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            Chapter 1

         
         Connor Rye arrived on Whitaker Island a little after eight on an unseasonably warm fall evening. He knew the temperature was
            not the norm because all eleven people he met in and around the marina where the ferry landed told him exactly that. Then
            they asked if he, by chance, had a brother who once stayed on the island. As soon as he answered yes, the conversation took
            a sharp left turn into a discussion about his older sibling.
         

         
         Happened every single time. Connor grew up listening to his parents, teachers, friends, and many women talk about Hansen’s
            general greatness. Not that Connor minded . . . that much. He’d counted himself as his big brother’s number one fan, or at
            least he had until Hansen got engaged after a whirlwind romance that started right here on Whitaker.
         

         
         If island legend was correct—and he’d gotten an earful about that, too—the romance blossomed in the same cabin where Connor
            now stood. Probably around the two-burner stove he was leaning against.
         

         
         Connor shot up straight and wiped his palms on his jeans because thinking about his brother’s love life was not a thing he
            did—ever—and he really didn’t want a mental play-by-play now.
         

         
         He traveled to Whitaker for a much-needed break. He’d been on a wild roller-coaster ride of work and grief for almost two
            years. Twenty-three months and seven days to be exact. But who was counting?
         

         
         He’d buried himself in the day-to-day operations of the family business while straining to keep everyone around him moving
            forward and, damn, he was exhausted. Haunted and bone tired. Completely out of gas and aching for normal.
         

         
         So tonight he craved quiet. He really hoped for a few weeks of relaxation, but relaxation wasn’t exactly his area of expertise.
            He’d settle for anything that sounded close. Tomorrow he’d set out, meet people, buy groceries, and otherwise pretend to be
            friendly when he felt anything but. Tonight . . . nothing.
         

         
         He unloaded the last of the few provisions he’d brought with him at Hansen’s suggestion. The first of many hints and interruptions
            over the last few days because his big brother had an equally big control issue. He’d texted up until Connor’s flight took
            off from Washington, D.C. to Seattle, and again as Connor stepped on the ferry from Seattle to Whitaker. A never-ending trail
            of texts filled with instructions and a few warnings about not messing up the place. One pointed out that the house was on
            sibling loan only and not to get too comfortable.
         

         
         Uh-huh. Noted.
         

         
         Connor decided to end the day of traveling the best way he knew how: with a cup of coffee in his hand, his ass on the couch,
            and his feet propped up on something. The living room area of the cabin, all cozy with the cushy sofa cushions, looked like
            the perfect spot. He sank down into a nest of stuff piled at one end and groaned. He’d been skeptical of the wall of pillows
            and blankets, but he was a believer now.
         

         
         He kicked off his sneakers and reached for the television remote. He would have turned the thing on but the lure of a pre-bed
            nap, one where he could close his eyes and not think too hard, proved to be a strong lure. He dropped his head back in the
            tangle of fluffy accessories and let his eyes drift shut.
         

         
         The wind rattled through the two-story cabin and swooped to the loft above. Inside stayed warm, but the temperature dropped
            outside. If he had more energy he’d get up and start a fire. But that would have to wait for another day, preferably after
            he’d fueled up on island hospitality and some homemade nonairport food.
         

         
         Drifting in and out, he sensed time passing but he had no idea how much. Just as he started to fall under, something jolted
            him awake. Wide awake. Blame the strange stillness in the cabin, but his muscles no longer relaxed.
         

         
         He opened his eyes to complete darkness. Fatigue had pulled at him when he sat down but he was pretty sure he’d left two lights
            on, the one across the room and the one over the sink in the kitchen. Neither was on now. The steady hum from the old refrigerator
            had also vanished.
         

         
         He jackknifed into a sitting position, then froze, trying to take it all in. An unsettling sensation washed over him. The
            movement of the air in the room wasn’t quite right, but he couldn’t name how. The confusion set his inner alarm buzzing.
         

         
         He forced his breathing to slow as he concentrated on picking up any clues. A second later, a scraping sound, barely above
            a whisper, echoed around him. Then he heard breathing, labored and a little rushed.
         

         
         Just when he started to jump up, he heard the grunt. Pain slammed into his head a second later. The hit dropped him off the
            edge of the couch. His knees smacked into the hardwood floor with a thwack.
         

         
         “Shit.” He blinked as he landed on all fours and fought to keep his focus.

         
         One thought tumbled around in his head . . . Move.

         
         He shoved the ottoman to the side and crawled. He’d only been in the cabin a few hours and struggled to remember the layout.
            The front door waited a few feet in front of him and off a bit to his right. And his cell . . . where the hell had he put
            it?
         

         
         Footsteps thudded against the old floorboards. The attacker didn’t attempt to hide the noise now.

         
         Connor shifted, but something—no, that was definitely a someone—landed on his back. Not too heavy or with enough strength
            to pin him down for long but the pressure slowed his movements. He reached around to grab an arm or any limb he could reach
            when the attacker pressed a hand against his new head wound. One touch and the room began to spin. His arms gave out and his
            chest and chin crashed into the floor. The force of his yell surprised even him.
         

         
         Off balance now, he wrestled for control. Repeated bouts of dizziness made it tough to throw the person off him. Everything
            whirled and raced as he tried to shrug and move. He choked back the need to throw up but froze when the attacker started talking.
            Right in his ear. Low and deep.
         

         
         “Leave Whitaker now.”

         
         The insistent sound didn’t hide the person’s attempt to use a fake gravelly tone. A woman? Maybe . . .

         
         Nothing about the hit-and-threaten move made sense but the buzzing in his head had his arms shaking. His body listed to one
            side as he fought to keep from face-planting on the floor. “I . . . what the hell?”
         

         
         The pressure against his body vanished in a flash. Then he heard the thump of footsteps as the person raced away. A rush of
            cold air swept through the cabin. Connor dragged in enough to revive some of his energy and lift his head. Even in the relative
            darkness he could see the cabin door standing wide open. The pain knocking inside his brain refused to subside. A haze blurred
            his vision and he tried to blink it away.
         

         
         Help. He needed help. Get checked. Find the attacker.
         

         
         But he didn’t know one person on the island. A few by name, but that was it.

         
         He stumbled to his feet. Bobbing and weaving, he made it to the front door and slammed into the wall. His fingers found the
            light switch and clicked it on. Nothing happened. The cabin up through the loft remained plunged in darkness.
         

         
         The whole thing had been weird but thorough—cut the power, sneak in, and attack. But that didn’t explain what the person wanted
            or why.
         

         
         A few more blinks and his eyes finally adjusted to the relative blackness. Lumps that looked like furniture formed in the
            shadows. Taking slow steps, he bumped his way back to the sofa. Careful not to shift his head too much, he leaned down and
            patted the floor and the couch cushion in a desperate search for his cell. His fingertips knocked against it on the ottoman
            and it slipped to the floor.
         

         
         “Mother . . .” Even talking hurt his head, so he let the front half of the grumbled profanity be enough.

         
         A few seconds later he found the cell and turned on the flashlight, making sure to aim it away from him. The last thing he
            needed was a blast into his eyes. His headache would never go away after that.
         

         
         Scanning the area right around him with a minimum of movement didn’t make things better. He spotted the blood streaked across
            the floor, on his hand. He wasn’t so great with blood. Seeing it made the dizziness come roaring back. He fought to stay on
            his feet long enough to make a call.
         

         
         As the phone rang, one simple thought kept replaying in his head. He’d only been on the island a few hours and someone already
            wanted him gone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Connor hated hospitals. Hated dealing with police and answering questions. When his sister was killed all those months ago,
            his life split wide open. There was the man he was before and the one he’d turned into after. He went from being the younger
            son, working his way up in the family business, to the only one in the right headspace to lead.
         

         
         In the “before,” he’d been naive. Dedicated but still grounded in the belief that a healthy person needed outlets and friends.
            Time away from his desk and responsibilities.
         

         
         Everything changed on that one day. Alexis plunged over that cliff during a hike because the one person in the world who was
            supposed to love and cherish her threw her off. Her psychopath of a husband wanted money and another woman, and he made Alexis
            disposable.
         

         
         Since then Connor had disappeared into his work. With his parents broken with grief and his brother obsessed with revenge,
            everything fell to him. That included identifying the body and handling the police, the lawyers, and the press.
         

         
         Sitting there now, with his legs hanging over the side of the hospital bed in the Whitaker Clinic’s emergency room, feeling
            the panic swirling through the halls and the grim sense of urgency on the staff’s faces, brought it all back. The sight of
            nurses rushing around. The smell of cleaning supplies and disinfectant.
         

         
         The sensation that he would never be okay again.

         
         Before he could muster his scrambled thoughts, the curtains surrounding his bed parted. He tried not to jump at the clinking
            sound of metal against metal as hooks slid on the rod.
         

         
         Ben Clifford, the island’s version of law enforcement, stepped into the open space. He’d been the one Connor called because
            Hansen had given him Ben’s contact info for a meet-up once he got settled on Whitaker. This was his big brother’s friend and
            he came rushing, asking questions and making sure Connor got in to see a doctor right away.
         

         
         Things were calmer now as Ben gave a nod hello. “There are better ways to meet.”

         
         “I was thinking dinner and a movie, but yeah.” Connor touched his head and felt the bandage. At least the urge to projectile
            vomit had subsided, but he guessed it would return with a vengeance if he moved too fast or the wrong way.
         

         
         Ben frowned as his gaze searched Connor’s face. “You sure you don’t have an enemy back home that might have followed you here
            to Whitaker?”
         

         
         Connor stilled. “Are you serious?”

         
         “Let’s pretend I am.”

         
         “I want to make sure I get this theory of yours.” Connor waited for Ben to nod before continuing. “You think the attacker
            was angry with me back in D.C., so they got on a plane, then a ferry to follow me here, in order to tell me to go the hell
            back home.”
         

         
         “Huh.”

         
         Exactly. Connor couldn’t make that stretch work with any amount of mental gymnastics. “I’m struggling with the logic of that.”
         

         
         “I get that, but logic isn’t always the right motivator in cases like this.” Ben stepped up to the bed. He wore jeans and
            a zip-up hoodie. Not the usual police gear but it seemed to fit with the laid-back style of the island on display so far.
            “Still, you make a good point.”
         

         
         “Hansen said you were practical.” Connor turned his head and . . . yep, there it was. A vicious rush of bile. That’s all it
            took to convince him not to try that again. “Any chance this is left over from the mess with Hansen and the guy who killed
            my sister?”
         

         
         For a few seconds Ben just stood there, not saying a word. “You don’t even use his name.”

         
         Connor didn’t pretend to be confused. He knew who Ben meant. His sister’s killer. “He’s taken up enough of my family’s time
            and energy. He was a predator and deserved the end he got.”
         

         
         “Can’t argue with that.” Ben nodded as nurses passed behind him and a few crowded at the monitor directly across from Connor’s
            bed. “It is hard to see how this could be connected to that since that’s been over for months. That guy is dead. Your brother
            is back home. Things have been quiet around here since the end of summer and now we’re heading into winter.”
         

         
         “Quiet until I got here.”

         
         “Well, it is hard to ignore the timing and your head wound.” Ben shrugged. “At least tying the past to this injury would be
            an explanation.”
         

         
         Connor really couldn’t come up with another one. Even a business competitor gone rogue wouldn’t engage in this sort of thing.
            “I’m usually the nonproblematic brother.”
         

         
         “That’s what I was told.” Ben turned and greeted the woman who stepped into the space with them. “Good evening, doc.”

         
         Connor recognized her as the one who’d worked on his head. She’d used a minimum of words while she checked him over. She’d
            been efficient and called out orders that sent everyone scurrying. She might be petite—not much over five feet—in her fifties
            or so, but everyone in the clinic took her seriously, and so did Connor.
         

         
         She held out her hand to him. “Lela Thomas. I introduced myself earlier but you weren’t really in a position to know much
            of what was happening around you.”
         

         
         They shook hands. “Connor Rye.”

         
         She winked at him. “Let’s hope you’re less trouble than your brother.”

         
         Her mix of confident and comforting worked for him. It also put him at ease in a place guaranteed to make him twitchy. “An
            hour ago I would have said yes.”
         

         
         “Now?” she asked.

         
         He shrugged and immediately regretted moving. “It’s an open question.”

         
         Some of her amusement faded as she snapped into doc mode. “The good news is, no concussion, but you did get rattled. You have
            a few stitches, and I’d like you to come back in a few days. But for now, you should get some rest. I’d prefer for you not
            to be alone, so you can stay here—”
         

         
         “No.” Connor thought about apologizing for the cracking whip of his voice but decided to pretend it didn’t happen because
            it wasn’t personal, and the doc had to know that.
         

         
         She eyed him for a few seconds before talking again. “Okay. But I’d prefer if someone checked in on you periodically.”

         
         That struck Connor as a problem. “I just got to Whitaker. I don’t actually know anyone here except Ben, and I met him a half
            hour ago.”
         

         
         “I have some forensic work to do at your place tonight,” Ben said. “I’ll put you up at Berman’s Lodge, let the owner, Sylvia,
            spoil you, and I’ll check on you a few times.”
         

         
         “That’s not necessary.” It was too much attention. Connor sucked at being coddled. Like, really sucked at it. People tried to help him and he had to bite back the urge to scream for space.
         

         
         “It’s one night,” Ben said, clearly not impressed with Connor’s refusal. “Then you can come with me to the cabin tomorrow
            and let me know if anything is missing.”
         

         
         “How will I know? I’ve been in town for about ten seconds.”

         
         “Right.” Ben winced. “We’ll figure something out.”

         
         The doc winked at Connor. “See? All problems solved.”

         
         Maybe it was the island air. That was the only explanation Connor could come up with for why no one seemed that upset about
            an attacker whacking him in the head for no reason. “Uh-huh.”
         

         
         “Look at it this way. You’ve been on the island for less than a day and have already made new friends.” Doc Lela, which was
            what everyone in the clinic called her, checked his bandage as she talked. “That’s a good sign.”
         

         
         She’d missed an obvious bad sign when it came to his dangerous island welcoming committee, but Connor let it slide. “There
            are probably easier ways to meet people than being attacked.”
         

         
         She smiled as she worked. “No kidding.”

         
         Ben laughed. “Welcome to Whitaker.”

         
         One good thing was that it had to go up from here . . . At least, Connor hoped that was true.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Maddie Rhine couldn’t stop shaking. She sat at her kitchen table and opened and closed her hand as she looked out the floor-to-ceiling
            windows to the water in the distance. It had been more than twelve hours and the fine tremor running through her fingers refused
            to stop. She was starting to think it never would.
         

         
         She’d been terrified and in hiding for most of the last two years. Never getting a decent night of sleep. Watching over her
            shoulder and wrapping herself in loneliness to avoid more pain. When the killings happened on Whitaker a few months back she
            seriously considered running again, but the stark desperation to finally build a new life kept her rooted here.
         

         
         Still, exhaustion tugged at her. She didn’t have the strength to do this alone. Not anymore.

         
         She looked at the letter resting on her table. The one she’d barely touched, except to open the envelope. She’d been trained
            in this. She knew not to handle the paper too much.
         

         
         
            I found you, bitch.

         

         Nothing subtle about that message or the angry, scribbling scrawl.

         
         The knock at the door made her jump. Warm tea spilled over her hand. A second later that familiar racing sensation revved
            up inside her. The need to bolt, or at least hunt for a weapon and hunker down . . . and wait.
         

         
         “Maddie?”

         
         Ben’s voice reached her through the door.

         
         This was Ben. Safe, dependable Ben. With that cute face, he turned heads all over the island. Attractive on any scale. Tall,
            dark, and handsome, but to her, brotherly with a background in ass-kicking, which was exactly how she preferred the men she
            knew. At a distance and lethal, protective without smothering.
         

         
         The one time he’d asked her out, she’d panicked. She wanted him near her as her last line of defense. Ever since her life
            had blown up, the idea of dating, of trusting another person on any sort of intimate level, left her cold and shaking. She
            stayed away and totally out of the dating pool because it was easier, safer.
         

         
         She mentally insisted keeping her life and her world separate from other people saved them from harm. Some days she wondered
            if her reclusive existence really only made it easier for her. No attachments meant no possibility someone could hurt or disappoint
            her.
         

         
         At the second knock, she got up and headed for the door. She opened each lock, all four. A rush of relief hit her when she
            saw him standing there, tall and sure. “Hi.”
         

         
         His eyes narrowed. “You okay?”

         
         That would teach her to think her fake smile worked. “It’s been a long morning.”

         
         “Same here.” He glanced into the empty room behind her. “What’s going on?”

         
         She’d called him and asked for his help, something she never did. She knew she could, but she hadn’t, until now. She tried not to drag anyone into her messed-up life. “I have a problem.”
         

         
         “Okay.” He glanced behind her again. “Which is . . . ?”

         
         Right. Invite him in, like a non-messed-up person might do.

         
         It took a lot for her to abandon her safety precautions, but it was either call him to come to her or go to his office, and
            the latter felt like a big step compared to her usual loner life.
         

         
         “Sorry.” She gestured for him to come inside.

         
         “Maddie, we’ve known each other for almost two years.”

         
         She had no idea where he was going with this, so she cut him off. “We’ve barely seen each other.”

         
         “You’re the town’s answering service. You handle all the calls for my office.”

         
         Is he always this chatty? “I do that from here. Alone. Without anyone around.”
         

         
         He made a face that suggested he was weighing his words and trying to find the right ones. “That’s my point. Not once—ever—have
            you asked for anything. The fact you did today is a clue something is very wrong. Just tell me what it is so I can help.”
         

         
         She appreciated the straightforward attitude. He was known for it and it relaxed her now. Maybe that would make the next ten
            minutes easier, though she doubted it.
         

         
         She walked over to the table and pointed at the handwritten note. “This.”

         
         He frowned as he followed her. Lines appeared across his forehead and the scowl deepened as he studied the piece of paper.
            “What the hell is this?”
         

         
         “It was on my porch. Slipped under the mat.” Peeking out as if to taunt her. Just like the last two. “I’ve been getting notes,
            on and off, for a few months.”
         

         
         His eyes widened. “And you waited until now to tell me?”

         
         “It’s complicated.” She couldn’t exactly start a conversation with, Maddie isn’t my real name and my whole life is a lie, even if that would be the one true thing she ever said while on Whitaker.
         

         
         “Maddie.” His tone sounded half exasperated and half stunned.

         
         “There are things you don’t know about me.” Things no one could know. Her past loomed right behind her. Things had changed
            and she should be safer now to venture out and meet people, but the notes suggested otherwise.
         

         
         “Your former handler called me.”

         
         Handler.

         
         “I . . . you can’t . . .” That’s all she had. A sputtering mess of words that made no sense as a sentence.

         
         He reached out but didn’t touch her. “Easy.”

         
         Memories of her former life smashed into her, stealing her breath. She stepped back, ramming her calf into her favorite chair.
            “What are you talking about?”
         

         
         “Evan Williams.” Ben nodded.

         
         Anxiety jumbled and churned in her stomach. “I don’t know who that is.”

         
         He stared at her for a few extra beats without saying a word. “Wildflower at night.”

         
         He knew the name. The right name. And the code.

         
         “How?” She forced that question out as a whisper.

         
         While she fumbled and shifted her weight and generally wanted to crawl under the house and hide, Ben stayed calm. He didn’t
            fluster or panic. The evenness of his voice wrapped around her. “When everything unfolded a few months ago, and the killing,
            and you were, well, secretive. I thought . . . you know, maybe . . .”
         

         
         The wince gave him away.

         
         “Did you think I did it? You thought I killed some random guy who showed up on the island?” Good lord. Talk about a communication misfire.
         

         
         He backed up that wince with a guilty shrug. “You disappeared for a few—”

         
         “I was hiding!” And she was yelling now. It wasn’t fair to Ben but the idea that he thought she could kill someone almost
            doubled her over.
         

         
         “On the island?” Shock sounded in his voice. “Where?”

         
         Was that really the point? “I’m not telling you that. A hiding place ceases to be a good hiding place when you announce where it is.”
         

         
         “Okay, look.” He held up his hands in mock surrender. “I don’t know details of what happened in your past. I got the call
            from Evan, pitched as an informal talk between law enforcement professionals, that digging into your identity was . . . I
            believe the phrase this Evan guy used was frowned upon.”
         

         
         “Sounds like him.” She could almost hear Evan’s deep voice, all commanding and half threatening. Technically he no longer
            protected her or worked on her behalf, but he called and checked in often. Offered his support and insisted she get back in
            the program, just in case. They’d known each other ever since her life changed, and had become friends of a sort. Or the only
            sort she had.
         

         
         “Where are the other notes you received?” Ben asked.

         
         “I sent them to Evan.”

         
         “I can call him but I think we both know you took photos.”

         
         She rushed forward, stopping right as her hand brushed his sleeve. Then she dropped it. “I don’t want to do this.”

         
         Ben being Ben, he stayed focused. He didn’t reach out for her. He wasn’t the type to crowd or plow through boundaries. “What?”

         
         “Live in hiding anymore.”

         
         His forehead wrinkled in what looked like confusion. “Okay. But I was talking about Evan and the photos.”

         
         “It’s all mixed together.”

         
         Ben visibly took a long breath. “Slow down and tell me how.”

         
         “Do you know who Evan is?” She didn’t see Ben as part of some big conspiracy against her, but her past life had been complicated
            and dangerous and she didn’t recognize either of those things until she walked into a disaster.
         

         
         “I know he’s with the Marshals Service and I know what the people there do. I don’t think you’re a fugitive on the run or
            I’d have agents all over the island.” He hesitated. “So I’m guessing you need protection of some sort . . . or did. It would
            explain the hiding and minimal contact with people on Whitaker, except for your voice through a telephone.”
         

         
         He understood enough to get what she was about to say. It was more of an explanation than she’d given anyone in years. “I
            can’t go back into hiding again. Not back to the kind where my life isn’t my own and I don’t decide anything.”
         

         
         “I can appreciate wanting . . . I don’t know the right word. Freedom? But this is a serious situation.”

         
         “Which is why I called you. You’re the police. This is your job.”

         
         “I’m not even sure what I’m dealing with other than this one threat. Seeing the other notes won’t answer that fully, but they
            might help.” He glanced at the paper again. “So would a little bit of background on why you needed Evan in the first place.”
         

         
         That was asking too much. She didn’t have the energy or will for a full show-and-tell. “Please don’t make me regret calling
            you.”
         

         
         “Just the notes then.”

         
         It was a fair request but still she mentally debated it. After a few seconds when she was sure her fingers would refuse to
            move, she pressed a few buttons and sent the copies to Ben’s phone. “There you go.”
         

         
         “Thanks.” He let out another breath, this one louder and longer. “I hadn’t planned on sharing this, and I don’t know if it’s
            related, but we had an attack on the island last night.”
         

         
         She froze. Everything inside her stopped. She even held her breath. “What?”

         
         “Hansen Rye’s brother is in town and staying at the cabin. He was—”

         
         “Wait, who?”

         
         “Connor.”

         
         “That’s not right.”

         
         Ben’s gaze narrowed. “Excuse me?”

         
         “But . . .” Her breath whooshed out of her. “The cabin is empty.”

         
         “Was.”

         
         “Was?”

         
         “As in not now. I get the impression him coming to Whitaker was a last-minute decision, but he’s here.”
         

         
         Her mind spun. The facts she knew . . . thought she knew. Empty, as in no one there. Locked and off-limits to anyone. She had asked around. She made it her business to know
            who came on and off the island and why. How had she missed him?
         

         
         She swallowed hard but it didn’t help. Her voice still sounded rusty. “You said something about a brother?”

         
         Ben shook his head a bit and continued to stare at her. “Yes. His name is Connor.”

         
         That would mean that she . . . She closed her eyes and reached for her last bit of control. Breaking down in front of Ben
            was not in her plans today.
         

         
         “Is he okay?” She gulped in air now. She could feel it stuttering and rattling around in her chest. She was two seconds away
            from wheezing.
         

         
         “Maddie, is there something I need to know here?”

         
         She doubled over with her hands on her thighs and wondered if that blow-in-a-paper-bag thing she’d seen on television worked.
            “That Whitaker is about as safe as a medium-sized city right now,” she said, trying to make a joke.
         

         
         He helped her into the kitchen chair without commenting on her current condition. “We’re not quite at that danger level yet.”

         
         “If you say so.” She threw her head back and stared at her ceiling. After a slow ten-count, some of the nervous energy pinging
            around inside her vanished.
         

         
         “Trust me.”

         
         “His brother.” The words came out in a harsh whisper.

         
         “Do you know what happened at the Rye brothers’ cabin?” he asked, sounding half like he’d formed an answer but wanted to test
            her anyway. “Were you there?”
         

         
         Silence screamed through her. “Hmm?”

         
         He shook his head. “I think you heard me.”

         
         “Do you need to get back . . .” He never stopped shaking his head, so she figured she could not fake her way out of this.
            She pulled her scrambled thoughts together to form a sentence.
         

         
         “Maddie.”

         
         “What? You just told me about the cabin. I’m surprised. That’s all.” Not the best avoidance tactic, but it was all she had
            at the moment.
         

         
         When she looked at Ben again, she found him staring at her with a look somewhere between concern and complete confusion. Of
            course he was. He had eyes. He had to recognize stress-lying when it played out right in front of him.
         

         
         “I’m thinking someone sneaked into the cabin, heard Connor there, and panicked.”

         
         She hated how close he was. “I’m sure it was a fluke thing.”

         
         “Uh-huh.” He finally broke eye contact and glanced at the letter. “I’m going to bag this note up and get it analyzed.”

         
         That’s not what she expected him to say, but she was grateful for the reprieve from questions. This part she knew by heart,
            unfortunately. “There won’t be any fingerprints. There weren’t on the others. No prints. Paper you can buy anywhere.”
         

         
         “With that kind of thorough assessment you could probably do my job.”

         
         Dealing with criminals all day sounded like the ultimate nightmare to her. “No thanks.”

         
         He leaned against the table, facing her. “Now that you’re breathing better there are a few things we need to do.”

         
         “Like?”

         
         “You should come into the office to work until we can get a handle on who is sending you these notes.” When she started to
            protest, he kept talking. “The more you’re around people, the harder it will be for anyone to get to you. Being out here,
            by yourself in this house all the time? Not good.”
         

         
         “It’s my home.” She rented it, but then, everyone on Whitaker rented. It was a private island owned by a mysterious person
            who didn’t pipe up and identify themselves. But she loved the cottage. It was out of a fairy tale with the flower trellis
            around the door and a garden out back, just off the patio. She’d loved it from the second she saw it.
         

         
         “You need security,” he said.

         
         “I have a gun.” One that she might start carrying on her at all times.

         
         He rolled his eyes. “So do I.”

         
         That news caught her off guard. “I thought the town board didn’t let you carry one.”

         
         He crossed one ankle over the other. “Protocol changed. Do you know how to shoot?”

         
         “I learned that when I learned about how to handle a threatening letter. It was all part of the protection training. I had
            a handbook and everything.”
         

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Evan insisted.” She’d logged in hours at the shooting range and in self-defense classes. She had no idea if either would
            help if danger really knocked on her door, but she could at least sleep an hour or two at a time now without waking up in
            a panicked sweat.
         

         
         “Right.” He stood up again. “Come to the office with me and we’ll work out a plan.”

         
         She shouldn’t ask because it was weird for her to show too much interest, but she needed to know. “I don’t think you answered
            me. Is Hansen’s brother okay?”
         

         
         “Connor is fine.” Ben was too busy bagging up the note to look at her.

         
         “Good.”

         
         He looked at her with an expression that dared her to lie to him. “But you’ll need to apologize and explain.”

         
         Her muscles stopped working. “What are you talking about?”

         
         He glanced at her. “Really?”

         
         She tried to deflect because how could he know? “About an accident or whatever? Probably kids. Or someone got confused. I’ve
            just been here . . . you know. Answering phones.”
         

         
         “That’s a lot of rambling.”

         
         “You’re intimidating.” Sort of. He might be fair and listen and not be a jerk, but he still had a job to do and she may have tiptoed a wee bit over the line
            of what was appropriate when it came to welcoming the island’s newest visitor.
         

         
         He’d surprised her and she panicked. Ben got that part right. After fifteen minutes of debating how to get down from the cabin’s
            loft and get by the guy, she’d been wound up and the breaker switch was right there, so . . .
         

         
         “This isn’t my first day on the job, Maddie.”

         
         Her mind raced with justifications and excuses. She blocked them all out and went with denial. “So?”

         
         “I know guilt when I see it. You saw a guy and panicked, or you were in that cabin for a reason. Either way, Connor got hit.”
            He nodded in the general direction of her front door. “Grab your coat and let’s get this over with.”
         

         
         She refused to believe he was some sort of human lie detector. “I didn’t do anything.”

         
         “You’re really going to play it this way?”

         
         Until the very end . . . or until she came up with a logical reason for what happened last night. “I think so. Yes.”

         
         “This is going to be interesting.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         A half hour later they pulled up to Whitaker’s version of a police station. It was a small office attached to the far end
            of the building that housed the library. Maddie knew from her few previous trips in to pick up extra work assignments that
            it consisted of a small reception area, Ben’s office, a conference room, and a jail. The old furniture and peeling green paint
            on the walls only added to the Whitaker-doesn’t-have-much-crime ambiance.
         

         
         Ben walked through the empty reception area, past the table piled with years-old magazines, and headed straight for his office.
            She joined him because she didn’t think she had any other choice. With each step she followed Ben’s lead and stripped off
            her winter coat. By the time they slipped into his office he had his off and was reaching for hers to hang them both on the
            coatrack in the corner.
         

         
         Her hands froze in midair with the coat dangling off her fingers when she realized they weren’t alone. He was in the chair
            in the corner. Him. The guy with the bandage on his head. The same one who was about to cause her a lot of trouble because she’d panicked. An
            uncharacteristic move that she would now pay for, and she deserved it, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try to run
            from this like she did everything else in her messed-up life.
         

         
         As they entered the room, he got up. She’d snuck a peek at him from her hiding position in the loft last night. Now the full
            impact hit her. Tall and lean with short black hair that fell in loose strands on his forehead, begging for someone—not her,
            of course—to brush it back.
         

         
         He, who looked too good for her comfort.

         
         He wore one of those thin, down coats that hugged his shoulders and highlighted his trim waist. The jeans dipped low on his
            hips, showing off a sexy torso . . . no, not sexy. Long. Lots of people were built like that, all perfect and angled with
            muscles popping out here and there. No big deal.
         

         
         Not that she noticed, but come on. The body and that face. The pronounced nose and deep-set eyes. He could cut glass with that chiseled chin.
         

         
         “Do you have news . . .” The man’s gaze bounced to hers and those dark eyes widened. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to ignore you.”

         
         Ben snagged her coat and hung it up with his before heading for his desk. “Connor Rye, this is Maddie Rhine. I just noticed
            your names sound alike.”
         

         
         She glared at Ben for that.

         
         “Hi.” Connor smiled at her as he held out a hand in greeting.

         
         She hadn’t figured out how to make any of her muscles move again. Lost in the buzz humming in her brain, she stared at Connor’s
            long fingers. Since when were a guy’s hands hot?
         

         
         “Uh, okay.” His eyebrow lifted as he started to drop his arm. “Not the handshake type?”

         
         “Sorry.” She grabbed for his hand and pretended not to notice the smile that came and went on his lips as she squashed his
            fingers in a death grip.
         

         
         “No problem.”

         
         So much for playing it cool. “You look like Hansen.”
         

         
         She just blurted that out. Still held his hand in a clench that made him wince and came out with a brilliant gem like that.
            She finally let go of his fingers and stepped back. Rammed her butt right into the doorknob and gasped.
         

         
         This was turning into a hell of a day.

         
         Connor looked from her to Ben. “Just so I’m forewarned here. Are there any other Korean, or Asian people at all, on Whitaker
            or am I it?” When neither of them answered, the hottie nodded and started talking again. “I’m just trying to figure out if
            everyone is going to assume that I’m related to the last Asian guy who lived here because of some weird stereotype or for
            some other reason.”
         

         
         And now he thought she was an ass. Possibly a racist one. Maddie silently congratulated herself. This was going really well.

         
         “First, you’re one of three, though I’m not sure how good our residents are at telling Korean from Japanese or any other group
            because, you’re right, they seem to think all local Asians are related.” Ben slid into his leather chair and nodded for Connor
            to retake his seat.
         

         
         Connor sighed. “That’s bullshit.”

         
         Ben nodded. “Agreed. And, second, you actually are related to Hansen. I knew that when we met last night because you said
            it. Also, because your brother sent me a photo of you so that I could welcome you when you arrived on Whitaker. You are one
            of the few people on Earth who actually looks like their photo, by the way.”
         

         
         “Fair enough.” Connor glanced over his shoulder at her. “And you?”

         
         Lines of babble filled her brain. She had to wade through all the words and ridiculous verbal wrong turns to find something
            to say. “Ben told me you were here and had some trouble last night. I made the connection from there.”
         

         
         “Maddie answers phones for the police department and a bunch of businesses in town.” Ben looked at her then stared at the
            empty chair next to Connor. Ben didn’t say another word until she sat down in it. Then he glanced at Connor again. “The longer
            you stick around the island, the more likely you’ll hear her voice on the other end of the line.”
         

         
         “Okay.” Connor didn’t sound angry or confused or . . . anything really. His deep voice rolled out of him with ease, all confident
            and sure.
         

         
         That made her twitchy.

         
         She shot up and out of her seat again. “I should get back to work.”

         
         Ben cleared his throat. “Maddie.”

         
         She got to the door in two steps. Nearly ran into it before turning around to face Ben again. “Hmm?”

         
         “Is there anything you want to say to Connor?”

         
         She glanced at Connor and the confused expression on his pretty face. She feared that every time she saw him from now on or
            heard his name the phrase Connor McHottiePants would run through her head.
         

         
         Yeah, no. “Nope, I’m good.”

         
         “Maddie.” Ben’s voice sounded louder and more firm this time.

         
         Her shoulders fell and she stopped fumbling with the doorknob that refused to turn. “Stop saying my name.”

         
         “I have all the fibers and prints. Sooner or later I’ll—”

         
         “No!” Not this way. She wanted to slide into it. Let some of Connor’s anger burn off first.

         
         Connor’s frown took on a need-to-run tinge. She recognized the expression because she saw it in the mirror most mornings.

         
         “Should I come back?” Connor started to stand up. Got halfway there. “This feels like a personal thing.”

         
         Wait, no. Not personal. She had an explanation. It was . . . a mistake. Being neighborly and she misfired. Very simple. “It’s
            not.”
         

         
         Ben sighed. “It’s about you.”

         
         Connor sat back down hard enough in the chair to make the wood creak and groan under what she was guessing was a pretty impressive
            butt.
         

         
         His eyes narrowed as he stared at her. “What’s going on?”

         
         She thought about counting to ten or inhaling really deep to find some well of hidden courage inside her. She didn’t have
            time for either because Ben opened his mouth, and she knew whatever tumbled out would not be good for her. She held up a hand
            to him. “Stop.”
         

         
         Ben sighed again. “Let’s get to it.”

         
         She shifted a bit so she stood just off to the side of Connor’s chair. “It was me.”

         
         Connor stared at her. “What was?”

         
         “What happened. It was me.” There, she said it. Now he could—

         
         The staring gave way to a frown. “I’m lost.”

         
         This was Ben’s fault. She glared at him. “I told you this was the wrong time.”

         
         “You never said that and you would be incorrect if you had.” Ben tapped his pen against his desk blotter. “Do it now while
            you can still fix this, or I take over.”
         

         
         Connor cleared his throat. “Could someone—”

         
         Maddie dove in, cutting Connor off midsentence. “I was walking by and thought someone was breaking into the cabin. You could
            have been dangerous, so I got out of there fast.”
         

         
         Okay, none of that was true. She’d gone to check out the cabin as a potential hiding place, in case she needed one in the
            future. With Hansen she’d watched the house for more than a week. Lately there was some activity when one of the town’s two
            cleaning services stopped by.
         

         
         It only took twenty dollars slipped to the cleaners’ receptionist to find out the person who hired the service wasn’t Hansen.
            That got her thinking. Notes. Someone possibly hiding on the island and watching her . . . and the idea for a cabin search
            took hold.
         

         
         “I don’t . . .” The sort-of smile vanished from Connor’s face. “Wait . . .”

         
         She really didn’t want to. She wrapped her fingers around the doorknob instead. Pressed until her palm ached from all the
            clenching. “So, we good here?”
         

         
         “No,” Ben said.

         
         Connor turned in his chair and faced her. “What are you telling me?”

         
         She tightened her grip on the knob. “Nothing.”

         
         “I’m going to say your name again,” Ben warned.

         
         As if she needed two angry men staring at her right now. “This is why I don’t like coming into the office.”

         
         Ben snorted. “Is it?”

         
         “Hold up.” Connor raised one finger. That was it. Just one. “Could we get back to the part where you admitted to breaking
            into my cabin?”
         

         
         Just her luck that he was the type to have no problem keeping up with a purposely disjointed conversation. “I saw movement
            and wanted to scare off whoever was inside your cabin, the same cabin I thought was empty and not really yours.”
         

         
         The words landed and sat there. No one said anything. Both men continued staring at her in silence. She had to fight to keep
            from shifting her weight around. Or bolting from the room.
         

         
         “So, yeah. That happened.” She cut off the words there, figuring less was better in this instance.

         
         Connor leaned forward in his chair. “You were playing the role of informal neighborhood watch?”

         
         “Sure. That sounds reasonable, right?” After years of pretending to be someone else she should be better at lying. She vowed
            to work on that skill to prevent scenes like this in the future.
         

         
         Connor didn’t blink. “You’re the one who hit me?”

         
         “I was trying to help.” That wasn’t even a little bit true. With the notes, she was on edge but he still deserved an explanation.
            Shame she didn’t have a good one. Except panic. She lived in that state now.
         

         
         No one had stepped off the ferry and stayed on Whitaker in more than a month. After all the press died down about the killings
            that happened here over the summer and the unexpected visit from a US Senator, gawkers came. She hid from all of them, not
            wanting her location to be exposed in the rush of interest about the people on Whitaker, who they were, and why they came
            here. She ignored every reporter and refused to read any of the special interest stories or the news about what happened.
         

         
         Then he came—McHottiePants—right as she’d started to relax, and she hadn’t been ready.

         
         Connor hadn’t stopped watching her since she made the semihonest, half-rambling admission of sorts. He leaned forward and
            balanced his elbows on his thighs. “I was napping on the couch.”
         

         
         And that was a good point. One she couldn’t really get around without accidentally tripping up and spilling far too much about
            her past. “Yeah, well. Criminals are weird. We’ve all heard stories about them robbing banks and dropping their driver’s licenses.”
         

         
         Connor looked at Ben. “Does that sort of thing happen a lot on Whitaker?”

         
         He shook his head. “Never, actually.”

         
         She fiddled with the knob, turning it and ignoring the clicking sound it made. “I thought I was helping.”

         
         “By hitting me with . . .” Connor’s eyebrow rose. “What was it?”

         
         “A piece of firewood.” From his yard, but she left that part out because they had enough facts floating around without adding
            more.
         

         
         “Jesus,” Ben whispered under his breath.

         
         “Not a hard hit.” She felt like that qualification should be out there.

         
         “Lucky me.” Connor didn’t show any emotion. “And once I was on the floor you jumped on my back.”

         
         Ben whistled that time. “This story keeps getting better and better.”

         
         She tried not to be distracted. Breaking eye contact with Connor didn’t prove to be that easy anyway. Something about McHottiePants
            held her spellbound. “Self-defense classes.”
         

         
         “More like a wrestling class.”

         
         “As I said. It was an honest mistake.” Time to go. She got the door halfway open. “Back to work.”

         
         “Wait a second.” Connor’s voice sounded flat but it still came with a punch of power behind it.

         
         She sighed at him. All she wanted was to get out of there before guilt pushed her into babbling about her entire life story.
            Something she never did and didn’t want to start now. “Any chance we could chalk this up to a terrible mistake and move on?”
         

         
         His eyes widened. “I have four stitches.”

         
         That explained the bandage. The guilt thumped and kicked at her. It bubbled up inside her and had her looking at Ben. “You
            didn’t tell me that.”
         

         
         “This is my fault now?” he asked.

         
         Okay, no. But . . . She gnawed on her lip as she returned her attention to Connor. To that bandage. To the cute way his hair
            stuck up a bit around the edges. “Does it hurt?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         She really thought she’d grazed his shoulder. The room was dark and her nerves had been bouncing around and all that tension
            had her patience pulled tight and . . . man, she really did hurt him. The thought of that made her feel sick.
         

         
         “The goal was to stun you so I could run out.” Not that the explanation made his pain any better, but it was the truth.

         
         “Well, that worked.” He sat back in his chair again, not breaking his focus. “Did you come in when I was sleeping?”

         
         That sounded better than the truth about her being there, lying in wait and searching the place for both hiding place potential
            and for answers on who paid the cleaning people. “Sure.”
         

         
         “Then how did you get in the door?”

         
         Well, damn. She was hoping he’d skip over that part. “Hmm?”

         
         “The cabin, Maddie.” The calm returned to his voice.

         
         Are we on a first-name basis? She guessed she couldn’t really bark at him about that under the circumstances.
         

         
         Her mind raced to fill in the blanks and make sense of her previous really bad choice. But that was the point. She’d messed up. Fear and panic fueled her actions and he’d paid the price. That sucked
            and her chest ached at the thought of hurting him.
         

         
         There wasn’t a reasonable way to explain the unreasonable. So she fell back on semitruths again. “I walked through the front
            door. Like people do.”
         

         
         “It was locked.”

         
         She thought she saw a flicker of a smile cross his face before he shot back that answer, but that couldn’t be right . . .
            could it? “Are you sure?”
         

         
         “I live in Washington, D.C. I lock my door like people who live in cities do.”

         
         Okay, yeah. She was out of her league. He didn’t let things go. She needed to get out of the room now, think, and come up
            with . . . something. “That’s very smart. Good for you.”
         

         
         Then she did what any woman in her place would do. She ran out of there, leaving her coat and most of her dignity behind.

         
          

         Connor stared at Maddie’s back as she raced out of the office, letting the door bounce against the far wall, and bolted through
            the reception area to the outside. As far as exits went, it was impressive.
         

         
         A lot about the scene he just survived struck him
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