have issues with Jason?” Tessa asked.


   Marybeth thumbed through the files. “Jason was hard to get along with, but the renovation work he did at the inn was excellent. There isn’t another carpenter on the island who could have done what he did to that old farmhouse, and Roger knew it.”


   “Did Roger pay?” Logan wondered about money.


   “He was fully up to date with payments.” Marybeth nodded.


   “How long have you worked for Jason?” Tessa asked.


   “Eleven years,” Marybeth said. “I will miss the steady paycheck. It was a nice supplement to my retirement income.”


   “But you won’t miss Jason?” Logan asked.


   “Sadly, no.” Marybeth shook her head.


   Tessa asked, “If Jason was so terrible, why did you stay with him for so long?”


   Marybeth made a pshaw sound. “Lots of reasons. I was too old for him to hit on. I liked the job, and the hours were perfect. Also, he wasn’t actually in the office that much. He spent most of his time at the jobsite and left me alone to do the administrative work. Lastly, when I first took the job, I made it clear that I wouldn’t put up with any of his bullshit temper tantrums. He learned to behave himself.”


   Yep. Marybeth Springer was a gem.


   She looked up from the files. “I heard someone set the house on fire intentionally. Is it true he was killed here?”


   It was impossible to keep anything quiet on the island.


   “I’m afraid we can’t comment on an active investigation,” Tessa said. “Do you have Jason’s computer and email passwords?”


   “I can give you access to the company’s emails, et cetera.” Marybeth reached for a notepad on the desk and began making a list. “But Jason never gave me the passwords for his personal accounts or computers. All the years I worked for that man, and he was still very secretive and suspicious.”


   Tessa tilted her head. “Do you know why?”


   Marybeth ripped the top sheet off the notepad and handed it to Tessa. “Jason had at least one affair. He was sleeping with Sarah while he was still married to Heather.”


   Logan thought of Sarah’s bitterness at her husband’s apparent disinterest. “Do you think he was cheating on Sarah?”


   “Who knows?” Marybeth rolled her eyes. “He could have been sleeping with every woman on the island. I couldn’t care less. Although I did feel bad for his first wife, Heather. She deserved better.”


   “But not Sarah?” Logan asked.


   “Sarah is a gold digger,” Marybeth said in a matter-of-fact voice. “She got exactly what she bargained for.”


   Logan remembered Sarah’s seemingly fake grief.


   Marybeth tsked. “Jason always acted as if I was spying on him. As if I had the time or interest to pry into his personal life. In my opinion, the most suspicious people are also the guiltiest.”
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  Tessa’s phone beeped as she drove away from Jason’s office. She glanced at the screen and read Kurt’s number, then answered the call. “You’re on speaker, Kurt. Logan is here.”


   “I just spoke with Jason’s Seattle attorney,” Kurt said. “The will is as Sarah McCoy stated. She gets the marital assets and splits the rest of Jason’s estate with his two sons. She was telling the truth about the prenup as well. If she had divorced him, all she would have gotten was half of the assets accumulated since they married. Their house is mortgaged to the roof, and they have more credit card debt than cash. His protected assets, however, including investment, retirement, and business accounts, total nearly two million dollars. Jason was worth much more to his wife dead than alive.”


   Just as Tessa had suspected.


   “Thanks, Kurt. Would you please pull background information on Peter Evans and Roger Duvall?” Tessa asked.


   “Will do. I’ll let you know when I have more information.” Kurt ended the call.


   Tessa sent Bruce a text and asked him to report to Jason’s office to help Marybeth. The younger deputy was good with computers. While he was there, he could dig into Jason’s laptop.


   “Let’s talk to Jason’s first wife,” Tessa said.


   North Sound was the main tourist town on Widow’s Island. Tessa stopped at Heather’s address, a small house on the outskirts of town, but Heather wasn’t home. “We’ll try the Taproom. Maybe she’s working.”


   Tessa continued into North Sound and made a right at the Black Tail Bakery. Her stomach rumbled. She checked her watch. “It’s lunchtime.”


   “I could go for a sandwich.” Logan rubbed his sternum. “And maybe an apple fritter?”


   Tessa turned into the bakery parking lot. Logan ran inside and bought two sandwiches and an apple fritter to split. They ate as she drove out to the Harbor View Inn, a luxury resort with views of Harlot Harbor. The Breakneck Taproom was located inside the inn.


   Tessa ate the last bite of the fritter as she parked in the hotel lot. She wiped the sugar from her fingers and stuffed the crumpled napkin into the paper bag. “That’s better.” She reached for the manila folder Kurt had given her earlier. Flipping through the pages, she said, “Heather is pretty boring. The worst thing in her record is a speeding ticket.” She scanned the rows of cars and spotted a ten-year-old Honda Civic. The license plate matched Heather’s vehicle registration. “There’s her car.”


   They went into the hotel lobby and passed the registration desk on their way to the Breakneck Taproom, where heat poured from the fireplace. Tessa paused to spread her hands in front of the flames for a few seconds as she glanced around. Three leather barstools were occupied.


   Tessa nodded toward a man dressed in a suit, tie, and vest combo. “There’s the manager, Victor Cobb.”


   She’d collected a few drunken tourists from the Taproom over the past year and a half. Victor had always been appreciative of her help. She crossed to the bar and called his name.


   Slightly stodgy and in his late forties, Victor fit the old tavern well. He walked over and faced her from behind the bar. “What can I do for you, Deputy?”


   Tessa introduced Logan. “We’re looking for Heather McCoy.”


   His eyes grew troubled. “Heather is my sister. You’re here about Jason’s death, then?” Victor kept his voice low.


   Tessa nodded.


   Victor raised the hinged partition and walked out from behind the bar. “I’ll get her for you. You can talk to her in the back room.”


   “Thank you.” Tessa turned to Logan, leaning close to his ear. “Would you talk to Victor while I interview Heather?”


   “Sure,” Logan said.


   A door swung open next to the bar. A woman came through carrying a tray of food. She was in her early fifties. Seeing Tessa, she stopped short.


   “There she is.” Victor went to his sister and took the tray from her. “Deputy Black wants to talk to you. I’ll cover.”


   Heather’s gaze flickered to Tessa, then back to her brother, and she nodded. “These go to table six.” She turned to Tessa. “Please come with me.” Heather escorted Tessa through a doorway into a small room. A long table covered with dishes, folded linens, and glassware had been pushed against one wall. Boxes were stacked in a corner.


   Jason’s first wife was the polar opposite of his second. Heather had dark hair cut in a pixie style, and her makeup was limited to a little mascara and soft mauve-colored lipstick.


   Tessa pulled out a chair. “Why don’t we sit down?”


   But Heather walked a few paces away, then whirled. “I assume you’re here about the Dick?”


   Caught off guard, Tessa paused halfway into the chair. “Your ex-husband, Jason?”


   “Yep. That’s him. The Dick.”


   “You’ve heard about Jason’s death, then?” Tessa eased into the seat.


   Heather interlaced her fingers. “Yes.”


   Tessa pulled out her notepad and pen. “How long have you been divorced?”


   “The papers were signed two years ago, but we split up a year before that.” Heather pivoted and began pacing. “I’ll save you the math. Jason remarried before the ink was dry.”


   Tessa said nothing.


   “He was sleeping with the Dumbass while he was still married to me. For your records, the Dumbass is wife number two, Sarah.”


   “Noted.”


   Heather snorted, then resumed talking. “I won’t pretend to forgive him. Jason was a selfish, self-important man. As soon as I started looking less than perfect, he dumped me for a younger model.” She paused. “I don’t hold it against Sarah. She wasn’t my spouse. She didn’t promise to love and honor me. He did. She’s barely older than our children. But she’s a fool if she thought he’d be a good husband. Jason slept with her while he was married to me. What made her think he wouldn’t cheat on her? Once a cheater, always a cheater.”


   “Did he cheat on her?”


   “I don’t know.” Heather’s brow furrowed. “If he did, it wouldn’t be that hard to find out. It’s impossible to keep a secret on this island.”


   “When was the last time you saw Jason?” Tessa asked.


   “He had lunch here yesterday.” Heather’s face turned bitter.


   “Did you say—”


   “Yes. Jason ate here once a week. He enjoyed making me serve him.”


   Tessa straightened. This case was getting more bizarre. “What time was that?”


   “He came in around noon and left around one thirty.”


   Jason was alive Monday at one thirty p.m.


   “Do you remember what he ate?” Tessa asked.


   “He always orders a rare steak and potatoes.” Heather raised both hands. “Look, I know I’m coming off as angry, but I’m glad we got a divorce. Despite the financial hardships, I’m happier without him than I ever was with him.”


   “You didn’t get alimony in the divorce?”


   “I signed a prenup.” Heather frowned. “Jason had all his ducks in a row. I thought he loved me, and it didn’t matter. I was the dumbass at the time.”


   “You and Jason have children together.”


   “We do.” Heather’s face lit up with pride. “Two sons. Twenty-four and twenty-six. They both live in Seattle.”


   “What is their relationship with their father?”


   “I don’t talk about Jason when I’m with the kids. As angry as I was at Jason, I refused to bad-mouth him in front of our boys. Not that it mattered. They’re not close to him. Neither one of them wanted to take over the business. Jason has been angry about that for years, and the boys know it. They see him on holidays.”


   “How often do you see your sons?”


   Heather smiled. “I go to Seattle one weekend every month. I would move there if I could afford it, but housing costs are outrageous. My oldest offered to let me live with him, but that’s not right. His apartment is very small, and he deserves to have his own life.”


   “You didn’t see Jason again after lunchtime yesterday?” Tessa asked.


   “No.” Heather hesitated. “If you’re looking for an alibi, I worked until eight.”


   “You didn’t leave the restaurant during your break or at any other time during your shift?”


   “No.” She paused. “I did take a break after the lunch rush, probably around two. I walked down to the water and back. I needed the fresh air.”


   “How long were you outside?” Tessa asked.


   “Only about ten or fifteen minutes.”


   “Can anyone verify that?”


   Heather nodded. “My brother.”


   “What did you do after work?”


   “After an eight-hour waitressing shift?” Heather snorted. “I went home, had one glass of wine, and went to bed.”


   Tessa closed her notepad. “Thank you, Mrs. McCoy. You’ve been very helpful. I’ll likely have more questions as the investigation proceeds.”


   “Of course.” Heather gave Tessa her cell phone number. “I had nothing to gain by killing Jason.”


   But maybe Heather was tired of waiting on him every week.


   Tessa entered the number into her phone. “One last question. Can you drive a boat?”


   “Sure. I grew up on boats.”


   So did many islanders.


   “I’ll be in touch.” Tessa left the small room and stopped at the bar, where Logan sat on a stool, talking to Victor. “Victor, can you confirm that Heather was in the bar between noon and eight p.m. on Monday?”


   Victor picked up a rag and wiped down the bar. “Yes.”


   Tessa pressed her palms on the bar. “Did she leave the bar at any time during her shift?”


   Victor tossed the rag onto the counter. “She took her fifteen-minute break after lunch, around two o’clock.”


   Tessa leaned closer. “What time did you leave for the night?”


   Victor paled. Her question had surprised him.


   “Around nine,” he stammered. “You can’t think . . .”


   “We’re just covering all the bases,” Tessa said. “Can I have copies of the bar receipts and order tickets during Heather’s shift?”


   Victor nodded. “Sure. Be right back.” He came out from behind the bar and disappeared into a back room. A few minutes later, he returned and handed Tessa a computer printout.


   “Thank you.” Tessa pushed away from the bar.


   Logan slid off a barstool, shook Victor’s hand, and joined Tessa. They left the Taproom and walked down the front steps of the hotel. Tessa waited until they were in the SUV before summing up her interview with Heather.


   “Victor had no love for Jason either,” Logan said. “He said Jason only came into the bar when Heather was working and that he never left a tip. They only have one waitress in the afternoons, so she had no choice but to serve him.”


   “Was Jason not over his first wife, or did he just enjoy tormenting her?”


   “Both Sarah and Heather were angry with Jason, and Sarah has financial motivation as well. Given reports of Jason’s personality, it wouldn’t surprise me if we discovered additional suspects.”


   Tessa’s phone vibrated. She read the screen. “It’s Henry.” She answered the call. “You’re on speaker, and Logan is with me.”


   “I just spoke to the medical examiner,” Henry began. “He confirmed that Jason McCoy did not drown. In a typical wet drowning, the lungs are hyperexpanded, and there’s froth in the trachea and bronchial tubes. Water might be present in the stomach as well. He found none of that in this body. We were also correct about lividity. The body lay on its belly on a hard surface for at least six hours after death. The preliminary cause of death is blunt-force trauma to the head.”


   “What about time of death?” Tessa asked. “Could the ME narrow the window?”


   “Maybe. Jason McCoy ate a meal of steak and potatoes shortly before he died. The ME estimates he died within two hours of consuming the meal.”


   “He finished lunch at one thirty, so he died by three thirty.” Excitement filled Tessa. “Thank you, Henry!”


   “You’re very welcome.” Henry disconnected the call.


   Tessa glanced at Logan. “Heather took a break around two o’clock.”


   “She couldn’t have driven to Jason’s house and back in fifteen minutes.”


   “Maybe she was gone longer. Her brother is her alibi. What if he’s covering for her?” Tessa suggested. “Or what if he helped her? Jason’s body lay on the kitchen floor for at least six hours. Maybe she was so angry at him continuing to rub their divorce in her face that she snapped. She drove out to his house on her break and confronted him. They argued, and she bashed him over the head. Then she returned to the bar to finish her shift.”


   “She and her brother could have returned to the house after dark, cleaned up the scene, and dumped him at sea.”


   “Totally plausible, considering the lividity timeline.” Tessa skimmed the printout of the Taproom receipts. “There weren’t any food orders between two o’clock and three thirty. Three beverage orders were served, but the receipt doesn’t list the server. Plus all the bills were paid in cash. No way to trace the customer.”


   “So there’s no way to verify that Heather actually returned to work after her two o’clock break.”


   “Right.” Thinking, Tessa tapped a finger on the printout. “Maybe she didn’t intend to kill him. She could have struck him in the heat of the moment.”


   “It would make sense to wait until dark to dispose of the body,” Logan agreed. “Jason didn’t have any close neighbors, but they wouldn’t want other boaters to be able to see what they were doing. Jason’s current wife could have done the same thing.”


   “Yes,” Tessa said. “Sarah’s alibi would be stronger if it was verified by someone other than her mother.”


   “Where are we going next?”


   “The inn at Smuggler’s Point that Jason remodeled is on this side of the island. Let’s talk to Roger Duvall next. Kurt emailed me about him. Would you read it?” Tessa drove out of the parking lot. She rotated the dashboard computer to face Logan.


   He read the email. “Here are the highlights. Roger Duvall is a retired lawyer from Seattle. He moved here eighteen months ago when he bought the inn. He’s fifty-seven years old, drives a Porsche Cayenne, and has no criminal record. A twenty-foot outboard is registered to him. So we know he can pilot a boat.”


   The drive from Jason’s house to Bishop Bay took fifteen minutes. Tessa spotted a large sign on the road that read Smuggler’s Inn. She turned onto a long private driveway lined with apple trees and parked at the end.


   “They kept the original farmhouse.” Logan stepped out of the vehicle.


   Tessa scanned the property. On the right, the three-story farmhouse sat on a hill with a stunning view of the bay. She pointed to a long building to her left and counted twelve doors. “Looks like they converted the old barn into guest rooms.”


   “And those outbuildings as well.” Logan pointed to six tiny cabins tiered on the steep hillside.


   In a grassy area between the guest quarters and main house, a pool had been added. Chaises, tables, and chairs were lined up in rows on a pool deck made of brick pavers. There were several small outbuildings scattered around the property. Tessa counted three sheds and an old pump house. A long garage stretched out behind the house, and a dilapidated boathouse squatted by the water.


   The whine of a power tool cut through the quiet.


   Tessa led the way to the front door of the farmhouse and knocked. A young woman answered. “Can I help you?”


   Tessa introduced herself and Logan. “We’re looking for Roger Duvall.”


   “I’m Emma Dean.” Straightening her long blonde ponytail, she stepped out onto the front porch. “Roger is working in one of the cabins today.” She shaded her eyes with a hand. “I’m not sure which one, but you can follow the noise.”


   “What is your relationship with Mr. Duvall?” Tessa asked.


   Emma’s eyes brightened. “I’m going to be in charge of housekeeping for the inn when it opens.”


   “How’s the job so far?” Tessa asked.


   Emma shrugged. “So far, so good. Right now, all I’m doing is ordering supplies and interviewing potential staff.” She checked her watch. The squeal of brakes announced the arrival of a school bus at the end of the driveway.


   Emma’s whole face lit up as she watched a child jump off the bus. “That’s my daughter, Abby.”


   Tessa smiled. “Where did you work before?”


   “I managed a bed-and-breakfast on the mainland,” Emma said.


   “Are you from the island?” Tessa asked. “Not many people move to Widow’s Island.”


   Emma lifted a thin shoulder. “The bed-and-breakfast closed, and I was out of work for six months. Moving is no big deal when the alternative is being evicted from your apartment. Besides, room and board are included for me and Abby. I feel pretty lucky to have this job.”


   Tessa asked, “Did you know Jason McCoy?”


   “Yes.” Emma’s expression darkened. “But he was working in the cabins, and I’ve been busy in the house. We didn’t interact very much.” Her tone suggested she was grateful for that.


   “Did you like him?” Tessa prodded.


   The corners of Emma’s mouth tipped downward. “No. He wasn’t a nice man.”


   “In what way?”


   Her frown deepened. “I shouldn’t talk about him. He’s dead.” Her eyes widened. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? Because he was murdered.”


   Tessa admitted nothing. “This isn’t gossip. It’s an investigation. I need to know. Why didn’t you like Jason?” Tessa didn’t want to lead her witness, but she wondered if Jason had hit on the pretty young girl.


   Emma inhaled and let out the breath slowly, as if thinking about her answer. “Jason was a bully.”


   “To you?” Tessa asked.


   “To everyone,” Emma said vaguely.


   Tessa glanced at Logan. He was quieter than usual. His eyes weren’t on Emma. He was watching the child running toward them. Two red ribbons bounced at the ends of her pigtails.


   Tessa turned back to Emma. “Do you like working for Mr. Duvall?”


   Emma nodded. “I’ve never had a boss that let me bring my daughter to work before, so yes.”


   “He’s never inappropriate?” Tessa asked.


   Emma laughed. “No. Roger’s not like that.”


   Tessa circled around to the information she really wanted. “Did you work on Monday afternoon?”


   “Yes,” Emma said.


   “Was Roger here?” Tessa asked.


   Emma looked at the sky. “He was in and out all day. I don’t remember any specific times.”


   “Did you see him before lunch? After lunch?” Tessa prompted.


   The smile vanished from Emma’s face, and lines bracketed her mouth. “I don’t know.”


   But Tessa thought she did. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Tessa was looking for suspects in Jason’s murder—and that Roger would be on the list. Why wouldn’t Emma cooperate?


   Was Emma protecting her job—and Roger?
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  Logan watched Emma’s face. She was holding out on them. But why?


   “You’re sure?” Tessa pressed.


   “I know I saw him several times during the day.” Emma blinked away from Tessa’s gaze.


   Tessa’s eyes narrowed in suspicion.


   Emma spread out her arms as Abby ran into her embrace.


   Abby wriggled out of her mother’s arms and dropped her backpack. She squinted up at Tessa and Logan. “Who are you?”


   “They were just leaving,” her mother said. “Go inside. Cookies are in the kitchen.”


   “I’ll take one to Roger.” Humming, the little girl skipped toward the door, leaving her backpack on the ground.


   Logan’s heart swelled. All children should be this happy and carefree. He pictured another child on the other side of the world, one whose short life had been full of hunger and trauma. He brushed aside the persistent image. He had done his best, and it hadn’t been enough.


   “I need to get back to work.” Emma picked up the backpack and caught up with her daughter in a few quick strides.


   “One more question,” Logan called after her. “Was Roger here when your daughter came home from school on Monday?”


   Emma said over her shoulder, “I don’t remember.”


   Abby tugged at her mother’s sleeve. Her loud whisper carried on the wind. “He wasn’t. Remember, I was gonna take him a cookie like I do every day, but he wasn’t here.”


   Emma said nothing but took her daughter inside.


   “That was interesting.” Tessa spun on her heel and faced him.


   “I felt like she was holding back.”


   “So did I, but I can’t force her to talk to us, nor can I prove she knows more than she’s saying.” Tessa started toward the cabins. She pulled out her phone and sent a text. “I’m going to ask Kurt to do a background check on her.”


   As they passed the pool, Tessa hunched her shoulders against the wind blowing off the water. The door to the first cabin stood open. The front room was a combination kitchen and living area. There was no furniture, and drop cloths covered the floor. A slim man was cutting molding on a compound miter saw. He wore overalls, a purple tie-dyed sweatshirt, and purple Converse high-tops. His graying hair was pulled back in a man bun, and diamond studs glittered in both earlobes.


   Tessa knocked on the doorframe and called out, “Roger Duvall?”


   The man jumped. The saw handle slipped. Red liquid spurted across the room, and he jerked his hand away. “Shit!”


   Tessa rushed in. “I’m sorry we startled you.”


   “Not your fault.” Roger’s face whitened as he grabbed his wrist. Blood dripped onto the floor. “I was concentrating.” Drops of blood went flying as he waved toward the saw. “I swear there isn’t a single square corner in this entire cabin.”


   “Maybe you should sit down.” Tessa steered him toward a box, and he eased onto it.


   Logan turned off the saw. The abrupt fade of its whine amplified the quiet.


   Tessa assessed the wound, a deep gash across the fleshy pad of the thumb. “Do you have a first aid kit?”


   “Up at the house.” Roger craned his neck, trying to see the cut. “Did I take my thumb off?”


   “No.” Logan examined the wound. Compared to wounds he’d seen in the Middle East, this one barely needed a Band-Aid. He lifted Roger’s hand above his heart to slow the bleeding. “But you might need stitches.”


   “I’ll get the kit from my vehicle.” Tessa pivoted and strode from the cabin. A minute later, she returned, opened the kit, and tugged on gloves. “Let’s control the bleeding, then see what’s what.”


   As she applied gauze pads and pressure, Roger’s face went whiter. To distract him, Logan introduced himself and Tessa.


   Roger eyed their uniforms. “I assume you’re here about Jason.”


   “Yes.” Tessa nodded. “When was the last time you spoke with him?”


   “Monday morning. He was supposed to come and work on this cabin.” With his uninjured hand, Roger pointed to a pile of uncut molding. “He called to say he wasn’t coming. We argued. He was already behind schedule. I need to get this work finished. Two of these cabins are booked over Christmas. They were supposed to be done in October.”


   “Did Jason have a crew, or did he do all the work himself?” Logan asked.


   “He used a crew for the heavy work, but he did the carpentry himself.” Roger grimaced. “But he got into an argument with his crew leader last month, and the men walked out, leaving Jason to do everything. Luckily, the structural changes were complete, but it was taking him forever to complete the finish work by himself.”


   “He could be difficult to work with?” Logan asked.


   Roger met his gaze. “He could be an ass.”


   Tessa jumped in. “But you put up with him.”


   “Do you know how hard it is to get workers on this island?” Roger’s voice rose. “If I wanted to bring in a contractor from the mainland, it would cost me double. Plus I would have had to wait for months. Jason was the only available contractor in town at the time I needed one.”


   “Other people have said Jason was a bully,” Tessa said. “Was he nasty to you?”


   “Occasionally,” Roger admitted. “He had a mean streak.” He paused for breath. “I didn’t like the man, but I needed him. This place is my dream. Jason wasn’t holding up his end of our contract. I told him if he wasn’t going to finish in a timely manner, I wasn’t going to pay the invoice due at the end of the month. He threatened to sue me.” Roger swept a hand over his head. “We’ve been having this same argument for months. I was tired of it.”


   “How much work is left?” Logan asked.


   Roger sighed. “Mostly trim work and painting in the cabins. I’ll have to find someone else to rebuild the boathouse.”


   Logan scanned the interior. The fixtures and floors looked new. “Will you have the cabins done in time?”


   “I think so.” Roger frowned at his injury. “But this isn’t going to help.”


   “Where were you Monday afternoon?” Tessa added more gauze to the stack and squeezed.


   Roger winced. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “Mostly here. Though I went back and forth to the hardware store a few times.”


   “Do you have receipts?” Tessa asked.


   “Yes.” With his free hand, Roger dug his wallet out of the pocket of his overalls. He dropped the billfold in his lap to open it one handed. He thumbed through a stack of store receipts and handed Tessa three of them. “I’ll need those back for taxes.”


   “Of course.” Tessa unwrapped a roll of gauze and wound it securely around the base of Roger’s thumb and hand. She dug through the first aid kit. “Do you have scissors?”


   Roger reached into his back pocket and pulled out a Swiss Army knife with a dozen little tools folded into its handle. “Here.”


   Tessa unfolded the tiny scissors tool, cut the gauze down the middle, and tied it off. Then she tugged off the gloves, gathered the wrappers, and tossed everything in a trash can by the door. “It’s still bleeding, but that should hold you until you get to Dr. Powers for some stitches.”


   “Thank you.”


   “Of course.” Tessa read the receipts, then dropped them into an evidence-collection envelope she took from her pocket. “When was the last time you were at Jason’s office?”


   “Never,” Roger said. “Jason always came here.”


   Logan scanned the man’s pale face. “Do you need a ride to the doctor?”


   Roger took his phone from his pocket and sent a text. His phone buzzed with a reply almost immediately. “Emma will take me.”


   He rose from his seat. His knees wobbled, and Logan steadied him with a hand on his elbow. They walked toward the door. Logan stayed close in case Roger got woozy again.


   Emma pulled up in a Subaru, and Roger slid into the passenger seat. Abby waved to Logan and Tessa from the back seat as they drove away.


   “What do you think?” Tessa asked as they headed for her vehicle.


   “I’m not sure.” Logan watched the Subaru turn onto the main road. “It was hard to read him after he almost sliced off his thumb.”


   They stepped into Tessa’s vehicle.


   “Agreed.” Tessa fastened her seat belt. She handed Logan the evidence envelope. “The times on these receipts don’t give Roger much of an alibi.”


   Logan read the time stamps. “He made three trips to the hardware store: ten thirty in the morning, just after noon, and around three p.m.”


   “Roger had plenty of time to go to Jason’s house. Maybe they argued, and it got out of hand.” At the end of the driveway, Tessa turned toward North Sound.


   “That’s possible,” Logan said. “Roger and Jason were involved in a dispute for months. Roger’s frustration must have been building up.”


   “Renovations are never finished on time. If people killed their contractors over delays, it would be open season.”


   “Plus Roger still needed Jason. The inn isn’t finished.” Logan returned the receipts to the envelope. “So we have three suspects now? Sarah, Heather, and Roger.”


   “Four.” Tessa pulled out her phone. “Kurt sent background information on Peter Evans, the man Jason fired. Would you read it?”


   Logan scanned the email. “He’s twenty-eight, married, and has a record. One assault conviction five years ago.”


   “Did he serve time?”


   “No.” Logan shook his head. “He paid a fine, did community service, and took anger-management classes.”


   Logan read off Peter Evans’s address, and Tessa drove to a two-story house near the center of town. She parked on the curb. The garage door was open. Inside, a man in his late twenties punched a heavy bag that hung from the ceiling. His hands were wrapped, he was stripped to the waist, and sweat poured off him.


   Tessa shut off the engine, her eyes on the fighter. “Well, he would certainly be strong enough to dispose of a dead body.”


   “I guess.” Logan didn’t like the way she was looking at the other man. But the guy did look like he could bench-press a Chevy. “You’re staring.”


   Tessa’s mouth quirked, and her eyes were laughing. “Just making a professional assessment.”


   “Uh-huh.” Logan got out of the vehicle and followed her up the short driveway. The fighter delivered a right cross to the bag, sending it swinging.


   “Peter Evans?” Tessa called.


   The man halted. “Yes.”


   “We’d like to ask you a few questions about Jason McCoy,” Tessa said.


   “Sure.” Peter stepped away from the bag. He tugged off his boxing gloves and began to unwrap his hands. “I’m done anyway.”


   “When did you see Jason last?” Tessa began.


   Peter tossed his equipment aside and reached for a towel. “Sunday night. I went to see him at his office.”


   “What did you talk about?” Tessa asked.


   Peter dropped the towel on the workbench. He picked up a sweatshirt and pulled it over his head. “It’s a long story.”


   “We have time.” Tessa hooked her thumbs in her duty belt.


   Peter’s nostrils flared, and the tendons in his neck corded with tension. The guy was a bull and clearly had a short fuse. Logan was very glad he was here with Tessa.


   “He owed me money.” Peter bit off the words.


   Logan cut to the chase. “He also fired you, didn’t he?”


   Peter’s eyes narrowed as they shifted to Logan. “If you already know, why are you asking me?”


   Roger Duvall might not have much of a temper, but Peter Evans was a hothead.


   Tessa stepped forward. “Because Jason was murdered.”


   Peter didn’t react.


   “You don’t seem surprised,” Logan said.


   Peter mopped his face again. “The only thing that surprises me is that no one killed him sooner.”


   Tessa placed a hand on Logan’s forearm and then addressed Peter. “Tell us what happened between you and Jason.”


   Peter turned and grabbed a water bottle from his workbench. He drank in long swallows, and Logan wondered if he was thirsty or thinking.


   He finished half of the bottle. “Jason accused me of stealing materials. Then he fired me. Before you ask, I didn’t do it.”


   “Then why did he accuse you?” Tessa asked.


   Peter set down the bottle. “Because he didn’t want to pay me.”


   “Why not?” Tessa asked.


   “I don’t know.” A vein on Peter’s temple throbbed. “That’s why I went to see him on Sunday. I’ve been calling, but he refused to take my calls or return my messages.” Peter paused, exhaling hard. “On Sunday, he refused to pay me again.”


   “And you just let him throw you out of his office?” Logan smelled bullshit. “Jason was what, thirty years older than you?”


   “Figuratively speaking.” Peter’s jaw sawed back and forth.


   “You didn’t resist?” Logan asked.


   “No.” Peter didn’t hesitate, and he didn’t blink as he and Logan stared at each other. “I took an anger-management course. Apparently, some of it stuck.”


   Tessa interrupted. “How long did you work for Jason?”


   “Two years,” Peter said.


   “Before he fired you, did you have any other disagreements with Jason?” Tessa asked.


   Peter rolled his neck. Something cracked. “Jason fought with everybody. He enjoyed it.”


   “So why did you work for him?”


   “Are you new here?” Anger flushed Peter’s face. “There aren’t that many jobs.”


   Logan was tiring of Peter’s attitude. “Did he provide any evidence or tell you why he thought you were stealing from him?”


   “If he had proof, he would have filed charges. Instead, he spread rumors.” Peter gnashed his teeth. “He trashed my reputation. I’m going to have to go to the mainland for work now. But my wife doesn’t want to move away from her family. I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”


   Tessa leaned forward. “Where were you on Monday afternoon?”


   “Here.” Peter jerked a thumb toward his heavy bag.


   Tessa persisted. “Did anyone see you here? The mailman, your wife, a delivery service . . .”


   “No. My wife was working, and we can’t afford to shop online right now, not with me unemployed.” Peter’s jaw jutted, and his posture stiffened.


   “Can you explain the assault conviction on your record?” Tessa asked.


   Peter flinched. Rage radiated from every inch of his body. “That was bullshit.”


   “A lot of bullshit happens to you,” Logan pointed out, mostly to draw Peter’s attention away from Tessa. She could handle herself, but if there was going to be violence, he preferred it to happen to him, not her.


   Peter pivoted and paced in a furious circle. “This dude was rude to my wife. She was my girlfriend at the time. He grabbed her boobs, and I punched him in the face.”


   OK, if he was telling the truth, Logan couldn’t blame him for that. He’d have done the same.


   “So why were you charged?” Tessa asked.


   Peter stopped, almost vibrating with indignation. “Because I’m me, and the dude was this rich asshole with a lawyer for a daddy. No one saw the rich asshole grab Shayla. There were six witnesses who testified that I attacked him for no reason. The fact that all of them were his friends didn’t matter to the judge.” He stood still, his chest puffing in and out as he took deep breaths.


   He needed practice with those anger-management techniques.


   “Thank you.” Tessa nodded. “We’ll probably have more questions. Please let me know if you think of anything that might relate to Jason’s death.”


   “Are you going to arrest me?” Peter challenged.


   “Not at this time,” Tessa answered carefully.


   “Then I’m done answering questions.” Peter’s voice rose. His hands curled into fists at his sides.


   Logan took a step closer to Tessa.


   Peter turned and delivered a bare-knuckle punch to the bag.


   “We’re just looking for the truth,” Tessa said. “If you think of anyone you saw on Monday, call me.”


   Peter glared at her. “If I had known I was going to need an alibi, I would’ve made plans.”


   Tessa and Logan returned to the vehicle.


   “That was an interesting interview.” Tessa drove away from the house. “Peter did not want to volunteer information, and he has a short fuse.”


   “He was barely holding it together,” Logan agreed. “I couldn’t envision Roger Duvall attacking Jason in anger, but I can totally see Peter Evans losing his cool.”


   “And he’s strong enough to carry off a dead body or three.”


   “Does he move to the top of the list?” Logan asked.


   “He has a previous conviction for assault, and Jason was assaulted. But there’s no real top or bottom of our suspect list at this point. What we need is something from forensics. Physical evidence that will tie one of our suspects to Jason’s murder directly.” Tessa rubbed her temple. “But that will take time. I’m going to review, regroup, and type up notes tonight.”


   “The investigation is going backward. Instead of eliminating suspects, we’re accumulating more.”


   “It would be really great if someone had a solid alibi.”
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  Tessa eyed the darkening sky. “The sun’s going down. I should get home.”


   Her mother’s dementia became worse after dark, a condition known as Sundowner syndrome. Tessa had already worked several hours past the end of her shift. And as much as she wanted to solve the case, Jason McCoy wasn’t going to get any deader overnight. Juggling work and caring for her mother and teenage sister was harder than Tessa had ever imagined. She did her best, and her family had to be just as important as her job.


   “How is your mother?” Logan asked.


   “About the same. The medication hasn’t helped very much.”


   “I’m sorry.”


   Tessa sighed. “There isn’t anything else I can do. There’s no cure. All I can do is try and keep her safe and at home for as long as possible.”


   As Tessa drove, she called Bruce and warned him he was on speakerphone. “Have you or Marybeth made any progress?”


   “No,” Bruce said. “I’m still working on the computer. Jason’s hard drive is cluttered with years and years of documents. Marybeth is about halfway through the files.” His voice lowered. “She hasn’t stopped, but she looks tired.”


   “Call it a day, and start fresh tomorrow.” Tessa couldn’t expect a woman in her late sixties to work all night. “Would you make sure she gets home safely?”


   “I will,” Bruce said. “If it’s all right with you, I’ll take the laptop home with me and keep working on it.”


   “It’s fine, but get some sleep too.”


   “Yes, ma’am,” Bruce said before the call disconnected.


   Tessa and Logan agreed to meet at the station at seven o’clock the following morning. Then she dropped Logan at the station where he’d left his vehicle. She drove to the cottage she’d been raised in. Lights glowed in the windows, and Cate’s vehicle sat out front.


   Tessa stepped out of the SUV and closed the door. She started up the front walk. A small golden shape rushed around the side of the house. Tessa had no time to react. The chicken lowered its head and ran straight into Tessa’s legs.


   “Ow!” She moved sideways, trying to avoid the sharp beak. Her mother had always owned chickens. Most of them were friendly, except the alpha hen, who only liked Tessa’s mother. “Damn it! Stop that.”


   Tessa reached down and scooped the chicken up in her arms. The hen squawked and pecked at her hands as she rounded the side of the house. Tessa carried her into the enclosure and latched the gate. With the chicken still tucked firmly under her arm, Tessa used the flashlight from her duty belt to open the coop and do a quick head count. It seemed as if only the one hen had escaped.


   Tessa set her on a roost. “You should be grateful. If I left you outside all night, you’d be fox food.”


   Killer Hen cocked her head and glared up at Tessa with beady black eyes. The hen had the upper hand, and she knew it. The chickens were one of the few things that Tessa’s mother still enjoyed.


   Tessa closed the coop and left the enclosure, making sure the gate was securely latched. In the house, she shed her coat and stared at the boxes of Christmas lights piled near the door.


   Tomorrow.


   She went into the kitchen. Cate sat at the table. A familiar sweet scent made Tessa’s stomach growl. “Do I smell your grandmother’s cinnamon rolls?”


   “You do.” Cate stood, her face alarmed. “What happened to you?”


   Tessa looked down. Red marks covered her hands and forearms. “Killer Hen was loose.”


   Cate chuckled. “That chicken eats out of your mother’s hand.”


   “I know. I suspect she sees me as competition for my mother’s attention.” Tessa thoroughly washed her hands and arms in the sink. “I’m thrilled to see you. But I thought your grandmother would be here today.”


   “She was here earlier. I traded places with her.” Cate handed Tessa a dish towel. “I wanted to review Sam’s case with you. Do you have time?”


   “Yes. I’m waiting on forensics. Tonight, all I had planned was typing reports. I have to remind myself it’s only been two days, and this isn’t Seattle. Nothing happens immediately here.”


   “I can provide an entire tray of my grandmother’s cinnamon rolls if you need a bribe for the lab techs.”


   “I’ll think about it.” Tessa laughed. Her nose caught the scent of melted cheese. “Do I smell food too?”


   “Jane sent a casserole.”


   “Bless her. Your grandmother is the best.” Tessa tossed the towel onto the counter, opened a drawer, and took out a box of Band-Aids. She wrapped one around her finger, where Killer Hen had drawn blood. Three Band-Aids later, she looked ridiculous. “Where are my sister and mom?”


   “Patience went to Mallory’s house for dinner. They had a school project to work on. Mallory’s mother will bring her back after dinner.” Cate’s brows rose in a question. “She said you would approve.”


   “I do.”


   Before the knitting ladies had taken charge of her mom, Patience had spent too much time trying to cope with their mother’s illness. It had been far too much responsibility for a teenager. With the knitting ladies helping out, Patience could be a kid.


   “Your mother had some soup about an hour ago and went to her room to lie down.” Cate checked her watch. “I was just going to check on her.”


   “I’ll do it.” Tessa turned. “Her hours are getting mixed up. She’s awake and restless half the night and exhausted in the daytime.”


   And so was Tessa.


   She headed for the bedrooms. In the hallway, she cracked open her mother’s door a few inches. Her mom lay flat on her back, her hands flung out, snoring loudly. Waking her now would only agitate her. Tessa softly closed the door and went to her own room. She secured her weapon in its safe, then changed her uniform for jeans and a sweatshirt before rejoining Cate in the kitchen.


   Cate cut a slice of casserole. Tessa declined a glass of wine and brewed coffee instead. She could not afford to sleep too deeply, not when her mother might wander at any given time. Without the alarms Logan had installed on the windows and doors, Tessa would be afraid to close her eyes at all.


   Fifteen minutes later, Tessa carried her empty plate to the sink. “Tell your grandmother thank you. I can’t possibly repay her for all she does.”


   Cate smiled. “She enjoys every minute of helping people. She couldn’t mind her own business if she tried.”


   Tessa put their plates in the dishwasher, then poured coffee into two mugs and carried them to the table. “Now, where are we on Sam’s case?”


   A few weeks before, Sam’s mother had begged Cate and Tessa to look into her daughter’s disappearance. Sam’s father had committed suicide not long after his daughter had gone missing, but Mrs. Bishop still lived on Widow’s Island. She’d never believed that Sam was dead.


   “I brought the file.” Cate crossed the room to her bag and removed the FBI file. “Not that there’s much in it.”


   Tessa fetched the sheriff’s department file from her bedroom. She opened it on the table. “Let’s recap. The day Sam disappeared, she wanted us to meet her at Widow’s Walk at midnight. She said she had pot and that she had a ‘ride,’ but she wouldn’t tell us who with. Neither one of us was willing to sneak out.”


   At fourteen, Sam had had less adult supervision than Tessa and Cate.


   “At the time, I assumed she was meeting a boy, but she never actually said she was,” Cate said.


   “No, she didn’t. That’s the impression I had too, but we shouldn’t make assumptions.” Tessa sat across from Cate. “It could have been anyone.”


   “We never saw Sam again.” Cate finished the story.


   “Her jacket was found at Widow’s Walk the next morning. The sheriff’s department was called in, and a search was organized. The investigation went nowhere.”


   Tessa flipped through the reports in the file. “We told the sheriff about Sam’s plans that night, but no one followed up on the lead. Our interviews are missing from both files.”


   She paused and rubbed the small of her back, which ached from her twenty-pound duty belt. “I find it very interesting that the sheriff’s department and FBI collaborated on Sam’s case, yet neither file is complete. Was the sheriff covering up for someone, or was he just completely convinced that Sam fell and was washed out to sea?”


   “We don’t know if he purposefully excluded our interviews or just didn’t bother to write them up. I wish he was still alive so we could ask him.” Cate breathed out a sigh of frustration. “We’ve been considering Sam fell or was taken. Could she have run away?”


   “She would have mentioned it to one of us if she was thinking about leaving. We told each other everything back then.”


   “Except she didn’t tell us who her ride was that night.”


   “No, but she didn’t keep her plans entirely to herself.” Tessa shook her head. “I’d say Sam running away is a long shot.”


   “I agree, but we need to keep our minds open,” Cate said. “Or there’s no point in reopening the case.”


   “True,” Tessa agreed. “What’s our next step?”


   “We start asking questions.” Cate’s voice was firm.


   “We won’t be able to keep our activity under the radar,” Tessa said. “Everyone will know we’re reopening the case.”


   Cate nodded. “Yes. It’s time. We’ve reviewed the case files, and we have more questions than when we started.”


   A sad smile tugged at the corners of Tessa’s mouth. “I feel like we should pinky swear to solve the case, like we used to do with Sam.”


   “That reminds me. Look what I found in my room here the other day.” Cate reached under the neck of her shirt and pulled out a child-size necklace. One-third of a heart dangled from the chain.


   “Mine is in my jewelry box.” Tessa’s heart felt as jagged as the edges of the charm. As girls, the three of them had worn their necklaces everywhere.


   “Do you think Sam is dead?” Cate asked.


   “I don’t know. I want to believe she could be alive, but it’s been a very long time. I think the best we can hope for is closure.”


   They were both in law enforcement. They knew the odds. Child abduction by violent predators was actually very rare. Most kids reported missing ran away, got lost, or simply failed to communicate their whereabouts to their parents. But among abducted children who were murdered, three-quarters of them were killed within three hours of their kidnapping.


   “Hold on.” Tessa went to her bedroom, opened her jewelry box, and removed the top tray. She pulled out a small velvet box and opened it. Her piece of the heart dangled on a delicate chain. She returned to the kitchen and fastened the necklace around her neck.


   The metal felt cold on Tessa’s skin. “All I know is that we need to find out.”


   Tires grated outside, and a car door slammed.


   Tessa glanced out the window. “Patience is home.”


   She and Cate both closed their files before the door opened and Tessa’s younger sister walked in. Patience’s gaze swept the kitchen, her tense features softening. Sadness passed through Tessa. Patience was relieved not to see their mother in the kitchen. For the past few weeks, the teenager had avoided their mother as much as possible. Tessa had no clue how to handle the situation. Like many dementia patients, her mom recalled distant memories better than current ones. She still knew Tessa but not Patience. How did you help a teen whose own mother had forgotten her?


   Tessa made a note to talk to the school counselor. She’d never felt so helpless in her life. Her mother’s illness was a boat heading into a squall, and there was nothing she could do to stop it.


   “Did you get your schoolwork done?” Tessa asked.


   “Uh-huh.” Patience dropped her backpack on a chair. “And Mallory’s mom made spaghetti and meatballs.”


   Tessa needed to thank Mallory’s mom. “That’s great.”


   The shuffle of slippers on hardwood sounded from the direction of the bedrooms. Mom was awake and moving around her room.


   Patience glanced at the doorway, her face tightening again.


   Tessa’s belly echoed the tension on her sister’s face. She wanted Patience to spend time with Mom, but not after dark. For Mom and everyone around her, nighttime was full of confusion, fear, and frustration.


   Patience hefted her backpack strap over one shoulder. “I’m going to my room to study.”


   “Good night.” Tessa knew she wouldn’t see her sister until daylight.


   Cate stood, her file tucked under her arm. “I’ll make a list of preliminary interviews. I suppose we should start with Sam’s mom, though I’m not sure how reliable her memory is. She hasn’t been quite right since Sam disappeared.”


   Tessa walked her to the door. “Kurt Olson was a deputy back then. The sheriff kept Sam’s investigation close, but Kurt might remember some details.”


   “Then that’s where we’ll start.”


   Tessa watched Cate walk to her vehicle and drive away. Then she turned back to the kitchen.


   Her mother stood in the doorway, shivering in a thin cotton nightgown. Her eyes were cloudy. “Where is Barbara?”


   “Barbara is in Seattle.”


   Mom’s cousin had moved off the island twenty years before, but Tessa didn’t say it. In the daytime, she tried to help her mother remember, but at night, pointing out her mother’s failing memory only made her more anxious.


   The saddest factor in the entire equation was that Mom wasn’t so far gone that she wasn’t self-aware. She knew her mind was failing, and it terrified her.


   Tessa walked toward her mom and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “It’s too late to call her now, but you can talk to her tomorrow if you like.”


   “When did she go to Seattle?” Mom resisted Tessa’s efforts to steer her toward the table. Tessa released her and went to the thermostat to turn up the heat.


   “How about a cup of tea and a cinnamon roll?” Tessa hated redirecting her like a child, but her mom had a sweet tooth. Bribery sometimes worked.


   “I’m not hungry. I want to talk to Barbara!” Her mother’s voice became shrill.


   “OK.” Tessa tapped her phone and sent Barbara a text. “Let me see if she’s still awake.”


   It was going to be a long night.
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  The explosion rocked the dusty desert street beneath Logan’s feet. He raced toward the vaccination clinic, the one he’d just walked past on patrol.


   The one that had been filled with dozens of women and children. The blast had deafened him, and all Logan could hear was the drumming of his own heart. The explosion had ripped a jagged hole in the south wall and torn away most of the clinic’s roof. He slid to a stop in the entryway. The door had been blown off its hinges. Bloody, burned bodies littered the floor.


   He scanned the room for movement but saw none. In the center of the space, a woman was draped across an overturned chair. Blood soaked her head scarf. Her eyes stared vacantly at nothing. Two children sprawled alongside her. Both clearly gone. Logan breathed, his body operating on autopilot. He could not allow his brain to process what he was seeing. If it did, he would be useless. The sheer horror would paralyze him.


   He sensed more people coming through the doorway behind him. Two other soldiers. They swung left. Logan turned right.


   A faint scuffle caught Logan’s attention. He looked down. A little girl lay in a heap of spindly limbs. Logan squatted in the debris. She was covered in so much blood, Logan could not identify where it was coming from.


   A hunk of ceiling rafter fell to the ground three feet from the child. Dust and ash billowed in a cloud. He had to get her out of here.


   The child screamed, the high-pitched sound of pain and terror penetrating Logan’s muffled ears.


   “You’re going to be OK. You’re going to be OK,” Logan promised the bleeding child as he scooped her into his arms and headed toward the door. Squinting against the blinding desert sunlight, he paused. He could see a triage area being set up down the street.


   The child’s screams faded into soft choked moans.


   “You’re going to be OK.” If he kept saying it, maybe it would come true.


   Holding her tightly against his chest, he broke into a run. Blood soaked his uniform, the warmth of it reaching the skin of his chest and arms. He reached the triage area in a minute or two. All around him, mothers and children screamed, but the little girl in his arms sagged, silent and still.


   Bang!


   Logan rolled off the bed. He landed facedown on the floor, instinctively covering his head with both hands. Sweat dripped down his chest and back, and his pulse slammed through his veins as he waited in the darkness for more explosions, gunfire—or screaming.


   Gradually, he became aware of the hardwood floor under his body, the black shapes of the bed and nightstand in the predawn dim, the faint gray light seeping through the slats of his window blinds. Twenty seconds passed before he realized he was in the forest ranger cabin on Widow’s Island, not Afghanistan.


   The nightmare must have woken him. Odd. He’d had the same dream dozens of times, and he never woke before the horrifying conclusion. He was always forced to relive the entire event. He would hear the high-pitched wailing of terrified children until the day he died.


   Logan sat up and shoved a shaky hand through his hair. He knew how the flashback ended, with him handing the child to a doctor—and his heart breaking as the doctor gently put her tiny lifeless body aside so he could concentrate on the victims who could be saved.


   His T-shirt was damp with sweat, and the room was cold. Shivering, he got to his feet. His legs were shaky. Even though he was alone, the weakness of his knees embarrassed him.


   Three loud raps came from the other room, startling him. Someone was knocking on his door.


   Shit.


   He reached for a pair of cargo pants folded neatly at the foot of his bed. He stepped into them and drew them up over his boxers. Buttoning his fly, he headed for the door. He glanced out the window. Tessa stood on his porch. She held a stainless-steel travel mug. Happy to see her but also still a little embarrassed, he opened the door.


   Her gaze scraped over his face. “Is everything all right?”


   “Yeah,” he said, though he knew he must look like hell. “What’s up?”


   “I called your cell, but you didn’t answer.”


   Logan glanced at the clock. It was nearly seven thirty. “I’m sorry. I must have slept through my alarm.” He’d also been up half the night with insomnia.


   “I brought you coffee.” She brushed past him into the tiny living room–kitchen combo and set the cup on his kitchen counter.


   “Thank you.” It wasn’t full daylight yet, but December days were short this far north. The sun didn’t rise until almost eight a.m. “I can be ready in a couple of minutes. I just need two minutes to shower.” He turned toward his bedroom.


   “Logan.” Tessa stopped him with a hand on his forearm. “You’re clearly not all right. Please don’t hold back. If this is going to work between us, you have to tell me what you’re feeling.”


   He opened his mouth, then shut it again. His reflex was to blow off her comment. But their relationship, though new, was never going to be anything but serious. He’d known her too long—and he’d cared about her for too many years—to risk her heart on a passing fling. He needed to be honest with her.


   “It was a nightmare,” he admitted.


   She squeezed his arm. “I’m sorry you have those. They seem to be getting worse.”


   “I didn’t expect them to go away overnight.” But he had expected to improve once he got home.


   “Have you talked to anyone about them?”


   “You mean a psychiatrist?”


   She nodded.


   “Not since I came home.” He’d had a few decompression sessions right after the explosion.


   “I think you should.”


   “I’ll think about it.” He scratched his head. Just because he understood the need to be honest didn’t mean he would ever be comfortable talking about his flashbacks. “Thanks for interrupting.”


   “Anytime.” She smiled and tugged him closer.


   “I’m all sweaty.” He stiffened.


   “I don’t care.” She wrapped her arms around his waist.


   He resisted for approximately a nanosecond, then leaned into her, accepting the comfort she offered. He rested his face on the top of her head. Her hair smelled fresh and clean, like lemons.


   Leaning back, she smiled up at him. “That’s better.”


   She rose onto her toes and pressed her lips against his.


   Comfort shifted into desire. Logan’s hand slid to the small of her back, and he pressed her more tightly against him. He considered taking her into the shower with him, but he didn’t want to be rushed. Not for their first time. He wanted to make a grand romantic gesture, but planning a special night was proving impossible. Tessa was overloaded with responsibility.


   Her phone beeped, and she sighed. “If only we had normal lives and normal amounts of free time. I’ll take this call while you shower.”


   He stepped back. “I’ll be quick about it.”


   Tessa moved away to answer her call. Logan returned to the bathroom. He turned the water to cold, stripped, and stepped under the spray.


   He’d barely lathered up when a knock on the doorframe startled him. Tessa stood in the doorway, and he almost laughed at the hand she held over her eyes. “We need to go. That was Bruce. Someone attacked Marybeth this morning.”


   Anger filled him at the thought of someone hurting Jason’s spunky secretary.


   “Give me two minutes.” Logan rinsed, dried off, and dressed. He grabbed his socks, boots, and jacket and carried them toward the door. “Let’s go.”


   Tessa started the engine while he locked his cabin. In the front seat, he finished dressing while she drove, lights swirling, to a condominium complex on the other side of North Sound. “Bruce said she didn’t show up at Jason’s office this morning. He called her, and when she didn’t answer her phone, he drove over to her condo. She didn’t answer her door either, so he was worried and got the building manager to let him in. She wasn’t in her apartment. The manager said she walks every morning. Bruce found her on the jogging path.”


   Tessa turned into the entrance and braked hard at the front of the parking lot.


   Logan pointed to the doctor’s vehicle. “Henry’s already here.”


   “He was closer than we were.” Tessa climbed out of the driver’s seat and removed a blanket from the trunk.


   Logan followed her toward a macadam path that seemed to loop around the buildings. “Which way?”


   “Toward the water.” Tessa broke into a jog. They ran a hundred yards before they spotted Bruce kneeling on the path. The body on the ground next to him wore a puffy purple jacket and bright-yellow athletic tights. Marybeth.


   Someone didn’t want her searching Jason’s office.


   Henry was kneeling at Marybeth’s other side.


   Tessa crouched next to Henry. “How is she?”


   The older woman lay still. Too still. Logan looked over Tessa’s shoulder. Blood trickled down Marybeth’s forehead. Her eyes were closed, her breathing shallow. Logan felt sick.


   Henry was starting an IV. He took the blanket and spread it over her body.


   Henry’s eyes were grave. “We need to get her to the mainland.”


   There was no urgent care or ambulance service on Widow’s Island.


   Bruce got up and paced. “If I’d thought she was in danger, I would have stayed with her.”


   “No one anticipated this, Bruce.” Tessa straightened and stood in front of him, blocking his pacing. “Do not blame yourself. Can you carry her to your patrol vehicle?”


   Bruce nodded.


   “Then I need you to drive her to the hospital on the mainland.” Tessa whipped out her phone. “I’ll call the ferry station and have them hold the boat for you.”


   “I’ll ride with you.” Henry packed up his supplies.


   Bruce gently scooped Marybeth from the ground. Logan looped the IV line across her body and tucked the blanket around her. Her face was sunken and eggshell white with no sign of her energy or spunk. Anger sparked in his chest. What kind of scumbag would beat an old woman over the head?


   Bruce and Henry left with Marybeth.


   Tessa and Logan inspected the grass and surrounding area but found nothing. They went to the condo building and spoke with the manager. The surveillance cameras did not cover the jogging path, and none of the camera feeds on the building entrances showed any strangers that morning.


   Logan followed Tessa back to the parking lot.


   “Why do you think someone attacked Marybeth?” he asked.


   “They were afraid of what she would find.” Tessa climbed into her vehicle.


   “That’s what I thought.” Logan slid into the passenger seat. “So we go back to Jason’s office and turn it upside down?”


   “Absolutely,” Tessa said. “We must have missed something.”


   She drove to Orcas Road and parked in front of Jason’s house. Tessa put on gloves and handed him a pair. They went into the office. The cold followed them inside. Tessa rubbed her hands together and headed for the second doorway. “I’ll take Jason’s inner sanctum.”


   Logan stood in front of Marybeth’s desk. Surely, she would have finished searching it the day before. Just in case she had focused only on the contents, Logan removed the drawers and checked their bottoms and sides. He crawled under the desk but found nothing. He pulled back the area rug and ran his fingers along the floorboards. None were loose or cut.


   Logan moved to the other side of the room and shifted each of the filing cabinets to make sure nothing was concealed behind or under them. He checked the backs and sides of these drawers as well. The back of every picture hanging on the wall was examined.


   He was scanning the room, looking for other potential hiding places, when the heater turned on with a rattle. Logan stopped. As he concentrated, he thought the noise sounded less like the rattle of metal and more like paper fluttering. He turned to stare at the HVAC wall register.


   Why not?


   He went to the kitchen, where he had seen a screwdriver in a drawer. He brought the tool back to the office, sat on the floor, and removed the screws from the vent cover. He worked the cover loose, then set it on the floor beside him. The fluttering sound increased.


   “Hey, Tessa?” Logan called out. “Can I borrow your flashlight?”


   She poked her head in the doorway. “Did you find something?”


   “Maybe.”


   Tessa crossed the room and crouched next to him, handing him the flashlight. He turned it on and shone it into the hole. He saw nothing. The duct ran from side to side. Logan reached his hand into the vent. He felt first to the left and then moved his hand to the right. His fingers brushed paper. He tried to tug it free but couldn’t. He ran his fingers around the edge until he found where it was taped to the inside of the duct. He worked the tape free and brought out a yellow clasp envelope. He handed it to Tessa.


   She opened it, seeming to hold her breath as she drew out papers. Her forehead creased as she read them. “These are soil reports for the Smuggler’s Point Farm property.” She held two pieces of paper side by side. “One looks like a normal report with no major concerns.” She scanned the second page. “But this one indicates toxic levels of arsenic and lead.”


   Logan read the sheets over her shoulder. “They have the same date.”


   “Everything is exactly the same except for the levels of arsenic and lead and this summary paragraph.” Tessa looked up.


   “One of these must be fake.”


   “Why would Jason have conflicting copies of Roger Duvall’s soil reports hidden in his duct?”


   “There are only two reasons I can think of to hide fake environmental reports. Fraud and blackmail.”


   “Since Jason hid the documents rather than destroy them, I’d bet on blackmail. I need to make some calls.” Tessa pulled out her phone and touched the screen. “But who was blackmailing whom?”


   “Since Roger is the property owner with financial vulnerability, and Jason is the one who is dead, I’d bet on Jason being the blackmailer.”


   While Tessa made her calls, Logan went outside for some air. He walked down the driveway. Trees lined the road in both directions. Roger could have come to Jason’s house, killed him, and left without anyone seeing him. He would have returned after dark to take the body out to sea.


   Logan shoved his hands into his pockets. The bright sunlight warmed his back.


   Tessa joined him a few minutes later. “I spoke with the manager of the environmental testing lab. The original report showed elevated levels of arsenic and lead at the Smuggler’s Point Farm property. The second report is a fake. Apparently, high levels of arsenic and lead are common in old apple orchards from pesticides used years ago. Cleanup can cost a million dollars an acre.”


   “I’d say we found a damned good motive.”


   Tessa’s head tilted. She crouched low and examined one of the boulders that flanked the driveway entrance. “Check this out.”


   Logan bent and studied the mark, a long scrape line of color. “That looks like paint. Dark blue or black maybe?”


   “It’s metallic, like vehicle paint.” Tessa rocked back on her heels. “It would be easy to hit one of these boulders if you were rushing out of the driveway.”


   Sunlight glinted on the rock.


   “It’s purple,” Logan said.


   “Purple?” Tessa stared at the scrape.


   Logan remembered Roger’s purple shirt and purple high-tops. “What color vehicle does Roger Duvall drive?”


   “Let’s find out.” Tessa led the way back to her SUV, where she used the dashboard computer to access Roger’s car registration. “He drives a purple Porsche Cayenne.”


   Logan used his smartphone to google the Porsche. “I’ll be damned. The Cayenne is available in Purpurite Metallic.”


   “That bastard.” Tessa’s eyes narrowed. “Metallic purple is a rare color for a car. We’ll sample the paint on the rock and send it to the lab for testing. They should be able to match it to the exact color Porsche uses on the Cayenne.”


   “Can you arrest him now?”


   “I don’t want to rush into it before I have enough evidence to make the charge stick.” Tessa tilted her head. “We know Roger argued with Jason shortly before he was murdered. Roger said he’s never been to Jason’s office, but we have evidence that suggests he was lying. We also have the real and fake soil reports for Roger’s property hidden in Jason’s office. I’d like to find the murder weapon or drops of Jason’s blood on Roger’s clothes or in his vehicle.”


   “What next?”


   She turned and strode for her SUV. “We’re going to bring Roger into the station for questioning and get a search warrant for his property. The murder scene was messy. Cross your fingers that Roger brought home some of Jason’s blood.”
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  Tessa pulled up in front of the Smuggler’s Inn and scanned the property in the waning light. “I wish we had more daylight left.”


   It was just after four o’clock, nearly sunset in December.


   “Do you see his Porsche anywhere?” she asked.


   “No.” Logan pointed through the windshield. “There’s a four-bay garage behind the house. Maybe it’s in there.”


   On the way to the inn, Tessa had stopped at the station to call the sheriff and fill out the paperwork for the search warrant. Her goal was to question Roger right up until the warrant was issued, which shouldn’t take too long on a weekday. She wanted to take Roger by surprise. At this point, he had no clue they were focused on him as Jason’s killer, and she wanted to keep it that way. She didn’t want to give Roger time to destroy any evidence. She wanted him sitting pretty, thinking he’d gotten away with the murder.


   She had called the ferry station. No Porsche Cayenne had boarded the ferry that morning. She’d given the operators Roger’s description and instructed them to be on the lookout for him. They would not leave port with him on the boat.


   “Are you going to question him here or take him to the station?” Logan asked.


   “We’ll take him to the station and make him sweat.” Tessa put the vehicle in park.


   They got out of the car just as the sun disappeared below the horizon. Her phone beeped with a text. She read the screen. “Bruce says Marybeth is unconscious but still fighting. The doctors won’t give odds on her chances of survival.”


   “Still alive is a good sign.”


   The temperature dropped. Tessa shivered and zipped her jacket higher as they walked to the front door. Standing to one side, Tessa motioned for Logan to stand away from the center of the doorstep. Then Tessa knocked, but the house remained quiet. She rapped louder. As if in answer, the sound of a nail gun firing drifted across the yard.


   Tessa turned and left the step. She and Logan followed the noise to the same cabin Roger had been working in the day before.


   “The cabin has a rear exit,” Tessa said in a low voice. “Would you go around back in case Roger bolts?”


   “Of course.” Logan headed around the small building.


   The front door was propped open. Tessa peered through the doorway. Roger stood on the top rung of a four-step ladder, using a nail gun to put up crown molding. A bandage on his hand made his grip on the wood awkward, but he was managing.


   He could have bashed Marybeth over the head with little difficulty.


   Tessa knocked on the doorframe. Roger glanced over his shoulder and bobbled the wood. The ladder tipped, and he put a hand on the wall to steady himself.


   “I didn’t mean to startle you,” Tessa said from the doorway. “I have some follow-up questions.”


   Roger blinked, and his response was one heartbeat too late. “All right.”


   Tessa stepped over the threshold. She positioned herself between Roger and the front door.


   He descended the ladder and stood with his back against the wall, clutching the nail gun in front of him. “How can I help you?”


   “Please put down the nail gun,” Tessa said.


   “Why?” Roger’s eyes darted to the door. Was he contemplating rushing her?


   Tessa’s voice became more serious. “Because accidents happen.”


   Roger hesitated, and when he finally set down the nail gun on the top rung of the ladder, it remained within reach.


   “Step away from the nail gun,” Tessa said.


   Sweat broke out on Roger’s brow, but he remained where he was. His gaze met Tessa’s and went cold.


   He knows.


   “What do you want to know?” he asked.


   “Move away from the nail gun.” Tessa’s voice shifted from request to command.


   Roger’s gaze darted to the door again. “Why don’t you ask your questions?”


   “Move away from the nail gun.” Tessa’s hand hovered over her weapon.


   Surprise flickered in his eyes, then panic. He licked his lips.


   Tessa pulled her weapon. “Now.”


   The door banged open. Abby skipped into the cabin, a cookie in her hand. “Roger! I’m home, and Mom made chocolate chip today.”


   Tessa made a grab for the child, but Abby was moving fast. She blew past Tessa and slid to a stop in front of Roger, her head tilting in confusion.


   No!


   Roger snagged the little girl by the arm and hauled her in front of his body. He whipped out his pocketknife and placed the blade at her throat, a fraction of an inch from her smooth skin.


   Tessa could not shoot at him for fear of hitting the child. Helplessness flooded her.


   “That hurts!” Abby shouted, squirming.


   He shook her. “Be still.”


   She froze, her eyes opening wide with terror as she tried to pull her head away from the knife. “Let me go.”


   The quiver in her voice broke Tessa’s heart.


   “Don’t move, Abby,” Tessa said in a calming tone. “It’s going to be all right.”


   Tessa wanted to believe Roger wouldn’t hurt a child he’d befriended. But he was a violent, cornered man. It was possible he’d killed Jason in a fit of rage, but Marybeth’s attack had been cold and calculated.


   Abby began to tremble, and a tear slid down her cheek. “Why are you hurting me?” she wailed, her voice full of hurt and betrayal. “We’re friends.”
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  A child’s cry carried through the door. Logan drew his weapon and turned the knob slowly, silently, revealing a tiny mudroom. He crept past a stacked washer and dryer into a corridor. As he stole down the hall, he glanced into two open doorways. Empty bedrooms.


   “Put down the knife, Roger.” Tessa’s warning came from down the hall. “Do not hurt that child.”


   “Put down your gun,” Roger shot back.


   At the end of the hall, Logan peered around the corner. Horror chilled his blood. With one arm, Roger held Abby close to his body, using her as a human shield. In his bandaged hand, he held a knife to the child’s throat.


   Images rushed at Logan, all of a dead child covered in blood. Sweat poured from his body and soaked his shirt. His hands trembled.


   “All right, Roger. You win.” Tessa lowered her gun. Stooping, she set it on the drop cloth that covered the floor. “Now let Abby go.”


   “That’s not going to happen.” Roger jerked his head toward the kitchen area. “Kick the gun toward me.”


   Tessa gave her weapon a halfhearted nudge that barely moved it.


   Roger stared at the weapon on the floor, as if trying to decide whether obtaining the gun was worth getting closer to Tessa or allowing her to get closer to him.


   But Roger made no move toward the gun, clearly deciding Tessa was too unpredictable. “Handcuff yourself to the refrigerator.”


   Tessa did as she was told. Roger frowned at the gun on the floor. If he tried to grab it, he’d be within kicking distance of Tessa. Roger inched toward the door, keeping a tight hold on Abby. “Now throw your key, phone, and radio across the room.”


   The items bounced on the drop cloth as Tessa stripped them from her person.


   Logan considered his options. He had no shot at Roger. Both Abby and Tessa were in the way. Could he circle around to the front of the cabin and take Roger by surprise? Logan eyed the blade at the child’s delicate neck. If he jumped Roger, the knife could slip. Abby could be hurt—even killed.


   He couldn’t let her be cut. She’d bleed to death right in front of him. Logan couldn’t let that happen. Not again.


   No. Logan had to wait until the blade wasn’t as close to the child’s throat. If they got into a vehicle, Roger would have to lower the knife to drive.


   And where would he go anyway? They were on an island, and the ferry operators would be looking for him.


   Best for Roger not to know he was there. Logan wiped his sweaty hands on the thighs of his pants.


   As Roger backed out the front door, he picked up Abby, turned, and ran.


   After Roger and the little girl disappeared, Logan rushed into the room. He grabbed the key off the drop cloth and opened the handcuffs on Tessa’s wrists. She scooped her gun and phone off the floor and ran for the back door, whispering, “Don’t let him see us. If he thinks he’s safe, maybe he’ll let Abby go.”


   They exited, then stopped at the corner of the cabin and peered around its side. Tessa pulled back. “Shit.”


   “Where’s he going?”


   “The boathouse,” she said, her voice low.


   Logan remembered that Roger’s boat was a twenty footer. “His boat is too small to cross to the mainland on anything but the calmest of summer days. Winter seas are too rough.”


   “I agree, but he’s desperate, and there are other islands he could hide on.” Tessa sent Kurt a text. Logan read it over her shoulder. She gave a quick update and asked him to alert the sheriff and coast guard.


   Then she shoved her phone into her pocket and looked around the corner again. “We’ll follow them and try to separate Abby from Roger.”


   She put her finger to her lips, then crouched and jogged across the grass toward the water.


   At her side, Logan could barely see Roger’s shadow approaching the boathouse, then disappearing inside. A faint light flickered on.


   They broke into a run, stopping at the sagging door to the boathouse. Logan peered through the crooked gap at the hinges. The boathouse had three slips, each with its own boat lift to raise the boat out of the water when not in use. Wooden walkways separated the slips. Only one lift was occupied. A small outboard runabout hovered above the water. Roger had put the child down and was dragging her by one arm toward the boat. The old structure groaned under their weight, and black water lapped at the pilings.


   Abby had found her voice and her spunk. She dragged her heels, resisting. “I don’t want to go. You’re hurting me.”


   Roger brandished the knife in her face. “Shut up and do what I say.”


   “I hate you!” she cried. Despite her brave front, her voice trembled.


   “Stand right there. Don’t move.” Lowering the knife, he shoved her ahead of him. She stumbled, almost falling into the icy water.


   “Don’t fall in!” Roger yelled. “That water is cold enough to kill you.”


   Logan startled as Tessa tapped on his arm. She motioned for him to circle around the boathouse. Leaning close to his ear, she breathed, “He’s not holding Abby right now. It looks like there are some missing boards on the other side of the building. See if you can sneak inside and grab her. I’ll distract Roger.”


   He started around the building. Despite the cold air blowing off the water, sweat ran down his forehead as visions of dead children danced in his head.
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  Tessa waited for Logan to disappear around the building. She looked through the crack again. Roger had put the knife in his pocket to free his hand to work the lift levers. A soft hum sounded, and the boat began to lower.


   Where was Abby?


   Tessa spotted her standing in front of Roger. Tessa had no shot. The child was in the way.


   The boat was almost in the water. Tessa needed to stop Roger now. She could not let him take Abby away on the boat. There were hundreds of islands in the area. He could hide on any one of them. Who knew how long it would take for the coast guard and sheriff to go after him? Roger might dump Abby overboard when he no longer felt he needed a hostage.


   Tessa opened the door to sneak inside, but the hinges squeaked. Roger whirled, grabbing Abby by the hair. The boat bobbed as its hull settled into the water. In her peripheral vision, she saw Logan crouching on the opposite side of the boat.


   Time to distract Roger.


   Just inside the doorway, Tessa yelled, “Hands up!”


   About fifteen feet away, Roger dragged Abby across his body again, but he didn’t have the knife out. He fumbled in his pocket.


   “Ow!” Roger’s bandaged arm jerked. Abby had bitten him. His gaze went from the child to Tessa. In one quick movement, he shoved the little girl into the water of the empty slip. Abby hit the water with a splash. Roger hit another switch, and the overhead door that led to the water began to roll upward. He jumped onto the boat.


   Tessa looked over the edge of the walkway. Inside the building, with no light, the water was black as ink. Panic bubbled in her throat. “Abby?”


   Where is she?


   Bubbles burst on the surface of the water, and then Abby’s head broke through. Unable to reach the child from the walkway, Tessa jumped in. The shock of the cold water closing over her head paralyzed her for a few seconds. Then she kicked to the surface, her boots and clothes dragging at her. Abby was treading water a few feet away, her hair plastered to her head, her face white. Her head went under; then she resurfaced, sputtering.


   Tessa swam to the little girl. “I’ve got you. Can you put your arms around me?”


   Abby flung her arms around Tessa’s neck, nearly taking them both under. Tessa adjusted her grip and kicked toward the dock.


   The boathouse door went all the way up. Roger was going to escape—for now. But Tessa could live with that. Abby was safe. Logan plucked Abby from the water. Next, he pulled Tessa onto the walkway. Her body shook with a bout of uncontrollable shivering.


   “Shit!” Roger shouted from the boat. He was twisting the key, but the engine wasn’t turning over.


   Confusion filled Tessa as Logan took the handcuffs from her belt. Why wouldn’t the engine start?


   He jumped onto the boat. Roger’s hand went to his pocket, and he fumbled for his knife. Logan didn’t bother drawing his weapon. He punched Roger in the face. Roger’s head snapped back, and blood spurted.


   “How dare you use a child as a shield!” Logan punched him again. The turmoil on his face alarmed her. He cocked his arm to throw another punch.


   “Logan, that’s enough!” Tessa shouted.


   He froze, then lowered his arm and took a deep breath. Blood was smeared across Roger’s face. Self-control reestablished, Logan twisted Roger’s arms behind his back and handcuffed him. Then he patted down Roger’s pockets. Finding the Swiss Army knife, Logan put it in his own jacket pocket. Then he dragged Roger off the boat.


   Relief flooded Tessa. “What happened?”


   “He’s wasn’t going anywhere without this.” Logan pulled a coiled red cord from his jacket pocket. He’d removed the engine kill cord, a piece of plastic wire connected to a switch on the dashboard or engine of small boats and Jet Skis. The driver of an open boat wore the cord attached to his wrist or clothing. If he was thrown overboard, then the engine would stop, and the boat would not run over him.


   “That was smart,” Tessa said, impressed.


   Logan flushed. “It only took a second. I could reach the outboard from the dock.”


   “Still smart.”


   “Can you get Abby up to the house?” Logan marched Roger ahead of him.


   Tessa climbed to unsteady feet. “Yes.” She tried to pick up Abby, but the child resisted.


   “I can walk.” Abby ran out of the boathouse.


   “That is one tough kid.” Logan propelled Roger toward the house.


   “Good thing.” Tessa shivered hard in her soaked uniform and boots.


   As they approached the back of the main house, Emma came out the back door. Her hair was wet, as if she’d been in the shower. “What’s going on?”


   Tessa explained.


   Emma’s face whitened. She wrapped her arms around her daughter. She looked up at Roger. “How could you? You treated us like family. I didn’t think you would ever hurt anyone.” Her eyes searched Roger’s.


   He looked away. “I want a lawyer.”


   “I can’t believe I was so wrong about you.” Emma carried her child inside.


   A few minutes later, Kurt arrived and loaded Roger into the back of his county-issued SUV. “I’ll put him in the holding cell. You get dry clothes and a meal. Take your time. He isn’t going anywhere.” Kurt closed the vehicle door.


   Logan loaded Tessa into the passenger seat of her SUV. She didn’t object. She was shivering too hard to drive.


   “Your house or mine?” he asked.


   “Yours. Seeing me like this would disturb my mother.” Tessa called Cate and asked if she’d stay with her mother overnight. Cate agreed.


   Logan drove to his cabin at the entrance of Bishop State Park. Tessa grabbed her backpack from the cargo hold of her SUV, where she always kept emergency supplies, including a change of clothes.


   Tessa showered and dressed. When she returned to Logan’s kitchen, he set a box of crackers and two steaming bowls on the table, then sat opposite her.


   “Thanks.” Tessa ate the whole bowl of soup without stopping.


   “Kurt called with some updates, all good,” Logan said as he pushed his bowl away. “There’s no warrant yet, so no need to rush back to the inn. He sent Emma and Abby to a motel for the night. Bruce will be back on the morning ferry. Marybeth has improved. She’s going to pull through.”


   “That’s great news.” Relief filled Tessa. She leaned back in her chair. “Why did Roger attack her?”


   “My guess is he was afraid she’d find the hidden environmental survey before he did.”


   Logan smiled. “You look exhausted. You should get some sleep. You take the bed. I’ll bunk on the couch.”


   “Would you mind sharing the bed, even if all we do is sleep? It’s been a stressful night. It would be nice not to be alone.” She rounded the table and walked into his arms. Finding time to be with him could be impossible, but she needed to focus on herself, just for one night.


   He hesitated for a few seconds before wrapping his arms around her. “Sharing the bed would not be a hardship.” Logan leaned forward and kissed her. “Though you should know that what happened tonight will probably trigger a nightmare. I might wake you.”


   “OK.” Tessa waited. She sensed he wanted to say more.


   “I told you a while ago about the bombing of the vaccination clinic. The building was full of mothers and children. There was one, a little girl.” He looked away, his face tormented. “She died in my arms.”


   She took his hand. “Tonight must have been so awful for you, seeing Abby in danger like that.”


   He nodded and cleared his throat. “I’m calling a psychiatrist this week. I need to deal with this instead of crossing my fingers and hoping it goes away.”


   “I’ll always be here for you,” she said. “Through nightmares or anything else.”


   He sighed. “I didn’t want to add to your burden. You already deal with a lot of stress. You don’t need my personal drama too.”


   The thought that he put his own needs and well-being so far below hers gave her an ache in the center of her chest.


   “You could never be a burden,” she said. “You help me. I help you. We help each other. That’s how this relationship thing works.” Tessa tugged him toward the bedroom. “Logan?”


   “Yes.” He let her pull him forward.


   She’d almost forgotten what desire felt like, but it heated low in her belly and warmed her far better than the shower or soup. “I lied. I don’t just want to sleep.”


   He chuckled, a low masculine sound that curled her toes. “I’d wanted to romance you a bit better.”


   “I don’t need romance,” she said.


   “But you deserve it.” Logan backed her to his bed and cupped her cheek. “You deserve moonlight and roses. You deserve effort.”


   “All I want is you. All of you. Not just the happy parts. You can’t separate your life into parts and only give me half.”


   He nodded. “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll share the negative with you, and you’ll let me romance you.”


   She rose onto her toes and linked her hands behind his neck. “I think I can live with that.”
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  Daylight brought a search warrant into Tessa’s life. By noon, she’d searched four outbuildings at the inn with no sign of a murder weapon or other physical evidence to place Roger at Jason’s murder scene.


   Emma signed a statement that Roger had been gone from the farm for a couple of hours the afternoon Jason died. Her statement weakened his alibi, but she refused to commit to more specific times, which frustrated Tessa. But Emma’s background check had been clean, and Tessa gave up. The young woman wasn’t a criminal, but she also wasn’t the brightest light on the Christmas tree.


   Roger was being held on charges of kidnapping, assault, and anything else Tessa could think of for his actions the previous evening. As she saw it, Jason had been blackmailing Roger with the falsified soil report. But motive wasn’t enough, and neither was a hole in his alibi. Tessa needed hard evidence to charge him with murder.


   She trudged across the grass and found Bruce and Cate in the inn’s garage. Bruce lay on the cement, looking up at the fender of Roger’s purple Porsche.


   Cate was bagging tools from a workbench. “I’ve found no obvious sign of the murder weapon. But I’m taking all of Roger’s tools that correspond to the approximate size of Jason’s wounds. Even if he thoroughly cleaned the murder weapon, we might get lucky. The lab might find traces of blood we can’t see.”


   “I found a scrape on the underside of the fender,” Bruce said. “And the paint matches the color of the sample from the rock at Jason’s house. Once the lab officially confirms the colors are a match, we can place Roger at Jason’s house.”


   “But we can’t prove he was there at the time of the murder.” Tessa adjusted her ponytail. “Where’s Logan?”


   “Searching the north outbuildings.” Cate pointed.


   Tessa went outside. She spotted him walking toward a stone pump house. He saw her and waited for her to catch up.


   “No luck so far,” he said.


   “Remember, blood evidence might not be visible to the naked eye.”


   “Right.” He opened a heavy metal door. The rusty hinges squeaked.


   The dirt floor of the pump house measured ten feet square. There were no windows. Tessa turned on her flashlight. A plastic bag lay in the corner.


   “This bag is too clean to have been here long.” Logan used gloved hands to carefully open the shiny black plastic. He opened the top wider. “Bingo.”


   Inside were clothes and a pair of boots. Crouching next to him, Tessa lifted a pair of jeans from the bag. Dark stains streaked the denim.


   “There’s a piece of rebar.” Logan moved aside a stained sweatshirt. Something crusted the end of the metal bar. “I think we’ve found the murder weapon.”


   Triumph surged through Tessa. “Roger Duvall is going down for murder.” She straightened. “Let’s get this catalogued.” Something crunched under her boot. She leaned down and spied a small piece of metal in the dirt. Her heart stuttered as she recognized it. She lifted it by the broken, tarnished chain. A jagged third of a heart. She wiped the dirt from the back of the pendant and read the inscription. Sisters.


 


  Two Days Later


  “Looks like it’s going to rain.” Tessa wrapped garland around the porch railing.


   “The forecast said it might snow.” Logan climbed down from his ladder.


   “It hardly ever snows here.”


   “We get lucky now and then.” Logan studied the house. “What do you think? Should I get more lights?”


   “I think you’ve already bought every strand on the island.” Tessa stepped back and admired the decorations they’d spent the entire day putting up.


   Logan joined her on the lawn in front of the cottage. The house looked magical. Tiny white lights twinkled from every post and rail. Red and green spotlights brightened trees and shrubs. Red bows nestled in the garland draped around the windows and front door, and nine reindeer made of lighted white wire pulled a sled on the front lawn. Logan had even exchanged a white light on the lead deer’s nose for a red one.


   “Do you want to light up the chicken coop?” he asked.


   “That would be cute, but with my luck, Killer Hen would electrocute herself.”


   “She’d be more likely to shock you somehow.” Logan grinned. “She’s clearly plotting your demise.”


   “So true.” Tessa laughed.


   “Do you want to put up the tree tonight or tomorrow?” Logan wrapped an arm around her shoulders. The freshly cut noble fir leaned on the side of the house, its base submerged in a bucket.


   “Tomorrow.” She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Mom will get antsy if we make any changes at night. In fact, there’s no guarantee I’ll be able to keep the tree up at all, but I want to try.”


   Logan gave her shoulders a squeeze. “We’ll try to make this the best Christmas we can.”


   “This might be her last Christmas at home.” Tessa’s eyes misted, and her vision blurred. “Really, I should get inside. The witching hours have begun. Want to stay for dinner?”


   “Sure. What are we having?”


   “Good question. Pizza?”


   “Sounds great. I’ll pick it up.”


   The front door opened, and Tessa’s mother stepped out onto the porch. She wore jeans, a sweatshirt, and boots. Tessa ducked out from under Logan’s arm and hurried to her mother. Patience ran out the front door, holding Mom’s coat. Distracted by the lights, her mom slid her arms into the sleeves and allowed Patience to settle the coat around her shoulders.


   “This is so pretty!” Mom walked down the porch steps and turned to face the house. She clapped her hands together in a prayer position. Her voice sounded girlish, and she nearly squealed, “I love Christmas!”


   “It’s snowing!” Patience twirled in a circle and stared up at the sky. Snowflakes drifted down and landed in her hair.


   Cate pulled into the driveway and parked. She stepped out of the vehicle carrying a basket.


   “I hope those are cinnamon rolls.” Logan folded the ladder and carried it toward his sister.


   “What else would I bring?” Cate laughed.


   She lifted the cloth napkin draped over the basket. Logan took a roll and ate it as he carried the ladder around the side of the house toward the shed.


   “The house looks incredible!” Cate turned to hand the basket to Tessa. “Your mom seems happy.”


   “She does.” Warmth filled Tessa as she watched her mother and Patience ooh and aah over every light and bow. Just watching them interact without tension or sadness was a Christmas miracle. Tessa would savor every good moment, but the happiness was bittersweet.


   “Do you want to stay for pizza?” Tessa asked Cate.


   “No, but thanks,” Cate said. “I’m having dinner with Henry. He’s making steaks. Can we talk about the pendant and Sam’s case tomorrow?”


   “Yes.” Tessa watched her sister touch the reindeer’s red nose and laugh. She hadn’t quite processed finding their first real clue in Sam’s case. “I promised Patience we’d decorate the tree tomorrow, but that’s all I have on my calendar.”


   “All right, then.” Cate turned away from the house, waving over her shoulder. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


   “Bye!” Tessa called.


   “Can we have hot chocolate?” Patience asked.


   “Of course!” Tessa said.


   It wasn’t just her mother who needed a special holiday. Patience had also earned some TLC. Next year it might be just Tessa and Patience.


   Logan came around the side of the house, whistling “Jingle Bells,” and Tessa smiled, her heart warming with a tiny spark of optimism. Maybe she and Patience wouldn’t be alone. Maybe Mom would stabilize, and Tessa’s relationship with Logan would grow. Who knew what the year would bring?


   She needed to think positively. Logan made her happy. It was likely this would be a year of lasts, but there could also be some firsts.


  
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  After writing ten Rogue River novellas, we were ready to write about new characters and a new location. A trip to the beautiful San Juan Islands convinced us a Pacific Northwest island would be a fabulous setting for more mystery and murder, and the concept of Widow’s Island was born. We carried over a couple of characters from Rogue River—we weren’t ready to leave it completely behind. Thank you to Montlake and our editor, Anh Schluep, for their enthusiasm about this project. Thank you to Charlotte Herscher for helping us sound like we know what we’re doing. Thank you to our readers who loved our first novella series and constantly begged for more. We hope you enjoy Widow’s Island as much as we do.


  Kendra Elliot


  Melinda Leigh


  [image: ]


 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR


    


  Photo © 2016 Jared Gruenwald Photography


  Wall Street Journal and #1 Amazon Charts bestselling author Melinda Leigh is a fully recovered banker. A lifelong lover of books, she started writing as a way to preserve her sanity when her youngest child entered first grade. During the next few years, she joined Romance Writers of America, learned a few things about writing a novel, and decided the process was way more fun than analyzing financial statements. Melinda’s debut novel, She Can Run, was nominated for Best First Novel by the International Thriller Writers. She’s also garnered Golden Leaf and Silver Falchion Awards, along with nominations for two RITAs and three Daphne du Maurier Awards. Her works include the She Can series, the Morgan Dane novels, the Scarlett Falls novels, the Midnight novels, and the Rogue River novellas. She holds a second-degree black belt in Kenpo karate, teaches women’s self-defense, and lives in a messy house with her husband, two teenagers, a couple of dogs, and two rescue cats.



OEBPS/Images/cover00077.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00076.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00075.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00074.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00073.jpeg
WHISPER
OF

WWWWWWWWWWWWW
LLLLLLLL

MELINDA

LEIGH





OEBPS/Images/image00072.jpeg
WHISPER
BONES





