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1

Deputy Tessa Black roared down the narrow dead-end street in her county-issued SUV, lights flashing and sirens blaring. A report of a possible explosion in the small town of North Sound was a true emergency. The volunteer fire company was also on the way, but in rural areas, deputies were usually the first responders to almost every call.

What could have exploded in a residential neighborhood? Was someone cooking meth?

The weather in May was gorgeous in the Pacific Northwest. Barely five thousand residents lived on Widow’s Island year round, but the busy season had begun. Tourists already crowded the island. With the influx came a corresponding increase in accidents and 911 calls. Maybe a propane tank from a barbecue grill had exploded.

In the passenger seat, Logan Wilde, the local park ranger, scanned mailboxes as they passed. He wore boots, tan cargos, and a Washington State Forest Ranger T-shirt. He was tall and fit, his rigid posture and closely shorn black hair testifying to his military background. Tessa had known Logan her whole life. He was her best friend’s brother. Now, their relationship had grown into a romantic one. He’d been with her when the call had come in. There were only three deputies on Widow’s Island. With one on vacation and another off duty, Logan had volunteered to be her backup.

He pointed to a dilapidated bungalow with a FOR SALE sign staked in the middle of an overgrown front yard. “There it is. The last house on this side. It’s not on fire, and it still looks intact.”

“Let’s see what’s up,” Tessa said.

Across the street from the bungalow, a woman of about fifty watched from behind the screen door of a ranch-style house. A little boy of about three stood at her side, holding her hand. Tessa parked her SUV at the curb. When she and Logan stepped out, the woman lifted the child onto her hip and hurried out to meet them in the street. She wore boots, jeans, and a sweatshirt with the Rolling Stones tongue logo on the chest.

“Are you Gladys White?” Tessa asked.

“I am. I called you.” Gladys gestured to the bungalow. “Johnnie and I were having our lunch when we heard a loud sound, like an explosion, and then someone screamed.”

“I was scared.” Johnnie blinked innocent blue eyes at Tessa.

Gladys shuddered and hugged him closer. “That place has been empty for years. Someone bought it a couple years ago. He was fixing it up to sell but ran out of money. We had a drug addict camping there last summer. Who knows what could be going on with all the tourists running around the island? Whoever’s there is up to no good.” She shoved a few strands of short gray hair behind one ear. “Things go on in that house all the time.”

Though an hour’s ride by ferry from the mainland of Washington State, Widow’s Island had its share of homelessness, and there seemed to be no place on earth remote enough to escape drug addiction and the crime that went along with it. Last year, the sheriff’s department had busted two meth labs.

“Yes, ma’am,” agreed Tessa. “Please take Johnnie inside, and lock your doors. I’ll let you know what we find.”

Gladys turned and rushed back into her house.

Tessa drew her service weapon. Logan did the same. Tessa squinted against the afternoon sun high overhead. The temperature was a comfortable sixty-five degrees, but beads of sweat dripped down her back and pooled under her body armor.

“Hold on.” Tessa opened the cargo hold of her SUV and pulled out a Kevlar vest. “Here.”

Logan put it on. As a deputy, she wore a vest every day as part of her uniform. Logan’s job did not usually necessitate such measures. Since he’d helped Tessa with several cases lately, she now carried a spare vest in her vehicle.

Logan squatted in the grass. “These footprints look fresh.” Rain the night before had left the soil damp and soggy in low-lying areas. The boot prints led from the sidewalk toward the front porch.

They approached the house. The flaky bricks in the walkway crumbled under their feet. They stopped short of the porch. The front door stood open. About ten feet beyond the entrance, a black, moldy spot on the ceiling indicated a water leak. Beneath it, Tessa could see a hole where the floor had collapsed into the basement.

Logan pointed. “That looks recent. Very recent.”

The frayed edges of the broken subfloor were fresh rather than weathered.

“Gladys probably heard someone go through the floor,” she said.

The wind shifted, and the faint but distinct odor of decomposition hit Tessa’s nostrils.

Logan sniffed. “Smell that?”

“Something could have crawled into the basement and died.” Tessa glanced at a narrow window set low in the foundation. The odor was too foul to be fresh death. “Whatever it is, it didn’t die today.” And therefore was likely unrelated to today’s disturbance.

But the hairs on the back of Tessa’s neck quivered.

Was someone in the house with that smell—someone who was armed? If a shooter was inside, she didn’t want them to have advance notice of their movements.

She leaned close to Logan’s ear and whispered, “Let’s go around back.”

They crept through damp knee-high weeds and grass in the side yard until they reached the rear of the house. Vines slithered up the foundation, and paint peeled from clapboards like bark on a birch trunk. Tessa peered around the corner. The property backed up to woods. She turned to scan the building. A narrow covered porch extended across the back of the structure.

Tessa walked closer. Something scraped, like wood shifting. Tessa and Logan both startled.

Shoulder to shoulder, they approached the bungalow. Unlike the front porch, which had looked rotted, the back porch and steps had clearly been replaced more recently.

“The steps look newer.” She tested the bottom step with her weight. It felt solid. She went up the stairs one by one until she reached the top. Logan followed. They split up and flanked the back door. Tessa peered through the glass panes in the top half of the door. Cracks, dirt, and cobwebs obscured the view. “I can’t see anything.”

She tried the doorknob. Unlocked, it turned in her hand. Hinges squeaked as she pushed it open.

The kitchen floor was covered in empty beer cans and fast-food containers. In the center, someone had set up a card table. A couple of folding chairs were tucked under it. A few empty bottles of cheap liquor sat in a row along one wall, and cigarettes had been ground out on the tile floor. Had someone—maybe kids—been using the vacant house to party?

She could see through a doorway into what seemed to be a family room. More trash was strewed throughout. She cleared the slice of the room that was visible, then peered around the doorframe to see more. Doorways were choke points in a search. She moved through it quickly, stepping to the left corner and clearing the rest of the room. Logan followed, stepping right.

She checked a closet—empty—and they went through a doorway one at a time into an adjoining living room. Again, they worked as a team. Tessa swept left while Logan went right.

“Clear.” Tessa swept her weapon from corner to corner.

A quarter of the room had been cleaned up. Tessa spotted a sleeping bag but no occupant. The living room was open to the foyer—and the giant hole.

“It looks like someone has been squatting here,” she said in a low voice. “Maybe he or she went through the floor.”

“This is a prime spot for it.” Logan glanced up at the ceiling. “The roof leaked, and the floor rotted near the front door.”

A moan sounded from what seemed like the basement. But they had to clear the first floor before moving downstairs.

They moved forward toward another choke point, a hallway that opened off the living room. Four doorways lined the corridor. The two bedrooms and single bath were empty. Tessa opened the last door. A set of stairs led down into a dank and dirty basement.

Tessa didn’t like it, not one bit.

As the officer with training, she went first.

Stairways were called fatal funnels for a reason. Once she and Logan started down, there would be no cover and no concealment. She went down with sure movements, keeping her back to the wall and quickly clearing each visible slice of the room before moving to the next step. Three-quarters of the way down the stairs, wood clunked, and fabric rustled.

Another human groan floated up to them. “Who’s there?” The voice from the basement was female.

Tessa froze. “Sheriff’s department.”

“Thank God,” the woman said. “I need help. I fell through the floor.”

The cracks hadn’t been gunshots but the sound of the porch boards breaking.

The voice was familiar. Tessa knew this woman. “Patsy? Patsy Taylor?” Patsy was Deputy Bruce Taylor’s mother, visiting from Oregon.

“Yes,” Patsy said.

“Bruce’s mom?” Logan asked.

Tessa nodded. “Patsy, are you alone?”

“Yes,” she said.

Tessa followed protocol and cleared the remainder of the basement. She was on the bottom step when she caught sight of Patsy lying in a pile of broken boards and dust. The rest of the basement was empty, except for large piles of debris.

Tessa picked her way across the debris and knelt at Patsy’s side. “Where are you hurt?”

“It feels like my ankle is broken, and my foot is stuck.” Patsy pointed at a large beam that rested across her ankle. “I hit my head too.”

“Let’s get that beam off your ankle.” Logan started removing boards and tossing them. He squatted and took hold of the beam, but it wouldn’t budge. “I’m going to remove your shoe. Maybe we can slide you out. This is probably going to hurt. I’m sorry.” He tugged on the laces and gently slipped the shoe from Patsy’s foot.

Tessa glanced around the basement. Dirt, trash, and leaves lay in deep piles. The smell was much stronger in the basement. Decomposition lay as thick as fog in the musty air. In the far corner, the buzzing of flies sounded like a lawn mower. She breathed through her mouth and fought her gag reflex.

Logan set aside Patsy’s shoe and sock. Tessa slid her hands under Patsy’s arms and tried to tug her free. She wouldn’t budge.

Patsy cried out in pain.

“This isn’t going to work,” Tessa said. “The fire department should be here any minute, and I’ll call Bruce.” Tessa straightened and checked her phone. Zero reception. “I need to go outside. I’ll be right back.” She hurried up the stairs, grateful for the fresh air flooding her nostrils. Outside, she called Bruce on her way to her vehicle.

“Tessa?” Bruce answered. “What’s up?”

“Your mom fell through the floor of an abandoned house.” Tessa summed up the situation.

“What? Where is she?” Bruce exclaimed.

“Number twenty-seven Mimosa Street.”

“That’s only a mile from my house. I’ll be right there.” Bruce ended the call.

Tessa removed a blanket, a bottle of water, and a first aid kit from her vehicle. Across the street, Gladys looked out the window. Tessa waved to her, and Gladys opened her front door.

“Everything is all right,” Tessa called. “Someone fell through the floor.”

“Thank you.” Gladys waved back.

Tessa went back into the house and down the stairs. That smell . . .

Logan crouched, pressing his fingers to the top of Patsy’s foot. Tessa already knew his combat experience had left him with excellent emergency first aid training.

“Her pedal pulse is good, so I don’t think the beam is cutting off her circulation.”

“That’s good.” Tessa wrapped the blanket around Patsy’s shoulders.

“Thank you.” Patsy clutched the edges of the blanket together.

Tessa opened the water bottle and handed it to her. Patsy took a small sip. Tessa opened the first aid kit and massaged an ice pack until it felt cold. She handed it to Logan, who placed it on Patsy’s foot.

Patsy flinched.

“I’m sorry,” Logan said. “But I’d like to control the swelling as much as possible.”

“Not your fault. This was all my doing.” Patsy licked her lips. Her voice was rough, but she waved a hand toward her injured limb. “I’ll be all right. I raised four kids. I hate that you had to bother the fire department. I’m conscious, I’m not hemorrhaging, and nothing is on fire. It’s not a real emergency.”

Tessa chuckled. Patsy was putting up a good front, but she was in pain. The ankle was either badly sprained or broken.

“Does anything else hurt?” Tessa asked.

“My head, but just a little. I’m sure I have a few cuts and bruises, but none feel major.”

“I want you to hold still anyway, just in case.” Tessa took Patsy’s pulse. It felt steady but maybe a little weak. “Did you lose consciousness?”

“I don’t think so.”

Think? Not good.

Emergencies could turn deadly fast on the island. Widow’s had one doctor, Henry Powers, who had upgraded his practice to a full-fledged urgent care center over the previous winter. Patsy could have a neck, spine, or other serious injury she wasn’t aware of. There was no hospital, and the closest thing they had to an ambulance was the funeral home’s hearse.

“I dropped my phone somewhere. I tried looking for it.” Patsy glanced around and winced. “But moving around turned out to be a bad idea.” She sniffed, and her face scrunched. “It’s probably a bad idea for other reasons. It smells like something died down here.”

“It does,” Tessa agreed.

“I’m going to check on the fire crew’s ETA.” Logan stood and hurried toward the stairs. He returned in less than a minute. “About two more minutes.”

The firemen needed to drive to the station before heading out on the call.

Patsy’s face was pale. Tessa shone the flashlight on her head. “Is your head bleeding?”

“I don’t think so.” Patsy didn’t sound sure.

Tessa didn’t like the fatigue in her voice. Normally, Patsy had a very strong personality.

“I’m going to check your head.”

“Okay.”

Tessa probed Patsy’s scalp. “The good news is I don’t feel any blood. The bad news is that I found a nice goose egg.”

“Do you need me to call Henry?” Logan asked.

Tessa scanned Patsy. She was moving her head and coherent, but Tessa was no doctor. If she asked Patsy, she’d undoubtedly say she was fine.

“Henry is the doctor, right?” Patsy said. She didn’t wait for an answer. “You don’t have to drag him all the way over here. Bruce can drive me to the clinic when he gets here.”

Tessa looked up at Logan. “Not now. If we need him, he’s only a few minutes away.”

“My back and neck are fine.” Patsy demonstrated by turning her head and moving her shoulders.

Tessa sighed. “How did you get down here?”

“I was walking this morning—I walk three miles every day. Anyway, I saw this house. You know Bruce is looking for a fixer-upper.”

“Is he?” Tessa hadn’t known. The young deputy was recently engaged. His fiancée was a nurse who worked at the urgent care center.

“The location is nice. At first, I was only going to peek in the window.” Patsy swallowed. “But the front door was open, and I went inside. Obviously, that wasn’t the best idea. The floor seemed okay until I stepped on it. Then it just collapsed.”

“That smell didn’t keep you away?” Tessa pressed a knuckle to her nose.

“It wasn’t so bad until I went through the floor.”

“Probably a dead animal.” Tessa went to a narrow window high on the wall. Standing on a cinder block, she pushed open the window, creating a cross breeze for ventilation.

She walked a few feet away, taking care to step only between the piles of debris. “When I was a kid, a skunk crawled under our chicken coop and died. The smell was horrible.”

The odor grew stronger as she approached the north corner. She picked up a stick and moved aside some dead leaves. Flies rose in a swirling black cloud. The odor intensified, coating Tessa’s mouth and clogging her throat. She swallowed bile.

Probably a raccoon.

But the hairs on the back of her neck were waving danger flags.

She moved a few more leaves and startled.

“What is it?” Patsy asked.

“Nothing.”

“Bull. I spent most of my life married to a cop. You found a body, didn’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Tessa stared at a human hand. She moved a few more leaves. The hand was connected to a partially decomposed corpse.
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Glad to be out of the basement, Logan waved down the fire truck. The crew chief stepped out of the engine, and Logan summarized the situation. They all went into the basement. Three firemen and Logan were able to lift the beam enough for Tessa to pull Patsy out from under it.

The fire crew left.

Bruce jogged down the stairs. “Mom!” He stopped next to her and dropped to one knee.

“I’m okay.” Patsy patted his hand.

Bruce wrinkled his nose. “What died down here?”

“Not what, but who.” Logan pointed to the corner.

“Seriously?” Bruce asked.

“Yes.” Logan nodded.

Bruce shook his head. “Shit. I thought Solitude was bad, but there’s just as much death here.” Bruce had moved to Widow’s Island from a small rural town in Oregon.

“Take care of your mother, Bruce,” Tessa said. “Call me when you’re done.”

“Thanks. I will.” Bruce scooped up his petite mother from the floor. “Let’s get you to Dr. Powers, Mom.” He carried her up the stairs, leaving Logan and Tessa alone with the remains.

Tessa headed for the stairs. “I need to secure the scene and call Henry. When he’s done treating Patsy, I’ll need him to view the remains.”

In addition to being the only doctor on the island, Henry also served as coroner. They were lucky to have an actual medical professional. In some remote areas, the mayor or a funeral director held the office.

Logan followed Tessa to her vehicle. Ever practical, Tessa had chosen cargo pants over tailored trousers for her uniform. Her blonde hair was tied back in a neat bun, and the flat scan of her blue eyes was all seasoned cop.

“How can I help?” he asked.

She handed him a roll of crime scene tape. “Could you mark off the scene with this?”

“Yes.” Logan had no police training, but he was willing to do the grunt work. “Where do you want the perimeter?”

“The whole lot if possible. This corpse is already decomposing. It’s been here long enough that I doubt much trace evidence has survived the weather. But it’s better to start off with the scene too large than have to expand it later.” She removed her camera from its case. “I’ll start taking pictures.”

Logan walked the perimeter, stringing the yellow tape between trees. He progressed to the rear of the property, where the weedy yard abutted the woods. He looped yellow tape around a tree. Sunlight filtered through the canopy and glinted on something at ankle height. He squatted to examine a thin metal wire tied between the trees. The wire led to a few aluminum cans tied together and dangling from a low branch. A trip alarm.

Flashbacks of booby traps in Afghanistan instantly filled his head. When he’d first left the military and returned to Widow’s, he’d been plagued with nightmares. His posttraumatic stress had peaked back in December, but he’d been working with a psychiatrist on the mainland for the past five months. Burying his memories wouldn’t stop them from coming. On the bright side, he was learning to cope.

Logan breathed and focused on the forest around him. He grounded himself in the present. He inhaled the smell of the trees and grass and tuned in to the sounds of leaves rustling in the wind. The breeze was cool on his skin. His senses confirmed what his brain knew but sometimes forgot. He was not in the Middle East. That was in his past. He was home. Gradually, the flashbacks faded, and the forest returned to the forefront of his awareness.

Better.

He took photos of the trip alarm, then marked it off with crime scene tape. As he secured the rest of the rear yard, he found two additional trip wires.

When Logan had finished, he’d blocked off a chunk of land slightly bigger than the actual lot. He found Tessa taking pictures. He told her about the wires and showed her the photos on his phone. “I saw something very similar this past week. Someone had set up trip alarms on the trails leading into their camp.”

“Interesting,” she said, looking at his phone screen. “These don’t look dangerous, unless someone actually trips over one.”

Logan shrugged. “These wires look like they’re meant to warn, not cause harm.”

“The alarms are only across the back of the property?”

Logan nodded. “Between the woods and the house.”

“What—or who—was our squatter afraid of?” Tessa asked.

“There aren’t any dangerous animals on the island. Humans are the most dangerous species here.”

Cougars, wolves, and bears had once roamed the island, but settlers had wiped them out. Now, the island was overrun with tiny black-tailed deer. The largest remaining land predators were foxes.

“If our squatter is the body in the basement, then maybe he had good reason to be afraid.” Tessa lifted her camera. “Could you pick up the portable lights? We need light to search the basement.”

“Sure. Be right back.” He drove to the station and picked up portable lights. Back at the scene, he filled the generator with gasoline and started it up. It chugged to life and began to hum. Logan lugged the lights into the basement and set them up, illuminating the space like a football stadium.

Tessa couldn’t disturb the body until the coroner gave permission. For the next hour, she recorded the scene with photos.

In the living room, she set yellow evidence markers next to the sleeping bag, a camp stove, and a backpack. She crouched and donned gloves to open the backpack.

“What’s inside?” Logan asked.

Tessa shifted the contents. “Three MREs, some clothes, a multitool, waterproof matches, coiled wire, a crank-handle radio . . .” She paused. “A wallet.”

She opened it. “According to his Washington State driver’s license, the backpack belongs to Carl Hammer, age forty-eight. Carl lives in Seattle. He’s five feet eight and weighs one hundred forty pounds.”

Logan studied the small indoor camp. “Everything is covered in a layer of dust. It looks like no one has disturbed it in weeks.”

“Maybe Carl died in the basement,” Tessa said, marking an empty water bottle as evidence and photographing it.

“Or he killed someone else and ran.”

“But why would he leave his things here?” Tessa gestured toward the pack. “This is his survival pack. Why didn’t he take it with him?”

“I don’t know, but the body isn’t fully decomposed. So it hasn’t been in the basement long enough for all that debris to have collected on top of it organically. Someone covered it.”

“True. He didn’t try to hide his own body.” Tessa frowned. “With the corpse this decomposed, I doubt we’ll have many answers until the autopsy is complete.” Tessa propped a hand on her duty belt. “We could either have an accidental death or a murder. I have to make some calls.” She stepped outside. Logan followed her and waited on the front lawn. There was no reason to endure the smell unless he had to.

Dr. Henry Powers parked his vehicle behind Tessa’s patrol SUV. He climbed out of the car.

“How is Patsy?” Tessa asked him.

Henry retrieved his kit from his back seat. “No concussion. The ankle was fractured, but the bone wasn’t displaced. I put her in a boot. She had some cuts and bruises but nothing else serious. She’ll be fine.”

“That’s great,” said Logan.

They filed down into the basement.

Something small and gray shot past Logan’s feet. He pulled his gun. Next to him, Tessa did the same.

Henry jumped. “What the hell was that?”

Logan watched a thin pink tail disappear through a crack in the foundation. “A rat.”

“I’m sure rodents have been feeding on the corpse,” Tessa added.

“Shit.” The doctor grimaced. “That scared the crap out of me.”

After sharing a slightly sheepish glance, Logan and Tessa slid their guns back into their holsters. They were all on edge, and rats were just plain nasty.

They approached the remains. They’d found fresh bodies and skeletons in past cases, but this was Logan’s first really ripe corpse. The smell was intense and sickening, exacerbated by poor ventilation in the mostly enclosed space.

With the bright lights, Logan could see more of the body. The skin had turned black, and maggots and other insects wiggled everywhere. Flies swarmed in a black, buzzing cloud.

Henry studied the remains for a few minutes. “You were right about the rodent activity, Tessa. Some of the fingers are missing. Let’s remove the remaining debris from on top of the body.”

Tessa spread a tarp next to the body. “I’ve already taken pictures.”

They donned gloves and began shifting wood, leaves, and trash to the tarp. Everything would be collected as evidence. When the body was exposed, Henry crouched to study it. “Clearly, this body will have to go to the medical examiner on the mainland for an autopsy.”

“I’ve already called the funeral home,” Tessa said. “They’ll transport.”

Henry opened a tape measure. “The body measures a few inches over six feet tall.”

“The man whose ID is in the backpack upstairs was only five-eight,” Logan said.

“Then this is not him,” Henry said. “Decomposition would not change the length of his skeleton.”

Tessa said, “We need to find out what happened to him too. I’ll call the ferry operators and have them keep an eye out for him.”

Henry nodded at the corpse. “Bloat has come and gone, so I can’t estimate the victim’s weight. Body fluids would have leaked into the soil underneath.”

Tessa nodded. “We’ll need to send samples of the soil and insects with the body.”

“Why insects?” Logan’s job as park ranger did not include attending autopsies. Tessa, on the other hand, had been a detective with the Seattle PD before she’d moved back home to care for her mother.

“The ME will want to enlist an entomologist,” Tessa explained. “Studying the bugs on and around a corpse can help estimate time of death and sometimes even cause of death. Bugs found on the remains that don’t belong in the environment can indicate the remains have been moved.”

The corpse wore jeans, a hoodie, and black high-tops. The exposed skin was black, mottled with green. The dark hair was short.

“Size, shape, and clothing indicate the corpse is male.” Henry slipped a gloved finger inside each pocket. “Nothing in the pockets.”

“Any idea how long he’s been dead?” Tessa asked.

“I can only give you a wide window.” Henry shone a flashlight on the face. The corpse’s features were unrecognizable. “Maybe ten to twenty days. I’m sure the ME can give you a tighter window after the autopsy.”

Henry shifted his attention to the head. “Hold on.” He gently pushed aside some of the matted black hair. “This is a nasty wound.” Henry sat back on his haunches, his hands falling between his knees. He looked up at Tessa and Logan. “This looks like a gunshot wound.”

“Was it fatal?” Tessa asked.

Henry’s expression turned thoughtful. “I won’t officially state it as the cause of death, not before an autopsy is completed. Who knows what other injuries the medical examiner will find? But I will say this, unofficially. It’s a very serious injury and could have been fatal.”

Tessa nodded. “Thanks, Henry.”

Henry stood. “Let’s get him bagged, and I’ll call the ME.”

They opened the body bag on the dirt floor.

“Careful,” Tessa said.

Logan’s stomach did a slow sick roll as he helped transfer the body to the bag. On the bright side, the corpse remained intact.

The funeral home employees arrived and collected the body with a wheeled gurney. Logan, Tessa, and Henry followed the gurney up the stairs and out of the house.

“The ME is doing the autopsy first thing in the morning,” Henry said. “I’m going over to the mainland to observe. Let me know if you need anything.”

“Thanks, Henry,” Tessa said. “I have to update the sheriff.”

She lifted her phone to her ear and turned away.

Henry drove off behind the hearse.

Logan inhaled a lungful of fresh air. Even outside, the scent of decomposition filled his nostrils and throat. He sniffed his clothes. They stank. Maybe he would burn them.

Tessa lowered her phone and nodded toward the street. “Bruce is here.”

Bruce parked behind her vehicle and climbed out.

“Is your mom all right?” Logan asked.

“She will be.” Bruce nodded. “Julie is keeping an eye on her. I thought you’d need a hand processing the scene.”

“You would be correct.” Tessa gestured to the house.

“You’re helping too, Logan?” Bruce asked.

Logan said, “Tessa and I were having lunch when the call came in.”

And Logan would not let her respond to a possible explosion without backup.

“Let’s get busy.” Tessa led the way back into the house.

For the next eight hours, they bagged and tagged evidence. It was nine o’clock by the time they’d finished, and twilight had settled over the street.

“No one lives here, so there’s no need to release the scene just yet.” Tessa sealed the back of the house by stretching crime scene tape over the back door and in front of the porch steps. Except for the basement and the small makeshift camp in the living room, they hadn’t found any evidence that seemed relevant to the murder. But they loaded what they did find in the back of Tessa’s SUV.

“Call me if you need help in the morning.” Bruce headed for his vehicle. He was scheduled to be on patrol until midnight. He wouldn’t report to the station until late afternoon, unless Tessa called him in.

“Don’t forget to get some sleep.” Tessa waved, then glanced at the sky, her mouth tight.

“You should get home to your mom,” Logan said, opening the door of her SUV. “It’s dark.”

“I know,” she said as she slid behind the wheel. Logan rode shotgun. She drove back to the station, where Logan’s Range Rover waited. “Your grandmother is at my house. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

“She is pretty awesome.” Logan’s grandmother had raised him and his sister.

Jane knew everything that happened on the island. She ran the Widow’s Knitting and Activist group, an organization that did far more than knit. They kept tabs on the whole community. Since Tessa’s mom had grown ill, the members had taken turns staying with her while Tessa worked.

Tessa and Logan unloaded the evidence and logged it in. Tessa stored it in a locked cabinet in the back of the station. Of all the items they’d removed from the house, only the backpack and sleeping bag seemed directly related to the case, but better to have too much evidence than too little.

“I’m available tonight,” Logan said. “If you need help. I could bring a pizza.”

She shook her head. “Thanks, but if Mom is quiet tonight, I’m going right to bed.” Her small smile was sad. Her mother suffered from dementia. Nights could be bad, and Tessa shouldered all the responsibility.

He kissed her goodbye, then drove back to his cabin at the edge of the state park. He stripped on the front porch and left his foul-smelling clothes outside before heading immediately into the shower. He scrubbed down three times.

He wished he could be there to help her. Tessa was stubbornly independent, but despite the fact that she lived with her mother and teenage sister, when she was at home, emotionally, she was alone.
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Pushing the murder out of her mind, Tessa drove home, parked, and stepped out of her vehicle. All she wanted was a shower. Maybe two showers and an extra shampoo. A few clucks drew her to the side yard, where her mother’s chickens roamed their wire enclosure.

She sighed. Her teenage half sister, Patience, was supposed to lock up the animals before dark. Raccoons, foxes, and loose dogs were all threats to the chickens.

Tessa crossed the grass in the side yard. Carefully, she opened the wood-and-wire door and stepped inside. A small body rushed at her, wings flapping.

Damn.

Killer Hen.

Tessa rose onto the balls of her feet, ready to dodge the attack. “If my mother didn’t love you, I would change your name to Sunday Dinner.”

The chicken was not impressed, but she stopped a few feet short of her target. The hen turned, ruffled her feathers, and ran into the coop.

Tessa grimaced. “I smell too bad for a chicken.”

She locked up the chickens and went in the side door of the house. She’d texted her sister earlier, and Patience had put Tessa’s robe in the mudroom. Tessa left her shoes outside on the stoop, undressed, and tossed her clothes immediately into the washing machine and started it. She might have to wash everything twice to get the smell out. Wearing her robe, she carried her duty belt and badge into the house.

She’d expected to find Logan’s grandmother in her house. Instead, his sister, Cate, sat in the living room, reading a book. Cate and Tessa had been friends since childhood.

Cate said, “I sent my grandmother home.”

“Thanks. I hate to keep her out so late.”

“It’s not a problem. We all pitch in.” Cate closed her book. “I’m sorry you had to deal with another dead body today.”

“We do seem to be knee deep in them.” Tessa had investigated several murders in the past year.

Cate stood and stretched. “My grandmother left a plate of food in the fridge. I’ll leave you to your evening.”

“Thanks again, Cate.”

“We’re all here for you.” Cate let herself out. Tessa locked the front door before going into her bathroom. After a long hot shower, she dressed in an old T-shirt and cotton pajama bottoms. Barefoot, she went into the kitchen. Her sister sat at the table, eating a bowl of ice cream.

Patience pointed to the microwave. “I warmed up your dinner.”

Tessa swallowed the reprimand for not closing up the chicken coop for the night. Patience did her best.

“Thanks.” She carried the plate to the table and sat with her sister. “How was your day?”

“Not great but better than yours,” Patience said.

Tessa scooped mashed potatoes and peas onto her fork. “What wasn’t great about it?”

“Mom was talking to her aunt Bea again.”

Aunt Bea had been dead for twenty years.

Tessa ate a bite of fried chicken and chewed it thoughtfully. “I’m sorry about Mom. I know it’s hard on you. It’s hard on everyone.”

Patience sighed. “Sometimes I wish she wasn’t living here, and then I feel really bad. It’s wrong to think that, isn’t it?”

Tessa lowered her fork, her appetite waning. “There are times when I think it too. The truth is we won’t be able to keep her here forever. At some point, she’s going to be more than we can handle. We’ll have to move her into a facility.”

Patience frowned. At sixteen, she’d been forced to grow up fast. “Savannah’s grandmother is in a nursing home. It sounds really horrible.”

Tessa pushed back her plate and lowered her voice. “There are no good choices for people with dementia.”

Patience swiped a finger under her eye. “I know. But it sucks.”

“It really does,” Tessa agreed.

“I’m going to bed.” Patience rinsed her bowl and put it in the dishwasher. “Night.”

“Good night.” Tessa forced herself to finish her dinner; then she went to bed. Exhausted, she fell asleep a minute after closing her eyes.
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Tessa woke in the dark, her heart racing. A digital bell dinged, signaling that one of the exterior doors had been opened. When her mother had started wandering, Logan had installed alarms on Tessa’s doors. She leaped from her bed and ran from her room.

Her mother’s bedroom door was open.

Patience stood in her own doorway, her sleepy eyes wide as dinner plates with worry.

“I’ll get her.” Tessa ran to the open front door.

Outside, the motion-activated floodlights brightened the yard like a baseball stadium. Her mother stood in the middle of the front yard. Her feet were bare, and her nightgown flapped around her thin legs. In her sixties, she looked twenty years older. As her illness had progressed, she’d stopped coloring her hair. Then she’d refused to have it cut. Now, she protested even having it brushed or washed. It swirled in a tangled mess around her pale face. Tessa did her best, but there were days when she just gave up. Her mom shoved both hands into it and let out a scream that shook Tessa to her bones.

She ran outside. “Mom!”

Her mom didn’t respond. Another earsplitting yell pierced the night. Goose bumps rose on Tessa’s arms. She stopped ten feet short of her unpredictable mother.

“Mom. What’s wrong?”

“They’re dying,” her mother wailed. “They’re all dying.”

“What’s dying, Mom?” Tessa took a step closer.

Her mom whirled to face her. “My chickens. Something is killing them. Can’t you hear it?”

Tessa listened for three heartbeats. The night was quiet, other than the wind in the trees and the distant hoot of an owl. Beyond her mother, she could see into the side yard. A wire enclosure surrounded the chicken coop. No hens were in sight.

“I don’t hear anything,” Tessa said. “I put the chickens away earlier. They’re safe.”

“No! They’re dying!” her mother screamed, her voice shrill.

She didn’t tell her mother to calm down. Doing so usually upset her, as did trying to convince her she was wrong. Tessa had the best luck with distraction, but her mom seemed unusually focused tonight.

Tessa gestured toward the coop. “Let’s go see.”

Her mother’s eyes were wild, with too much white visible around the edges. Tessa stepped forward and tried to take her arm. Her mother snatched it away in an angry gesture. Tessa fell back a step. Anger was new. Until now, her mother had been upset, confused, and panicked at times. But this was a whole new mood. This was paranoia and—even worse—distrust.

“Don’t touch me!” her mom yelled. “No one believes me. Not even you.”

“Okay, Mom. What do you want to do?” Tessa lifted both hands in a surrender gesture.

Her mom lifted her hand. She held a chef’s knife in her fist. Floodlights gleamed on the blade.

Where had she gotten that? And how had Tessa not seen it? Where had she been keeping it? Tessa’s heart double tapped. “Mom, please give me the knife.”

“No!” Her mom turned toward the enclosure. “There’s an animal in there.”

Tessa paced by her mother’s side. They approached the chicken enclosure.

“See?” Tessa waved toward the coop. “There’s nothing in there.”

“I can hear them crying!” Her mother jabbed the air with the knife.

Was she hallucinating?

“What’s happening?” Patience yelled from the front porch.

“Stay inside!” Tessa ordered. “She has a knife.”

Patience gave a little yelp that cracked Tessa’s heart. Tessa had worried about her mother getting lost and hurting herself. She’d never thought she’d have to worry about her mom hurting one of them.

What if her mom hadn’t gone outside? What if she’d thought Patience was a threat? How long has she been hiding that knife?

Tessa scanned the yard. She needed to get that weapon. She couldn’t do it alone, not without hurting her mom. She needed help. “Patience, would you call Logan and ask him to come over?”

“Okay.” Patience’s voice broke.

Tessa’s heart stuttered, but she couldn’t focus on her sister yet.

“Mom,” Tessa said in the calmest voice she could manage. “Tell me what you see.”

“There’s something in the chicken yard. It’s hurting them. They’re crying. They’re dying.” Her mom stumbled toward her pets.

Tessa stayed close but out of reach of the knife. Her mother looked older than she was, and she was physically stronger than most people would expect. Tessa had no doubt she could disarm her mother, but could she do that without hurting her?

“Mom, please give me the knife,” Tessa said.

“No! I have to save them.” Her mom slashed the knife through the air. The blade passed barely an inch from her thigh. She was going to stab herself.

Tessa inched closer. She needed to change her approach. Sanity wasn’t working, because her mom couldn’t relate to it. She needed to bring her mother back to the present. But how?

Tessa raised her hands. “Move out of the way, Mom. I’ll take care of it.”

Her mom stopped.

“I’ll chase away whatever is hurting your chickens.” Tessa moved past her mother. “You don’t need the knife.”

Her mom lowered the knife, staring at it. Tessa continued her charade. She went into the chicken enclosure and opened the coop. Hens clucked from their roosts, annoyed at Tessa for disturbing them. Killer Hen side-eyed Tessa from her perch. But she was too sleepy to launch an attack. If there had been an animal in the coop, the chickens would have been squawking and panicking, not dozing.

“Sorry, ladies,” Tessa whispered.

“It’s right there!” her mom cried. “Look at all the blood.”

There wasn’t a drop of blood in sight. Tessa counted the chickens. All were present. All looked fine. No foxes or other predators in sight. But could she convince her mother, who was clearly deep in a hallucination?

“What do you think was in the coop?” Tessa asked.

“A bear!” Mom clutched the knife close to her body.

Tessa could remember exactly one bear ever on Widow’s Island. She’d been in grade school, and a black bear had swum over from a neighboring island. It hadn’t hurt anything, and it hadn’t stayed long. But Widow’s Island was boring, and the bear had been big news.

Her mom’s eyes darted around. Tessa didn’t know what to say. “I’ll chase away the bear, Mom. You go inside. Give me the knife.”

Her mother’s head shook slowly. She gripped the knife tighter, her knuckles turning white. “No. I need it.”

Headlights approached. Logan’s beat-up Range Rover parked in front of the house. He stepped out and approached, his hands in front of his chest in a nonthreatening position. “Hey, Tessa. What’s happening?”

Her mom spun, brandishing the knife. “Who is he?”

“The forest ranger, Mom,” Tessa said. “He’s come to help. Logan, my mother says there’s a bear in the chicken coop.”

Logan raised an eyebrow but played along. “I’ll take care of that for you, ma’am,” he said in an authoritative, commanding voice. Then he walked toward her.

“Wait—” Tessa protested.

But Logan ignored her. He went into the chicken coop and made some noise. Then he emerged. “The bear is gone.” Logan walked out the wood-and-wire door and latched it behind him.

Tessa’s mother didn’t react at first. Then she lowered the knife. Logan moved forward. “Let me help you with that.” He gently but firmly plucked the knife from her fingers.

Relief swept over Tessa. Her knees wobbled, and her eyes filled with tears. She mouthed “Thank you” to Logan.

The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Anytime.” He handed Tessa the knife. Then he removed his zip-up hoodie and wrapped it around her mother’s shoulders. “Let’s get you inside, ma’am.”

Her mom obeyed. Tessa followed. The breeze picked up, sweeping leaves across the grass, and she was suddenly aware that the night air was cold. She wore short sleeves and thin pajamas. Her feet were bare. Her mother, who refused to wear anything to bed other than a thin nightgown, must have been freezing.

She hurried into the house behind her mom and Logan.

Another set of headlights approached the house. Henry stepped out of his vehicle, medical bag in hand.

“I called him,” Logan said. “Thought you might need him.”

“Thanks.” Now that her adrenaline rush had faded, Tessa was bone tired.

Logan steered her mother into a kitchen chair. Henry set his bag on the table, pulled up a chair, and began to look her over. He cleaned a cut on her foot. Her mom sat still, her eyes unfocused. She didn’t seem to be fully aware of her surroundings.

“What’s wrong with her?” Tessa asked, easing into a chair.

“She’s exhausted,” Henry said. “Her sleep has been disturbed?”

Tessa nodded.

“I’m going to give her something to ease her anxiety and help her rest.” Henry pressed a pill into her mom’s hand. Her mom swallowed it without question or protest.

Tessa walked her mother into her bedroom. She washed her dirty feet and tucked her into bed. Her mom was oddly compliant and fell asleep immediately.

“I’d like to try a medication for her paranoia and confusion,” Henry said. “I know because your mom is relatively young, you wanted to try medication to treat or slow her dementia. We’ve tried several now. None have worked. It’s time to treat her symptoms. If we can calm her down, then you can keep her home longer, and maybe you can all have a better quality of life.”

Tessa nodded. “You’re right.”

“Get some rest. Call me if you need me. I’m leaving a few pills. Give her one before dinner tomorrow night. We’ll see if we can stave off some of the anxiety she gets at sundown. If this works, I’ll write you a prescription. If not, we’ll try something else. I hate to see her like this.” Henry handed Tessa a vial of pills, closed his bag, and left.

Logan wrapped an arm around Tessa’s shoulders. “You need sleep too.”

“It’s hard to give up on her.”

“You’ve done everything you can.”

Tessa nodded. She let Logan steer her to her bedroom. She lifted the covers. “Wanna stay?”

He leaned over and kissed her. “I’ll nap on the couch. I’m a light sleeper. I’ll listen for your mother so you can sleep for a couple of hours.”

But it was not meant to be. Her phone buzzed before she could close her eyes. She read the screen. “It’s Sam.”

Sam was the third member of Tessa and Cate’s childhood trio. As a teenager, Sam had been abducted and held in captivity for more than two decades. Five months ago, Tessa and Cate had helped find and free her.

Tessa could not ignore a middle-of-the-night call from Sam. She answered the phone. “What’s wrong, Sam?”

Sam said, “Someone broke in.”

“I’ll be right there.” Tessa jumped out of bed, shed her pajama bottoms, and stepped into clean uniform pants.

Logan was already on his phone. “I’m calling my grandmother to come over.”

“But it’s only four thirty in the morning.” Tessa shoved her hair back into a ponytail and reached for a shirt. She was stretched in more directions than one person could possibly handle. How could she care for her mother, her sister, a traumatized friend, and a whole freaking town?

“She won’t mind,” Logan said. “She’s probably up already anyway. Just breathe.”

Tessa tried, but she felt like she was suffocating.
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Logan followed Tessa’s patrol SUV into town. Samantha Bishop lived with her mother, Marsha, in a small house in North Sound, within walking distance of the shops. Marsha had recently purchased the town’s small jewelry shop, Shiny Objects. Sam’s mother had made jewelry for many years, but shop ownership was a new venture. Marsha kept jewelry supplies at home. Had someone broken in to steal them?

Tessa rushed to the front door. Sam opened it. Logan hung back while the ladies hugged.

Sam stepped back to let them inside. She wore red flannel pajamas adorned with penguins. They walked into a bright kitchen. Never sure how Sam was coping with more than twenty years of rape and captivity, Logan gave her plenty of space.

All the lights were blazing. Sam’s mother, Marsha, stood in the center of the small room, one hand pressed to the base of her throat. She wore a pale-blue ankle-length robe. Jewelry-making supplies were strewed across the kitchen table.

Tessa scanned the space, looking for Sam’s eight-year-old son. “Where’s Mickey?”

Sam nodded toward the hallway. “He didn’t wake. These days, he plays hard and sleeps hard.” Sam’s mouth softened as she talked about her son.

“What happened?” Tessa asked.

“We were sleeping. I heard a noise.” Sam shuddered. “I came into the kitchen and saw a man in the kitchen. As soon as he saw me, he ran out the back door.”

Anyone would have found that terrifying, but with Sam’s history, it was amazing she was functioning.

“That’s a good sign,” said Logan. “He didn’t want a confrontation.”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that.” Sam’s brows drew into a deep V.

“Can you describe him?” Tessa asked.

“Not really.” Sam shook her head. “It was dark.”

Tessa and Logan crossed the room. A sliding glass door led to a tiny backyard.

“He lifted the slider off its tracks,” Tessa said.

Sam shuddered. “Is that all it takes to break in?”

“Unfortunately, yes, if you don’t have additional locks.” Tessa nodded.

Logan eyed the door. “I’ll install an additional lock for you today. This house is small. I can also alarm your door and windows and install some cameras.”

“Thank you,” Marsha said. “I appreciate your help. We should have put in an alarm already, but money is tight right now. Buying the shop stretched us, but we wanted to invest in ourselves. We’d spent so many years at a standstill it felt important that we take a big step forward.”

Sam looked away. Marsha might have been ready to move forward, but was Sam? More than two decades of captivity had left a mark. In the months since she’d been rescued, Sam hadn’t left the island.

“I’ll dust the glass for fingerprints.” Tessa went out the front door and returned in a few minutes with her kit.

Logan turned to Sam. “Where was he standing when you saw him?”

Sam pointed. “There, next to the kitchen table. He was leaning over the table and shoving things into his pockets.”

Logan went to the place she’d indicated, next to the kitchen table. “Was he taller or shorter than me?”

“Shorter. About six inches.”

Logan stood at six-two. “So he’s around five-eight.”

Sam nodded.

“What about his build?” Logan tapped his own chest.

“Not big.” Sam shook her head. “He looked normal for his height.”

Tessa turned to Sam’s mother. “Did you see him, Marsha?”

“No.” Marsha worried the edges of her robe. “I heard Sam scream and ran in the room after he went out the back door. I saw his shadow go over the fence.”

“We’ll check for footprints too.” Tessa took a photo of the kitchen table. “Could you tell his race or hair color?”

“Sorry, no.” Sam folded her arms across her waist. When Tessa and Cate had brought her home, Sam had been startlingly skeletal, like a strong breeze would have snapped her in two. Though she’d gained weight, she still looked frail and vulnerable.

Anger swelled in Logan’s chest.

“I can’t believe this happened,” Marsha said. “We should have already installed a security system.”

“Do you know what he took?” Tessa asked.

Sam nodded. “Some metal wire and a tool kit: pliers, snippers, a small knife.”

Tessa and Logan exchanged glances.

“Maybe it was Carl Hammer. He’s five-eight,” Logan suggested.

“There was a coil of metal wire and a multitool in the backpack he left behind,” Tessa said. “Maybe he wanted to replace his supplies.”

“If he is trying to make a camp somewhere, he’ll want to set up his perimeter alarms,” Logan added.

Logan and Tessa walked out back. The tiny plot of grass had been trampled. On the other side of the picket fence, the ground was too rocky for footprints.

Tessa returned to her vehicle for her fingerprinting kit. She swirled powder on the back door.

“Prints?” Logan asked.

“No. They’re all too smudged.” Tessa wiped the powder off the door handle and glass, then spent the next hour filling out paperwork. Logan counted windows and doors, sketched a quick schematic for the security system, and measured the back door.

Logan checked the time. Barely six thirty. He turned to Sam and Marsha. “I took some measurements. I’ll see what I can get at the hardware store when it opens. I’m sure I can add a metal bar to the door today. It’ll take a few days for the rest. I’ll have to go to the mainland for the alarm parts and cameras.”

“Thank you, Logan.” Marsha wiped an eye. “I can’t believe this is happening. Break-ins are so rare here,” said the same woman whose daughter had been kidnapped from the island as a teenager.

Marsha was sweet, but she wasn’t the sharpest knife in the block.

“Are you going to be okay here?” Tessa asked.

Sam nodded. “I’m going to the bakery.” She’d been working part time for Cate.

“Good,” Tessa said. “If you need anything, call me.”

“I will,” Sam agreed.

Logan and Tessa went outside. Tessa headed for her SUV.

Logan turned toward his Range Rover. “I’m stopping at the bakery. Any requests?”

“Coffee,” Tessa said.

“Food?”

“Whatever looks good.” She opened her vehicle door and stepped in. “I’ll meet you at the station.”

Logan drove to Black Tail Bakery. His sister, Cate, had bought both the bakery and the bookstore when she’d resigned from the FBI the previous Christmas. The front door was unlocked, and he went inside. The bakery smelled like fresh coffee and pastries.

“Cate?” Logan called.

“In the back.” His sister stepped into the doorway. She wore a smile and an apron covered with flour. She’d relaxed since she quit the bureau. She pointed at Logan. “Blueberry fritter?” She knew his favorite.

“Always.” He grinned. “I need coffee and breakfast for me and Tessa.”

“What are you in the mood for? I hear you had a long day at the crime scene yesterday.”

“We did.” Logan went to the coffee station and selected two large cups. “I feel like we should eat something relatively healthy.”

“I have egg soufflés,” Cate suggested.

Hope swirled in Logan’s gut. “Bacon and cheese?”

Cate wiped her hands on her apron. “I thought you said you wanted something healthy? I have spinach.”

Logan shuddered. “My body would go into shock if I ate spinach this early in the morning.”

“Then bacon and cheese it is. Do you want your usual fritter too?”

“Of course. Make it two.”

Cate bagged their pastries while Logan told her about their call to Sam’s house.

“Oh, no!” Cate wrapped the soufflés in wax paper. “I’ll keep an eye on her while she’s working and escort her home afterward.”

“Great.” Logan took the bag of food from his sister and dug a twenty-dollar bill from his wallet. “I can secure her door today, but the alarm system will take a few days.”

Cate refused the money. “You’re family.”

“And you have a new business.” Logan left the bill on the counter.

She frowned at the money. “I’ll take care of Sam’s door lock. You go help Tessa.”

“It’s a deal.” He took the food back to his vehicle.

It was seven o’clock when he parked in front of the station. The Widow’s Island sheriff’s station was slightly larger than a trailer. It boasted two desks and a holding cell the size of a phone booth.

Tessa sat at one of the desks, typing on a computer. “I’m running a background check on Carl Hammer.”

Logan fished Tessa’s food from the bag and set it and her coffee on her desk. Then he settled in at the second desk and unwrapped his breakfast. The coffee, fat, and sugar hit his bloodstream, and he got comfortable.

“Carl’s last-known address is in Seattle. His driving record is clean. Here we go.” She unwrapped her soufflé and took a bite. “He has a record, but it’s old.” She scrolled. “Two years ago, he was arrested for stealing a car, but he got off with a fine and community service.”

“So he’s no choirboy,” Logan said. “What can I do?”

“Could you track down the owner of the house on Mimosa Street?” Tessa lifted her coffee, then started on her fritter. For the next two hours, she typed reports, and Logan searched online property and tax records. The house was owned by Bill Jones. His current address was listed as Bellingham, Washington. The phone number was a cell. Logan called him, introduced himself, and informed him of the body found in his cellar.

“Shit.” Bill cursed a few more times. “How will I unload a property that had two dead bodies in it?”

“Two?” Logan asked.

“Yeah,” Bill said. “The old guy who owned it died years ago. I bought the place for practically nothing from his kids. I planned to fix it up and sell it, but I ran out of money. Renovations cost more than I expected.”

“They always do.” Logan drank some coffee. “Do you know a man named Carl Hammer?” Logan asked.

“Nope,” Bill said. “Is that the dead guy?”

“We don’t think so, but his ID was found on the premises,” Logan said. “Are you aware of anyone living in the property?”

“No way. The house is supposed to be empty.”

“When was the last time you were on Widow’s?” Logan asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe two months ago.” Bill paused. “I can probably get the date from my credit card. I paid for the ferry online.”

“Could you do that?”

“Sure. Where can I send it?”

“I appreciate it.” Logan gave him Tessa’s email address. “Thanks.”

After ending the call, he turned to Tessa and relayed the information. “We can double-check with the ferry, but it’s only about three hours to Bellingham. There’s no reason he couldn’t have come over here more recently than two months ago.”

Tessa drained her cup. “If he starts to look like a suspect for other reasons, we can dive deeper into his vehicle records.”

Her phone rang. “It’s Henry.” She answered it. “Hey, Henry. Logan is here. You’re on speaker.”

“I just walked out of the autopsy.”

“Wow,” Tessa said. “That was fast.”

“It was first on the schedule.”

“And?” Logan asked. “What can you tell us?”

“I’ve attended autopsies before, but that was . . .” Henry paused. It sounded like he was swallowing. “Just bad. Really bad.” He cleared his throat. “The ME said he’ll get you a preliminary report in a few days, but I can give you the basics now.”

Tessa pulled a yellow legal pad from a drawer. “Go ahead.”

Henry continued. “From the eruption patterns of the wisdom teeth, the ME estimated the deceased to be a male adolescent approximately thirteen to sixteen years of age. Half of his mouth has extensive, recently completed dental work. The other half has extensive decay that has not been addressed. If we can locate the dentist who did the recent work, x-rays should be sufficient for an official ID.”

“Was the ME able to determine cause of death?” Tessa asked.

“Yes,” Henry said. “He was shot in the head at very close range.”

Tessa made a note. “Did the ME have any luck identifying him?”

“No, but he has a number of old injuries—possibly from abuse and/or neglect—that might help with that. He has a number of small bones that were broken and healed improperly, so he didn’t receive medical treatment for those. One of those injuries was a growth plate break. It was never set. The way the bone healed, he would have had one leg that was a little shorter than the other. He would have walked with a slight limp. If we had medical records, that injury alone would probably be enough for an identification.”

“That sounds familiar.” Tessa tapped her pen. She got up, crossed the room, and shuffled through a filing cabinet.

Logan thought of Bill Jones. “How long has he been dead?”

“Ten to fifteen days.” Henry sounded proud. His estimate had been close.

“Anything else we should be aware of?” Logan asked.

“No,” Henry said. “Do you have any specific questions?”

“We’ll call you if we do. Thanks, Henry.”

“I’ll be back on the next ferry.” Henry ended the call.

Tessa pulled a file. “I took a missing person report thirteen days ago.” She opened the file and returned to her desk. “Gavin Edwards, age fifteen, foster kid. His foster parents, the Waldens, thought he’d probably run away. He’d done that before. Someone thought they saw him on the ferry, so we passed the case to deputies on the mainland.”

Gavin’s death wasn’t her fault. He was probably dead before he was reported missing, but Logan knew Tessa would blame herself.

She looked up, regret filling her eyes. “He never left the island.”
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Tessa swallowed a lump of guilt the size of a softball. Then she pushed away the potentially crippling emotion. She couldn’t save Gavin now. Justice was all that remained. After gathering information from the original missing person report, she called the medical examiner’s office and gave them the names of the dentist and doctor who’d treated Gavin after he’d been taken into the foster care system. Both practiced on the mainland. Since x-rays had gone digital, it wouldn’t take long for the ME to get the records and make the comparison.

“We should have a definitive answer soon.” She looked down at the file and cleared her throat. “Gavin was taken from his father’s custody five months ago and placed with the Waldens, who have an excellent reputation. They have been fostering kids for almost twenty years. Gavin’s father is in prison for assault, drug possession, and an illegal-weapons charge. He won’t be eligible for parole for another six years. Gavin’s mother left when he was five. We assume his father was the one who physically abused Gavin. No one knows where his mother is. Her last-known address is on Vashon Island, but the social worker was unable to locate her back in December. Gavin has tried to run away in the past. He wanted to look for his mother.”

Tessa paused for a breath.

“Who reported him on the ferry?” Logan asked.

“One of the ferry operators.” Tessa pulled a photo out of the file. It was a grainy black-and-white image of a tall adolescent male wearing jeans and a dark hoodie. “The clothes match what the corpse was wearing, but a hoodie and jeans isn’t unique, especially among male teenagers.”

“What now?” Logan asked.

“We wait for the ME. I don’t want to go to the Waldens without an official ID on the body. It would be cruel to tell them Gavin is dead if the body turns out not to be him.”

She tried to concentrate on reports. The regular business of the sheriff’s department didn’t stop for one murder. Just before noon, her phone rang, and the medical examiner confirmed the body was Gavin. Anger and guilt sank to the bottom of Tessa’s stomach as she relayed the news to Logan.

“I’m sorry.” Logan got up, crossed the room, and gave her a hug.

She allowed herself a few seconds to grieve, resting her head on his shoulder. “Thanks.”

Then she straightened and took a deep breath. “Let’s go interview the foster parents.”

With Logan at her side, Tessa left the station. They climbed into her SUV. The Waldens lived on the east side of the island. “I should have followed up on Gavin’s case. We only searched for him for a couple of days; then the information from the ferry operators came in. I was too quick to pass off the case to the mainland.”

“Most teens who go missing are runaways,” Logan said.

“I know.” But she shouldn’t have made assumptions. “I did a thorough background check on the Waldens when they reported Gavin missing. Everyone on Widow’s loves them. Every single person I asked gave them a glowing recommendation.”

She turned at a stop sign. The landscape flattened out as she headed east. The Waldens operated a small hobby farm. A long driveway bisected two pastures. A half dozen sheep grazed on one side. On the other, a small donkey shared its grassy space with three alpacas. Tessa parked in front of a long low farmhouse. Behind the house, the sun shone on Harlot Harbor. A fishing boat was tied up to a private dock. On the front porch, Mrs. Walden and a boy of ten or eleven sat in Adirondack chairs, snapping green beans in a big wooden bowl.

“The boy’s name is Trevor.” Tessa had spoken with all three boys at the Walden house when Gavin had gone missing.

Nancy Walden was about fifty years old. She was a tall and wide-shouldered woman. She wore no makeup and didn’t color her gray-streaked long brown hair. Lines at the corners of her eyes promised a good sense of humor. But there was no smile on her face as she stood to greet them. She knew why they were there. Trevor stood and sidled a step closer to her. He was a small skinny child with a thick blond buzz cut.

Nancy touched his shoulder. “Trevor, would you fetch Frank from the barn?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The boy ran toward a small gray barn that sat behind the house.

Tessa introduced Logan. “We’re here—”

“Please.” Nancy held up a hand. “You might as well wait for Frank. Can I offer you an iced tea?”

Tessa shook her head. “No, thank you.”

“Let’s go inside.” Nancy turned and opened a screen door.

Tessa and Logan walked up the wide wooden steps and into the house. The windows were open, and the breeze smelled faintly of manure. The front door opened directly into a living room. Tessa recognized a stocky teenage boy of about thirteen sitting at a desk, working on a computer. Mark took in Tessa’s uniform with hostile eyes, just as he had when she’d questioned him after Gavin had gone missing.

“Mark, would you please give us some privacy?” Nancy asked. “I’ll give you extra computer time later.”

With a nod, he slid off his chair and walked a wide path around Tessa. He thundered up the stairs without a word.

They went into the kitchen. The room was in need of a face-lift but was otherwise spotless. A picture window overlooked the barn and harbor. Nancy pulled out a ladder-back chair and eased into it. Tessa and Logan did the same.

“How many kids do you foster?” Logan rested his elbows on the table.

“We usually have four at a time.” Nancy folded her hands. The knuckles whitened. “The state allows us to take six, but Frank and I agree that we can only give four kids the amount of attention they need and deserve.”

The screen door squeaked and slapped closed. Light footsteps sounded on the stairs. A tall broad-shouldered man walked in, wiping the sweat off his forehead with a bandana. His eyes were worried.

“You remember Deputy Black,” Nancy said. “And this is Logan Wilde.”

Frank walked to the sink. He took a glass from the cabinet, filled it, and drank. “I assume you’re here about Gavin.”

“Yes,” Tessa said.

Frank set down the glass and walked to his wife. Standing behind her, he placed both hands on her shoulders.

There was no way to soften the blow. Tessa gave them the news straight. “We found Gavin’s body in the basement of a house near town. We’re very sorry for your loss.”

Nancy closed her eyes. Frank stiffened.

“As soon as I saw your truck, I knew.” Nancy pressed a fist to her mouth. A soft sob escaped. She deep breathed through it. “I’m sorry.”

“No need to be.” Tessa gave them a minute to compose themselves.

Frank pulled out the chair next to his wife and sat down. They joined hands on the table.

“Some of these questions are going to feel like repeats from when I took the initial report,” Tessa began. “Gavin came to you last December, correct?”

“Yes.” Nancy nodded. “When his father went to prison. His mother abandoned him years ago.”

“How was his attitude?” Tessa asked.

Nancy plucked a tissue from a box on the table and blotted her eyes. “He was upset. His father was terrible, but it was the only life Gavin knew.”

“He was so thin you could see every one of his ribs.” Frank looked pained. “But here’s the thing that bothered me. The first couple of months were hard. He tried to run away that one time in March, but I went after him. I tracked him down at the ferry station and talked him into coming back. After that, he seemed to be doing better. He started to talk to me a little.” Frank shook his head. “When he disappeared a couple of weeks ago, it surprised me.”

Nancy nodded. “Me too. He’d refused to go to school from the very beginning. He was so far behind his peers it embarrassed him. But he let me homeschool him. He was a smart kid, but he’d had no support at home. His father didn’t make him go to school, let alone encourage him or help him with his homework. He’d put on some weight by March. I think that helped him think straight.”

“Half-starved kids can’t learn.” Frank squeezed his wife’s hand.

Logan leaned forward. “Did he have behavioral problems?”

“He had a short fuse,” Frank said. “But he wasn’t ever violent, just frustrated. I was more concerned that he would hurt himself than anyone else. But he was responding to regular meals and having someone give a shit about him.” He released his wife’s hand and shoved both hands through his hair. “We’ve had kids who were much more difficult.”

Nancy studied her thumbnail. “We’ve fostered kids who’ve scared us. But not Gavin. Not once. He was just lost and sad. We really thought we could help him.” A tear dropped from her cheek onto the table. She ignored it.

“Gavin was a really good kid,” Frank agreed in a hoarse voice.

Tessa’s chest ached over her heart. “Did he get along with the other kids?”

Frank nodded. “Pretty much. They squabble now and then, like kids do.”

“Tell me about the other kids,” Logan said.

“Trevor has been with us for six months. He’s eleven. His parents are both in jail on drug charges. Mark is thirteen. He knows nothing about his father. He’s been here for eight months because his mother is a prostitute and alcoholic. She’d leave him alone for a week at a time, often with no food. Seventeen-year-old Ian came to us three months ago after his parents died in an auto accident. He had no family willing to take him in. He’s at school right now.”

“Trevor and Mark don’t go to school?” Logan asked.

“I used to be a teacher.” Nancy’s half smile was sad. “Many of the kids who come to us are discouraged with school. Some are malnourished. Others are behind for their grade. If they have trouble, I offer to homeschool for a while. With one-on-one instruction, I can get them caught up faster and with less emotional trauma. They need time. They need peace, and other kids can be cruel.”

“We’ll need to talk to them,” Tessa said.

Frank frowned. “Trevor and Ian will cooperate. As you know, Mark can be tough. He’s had some bad experiences with law enforcement. Will you interview them here, or do you want me to bring them to the station?”

“Here will be fine.” Tessa didn’t want to upset the boys with a trip to the sheriff’s station. “But I’ll need privacy.”

“You can use my office.” Frank stood and gestured toward a back hallway.

Logan stood and followed Frank. “What do you do for a living?”

“I host and maintain private websites.” Frank unlocked the door to a small but tidy office.

“I wouldn’t have guessed,” Logan said.

“I like farming and fishing more, but they don’t pay as well.” Frank stood aside for them to enter.

Tessa eyed the key in his hand. “Why do you keep the door locked?”

Frank put the key in his pocket. “The desktop computer in the living room is equipped with parental internet controls. My work computers are not. We’ve had kids access porn. There are websites and connections that are beyond inappropriate. They’re downright dangerous. I’m happy to say most of the kids we’ve hosted have cooperated without too much issue. They wanted to stay here. For some, this is the first place they’ve felt safe. Plus, some of the data on my computer is sensitive. My clients require privacy.”

Nancy added, “We regulate screen time for every kid in our care.”

“So you don’t fully trust them?” Logan asked.

Frank shrugged. “They’re kids. They need rules. We find it better to only trust them with decisions that can’t hurt them or anyone else in the household.”

Logan tilted his head. “Do you ease up on the rules after a kid has been here a long time?”

“No.” Frank’s jaw tightened. “Everyone follows the same rules.”

Is he a hard-ass?

“For most of these kids, our house is temporary. Most go back to their parents.” She frowned.

The front door opened, and a tall older teen with bright-red hair walked in. He nodded at Tessa.

“Hello, Ian,” Tessa said.

“Ian.” Nancy lowered her voice. “This is Mr. Wilde. He and Deputy Black came here to tell us that Gavin has been found. I’m sorry, but he’s dead.”

Ian drew back, his mouth dropped open, and his face paled. “I can’t believe it. I—we all thought he ran away.”

Pity stirred in Tessa’s chest. “We need to ask you some questions.” She gestured toward Frank’s office.

“Okay.” But Ian looked unhappy as they herded him into the large room. Three monitors sat on a large desk. In front of the desk was a conversation area. A small couch faced two chairs.

Logan closed the door. Ian sat in one of the chairs. Tessa took a seat on the couch directly across from him. Logan eased onto the sofa next to her.

Ian seemed detached and shocked. “This doesn’t seem real. I only knew Gavin for a short while, but he seemed okay.”

“This must be really hard for you. What grade are you in?” Tessa asked, trying to establish a connection.

He sighed. “I’m a senior.”

“How is senior year going?” she asked.

“Academically, I’m on track,” Ian said without enthusiasm.

Tessa asked, “Do you have any plans after graduation?”

He nodded and seemed to perk up. “I have a full merit scholarship.”

“Congratulations.” Tessa was impressed. “You must be smart.”

“I guess.” He looked down at his hands.

Logan shifted forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “Are you excited about school?”

Ian frowned. “I am, but I feel like I shouldn’t be. My parents are gone. Nothing is the same without them. For the first few weeks, I didn’t know what was going to happen to me. They placed me in a group home. I couldn’t study there. It was chaos. I thought I was going to lose my scholarship, and I felt selfish for caring. But I was really scared. If I lose my scholarship, where would I go? What would I do? I turn eighteen in August. I’d be homeless.”

Anger prickled under Tessa’s skin. He was right. With no family or friends willing to help, he would age out of the system. “But now that you’re here, things are better?”

Ian looked away and chewed on his lip.

Logan and Tessa shared a look. Ian was upset about something.

“Is something wrong?” Tessa asked.

Ian leaned back, creating more distance between them. “No.”

“Any trouble getting your schoolwork done here with the Waldens?” Logan tried.

Ian shook his head.

Tessa circled around. “Do you like living here better than the group home?”

Why doesn’t he want to talk about the Waldens?

Tessa tried a different topic. “How did you get along with Gavin?”

Ian lifted a shoulder. “Okay, I guess. We didn’t spend much time together.”

“Do you share a room with anyone?” Logan asked.

“No. We each have our own. That is nice,” Ian admitted.

Yet something was off. Tessa could feel it. She let an awkward minute of silence spin out. Most people would try to fill the void. But not Ian. He really didn’t want to say what was on his mind.

Maybe he’d talk about someone else’s problems.

Tessa folded her hands and relaxed her shoulders, hoping her calm would be contagious. “Was Gavin having any difficulties here?”

Ian turned to the window. His voice lowered. “The Waldens are . . . strict.”

The way he said strict set off a warning bell in Tessa’s mind.

Logan’s spine straightened, and his gaze sharpened.

Tessa didn’t allow herself to show any emotions. “What do you mean by strict?”

Ian’s eyes misted. “We get punished if we don’t follow the rules.”

“How are you punished?” Tessa asked gently.

Ian didn’t answer.

“I need to know,” Tessa said. “It’s important.”

Conflict furrowed Ian’s forehead, aging him well beyond his seventeen years. Yet he still held back.

“Did something happen here, Ian?” Tessa prodded.

“Not to me.” Ian sounded detached.

Tessa persisted. “Then who?”

Ian’s lips flattened into a thin line.

“Gavin is dead, and two younger boys live here.” Logan used a less gentle tone. “If anyone is at risk, you have to tell us.”

“I can work here.” Ian swallowed. “I need to stay here three more months. I have everything set up at the university. A job, a dorm room, everything.”

The next span of silence made him squirm.

“I’m almost as big as Frank. He doesn’t mess with me too much, but the younger boys get punished a lot. Frank doesn’t like it if you talk back. He says we need to learn respect.”

“How are they punished?” Tessa asked in a firmer tone.

Ian sighed, the exhalation deflating his entire body. “Frank makes them kneel on the basement floor for hours and hours. It’s concrete. If you refuse, Frank will drag someone else out of bed and make them do it with you. Sometimes, he’ll lock the door. The night before he disappeared, Gavin was down there all night long.”
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Listening to the teen, Logan felt sick. Frank had seemed a little tough, but Logan’s instincts hadn’t picked up any sign of cruelty or meanness. Were his instincts off?

“Did Frank ever strike any of you?” Logan asked.

“Not me. I don’t know about the other kids.” Ian paused. His face creased with thought. “When Frank let Gavin out of the basement, I overheard Gavin say he was going to call his social worker and tell her what Frank was doing. Frank was mad. He said, ‘Not if you know what’s good for you.’ I didn’t hear Gavin respond. They walked away.”

“Did you see Gavin after that?” Tessa asked.

Ian shook his head. “Can I go now?” He sniffed. He looked as if he might cry.

“Yes,” Tessa said. “Would you tell Mark we need to speak with him?”

Ian nodded and stood.

Tessa got to her feet. “Thank you for speaking with us, Ian.”

But he hurried out of the room without replying.

Logan rose and paced the room. “What do you think?”

Tessa frowned. “That was the last thing I expected to hear. I have a dozen glowing references for the Waldens. Everyone who knows them thinks they are the best foster parents around. But I shouldn’t have gone into this investigation with assumptions. The Waldens should have been on my suspect list from the start.”

“They aren’t assumptions if you can back them up.”

Tessa didn’t respond. Mark appeared in the doorway. His face was pale as chalk, making his freckles seem more prominent.

“Come in, Mark.” Tessa gestured toward the chair.

Logan sat. He didn’t want to intimidate the boy.

Mark sank into the chair. One foot tapped a rapid-fire beat. Tessa began with some questions to loosen him up, just like she’d done with Ian. But Mark never relaxed. He started tense and stayed that way, and his foot never stopped tapping, like he was keeping time for a techno band.

Finally, Tessa seemed to give up. “Did you get along with Gavin?”

Mark’s eyes were cold. “Yeah.”

“Were you close?” Tessa asked.

“Not really.” Mark put a hand on his knee. His foot stilled for a few seconds. But he couldn’t maintain the lack of movement.

Logan thought Mark didn’t get close to anyone. The kid was on guard and wary as a cat.

“How do you like living with the Waldens?” Tessa sounded frustrated.

“I’ve had worse.” A muscle in the side of Mark’s face twitched. Anger radiated from his entire body.

Is he lying?

Mark pushed up his glasses, the movement so jerky Logan hoped he didn’t poke out his own eye. How could he get the kid to calm down? Maybe by finishing this interview quickly.

He wasn’t responding to Tessa, so Logan jumped in with a more pointed question. “Did the Waldens ever punish you?”

“Yeah.” Mark’s eyes narrowed, and his face turned stony.

“How did they punish you?” Logan asked.

“I didn’t finish my chores last week. Frank locked me in the basement.” Mark stared down at his bouncing foot. Beneath his freckles, a flush brightened his cheeks.

“What kind of floor is down there?” Logan needed a crowbar to get information out of this kid.

“It’s concrete.” Mark refused to meet Logan’s or Tessa’s gazes. “Frank makes us kneel on it.”

“How long were you down there?” Tessa prompted.

“A couple of hours,” Mark said. “I don’t want to talk anymore.”

“All right. Would you send Trevor in?” Tessa held out a business card. “Call me anytime if you think of anything else.”

Mark ignored the card and made his escape, as if he was afraid she would change her mind.

When the room was empty, Logan said, “That’s one wound-up kid.”

Tessa nodded. “He said he wasn’t that close to Gavin, so why was he that nervous?”

“He could be afraid of repercussions from Frank. Nancy also said he’d had bad experiences with the police.”

“But can we trust anything the Waldens say?” Tessa shook her head. “This case is going in the exact opposite way I expected.”

“But you always say we have to follow the evidence.”

“That’s right.” Tessa stuffed a stray strand of hair back in her bun. “Even if we don’t like where it leads us.”

Trevor peered into the room, his eyes wide and terrified.

Tessa smiled. “Please come in and close the door, Trevor.”

Nancy had said he was eleven, but he was the size of an eight-year-old, all skinny and scrawny. Probably malnourished, Logan thought with a pang of pity.

He barely made it to the chair before he broke out in tears. Logan scanned the desk and found a box of tissues. He handed the box to Trevor, who startled. Logan returned to the couch and kept his distance.

Tessa moved a little closer, but Trevor looked like he wanted to crawl up on the back of the chair to stay away from her. She raised both hands, palms out, and backed away. They sat in silence until he stopped crying.

“Trevor, we just need to ask you a couple of questions about Gavin, okay?” Tessa asked in a soft voice.

His shoulders shook, and Logan’s heart broke for him.

Tessa began. “Were you close to Gavin?”

Trevor nodded.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Tessa said. “I know that doesn’t make it hurt any less.”

Trevor’s breath hitched. “He was nice to me.”

“Do you remember when you saw him last?” Tessa asked.

“Not exactly.” Trevor sniffed.

Tessa asked, “Does Frank ever punish you?”

He nodded again.

“Can you give me an example?” Tessa pressed.

Trevor closed his eyes. “He doesn’t like it if you don’t finish your chores. He makes us kneel in the basement. It’s not a big deal. I’ve had worse.” He spoke quickly, as if he just needed to get the words out. Of the three boys, Trevor seemed the most vulnerable, though Ian and Mark likely just had better skills in concealing their emotions.

“Did Frank punish Gavin that way?” Tessa asked.

“Yeah.” Trevor broke down in tears again.

Tessa’s eyes were dark as she dismissed Trevor. Her gaze followed him out of the room. When he was gone, she crossed the wood floor and shut the door. “Three kids. Three matching statements.”

Logan rubbed an ache in his chest. He hated to think of these kids coming from terrible situations and getting victimized again by Frank.

I’ve had worse. Trevor’s telling statement was going to echo in Logan’s head forever.

“I’d say maybe the kids are exaggerating, but I have a feeling they would do the opposite, especially Trevor and Mark. They’ve come from tough situations.”

Tessa leaned her back on the closed door. “I have to notify child protective services. The kids will probably be moved to a different home.” She pulled out her phone and pressed a button. After a ten-minute conversation, she lowered her phone. “They’re sending a social worker now. She’ll be here within the hour.”

“You had to do it.”

“I know. I’m not sure whether I feel worse for the kids having to move or because I didn’t find out about the abuse when I investigated Gavin’s disappearance.” Regret tightened her face.

“It isn’t your fault.” Logan crossed the room to stand in front of her.

“Isn’t it?” Anger sharpened her voice. “I was all too happy to pass off the case. I investigated for two whole days before I decided Gavin had gone to the mainland.”

“The evidence you found led you to that conclusion.” He took her hands in his.

She squeezed his fingers, like she needed to hold on to him. “It was wrong. I should have worked harder.”

Logan wanted to assure her that Gavin’s death wasn’t her fault, but he knew the only thing that would satisfy Tessa was the truth.

“Maybe Frank killed Gavin.” Tessa was blaming herself directly for the boy’s death.

“We can’t jump to conclusions. Gavin could have run away and gotten into some other trouble.”

Tessa acknowledged his point with a quick nod. “One thing bothers me. When we first arrived, Trevor clung to Nancy. Why would he do that if he was afraid?”

Logan pictured the boy moving closer to Nancy, as if seeking her protection. “Maybe he’s only afraid of Frank.”

“He seemed more afraid of us.” Tessa studied their joined hands. “But maybe he’s been conditioned to fear law enforcement. He might associate us with whoever put him in the foster system in the first place.”

“What do we do now?”

“We have to talk to Frank.” She released Logan’s hands, opened the door, and called Frank’s name. “Can we talk to you, please?”

Frank walked in with Nancy right behind him. Their eyes were red rimmed. Nancy was crying. Frank just looked miserable.

“Please close the door.” Tessa stepped back.

Frank and Nancy walked to the sofa and sat, their hands joined.

Tessa repeated what the boys had told her.

Frank’s mouth dropped open. “I would never do anything like that. We don’t punish kids. Ever. We reward good behavior instead. It’s much more effective, and these kids are already damaged. I would never . . .” Frank’s jaw sawed back and forth. “The worst disciplinary action we’ve ever taken was to take away TV time.”

Nancy opened her mouth, closed it, then said, “I don’t even know what to say.” She turned to Frank. “Why would they make up a story like that?”

Frank shook his head. “I don’t know. It was all three of them?”

Tessa nodded. “CPS is coming for them.”

Tears rolled down Nancy’s cheeks, and she pressed a hand to her mouth. Frank wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and she leaned into him.

They didn’t look like people who would torture children, but Logan had been wrong about people before. Some people were very good liars.

“I need to interview you both separately,” Tessa said.

“I’ll go first,” Frank volunteered.

Nancy left the room.

Tessa perched on a chair. “Frank, tell me again about the day Gavin disappeared.”

“He didn’t come home from school,” Frank began.

“I thought he was homeschooled,” Logan said.

Frank nodded. “At first, he was, but after a while, he asked to go back. We thought that was a good sign. Anyway, we expected him around four o’clock. He had robotics club after school. When he didn’t come home by four fifteen, I called his cell phone. He didn’t answer. Then I called the school. He’d been there until classes let out at two thirty, but the teacher who runs the robotics club said Gavin didn’t show up. It was about four thirty by the time I completed the calls, so he’d been missing for two hours. I drove around looking for him. Nancy stayed here in case he came back. She called everyone she could think of.” Frank closed his eyes for a few seconds, then swallowed. “When five thirty came and he still wasn’t home, we called you.”

“Where were you between two thirty and four o’clock that afternoon?” Tessa asked.

“Here, working in my office,” Frank said. “Nancy works with Mark one on one in the mornings and Trevor in the afternoons.”

“Do you know a man by the name of Carl Hammer?” Logan asked.

Frank shrugged. “No. Never heard of him.”

Tessa asked, “Have you ever been on Mimosa Street?”

Frank shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

“Do you own a gun?”

“No,” Frank said. “I’m not against them in general, but we’ve had some troubled kids live with us—a few were suicidal. That’s not a risk I’m willing to take.”

Tessa sent Frank out of the room and ushered Nancy in.

She returned to her original spot on the sofa.

Logan leaned forward. “Did you know Frank was punishing the kids?”

“No.” She swiped a hand under her eye and straightened her spine. “It didn’t happen. Frank wouldn’t do that. He loves these kids. He works hard to connect with them, to gain a little trust. You don’t know how hard that is.”

“Why would the boys lie?” Tessa asked.

Nancy’s eyebrows drew together. “I don’t know.”

Tessa went through the list of questions, and Nancy echoed everything Frank had told them.

A knock sounded at the door, and one of the boys shouted, “Someone’s here.”

Two social workers were at the door.

The next thirty minutes were miserable. Nancy was in tears. Frank held her against his side, but he was barely holding it together. Trevor cried, Mark sulked, and Ian looked stoic as the boys carried black garbage bags full of their possessions to the social workers’ car.

Something felt wrong about the whole situation.

When it was over, Logan and Tessa returned to her vehicle.

Logan watched the social workers’ car drive away. Trevor stared out the rear window. “If the boys were being mistreated, why do they look so sad to be leaving?”

Tessa started the engine. “Maybe Nancy was really good to them, and they’ve probably all had worse than Frank dished out.”

Logan wanted to punch Frank, except the man seemed as upset as his wife. Had he thought he was doing the right thing by disciplining the boys?

“This all feels screwy.” Logan fastened his seat belt. “Do you think Frank killed Gavin?”

“I don’t know. Clearly, Frank has a mean streak he hides well. Maybe he’s good at hiding a much darker side. It’s also possible that Gavin ran away and somehow connected with Carl Hammer. Carl has a criminal record. We can place him at the location of the murder, and it appears he ran from the scene. He was spooked enough to leave all his stuff behind.”

Logan studied her profile. “You said you ran checks on the Waldens. Did you check out the boys’ histories too?”

Concentration lines fanned from the corners of her eyes. “They all come from troubled families, but none of them have a juvenile record.”

“What do we do now?”

“Tomorrow we can talk to the school. It’s too late today.” Tessa tapped a finger on the steering wheel. “Hopefully, trace evidence from the autopsy will give us some information, but that report might not be in for a couple of days.”

Logan’s phone rang. “It’s Jerry Hooper.”

Jerry ran the local pot shop.

Logan answered the call.

“Logan, I was hiking in the state forest, and I ran across a weird little camp up by the waterfall. There were all kinds of little traps set on the paths.”

“Traps?” Logan pictured the trip wires behind the house on Mimosa Street.

“Skinny wires strung between the trees, attached to aluminum cans,” Jerry said.

“Can you give me the coordinates, Jerry?” Logan realized how ridiculous his question was as soon as it left his mouth.

“I don’t have GPS.” Jerry didn’t even have a cell phone. “I’ll meet you at the north parking lot and take you there.”

“On my way.” Logan ended the call and relayed the information to Tessa. “Do you want to come with me?”

“I do. We need to find Carl Hammer.”
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Tessa rubbed an ache in her gut. How could she have been so wrong about the Waldens? Had her error killed Gavin?

She stopped at the station for Logan’s vehicle. Following his SUV, she drove out of town and turned onto Orcas Road, which wrapped around the west side of Widow’s Bay. She took a sharp right onto a gravel road that cut across to the western side of the island.

While she drove, Tessa called Cate and asked her to relieve her grandmother at Tessa’s house. “I’m really sorry, but I think we have a break in the case. We’re heading out into the state park after a suspect. I don’t know how late I’ll be.” Tessa explained about the pills Henry had left. “It’s new medication. I hate not to be there the first time she takes it, but I also don’t want a repeat of last night.”

“Not a problem,” Cate said. “If she gets upset, I’ll call Henry. Being engaged to the town doctor has its perks.”

Logan called her. She pushed answer and put him on speakerphone.

“Stop at my cabin. I’ll grab my day pack.” As the park ranger, Logan lived in a small cabin near the entrance of Bishop State Park.

Ten minutes later, she parked in front of the cabin. They went inside. Tessa used the bathroom while Logan grabbed his backpack.

“Protein bar?” she called as she opened his pantry. It was nearly dinnertime, and they were setting out into the woods.

“Yes, please.” Logan filled two stainless steel bottles with water and put them in his pack. “Let’s go.”

Tessa grabbed two bars and a package of trail mix.

Outside, she took her own day pack from the rear of her SUV. Then they climbed into the Range Rover, which was outfitted for rugged terrain.

A mile into the park, the road turned to dirt, forcing Logan to slow down. When they reached the gravel parking lot, Jerry was sitting on a split rail fence, waiting for them. They stepped out of the vehicle and slung their packs over their shoulders.

At six in the evening, several hours of daylight remained, but experienced hikers didn’t walk into the forest unprepared. Things happened. People fell, broke bones, and got lost. Any surprise could result in an unplanned night in the woods. In May, the nighttime temperature could still drop into the forties. No one wanted to spend a night in the woods without matches, a waterproof jacket, snacks, water, and extra layers of clothing.

The scents of pine and moss surrounded them.

Always happy and mellow, Jerry got to his feet and shook their hands. “It was the weirdest thing.” He strode out onto a path. “The wires caught the sun, or I would have tripped.”

With the sun beginning its descent, shadows covered the trail. They hiked for about a half mile; then Jerry took a steep uphill offshoot. Regular hiking and an organic lifestyle kept him fit. As they climbed higher, Tessa’s legs began to ache. Logan strode ahead. As the ranger, he hiked and ran in the forest every day. Since her mother’s condition had worsened, Tessa’s days off had been spent at home. She was more winded than she should have been. She stopped to catch her breath. She could hear the rush of water on a rock ahead. They must be close.

Jerry glanced back at her, his face concerned. “You okay?”

Tessa nodded, saving her breath.

“We’re close.” He turned back to the climb.

Ahead, the trail forked around a towering pine tree. Jerry stopped in front of the trail to the left. Glancing around nervously, he lowered his voice. “There’s the first one.”

Tessa crouched and photographed the trap. About six inches off the ground, a thin wire was tied between two tree trunks. The wire led to a group of tin cans. She straightened.

One by one, they stepped over the wire and continued hiking upward. A minute later, Jerry stopped again. “Here’s another one.”

The setup was the same. Tessa took another picture. Then she looked up. The trail steepened. Above them, she could see the plateau that overlooked the waterfall. An easier, but much longer, trail led from the main parking lot to the falls. “I wonder if he’s put up his alarms on the Overlook Trail?”

Jerry shrugged. “I never take that one this time of year. Too many tourists.”

The park and every other place on Widow’s would be crowded until September. But locals knew how to avoid the busy spots.

“We’ll check when we get up there.” Logan stopped to adjust his pack.

Tessa suspected he was pausing to let her rest. She squinted up the trail. “Let’s go.” She would not be the one to hold up the group. They had only about ninety minutes of daylight left. The descent would be rough in the dark.

Jerry scrambled up a rocky slope. Logan climbed onto a boulder and held a hand down for her. She took it, and he hauled her up beside him. Before Tessa could gain her footing, something struck her on the shoulder. A small rock bounced down the steep trail. Tessa rubbed her shoulder.

The sound of more rocks shifting caught her attention. She looked up. Rocks tumbled toward them.

“Shit!” A few feet above them, Jerry ducked behind a tree.

Logan shoved Tessa off the boulder they’d just climbed. After pushing her against the rock, he shielded her with his own body. A small avalanche of dirt and rocks rained down on them. When it stopped, Logan straightened. They were covered in dirt. Blood trickled down his temple, but the cut didn’t seem to be deep.

“Was that an accident?” Logan sounded doubtful.

Tessa scanned the trail. “There’s only one way to find out. We have to get up there.”

“Let’s go around.” Logan led her to the other side of the boulder.

A scream echoed from above, the sound chilling Tessa’s blood to ice. A rock the size of a bowling ball came flying down the slope toward them. They jumped out of the way.

Logan whispered, “I think I can climb up the back side of the plateau.”

“There’s no cover,” Tessa whispered. “Remember, he could have a gun.”

“Then why isn’t he using it now?”

Tessa frowned at him for a second, then nodded. “I’ll distract him.”

“Keep your head down.” He dropped his backpack and headed off the trail just as another rock tumbled down the slope.
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Logan dug deep and propelled himself up the slope. Without the heavy pack weighing him down, he could maneuver more freely. He heard more rocks cascading down the slope. He needed to stop Carl from throwing rocks down on Tessa and Jerry. The only way to do that was to sneak up the back side of the plateau and surprise him.

He abandoned the trail. He circled around the boulder and scanned the twenty feet of rocky slope above him. There was only one way up. He reached for a handhold and began to climb. If Carl saw him now, Logan would not be able to avoid being hit. Sweat dripped down his back as he sought purchase with the toe of his boot. He pushed upward, trying to be both fast and quiet.

He stopped just below the plateau and listened. Once he stuck his head over the edge, there would be no turning back.

“Carl! Carl Hammer!” Tessa yelled. “This is Deputy Black. I just want to talk to you.”

“Leave me alone!” Carl shouted back.

More rocks tumbled down the other side of the slope, toward Tessa. Logan used the noise as cover. He hooked one hand over a thick root and heaved himself over the edge. Fifty feet above him, water gushed from a break in the rocky mountainside. It cascaded over boulders and into a clear pool. Next to the pool, a small shelter had been built out of pine boughs. Inside, Carl had made a bed out of pine needles and dead leaves. At the edge of the pine-bough lean-to was a firepit ringed with rocks. A skinny plume of smoke curled from its center.

Logan looked for Carl and spotted him about thirty feet away. He was leaning over the edge, looking down, his back to Logan.

Tessa was right. If Carl had killed Gavin, then Carl had a gun. But as much as Logan wanted to apprehend Carl, he couldn’t just charge and tackle him. They’d both go over the edge.

After drawing his gun, Logan took a deep breath, stepped closer, and raised the gun. “Carl! Drop the rock!”

Carl whirled. He barely resembled his driver’s license photo. That Carl had been an average guy. This Carl was a wild man. He’d lost at least twenty pounds since that picture had been taken. Dirt streaked his green jacket, and his hair fell in a tangled mess that reached his shoulders. He clutched another rock in both hands like a caveman defending himself from a saber-toothed tiger.

“Carl, we just want to talk.” Logan kept the gun pointed at him. “Drop the rock.”

Carl’s gaze darted around like a scared rabbit. He did exactly what Logan had instructed. He opened his hands and let the rock fall to the ground. Then he leaped off the plateau and onto the trail—heading right for Tessa.

Shit.

Logan ran forward. He stopped at the top of the steep trail and looked down. Carl was scurrying down the steep slope like a mountain goat. Logan couldn’t shoot him as he ran away. He shoved the gun back in his holster and started after him.

“Tessa!” Logan yelled. “He’s headed your way!”

Tessa didn’t reply. Logan watched his footing. The sun was setting, and deep shadows made the steep descent treacherous. The top end of the slope was dotted with trees. His foot slipped on some loose pebbles, and he skidded a couple of yards. He managed to keep his feet under him and grabbed for a tree branch to stop his slide. Breath heaving, Logan used the branch to slingshot around a bend in the trail.

He saw Carl about fifteen feet ahead. Despite Carl’s head start and agile movements, Logan was closing the gap. Carl stopped and turned. He held a baseball-size rock in one hand. He cocked his arm and threw it at Logan like a minor-league pitcher. Logan dropped to the ground. The rock slammed into the tree trunk right where his head had been.

Logan sprang to his feet. He couldn’t bring himself to shoot a man armed with a rock, even though that rock had the potential to injure him. Carl didn’t look sane. Logan leaped forward. Carl catapulted another rock at him, and Logan dodged it. Damn, that guy had an arm!

A smaller rock whizzed past his head. Fifteen feet in front of Logan, Carl scooped another stone from the ground. Just as he brought his arm back, his entire body convulsed. He went rigid and fell to the ground like a tree at a logging camp. On the dirt, he continued to shake.

What the hell?

Logan moved forward, but Tessa was there before him, moving out from behind a tree, her Taser in her hand.

Carl rolled around on the ground, moaning and gasping. Walking forward, Logan spotted two darts in Carl’s back. Long wires extended from the darts and snaked across the ground to Tessa’s Taser.

Tessa rolled Carl onto his face and handcuffed his wrists behind his back. Then she removed the darts and replaced her Taser in its holder on her duty belt. Once Carl was secured, she turned him onto his side and searched his pockets. She found a comb, which he clearly hadn’t been using, a matchbook, a spool of thin metal wire, and a cell phone. “Carl?”

He groaned and curled into a ball.

“Take a few deep breaths,” Tessa said. “It’ll pass in a minute or two.”

Carl shuddered.

Tessa crouched in front of him.

Carl lay still. His eyes were wide, and the only things moving were his eyeballs. He watched her like a wounded buck, panting and waiting for the kill shot. Pity welled in Logan’s chest.

“We don’t want to hurt you,” Tessa said. “We only wanted to ask you a few questions.”

Carl stopped shaking, and he appeared to calm.

“Can you sit up?” Tessa asked.

Carl nodded. Tessa and Logan each took an elbow and hefted Carl into a sitting position. He sat cross-legged, his arms behind his back. “Are you arresting me?”

“I don’t know yet,” Tessa said. “For now, we’re going to the station for an interview.”

Carl flushed. “I was defending my campsite.”

“It’s public land, Carl.” Logan wondered how much of Carl’s craziness was an act. Was he trying to establish an insanity defense?

“What’s your full name?” Tessa asked.

“Carl Hammer,” he said, his eyes still furtive.

“What are you doing out here, Carl?” Tessa asked.

“This is public property. I have every right to be out here. You can’t make me leave.”

“This is a government owned and operated state park.” Logan pointed to the badge on his sleeve. “I’m the ranger. I can make you leave. Now why are you here?”

Carl lowered his voice. “Because they’re watching me.”
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“Who’s watching you?” Tessa studied the man in front of her. Carl was in sad shape. He needed a shower, clean clothes, and a meal or ten.

“The government,” he whispered, looking up at the sky. “They have drones everywhere.”

“If I see a government drone, I’ll shoot it,” Logan promised.

Carl straightened, as if that thought calmed him. “Okay.”

She crouched in front of him. “When did you last eat?”

He lifted a shoulder.

“Let’s get him down to the parking lot.” Tessa stood. “It’ll be full dark soon.”

“I’ll be right back.” Logan turned to the trail. “I have to make sure his campfire is out.”

“Already done.” Jerry appeared out of nowhere.

“Where were you?” Logan asked.

“Hiding. I’m no dummy.” Jerry grinned and nodded at Carl. “I could fix his anxiety with a nice bag of prime product.”

Tessa sighed. “We’re not going to medicate him with pot, Jerry.”

Jerry shrugged. “Let’s go, then.”

They trekked down the trail the way they’d come. The descent was slow in the fading light. Jerry led the way with a flashlight. Tessa brought Carl behind him. Logan brought up the rear, keeping a close eye on Carl. But he seemed subdued.

It was completely dark by the time they reached their vehicles. Tessa’s legs ached. She loaded Carl into the back of the Range Rover. She was hungry and thirsty, but she wasn’t going to eat or drink until she could feed Carl. And she wasn’t removing his handcuffs until he was in a secure place. He was too unpredictable. Logan’s vehicle wasn’t equipped with a cage, so she turned in her seat and watched Carl while Logan drove.

At Logan’s cabin, she transferred Carl to her vehicle. Logan rode shotgun. She stopped at the deli. Logan ran inside for three subs; then they drove to the station. Inside the tiny building, Tessa removed one of Carl’s handcuffs and snapped it to a ring mounted on the wall just for that purpose. Then she opened a bottle of water and handed it to him, along with a turkey sub. They ate in silence. Tessa felt better with food in her belly. She hoped Carl did also.

She turned a chair to face Carl, staying just out of reach. He looked more settled, but she wouldn’t trust a man who’d tried to squash her with boulders. “Where are you from?”

Carl picked at his shirt. “Seattle.”

Logan perched on the corner of the desk. “What did you do in Seattle?”

He drank some water. “I used to be a car mechanic.”

Tessa asked, “When did you stop being a mechanic?”

“I don’t know.” He seemed confused.

Tessa tried asking him about something more recent. “When did you come to Widow’s Island?”

“A few weeks ago. I left Seattle a long time ago. I’ve been walking since.”

“Why did you choose Widow’s?” Logan asked.

Carl shrugged. “I just got on the ferry. I didn’t know where it was going.” He looked up. “But I like it here. It’s quiet. I like quiet. I just want to be left alone. I don’t like people.”

She pointed to the plastic bag with Carl’s personal possessions on her desk. “You have a cell phone?”

Carl nodded. “Battery has been dead for two weeks. I was charging it every other day at the library, but I haven’t been to town since . . .”

“What happened?” Tessa asked. “Why did you stop going to town?”

Carl’s gaze drifted away.

Tessa changed the subject. “Do you know Gavin Edwards?”

Carl shook his head. “I never heard that name before.”

Tessa folded her hands on her knees. “Have you ever been to a house on Mimosa Street?”

“I don’t know.” Carl picked dried mud off his pants. “I’ve been to a lot of places.”

Tessa turned to her desk. She picked up a photo of Gavin and showed it to Carl. “This is Gavin.”

Fear widened Carl’s eyes. He cringed backward and turned his face away from the picture. “Stop. Stop it!” he yelled.

“What’s wrong, Carl?” Tessa set down the photo. “You do know Gavin, don’t you?”

He shuddered. “I didn’t know his name.”

“But you killed him,” Logan said.

Carl’s head snapped up. “I didn’t kill anybody.”

“But Gavin is dead,” Tessa pointed out. “You know that, right?”

Carl hung his head and cried softly.

Logan leaned closer. “Where’s your gun, Carl?”

“I don’t have one.” He sniffed.

If he had a gun, why would he throw rocks? Tessa studied him for a minute. He was weird. No doubt about it, and his behavior in the state park had been violent. Was he unpredictable? Did he not remember killing Gavin? She would have to arrest him and refer him for a psych eval.

Tessa softened her voice. “Why did you throw rocks at us?”

He stared at the floor. “I thought you were him.”

“Who?” she asked.

“The one who killed that boy.” Lifting his gaze, Carl nodded at the photo of Gavin. “I saw him do it.”

Tessa sat back, trying to decide if he was mentally ill or an excellent liar. “Tell me what happened.”

Carl took a deep breath. “I’d been camping around the island, but I was tired of being outside. I wanted to be inside. I walked out of the woods and found an empty house. There was a table and chairs in it. It was nice.” He exhaled, as if remembering how nice that was. “I stayed there for a few days. One day I heard a noise outside. A kid came in the back door. I hid in the closet. The door wasn’t all the way closed, so I could see into the room.” Carl went quiet. His eyes moved, as if he were watching the scene instead of sitting in the sheriff’s office. “No! Don’t!” He closed his eyes.

“What happened, Carl?” Tessa prompted gently.

Carl wiped his face with his sleeve. “The first kid had a bottle of vodka with him. He sat at the table and drank from it. I kept quiet and watched him. He looked like trouble. You could see it in his eyes. He was stewing.” Carl chewed on his dirty thumbnail. “A little while later, that boy came in.” Carl pointed to the picture of Gavin.

“Gavin?” Tessa clarified.

Carl nodded. “They argued. I couldn’t hear all the words, but Gavin was really mad. He told the other older kid he wasn’t putting up with his shit. He was going to report him. They shoved each other a few times. They were about the same size. Then the first kid pulled out a gun and shot Gavin in the head.” Carl’s face went white. “I didn’t know what to do.” He began to sob. “I never seen anything like that before. Blood went all over the wall.” He retched.

Logan handed him a trash can.

Carl held it in a white-knuckle grip and breathed until he regained control. He wiped his mouth. “The first kid dragged the body down the basement steps. As soon as he was out of sight, I ran. I went out the back door and headed for the woods. I didn’t even know where I was going. I just ran as far and as fast as I could go. I was a mile away before I realized I left all my stuff behind. But I didn’t go back for it.” He took a sip of water. “I’m not proud of it, but I stole a few things to get by. I wasn’t going back to that house for anything.”

Tessa absorbed his words. She had no evidence other than his statement, but she saw no sign that he was lying. Everything he said made sense. “Can you describe the first kid?”

Carl nodded. “Tall, thin, red hair.”

Tessa froze.

Ian?

She and Logan exchanged a look.

Logan propped a hand on his hip. “How old do you think the red-haired boy was?”

Carl’s mouth twisted. “Maybe seventeen or eighteen. Almost an adult.”

“Would you be able to identify him if you saw him again?” Logan asked.

Carl’s head bobbed in a slow nod. “I’ll never forget what I saw. I’ve dreamed about it every night since.”

“Did he have any distinguishing features, besides red hair?” Tessa asked.

Carl lifted a shoulder. He inclined his head toward the plastic bag. “I took a picture of him, but the phone needs charging.”

“You’re giving me permission to access your cell phone?” Tessa asked. Without permission, she would need a search warrant.

“Yes, ma’am,” Carl answered.

Tessa put on gloves and removed the phone from the bag. She checked the charging port. “This requires a mini-USB size.” She rummaged in her desk, then went to the second desk and found a charger. She plugged in the phone and waited. In ten minutes, the battery showed a 2 percent charge. She turned on the phone.

“The passcode is eight-six-seven-five-three-oh-nine,” Carl said.

Tessa entered the numbers. She opened the photo app. She recognized the inside of the house on Mimosa Street. The viewpoint of the photo was the living room, looking into the kitchen. She could see the trash on the floor and the folding table and chairs in the background. In the foreground, Ian was dragging Gavin’s body toward the basement steps. Gavin was limp, and blood matted his hair.

Ian had played them all. Regret hit Tessa hard. How had she not seen through Ian’s charade? He’d accused Frank to take suspicion off himself. But why had Ian killed Gavin? All questions for Ian, not Carl.

“When did it happen?” She handed Logan the phone. He swore softly.

“Two weeks ago?” Carl lifted a shoulder. “Maybe a little less. I’m not good at keeping track of the days.”

“Thank you, Carl.” Tessa rose. “I’m going to put you in the holding cell while we check out your story.” She needed someone to babysit him. She called Bruce, who was out on patrol. As soon as Bruce arrived, Tessa and Logan headed out to her SUV. Behind the wheel, Tessa called the social worker who had removed the three boys from the Waldens’ home. She put the call on speaker.

“Where is Ian?” Tessa asked as she started the engine.

“We were lucky,” the social worker said. “We were able to place the boys together in a temporary home. I really didn’t want to separate them after all they’d been through. Is something wrong?”

“I need to talk to the boys again,” Tessa explained.

“They’re staying with the Abbots.” The social worker gave her an address on Bishopton Road, just north of Harlot Harbor.

“Thank you.” Tessa ended the call without giving the social worker the details. She didn’t want the woman getting in the way. Ian needed to be safely taken into custody. She turned to Logan. “We need to talk to Mark and Trevor again as well.”

“Ian already killed one boy. Those two could be in danger.”

“Yes,” Tessa agreed. “At the time, I attributed their emotional distress to the news of Gavin’s death, but maybe there was more to it. They could have been under duress.”

“Poor kids.” Logan stared out the windshield. “Did Ian make Trevor and Mark lie for him? Or were they in on it?”

“I didn’t see them in the photo, and Carl didn’t mention anyone else being with Ian.” Tessa drove out of North Sound and raced onto Bishopton Road. Tessa slowed the vehicle as they neared the address. “I want to play it cool until we get Ian away from the other kids.” Tessa tightened her grip on the steering wheel. “Who knows what he’ll do if he’s cornered.”

It was nearly eleven o’clock when she parked in front of a large two-story house that backed to woods. She and Logan stepped out of the vehicle. The house was well lit and homey looking. They walked up to the front door and knocked. A middle-aged man opened the door.

Tessa introduced herself and Logan. “Are you Mr. Abbot?”

“Yes,” Mr. Abbot said. “Can I help you?”

“We have some follow-up questions for the boys. Is Ian available?” Tessa smiled. “I know it’s late, and I apologize. But it can’t be helped.”

“Of course.” Mr. Abbot stepped aside. “Please come in.”

Tessa and Logan followed him back to a large kitchen. The long table had benches on each side and could have seated a dozen people. Mr. Abbot gestured to the table. “Make yourselves comfortable. The children are all in bed. I’ll fetch Ian for you.”

A blonde woman in pajamas and a robe came into the room. “Is something wrong?”

“They’re here to ask Ian some follow-up questions.” Mr. Abbot introduced his wife, then walked out of the room.

Mrs. Abbot gave Tessa a disapproving frown. “This couldn’t wait until morning? It’s a school night.”

“No, ma’am,” Tessa said. “I’m sorry. It’s important.”

“All right.” Mrs. Abbot tightened the sash of her dark-blue robe. “Do you want coffee?”

“No, thank you.” Tessa leaned on the edge of the table. “How many children are you fostering?”

“Four,” Mrs. Abbot said. “We also have two daughters of our own.”

“Six kids are a lot to handle.” Logan folded his arms.

Mrs. Abbot clutched the lapels of her robe together. “It is, and we were told this was an emergency—and that it would be temporary. There were no other placements available on the island. It was late, and the boys needed a place to sleep. We couldn’t say no.”

Mr. Abbot walked into the kitchen. Instead of simply bringing Ian, as Tessa had requested, he was followed by all three boys. Ian led the pack. Mark hung back, wary. Trevor looked like he was going to cry. The boys wore sweatpants, sweatshirts, and tennis shoes.

Ian gave Tessa a sincere glance. “Is something wrong?”

“We have a few follow-up questions for you.” Tessa gestured toward a kitchen chair. “Mark, Trevor, would you two please wait in the other room? We need to speak with Ian in private, just like we did before.”

Ian lifted his gaze to meet Tessa’s. She concentrated on her poker face but saw his eyes change and go cold.

He knew.

Before Tessa could react, he simultaneously pulled a gun from the pocket of his baggy sweatpants and grabbed Trevor by the ear, dragging the younger boy in front of him. Ian pressed the muzzle of the gun into the side of Trevor’s head.
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Logan’s heart catapulted into his throat. He drew his gun and pointed it at Ian, but Trevor was in the way. Logan had no doubt Ian would pull the trigger. He’d already killed once.

“Put your hands up!” Ian yelled. He released Trevor’s ear and grabbed his shoulder, crouching behind the younger boy.

Next to him, Tessa had her weapon leveled at Ian. “Drop the gun!”

“Fuck you!” Ian yelled back.

“You can’t get away, Ian,” Tessa called out. “More deputies are coming.”

“Bullshit!” Ian said. “There are only three of you on the island. It’ll take hours for more to get here.”

Ian was right.

“What do you want, Ian?” Tessa asked.

“We’re leaving.” Ian nodded toward Mark. “Get the door.”

Mark hesitated.

“Do it now!” Ian yelled. “Or I’ll blow a hole in Trevor. I can’t stand the little whiner, always sniveling and crying. If I shoot him, I’ll make you go with me instead. You pretend to be tough, but it’s all an act. You’re no better than him.”

Tears poured down Trevor’s face. Mark walked toward the kitchen door and opened it.

Ian stopped next to the doorway. A rechargeable flashlight was plugged in on the wall. “Give that flashlight to Trevor.”

Mark reached for it, his face colorless. Trevor took the flashlight with shaking hands. Ian walked backward, dragging Trevor with him, right out the door. The younger boy’s eyes were wide open with fear. His gaze locked on Logan’s, silently pleading for help. Ian kept walking backward, glancing at the ground behind him every few seconds.

They disappeared into the woods.

Trevor had looked terrified. Logan couldn’t let Ian hurt him.

Logan and Tessa ran outside.

“We have to follow them,” Tessa said, her face grim. “We can’t let him take Trevor.”

“You follow.” Logan started for the woods. “I’ll run and get ahead of them.” Logan ran and hiked in the forest every day. He could move faster than Ian and Trevor.

“We need to figure out where he’s going.” Tessa pointed to the trees. “What’s on the other side of these woods?”

Logan pulled out his phone and opened his map app. “The harbor.” He shoved his phone back into his pocket.

Tessa nodded. “There are only two ways off the island: boat or plane. The next ferry doesn’t leave until five a.m., and Ian has to know we’ll call the ferry operators.”

“If I were in his shoes, I’d steal a boat,” Logan said.

“We can’t let him get to the harbor. There’s nothing to stop Ian from killing Trevor and dumping his body overboard.” Tessa pulled out her phone. “I’m calling the harbormaster and putting him on alert.”

“I’ll head them off.” Logan turned to the trees.

“Go!” Tessa said. “I’ll stay on their trail in case Ian decides to double back. We’ll sandwich them between us.”

Logan went into the woods, striking a line parallel to the direction that Ian had taken. Every few minutes, Logan stopped and listened. He could hear Ian and Trevor crashing through the underbrush. Clearly, neither of the boys were outdoorsmen. They sounded like a pair of buffalo.

A game trail cut off to the left. Logan took it and broke into a run. The woods weren’t deep. He burst from the trees and put on the brakes. Just ahead, the earth disappeared. His boots stopped inches before the trail dropped off. With his arms spread wide for balance, Logan looked down. Just ahead of his boots, the earth sheared away in a rocky wall and dropped twenty feet straight down. Now what?

The crashing sound approached. Shit. No time to backtrack. Logan needed a place to hide.
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Tessa picked her way through the darkness. She could hear the boys ahead of her, and occasionally, she caught a flash of the light Trevor carried. But she didn’t move faster than she could safely navigate. Above, light from a nearly full moon filtered through the trees. She slowed her pace as she passed through a dark patch. Then branches overhead thinned, and she picked up her pace again. She couldn’t risk using her own flashlight.

She was close. About fifty feet ahead, she spotted two shadows moving through the trees. She’d increased her pace until she’d nearly caught up.

They emerged from the trees. The boys stopped short. The ground dropped off at their feet. Ian spun, forcing Trevor in front of him again.

They were trapped.

“Stay away!” Ian yelled, waving the gun.

Tessa stopped. “You can’t get away.”

“Don’t come any closer!” Ian shouted. “I’ll kill him. I want to anyway. I can’t stand the constant crying.”

Tears poured from Trevor’s eyes. He shuddered and tried to suppress a sob, but it slipped out.

Ian shook his shoulder. “Shut the fuck up. You’re so annoying.” Ian tapped the gun on Trevor’s head.

“Put the gun down, Ian,” Tessa said.

“Fuck you.” Ian was red faced, his eyes narrowed with meanness and wild with desperation. He knew he was trapped. Like a feral animal, he’d lash out.

He wanted to kill Trevor. Tessa could see it in his eyes. He would do it to punish her for solving Gavin’s murder, for catching him, for ruining his plan.

She had to stop Ian. But how? She couldn’t shoot him, not without risking Trevor’s life.

Where are you, Logan?

“I’ll do whatever I want,” Ian snarled. “I always do.”

“You don’t want to kill him. You’ll go to prison for the rest of your life.”

Ian shook his head. “I won’t! I’d rather die.” He shook Trevor again. “And I’ll take him with me.”

Tessa said, “Leave Trevor here, and I’ll let you go.”

“Do you think I’m stupid?” Ian yelled, his voice dripping with disdain. “I’m smarter than you. I’m smarter than all of you.”

“You left a witness to Gavin’s murder,” Tessa said. “That wasn’t very smart.”

“I did not.” Ian sounded indignant.

“You did. I know exactly how you shot him in the head, then dragged his body into the basement of that house on Mimosa Street. There are photos.” Tessa gambled with a lie. “There’s trace evidence too. You left DNA behind. We have plenty of evidence. You’re going to prison forever—unless you release Trevor.”

“You’re lying.” But Ian’s voice lacked conviction. “You drop your gun and back away.”

“I can’t do that, Ian. I can’t let you hurt him, and you know it,” Tessa said. “I’ll give you one more chance. Let Trevor go, and I won’t chase you,” Tessa lied. Once Trevor was safe, she was taking Ian down.

Ian’s feet were inches from the cliff’s edge. How far was the fall?

[image: image]

Logan hung from a tree root on the cliff’s face.

Just above him, Ian argued with Tessa. “Fuck you.”

Logan pulled himself up until he was peering over the edge of the cliff.

“Where are you going, Ian?” Tessa yelled. “We’re on an island. You can’t get away.”

“I can.” Ian took the gun from Trevor’s head and pointed it at Tessa. “I have a plan.”

Logan reached up and struck Ian in the back of the knee. His legs buckled. He went down on one knee, losing his grip on Trevor. Ian’s arms splayed in the air as he sought his balance. Once he regained his footing, he started bringing the gun back around toward Tessa.

Hell no.

Logan grabbed the back of Ian’s shirt and yanked hard. Ian fell sideways. The edge of the cliff crumbled under Ian’s feet. He threw his hands in front of his body as a counterbalance, but it wasn’t enough.

Ian tipped backward in slow motion. As he fell, he reached forward, took a handful of Trevor’s sweatshirt, and tried to drag the younger boy over with him.

Trevor cried out. He swung the flashlight over his head and struck Ian in the face. Ian’s head snapped back. More earth under his feet gave way, dirt and rocks tumbling to the ground below. He slipped over the edge.

Trevor windmilled his arms, trying to save his balance, but the ground crumbled under him. He slid downward. Logan grabbed his arm as he passed. For a couple of seconds, Trevor dangled in Logan’s grip. Then the boy took hold of a tree root and clung to it.

Logan reached for the cliff edge, but the earth continued to break away. There was no way to climb back up. He yelled to Trevor, “We have to go down.”

Tessa’s face appeared over his head. “Shit!” More of the cliff face gave way. Tessa moved twenty feet along the edge, to a place where the footing was more solid. She swung her legs over the side and began a careful descent.

Logan helped Trevor scramble down. Their feet hit the ground, and he released Trevor. The boy limped a few feet away.

At the base of the cliff, Ian was sprawled on his back, moaning. Tessa dropped the last few feet and turned to Ian. Ian’s eyes were closed. She moved closer, drawing her weapon again.

Logan moved in front of Trevor and scanned the ground for Ian’s gun. Where did it go?

Ian rolled and snatched at something on the ground. The gun! It had been under his body. Logan couldn’t react fast enough. There was nothing he could do except watch Ian lift the weapon, aim it at Tessa, and fire.
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Tessa dove for the ground. In her peripheral vision, she saw Logan tackle Trevor and cover the boy’s body with his own.

The shot went over Tessa’s head. She landed on her belly, her elbow struck a rock, and she dropped her gun in the weeds.

Ian swung his weapon toward Logan and Trevor. Tessa rolled to her hands and knees, her hands sweeping the ground. Where is it? Fear tunneled her vision and deadened her hearing. Her heartbeat echoed in her ears. Kneeling, she grabbed for her duty belt and pulled out her Taser. She aimed it at Ian and pulled the trigger. The darts struck him in the chest. His body went rigid, his fingers opened, and he dropped his gun.

Tessa leaped forward. While Ian twitched, she handcuffed his wrists behind his back. “It’s all right. He’s secured.” She put Ian’s gun in her own pocket; then she searched his pockets for additional weapons but found nothing.

Logan lifted his head, then got to his feet. He extended a hand to Trevor. The kid leaped to his feet and hurled himself into Logan’s arms.

Logan picked him up. “It’s okay. It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

Trevor sobbed, his breath hitching. “Is Ian dead?”

Tessa saw the boy’s trauma and fear, and her heart wept. “No. He’ll be all right.”

Trevor looked conflicted. “I almost wish he was dead. He killed Gavin.”

“We know,” Tessa said.

“Gavin was my friend.” Trevor inhaled, his breath shaky. “Ian made me and Mark lie about Frank. He said he’d kill him and Nancy if we didn’t. He beat us up all the time. He liked hurting us. He showed us pictures of Gavin after he killed him. Said he’d do the same to all of us if we didn’t say what he wanted.” Trevor swiped an arm under his nose. “Frank and Nancy are really good. Their house was the best place I ever lived in my whole life, but they won’t like me now. I lied. I hurt them.”

“I bet they’ll forgive you.” Logan set him down. “If you tell them everything, they’ll understand.”

Trevor looked hopeful.

Tessa pulled out her cell phone and opened her map app. All it showed was a big patch of green between them and the harbor. Not helpful. They couldn’t go back the way they’d come. “Logan, do you know how we get out of here?”

He pointed to the trees. “There’s a trail to the harbor.”

Tessa felt around with her foot until she found her gun. She scooped it out of the weeds and returned it to her holster.

Then she hauled Ian to his feet. “Let’s go. Give me any trouble, I’ll Tase your ass again.”

Trevor was limping, so Logan let him ride piggyback. Tessa frog-marched Ian through the woods. In fifteen minutes, they emerged from the woods across the street from the marina.

She called Bruce and asked him to pick them up. They dropped Trevor with the Abbots, who promised to call Frank and Nancy Walden immediately.

It was one in the morning before they reached the sheriff’s station. Backup did arrive, in the form of three deputies and the sheriff himself. They’d brought their own boat over from the mainland. Tessa was more than happy to send Ian and Carl back with them. On the mainland, the station had real holding cells. Though Ian would no doubt be headed to the county jail. Tessa recommended Carl be placed on a psychiatric hold. They needed his testimony.

“Get some sleep,” the sheriff said. “Paperwork can wait until morning.”

Every muscle in Tessa’s body ached. Between chasing Carl and pursuing Ian, she’d run and hiked more in the last twenty-four hours than in the past twenty-four days.

“Come to my place,” Logan said. “You need real sleep, and you won’t get it at your house.”

“My mom needs me.” Tessa hadn’t had time to call and check on her. She needed to clone herself.

“I already talked to Cate,” Logan said. “She’s sleeping on your couch. She said your mom is sleeping. The medicine Henry gave her seems to be helping. She had no major breakdowns tonight.”

Tessa sighed. She was too exhausted to argue. They drove back to Logan’s cabin, undressed, and crawled into bed. Tessa closed her eyes. It felt as if she’d barely blinked, but when she opened them, the sun shone through the cabin window.

The bed was empty, and she smelled coffee and bacon. She helped herself to one of Logan’s shirts and looked for her cell phone on the nightstand, where she’d left it next to her duty belt. It wasn’t there.

She found Logan in the small kitchen, drinking coffee.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“Almost noon.” Logan got up and poured her a cup of coffee.

“What!” She hurried back into the bedroom and began collecting her clothes. “I have to go to the mainland. Where’s my phone?”

“Right here.” Logan held up her cell phone. “I didn’t want it to wake you.”

“But I have to go to the sheriff’s office on the mainland.”

“The paperwork can wait, Tessa. We needed sleep.”

“When did you wake up?”

“About an hour ago.” Logan went to the counter and put bacon on a plate. “Here. Eat something.”

He was right.

Tessa sank into a chair. They’d caught their killer. Everything else could wait, including the sheriff. Carl’s phone had photos of Ian dragging Gavin’s dead body. Ian wasn’t going to be released. Tessa exhaled, letting her tension go with the air.

She accepted the coffee and drank. For the first time in weeks, she relaxed.
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Later that day, Tessa closed her eyes and let the evening sea breeze wash over her face. At her side, Logan leaned on the railing of the ferry.

She opened her eyes and watched the sunset reflect on the water. “Well, that was anticlimactic.”

Logan took her hand in his and interlocked their fingers. “I’m not surprised Ian isn’t talking. He isn’t stupid. If Carl hadn’t been squatting in that vacant house, Ian would have gotten away with Gavin’s murder.”

“I’m glad Mark and Trevor had plenty to say and that they’re both back with the Waldens.” Warmth spread in Tessa’s belly. The Waldens had brought the two boys to the mainland to give statements. They’d been supportive and understanding. They’d even felt guilty for not knowing what had been going on under their own roof. “Nancy told me they’re going to adopt the boys. They need stability.”

“That’s great,” Logan said. “Those poor kids deserve a break after Ian tormented them for months.”

“Gavin stood up for them. Ian had beaten up Mark several times. He was good at not leaving bruises anywhere the Waldens would notice. Gavin said he was telling the Waldens.”

“Ian didn’t want to get caught,” Tessa said.

“According to the former neighbors, he also enjoyed inflicting pain,” Logan added. “They weren’t surprised to hear he’d been charged with murder.”

Ian had refused to talk, but the sheriff had tracked down a family who had lived next to Ian’s family before his parents had died. According to their interview, Ian had been a bad seed. They had claimed he’d killed their pets and tormented them for years. They’d had no evidence, but they had been positive Ian was responsible.

He’d been an only child to an older couple, and they hadn’t been able to control him from a young age. The neighbor had even stated that Ian’s parents had been afraid of their son. Had he been born a sociopath?

Logan’s voice tightened. “Now we know why friends and family refused to take him in after his parents died. He was such a nasty piece of work.”

“How did no one know this kid had a gun?” Tessa shook her head.

“The weapon was unregistered.” Logan shrugged. “He won’t say where he got it.”

Widow’s Island came into view.

“There’s home.” Logan squeezed her fingers.

Tessa’s heart was happy as the boat docked. The island really was home.

They got into her SUV and drove to her house. Cate was on the porch, drinking iced tea and playing checkers with Patience. Her mom hung a basket over her arm and headed for the chicken coop. She was smiling and humming an old Beatles song. Tessa ran inside to lock up her gun and change her clothes. When she emerged, Logan handed her a glass of iced tea.

She took it. “Kurt is back on duty tomorrow. I am officially off all day.”

A car drove up. Sam, Mickey, and Sam’s mom got out. Marsha carried three pizza boxes. “We brought dinner to thank you for helping us.”

Mickey ran up to Tessa’s mom. “Can I help get the eggs?”

Tessa held her breath, but her mom was having a good day. She handed the little boy the basket, and they headed into the coop, with Marsha right behind them to supervise.

Tessa dropped onto the top porch step. Logan sat at her side.

Sam leaned on the porch post.

“Are you okay?” Tessa asked. She worried how Sam would handle the break-in.

“Yeah. That man didn’t want to harm us,” Sam said. “Though we do lock all the doors now.”

Carl had admitted to breaking in to replace his wires and tools, but he hadn’t wanted to hurt anyone. He’d run the second he’d been caught.

“The parts are on order for the alarm system,” Logan said. “I’ll have it installed within the week.”

“Thank you, Logan.” Sam’s gaze sought her son, who was following the alpha hen around the chicken enclosure. The chicken looked harried. Sam smiled. “Mickey wants to pet the chicken.”

“Ha!” Tessa barked out a laugh. “Killer Hen doesn’t know how to deal with an eight-year-old’s energy.” She stood. “I’ll get plates and napkins.”

Logan followed her into the house. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

Tessa pulled a dozen cloth napkins from a drawer and turned to him. His face looked serious.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“No.” Logan stood in front of her. “I think we should live together.”

Tessa wanted to be with Logan more than anything. She loved him. But she couldn’t be selfish. Her responsibilities outweighed her personal desires. But she allowed herself to imagine a normal life with Logan for a few seconds. If only . . .

She brushed away her own wants. It wasn’t fair to lead him on.

“You know I can’t leave my house.” Tessa had at least two more years until Patience went to college. Sadly, she doubted her mother would still be at home by that time. The incident with the knife had blown Tessa’s mind. She’d removed all sharp objects from the kitchen, but she couldn’t allow her mother to be a danger to herself or anyone else.

He blinked. “Actually, I think I should move in with you.”

“You want to move in with me here? With my mother and my sister?” Tessa couldn’t believe he was offering.

“I do.” He took her hand. “You need a second adult in the house. Think how much easier it would be if we could take turns keeping an eye on your mom. Selfishly, I also want to see more of you.”

“That’s the only reason you want to move in? To help me?” Tessa didn’t like where this was going. She didn’t want his pity. She wanted Logan to return the love she felt for him. She clutched the napkins to her chest.

“No.” He sighed. “I’m totally botching this. I love you. That’s why I want to be together all the time.”

Tessa smiled. “I love you too, and I want to spend our lives together.” She hesitated. Was it even fair to accept?

“I hear a but coming.” He frowned.

“But I don’t want you to move in with me because you feel sorry for me.”

“That’s not why. I’m not being clear.”

Tessa lifted a shoulder. “Patience is with me for at least two more years, and I’ll keep Mom at home as long as I can keep her and everyone around her safe. It will get harder, not easier, in the near future.”

She pictured her mother with the knife again and shuddered.

“I know that.” Logan exhaled. “Okay. I need to do this properly. Cate gave me specific instructions, and I still blew it.” With a huge grin, Logan dropped to one knee in front of her. “Tessa Black, will you marry me?” He pulled a jewelry box from his pocket and opened it. A ring nestled in a patch of blue velvet.

“What?” Tessa stared at the ring. Stunned, she dropped the napkins. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. He wanted her? He loved her enough to live with the insanity that was her life? How could she have gotten so lucky? “You really want to marry me? You know how crazy my life is.”

“Yes and yes.” Logan smiled. “I love you with all my heart. There’s nothing I want more in the world than to be your husband. But to me, helping you with those other things is part of the package. As you once said to me, you can’t just share half of your life. It’s all or nothing.”

“Throwing my words back at me?” The corner of Tessa’s mouth turned up in a wry grin.

Logan grinned back at her. “You bet.”

She tugged him to his feet, and he kissed her. Joy bloomed inside her. “I can’t promise smooth sailing. My life is unpredictable.”

“Predictable is boring.” He kissed her again, long and hard. “I’ll take whatever we can get.”

Over the years, their relationship had transformed from a teenage crush to friendship to the kind of love that felt real and solid—and lasting.

She looped her arms round his neck. “I’ve loved you my whole life. I’m going to love you for the rest of it as well.”

Logan kissed her again. “We can get through anything if we’re together.”
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