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      This is a work of fiction, created without use of AI technology. Any names, characters, places or incidents are products of the author’s imagination and used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual people, places, or events is purely coincidental or fictional.

      Elle Keaton’s creative body of work cannot be used in any manner for the purpose of training AI.

      The author, Elle Keaton, supports the right of humans to control their artistic works. No part of  this book has been created using AI-generated images or narrative, as known by the author. The primary style sources used in the writing of this book are the online versions of  the Merriam-Webster Dictionary and The Chicago Manual of Style. Due to their  inherent limitations for fiction-writing and the author’s personal style choices, there  are instances where other style guide rules have been consistently applied. Region-based idioms, age- or era-appropriate slang, UK spelling and style rules, and other deviations based on specific dialects may inform some of these choices. Should you have questions, please contact the author at: dirtydogpress@gmail.com
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      Cast of characters who have appeared in other books—in no particular order:

      Ryder Mann – we first meet him in Black Moon, works for West Coast Forensics.

      Shay Delacombe - Niall Hamarsson’s half-brother, first appears in Conspiracy Theory.

      Claribel Delacombe - Shay’s great great (great) aunt. Matriarch of the Delacombe family.

      Niall Hamarsson - MC 1 of The Veiled Intentions series, Mat’s partner, collector of protective dogs and cats. Learning to laugh.

      Fenrir – Niall’s wolfhound.

      Hel – Fenrir’s adopted kitten.

      Mat Dempsey - MC 2 of Veiled Intentions, Niall’s partner, Piedras Country Sheriff. Extremely patient.

      Ella and Riley Dempsey - Mat’s sister and niece.

      Soren Jorgensen - New deputy to Piedras island, first appeared in When it Rains along with his partner Dany Petyr. Their story was told in Real Trouble.

      Nate Richardson – Special agent, working out of the Skagit office. He and Miguel got their HEA in River Home (Shielded Hearts series #5)

      S. Gomez – Badass Special Agent, protector of the small.

      Adam Klay – SAC for the Skagit, west coast office. He started it all with Storm Season (Shielded Hearts #1)

      Sammy Ferreira – Special Agent in Klay’s office.

      E. Weir – Extra-Special Agent in Klay’s office who got his HEA in Convergence Zone (Shielded Hearts #3)

      Cullen Delacombe – Shay’s nephew/second cousin. He and Jude appear first in Jude’s Dude, one of my winter novellas.

      Birdy Flynn – some would argue she is the glue that hold the island together. Sheriff Dempsey’s right-hand person, and sister to Devon Flynn.

      Devon Flynn – Piedras County Fire Chief.

      Kimball Frye – Founder of West Coast Forensics, head fire investigator.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryder – July, seventeen years ago.

      

      “I’m heading out, baby.”

      His mom was in their minuscule bathroom, her makeup case splayed open and spewing its contents across the small amount of counter space.

      “Mom, don’t call me baby.” Ryder rolled his eyes; he was not a baby, but his mom insisted on using the nickname.

      “You’ll always be my baby.”

      He leaned against the doorframe, watching as his mom carefully brushed mascara onto her eyelashes, making them darker and longer than they already were. The outfit she’d finally decided on was a light-yellow summer dress with red butterflies floating along the hem, as if the wearer had walked through a meadow and disturbed them so they all lifted off at once. The dress was one of Ryder’s favorites.

      “How long will you be gone?” He hoped he didn’t sound too eager, but the fact was… he was excited for his first time home alone and kind of couldn’t wait for her to leave.

      His mom shrugged and pushed the brush back into the small tube before returning it to the case. “A couple hours, maybe three if we’re having fun. I’m just meeting Destiny for drinks and happy hour appetizers.”

      His mom was excited about going out. She’d been talking about this for days, preparing him for staying home on his own—as if he were a baby, which he was not. She’d asked if he wanted to go to Anastasia’s house—she was his mom’s best friend—but Ryder was thrilled to stay home by himself. He had plans to watch TV and make some mac and cheese from the blue box, but mostly he was excited about getting to play World of Warcraft without interruption. His mom didn’t entirely approve of him playing the new online role-playing game, but he’d saved up his birthday money and done chores for other people in their building and bought the game with his own money. He couldn’t wait.

      “Where are you going?”

      His mom leaned over and kissed him lightly on the cheek. Her long black hair fell against Ryder’s face for just a second. Ryder breathed in through his nose; her shampoo had a citrus scent to it that he liked.

      “Northstar Café on Powell, and then we may grab a bite to eat somewhere else. I promise I won’t be late; if I am, I’ll grab a cab.”

      Ryder was used to his mom being gone at night. She was a dancer, and Ryder usually went to Anastasia’s house when she was working. This was the first time she was letting him stay home alone.

      “Okay, bye.”

      “Bye.” His mom ruffled his hair one last time before brushing past him and heading to the living room. She found her purse and slung it over her shoulder before tucking her keys into a side pocket.

      At the front door she turned back and waggled her fingers at him. “I love you, baby. Be good!”

      The door closed behind her, and Ryder listened to her footsteps fading away as she headed toward the stairs of the repurposed three-story house. Their apartment was on the third floor. It wasn’t really big enough for the two of them, but it was what they could afford. It was also hot, since it was on the top floor, but his mom always said they were lucky to have a peekaboo view of the city.

      Ryder turned his attention to the desktop computer his mom had got for cheap from a friend, a surprise for his eleventh birthday last week. He knew better than to tell his mom she’d probably gotten ripped off, but he’d been tinkering with it, and it was running better now.

      Downstairs, the door to the street opened and slammed shut, but Ryder hardly heard it; WoW was loading up, and he couldn’t wait to get started.

      

      Ryder had been so engrossed in the game he didn’t realize what time it was until his stomach complained about being empty and he padded into the tiny kitchen to make mac and cheese. That was another treat, as his mom thought processed foods weren’t healthy, but she’d let him pick out what he wanted to have for dinner.

      The red glowing numbers on their microwave claimed it was 12:34 in the morning. Ryder had never stayed up this late before, and his eyes were starting to feel scratchy. His mom wasn’t home yet. Worry shot through him; she’d said a few hours, not six. But maybe she was having fun. Not for the first time, he wished they had cell phones, so he could call her, but they were definitely too expensive. While he’d been playing WoW, he hadn’t felt tired, but now he realized he was exhausted… and also worried. Every little sound had him looking toward their door—and the old house creaked and groaned quite a lot. His mom had even made up a story about a friendly ghost who lived in the attic. Ryder didn’t believe in ghosts, but he let his mom tell him the story anyway.

      She still wasn’t home when he woke several hours later.
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      Shay – September, ten months ago.

      

      It took about four minutes of having Ryder Mann inside his house for Shay to realize that the man never stopped moving. Ryder had followed Shay to his long-term rental and parked behind him in the driveway. When Ryder met Shay at his front door, a duffel bag on one shoulder and a leather messenger bag slung over the other, he was bouncing on the balls of his feet, full of energy or nervous. Maybe both?

      Offering his half brother’s coworker a place to stay while he was on the island was the least Shay could do. Ryder had driven cranky-ass Niall all the way from Idaho after Niall had been involved in an explosion and couldn’t fly. Surely anyone except Mat Dempsey who volunteered for that deserved a medal, or hazard pay. And if Shay was trying to ingratiate himself with Niall Hamarsson, that was Shay’s business.

      Ryder seemed to be trying to look everywhere at once. Finally his curious gaze settled on the empty space below them. “You have a moat! How cool is that?”

      Shay chuckled, unlocking the door so they could enter. He supposed it was a moat. The house was built on a funny piece of land, and the builder’s solution had been to put the garage and driveway on one side of a small gully and the house on the other, necessitating a bridge-walkway from the drive to the front door. As he twisted the handle, he caught a flash of color. He thought there was a stray cat living down there, and reminded himself to set out some water and dry food that he’d picked up at Chester’s Grocery earlier in the week.

      “Thanks,” Ryder said as Shay gestured him through the entryway to the living room. “I looked online and couldn’t find anywhere— Whoa.” Shay shut the door and followed his guest.

      The view of Haro Strait through the floor-to-ceiling picture window in the living room had caught Ryder’s attention, as it had Shay’s when he’d first seen it and every day since. Ryder crossed over to the window to stare out at the open water with appreciation, his right foot tapping restlessly against the pine flooring.

      A few seagulls were wheeling over the beach close to shore. As Ryder and Shay watched, an osprey, hovering farther out, chose that moment to dive into the strait, splashing before snatching a fish out of the water. The big bird started to fly off, its wiggling catch flashing silver in the sunshine, when an eagle appeared from the left, crying out with its high-pitched screech and quickly gaining on the other bird.

      Ryder stilled. “Wait, what’s that asshole doing?”

      Shay grinned at his reaction. “Eagles are scavengers, and not the greatest hunters. They like it best when others do the work for them. He’s going to try to make the osprey drop its catch so he can grab it.”

      The osprey tried to outfly the eagle, but—burdened as it was with the fish—it was too slow, and when the eagle was only a few feet from it, it released its prey, which fell back into the relative safety of the water. The osprey flew off while the eagle circled for a minute, but the fish had escaped to the deep.

      “What a jackwagon! I have to say, this window is better than TV.”

      “I agree. I can sit out on the deck for hours watching the goings-on. It’s like The Sopranos out there, all the animals plotting against each other and doing their best to survive in a cruel world.”

      Ryder turned from the window to face Shay. “Thanks for taking me in. I’ll try to stay out of your way”—he rolled his eyes—“while I’m enjoying my forced vacation.”

      Ryder’s boss was making him take a few vacation days after chauffeuring Niall across three states. Shay couldn’t think of a better place to relax and unwind. Piedras Island was magical.

      “You won’t be in the way. How about a tour? Not all my furniture has arrived yet, as Dempsey pointed out. There are a couple of guest rooms, but only one of them even has a bed in it. After you get comfortable, if you want, we can hang outside on the deck. I have some cheese and crackers if you’re hungry.”

      Hang out? Shay was forty-one, not twenty-one. How old was Ryder, anyway? Shay couldn’t tell, but he’d guess early twenties—which was too young for Shay to cultivate an attraction to.

      

      Ryder made appreciative sounds as Shay showed him around the rambler-style structure built into the side of a steep hill. The house was too big for just one person, but Shay didn’t care, and as his guest had pointed out, the view was worth the price of admission. The owners had recently upgraded the home and hadn’t cut any corners.

      “This bathroom!” Ryder’s eyes were wide as he peeked through the door.

      Shay agreed. The bathroom off the main upstairs hallway was a delight. The owners had upgraded and retiled it in variegated shades of brown, taupe, and sepia, removing what probably had been a tub and showerhead and replacing them with only a shower and a glass surround that would absolutely fit more than one and made an average-size space appear much larger than it was.

      The shower itself was one of those sunflower ones that was supposed to feel like you were standing in the rain, and, bonus, it had been set high enough that Shay was able to stand underneath it—which wasn’t a given, seeing as he was six four. There was a hand shower thing too, which was also nice. Even the sink was gorgeous, with the same warm browns as the tile. Shay was fairly certain it had been handmade by a local potter. Directly next to the sink was a second door that led to Shay’s room.

      “It’s in a tie with the master as my favorite room,” Shay replied. “Come and see.”

      The master bedroom—not a true master, since it shared the bathroom—had a slightly different view of Haro Strait, though it was just as magnificent. Shay’s California king mattress fit perfectly and faced the picture window so he could lie in bed and sip coffee while he watched the fog roll out, and there’d been plenty of room left over for his bookshelves.

      “This is deluxe!”

      Backtracking, Shay crossed to a door on the other side of the hall from the bathroom and opened it. “I should have shown you this first. Sorry you don’t have a choice of rooms, but I didn’t think I’d have a lot of guests.”

      This smaller room faced toward the gully, and the single window looked out onto a stand of evergreens and the back of the garage. Not the best view.

      Ryder slung his bags onto the bed. “I’m imposing on you. This is wonderful.”

      “Unpack or do whatever you need to do. I’ll be in the kitchen or on the deck.”

      

      Fifteen minutes later they were sitting down across from each other at the round teak outdoor table Shay had recently acquired. While Ryder had been organizing his things, Shay had made up an appetizer tray with crackers, various olives, hummus, and smoked salmon.

      “Do you want a beer or a glass of wine?” Shay offered.

      Ryder scrunched his nose. It was cute. “I’d love a glass of white, if you have it.”

      “Is Chardonnay okay?” Shay was a white wine man himself. He had a subscription to several wineries located in Hollyridge, a small town in Eastern Washington. He’d just received a delivery from Demeter’s and was excited to break out a bottle.

      “Perfect.”

      In a minute Shay was back outside, a bottle of wine in one hand and two glasses in the other. He’d also turned on a playlist of Irish dance music. A slow reel started. The volume was low, but Shay liked have music on when he was outside.

      “You’re spoiling me, and I’m the one imposing.”

      “Please don’t concern yourself. It’s nothing.” With practiced ease Shay uncorked the wine and poured two generous glasses before handing one to Ryder. As Ryder took it, their fingers brushed, and Shay was startled by the shock of awareness that coursed through him. Ryder glanced up, and Shay wondered if he’d felt it too.

      Most likely Shay was imagining things. Ryder was young—too young for Shay, he again pointed out to himself. And he was Niall’s coworker, which thankfully set him even further off-limits. And he was only here on the island for two days.

      Ryder saved him from further contemplation of the inappropriate by asking, “How many people live on the island year-round?”

      “About seven thousand, I think.” Shay took a sip of his wine, letting it rest on his tongue before swallowing. He swirled the glass, enjoying the flow of the liquid and how it glimmered in the light of the setting sun.

      “And now, during tourist season?” Ryder took a sip of wine too, nodding his approval.

      “The population doubles.”

      “That’s a lot of tourists. What do residents do in the off-season? What do you do?”

      Shay had always thought that was an awkward question. What did he “do,” like somehow it validated his existence on the planet, but he understood it was natural to be curious about other humans. “I’m a criminal defense lawyer.”

      He took another long sip of the wine and relaxed back in his chair, holding his glass in one hand as he watched the wine swirl and slowly come to a stop.

      Ryder leaned back too, giving Shay an assessing stare. A variety of emotions flitted across his handsome face, but Shay wasn’t paying close attention to those at the moment. He was too busy cataloging the man across the table. Thick, dark eyebrows, clever eyes, short hair that was maybe curly when longer. Heavy, intellectual-appearing eyeglasses he probably chose to make himself appear older.

      “Yep, I can see that,” Ryder finally said. “I bet you’re hot in the courtroom.”

      That comment was followed by a suggestive waggle of those dark eyebrows, and Shay snorted, caught off guard by the assessment. Did Ryder know Shay was bisexual? Ryder was gay with an uppercase G, Shay knew. “I’ve been told I have certain shark-like characteristics.”

      Ryder still eyed him from across the table, a small smile playing over his lips. Shay could almost feel that arresting gaze against his skin. His reaction was surprising. Had it been that long since he had found another person attractive?

      “Yeah, I can see that. I bet you make the opposing counsel nervous. But I meant hot, like sizzling sexy hot, especially in a charcoal-black hand-tailored suit and tie that would bring out that sexy silver you’ve got going on, maybe a pair of handmade Italian loafers on your feet. I’m having a hot flash just thinking about it, or maybe my blood pressure is spiking.” He fanned himself, a big grin on his face. “And ten to one, that is seriously distracting for everyone in the courtroom. Do you practice here on the island? A population of seven thousand doesn’t seem like enough to keep you busy.”

      The change from sex appeal to clientele made Shay feel like he had whiplash, but he was glad the conversation had veered away from his possible sex life. Bad enough that he was thinking about it—it being Ryder Mann. “You’re right. I had a dedicated practice in Seattle until recently, but I’ve decided to take fewer cases and eventually close it. Partly because I’d like to just be for a while, and partly to keep an eye on my great-aunt Claribel.”

      “Wow, great-aunt.”

      “Technically great-great, but that’s a mouthful.”

      “Is she in assisted living or something?” Ryder asked innocently.

      A double jig started playing. Shay’s heart began to beat a little faster as the uilleann pipes and flutes danced together. He snorted out a laugh, briefly trying to imagine Claribel Delacombe anywhere but the house she had reclaimed as her own after divorcing her husband in her late sixties. She’d informed Shay more than once she was only leaving it feet first.

      “No. Claribel is… well, she has a heart of gold, it’s just buried pretty deep. She’s in her mideighties and not as spry as she used to be, but she still manages to get in everyone’s business. I’m basically the only family she has—the only responsible family,” he clarified.

      

      It was closing in on midnight, and they’d killed two bottles of excellent wine. There’d been a great deal of suggestive flirting—on Ryder’s part, at least—the snacks had been consumed, and it was time for bed.

      “This has been a wonderful evening. I didn’t expect it. Thank you.” Ryder’s glasses glinted in the moonlight, and again Shay felt the weight of his gaze like a caress.

      “My pleasure. I couldn’t leave you in Niall’s clutches. He’d have you making tracks for the first ferry home.”

      “Nah, I can handle Hamarsson.” Ryder stretched and yawned.

      “We should get to bed.”

      “Mm, bed is a great idea.”

      He ignored Ryder’s not-so-subtle invitation and stood to begin clearing the table.

      As they brought everything inside and loaded the dirty dishes into the dishwater, their fingers brushed again several times, sending little shocks of arousal through his system. From the smirk on Ryder’s face, Shay knew the touching was not accidental.

      Shay bid Ryder goodnight and padded into his bedroom, a little regretful and a lot turned on. Nothing could happen between them. It was unfortunate that Ryder was the most appealing person Shay had encountered in ages—and also wicked smart. Shay found intelligence incredibly sexy. A plain smart person was infinitely more attractive to him than a good-looking nincompoop. But no, he was done with casual sex and wasn’t a good bet for anything else, no matter how sexy he thought the younger man was.

      Shay wasn’t drunk, merely pleasantly buzzed and relaxed in way he hadn’t been for ages. The hours-long conversation had made him feel more alive than he had in months.

      A Brahms playlist had supplanted the Irish folk music after dusk fell, and it still played quietly through Shay’s Bluetooth speakers, filling the house with piano, violin, and cello. He often had music playing; it made him feel less alone. He listened with one ear while he undressed, the instruments weaving their magic as the piece came to a crescendo.

      A love of music of all kinds was the only joyful thing his bitter mother had gifted him. It was how Shay chose to remember her, instead of focusing on the terrible fights and recriminations he’d lived with until he’d moved out at eighteen. Neither Shay nor his father had met her exacting standards. His father had been a weak man who, after multiple affairs and poor life choices, ended up dying while serving a prison sentence for arson.

      Music had been a barometer of his mother’s mood. If Shay came in the house after school and she was playing Gaelic ballads, it was safe to grab a snack and hang out in the living room. But if it was Dido’s Lament or Schumann’s “Hör’ ich das Liedchen klingen,” Shay knew it was best to head straight for his bedroom. By high school he’d stopped coming home until he knew his mother would be in bed and his dad would be a jovial drunk trying to pretend, as he always did, that everything was just great. Nothing to see here, son, just two miserable people living in the same house.

      Shay sighed, shaking off the unpleasant memories of his childhood, not wanting them to sour the evening with Ryder. He tossed his clothes into the hamper in the corner and padded over to the bathroom door, opening it without thinking about the fact that he had a houseguest. Who was, in fact, taking a shower.

      He should have shut the door right away. He knew he should’ve. Instead, he stared, mesmerized, taking Ryder’s lithe form. Thankfully, Ryder had his back to Shay—not that Ryder wouldn’t be able to see Shay if he turned around.

      Ryder was perfection. He had an incredible ass that begged to be fucked and wide shoulders that flexed while he scrubbed at his scalp, fingers digging into his wet hair. Captivated, Shay watched as Ryder turned under the spray. His eyes were shut, presumably so shampoo wouldn’t stream into them. Shay should look away. He should apologize and shut the door.

      But he didn’t. Instead, Shay looked his fill, watching Ryder run his hands down his body, rinsing off the soap as he went—and arriving at his cock, which jutted from a nest of dark curls that Shay wanted to stick his nose into. Ryder lifted up his cock with one hand while washing underneath and across his balls, then gave himself a gentle tug and pulled at his sac. With a shock, Shay realized two things: his guest was about to jerk off in the shower, and Shay had an erection tenting his sleep pants.

      Frantically, he gabbled, “Oh, shit, sorry,” as if he’d only just opened the door, then quickly shut it again. He leaned back against the closed door with his chest heaving, ashamed that he’d invaded his guest’s privacy. And yet, his erection still demanded attention.
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      Shay – early spring, present day

      
      Ryder: What’s something that makes you really angry?

      Shay: Easy: liars, gaslighters, people who take advantage of those weaker than themselves. As a defense lawyer i see a lot of this. It wears me down.

      R: Why keep doing it then?

      S: I believe in protecting the innocent. Like it or not the true criminals of this world know how to hide their tracks and work the system. It’s the innocent I worry about.
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      “He’s gonna be trouble.”

      The statement came from Niall Hamarsson, Shay Delacombe’s slightly younger half brother. They’d recently confirmed their genetic relationship after spending a lifetime hating each other, and, glacially, they were becoming friends. They’d had a complicated relationship—mostly because of Shay’s actions—even before they learned they shared DNA.

      “I have no idea what you are talking about,” Shay muttered, watching as Ryder Mann trudged up the ramp from the passenger waiting area to the ferry. He knew exactly what Niall was talking about. Ryder was already trouble. His ubiquitous leather messenger bag was slung over one shoulder, and it was more than Shay could manage not to watch his denim-clad butt move back and forth as he walked. Especially since he didn’t have to imagine what it looked like without the jeans covering it.

      Niall barked out a laugh that had a few other locals in their vicinity glancing over at them, eyebrows raised and questioning expressions on their faces. Laughter was not something Niall was known for.

      “A good kind of trouble, I think. This is going to be fun,” Niall managed once he stopped snickering. “I don’t understand why you won’t give Ryder a chance. He’s smart. And sexy, I suppose. I think he’d be good for you.”

      Shay ignored him.

      They’d clashed over the years, when they’d both been working in Seattle. Shay prided himself on being one of the best defense lawyers in the city, and Niall was, admittedly, an excellent homicide detective. Shay had known he had to be on top of his game when Niall was on the witness stand. But Niall was wrong in this case.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Shay repeated.

      “Typical lawyer, denying evidence that’s right in front of your face.”

      Shay watched as Ryder stopped at the top of the ramp and turned to sketch out a wave, his bright smile wide in his face. Then he vanished from sight, disappearing into the passenger deck, where he’d probably claim a seat at one of the tables next to the windows. Shay had no trouble imagining him setting up his laptop and spending the entire ninety-minute trip working on whatever project he’d been assigned.

      “I’m no expert in relationships⁠—”

      “I think that’s an understatement,” Shay interrupted, because what Niall thought he knew about relationships would probably fit on the head of a pin and leave space for something else.

      Niall raised an eyebrow and continued, “But even I can see the two of you have a spark.”

      “A spark? Are you reading Harlequin romances in your spare time? Besides, he’s too young and I’m too old.” Shay turned away from the ferry. He automatically checked his watch, but there was no message from his aunt yet. He was starting to wonder whether he’d come to regret buying her a smartphone so she could text him. On the other hand, now she could easily contact him in case of a problem. “I’m getting ready to retire, and Ryder is just starting his life.”

      Niall snorted and joined Shay to amble up the sidewalk, both of them dodging the new arrivals who’d disembarked and were filling up the streets and pedestrian thoroughfares. It was midafternoon and late spring; the island was teeming with tourists and residents, including those who lived there only in the high season. That was something Shay never understood, as Piedras Island was gorgeous in all seasons. Each one had something he looked forward to.

      “Shay, you’re forty-two, not dead. And somehow, when you say retire, I think you mean moving your practice up here to the island, not shutting the doors. I can’t see you not working. It’s in your blood.”

      Shay kind of hated that Niall was right. He was slowing down, not closing his practice forever. He had an elderly relative to watch over, and he’d come to the conclusion he wanted to get to know his family better. Which, aside from Claribel, meant Niall Hamarsson and his partner, Sheriff Mat Dempsey. And his cousin Cullen, but Cullen lived in Skagit.

      “Still, he’s too young for me. I was in high school when he was born, for Christ’s sake.”

      “Doesn’t seem to stop you checking out his ass—or thinking about that time you accidentally walked in on him in the shower. And he’s interested, he likes you—god knows why—and anyway, age is just a number.”

      “I never should have told you about that. It was an accident!” Shay protested. “And now I know you’ve been reading romances. Who says ‘age is just a number’? Old pervy farts who want to get into younger people’s beds.”

      Niall barked out his rusty laugh again, making the woman in front of them look over her shoulder at them.

      They were approaching Jewel Espresso and Creamery. The store had opened a few months earlier and was, by island standards, a roaring success. In the morning there was a line for coffee, and in the afternoon their handmade gourmet ice creams went flying out the door, packed into brown sacks and clutched against lucky purchasers’ chests. The older, clapboard building had been covered with a fresh coat of bright pink paint paired with an aqua trim. It looked like a child’s birthday cake.

      At first old-timers (including Shay) had hated the bright colors, but Ciara Morrison had won them over. It helped that she was a local and her family owned the dairy that supplied milk for the ice cream and coffee drinks—Shay remembered now that Fletcher Morrison had died at the beginning of the year and his son Teagan had moved home to take over the dairy. Piedras residents were fiercely protective of their own and supported local businesses to such an extent it was a hard market for off-island entrepreneurs to penetrate.

      “Hang on,” Shay said. “I want to grab a pint of strawberry-mint if they have any.”

      Almost immediately Shay regretted stopping, because it gave Niall more time to make his case for Ryder. For some reason known only to Niall, when he had learned about Ryder’s crush, instead of agreeing with Shay that he was too young, he’d joined the pro-Ryder faction. Why had Shay told him about the shower incident?

      “Sure. Mat loves the lemon-raspberry, but they’re always out by the time he gets here.” Niall peered over the ten-deep line of people in front of them—height was something they’d both inherited from their father—and added, “Ryder may be young, but he’s more than his years.”

      Something in Niall’s tone had Shay asking, “Like what? Do you know something about him?”

      Shay couldn’t imagine what kind of skeletons the perky younger man might have hidden away; he was so open and free. Ryder had even managed to breach Niall’s walls. Shay figured it was due to sheer exhaustion that Niall had let him get close, but the two men had become good friends in the time Niall had been working for West Coast Forensics.

      “Of course I know things about Ryder. We work together, and he talks all the time—all the fucking time. I think there’s a problem with his mouth,” Niall groused. “But his story is not mine to tell. I only learned his history by accident. If he hasn’t told you yet, I’m not going to gossip.”

      Shay turned and frowned at Niall. “Not gossip? You started something, and now you’re not going to finish it?”

      Niall shrugged, tossing Shay an irritatingly knowing look. “You’ll need to ask him yourself or wait for him to tell you. Maybe the next time you pretend to miss the ferry to accidentally end up on the same one Ryder is taking, you can ask him.”

      Shay narrowed his eyes at Niall. “I legitimately missed the ferry that time,” he insisted untruthfully. “How would I know he’d be in line for the next one?” Ryder had texted Shay, that’s how. “And why is Ryder up here all the time, anyway? It seems like he’s constantly bringing you documents.”

      “Asked and answered.”

      “Christ, you are aggravating.”

      “He is, isn’t he?” Mat Dempsey’s voice cut across their conversation.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be out doing sheriff business? Arresting the innocent and letting the scofflaws go free?” That was a mean jab on Shay’s part; Dempsey was one of the good guys. He worked hard for his community, both protecting residents and taking care of them in more intangible ways.

      Mat grinned. Niall rolled his eyes.

      “Nope. Birdy told me to get out of her hair, and I just happened to see you two walking up from the ferry. Did your suitor make the sailing?”

      Ryder had made it clear to everyone who would listen, and some who didn’t care to, that he wanted to date Shay. Shay had done his best to shut him down using the age argument, but Ryder was having none of it. He didn’t care that Shay was fifteen years his senior. He’d gabbled on about like minds, while Shay had insisted that he wasn’t interested in a relationship at the moment.

      Apparently those were the wrong words, because Ryder wanted to know when not if Shay’s answer changed to yes. Like Shay was supposed to send him an email or text declaring his intentions. Or maybe hire a plane and have it written in the sky.

      “If you’re asking if Ryder is gone, Mat, the answer is yes.”

      “For now,” Niall interjected. “Gone for now.” Niall caught Mat’s eye, and the two of them shared a grin, their shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter. On the one hand, it was good to see Niall happy enough to laugh; on the other hand, Shay was the object of their mirth. He rolled his eyes, shrugged, and pretended not to notice. They didn’t need encouragement.

      Shay wasn’t wired for a proper relationship, not after spending his childhood and teen years mired in the toxic brew his parents had concocted. He’d been a confused child and an angry teen, leading him to lash out at others. When Niall come to Piedras as an eight-year-old, Shay had proceeded to do his best to make Niall’s life miserable. Shay had been a bully, and he was still ashamed of himself.

      Fast forward to adulthood. Shay had a track record as a selfish partner—he’d never committed to anyone. instead making sure any hopefuls understood they’d never be a priority. He’d abandoned people at dinner, forgotten to pick them up, left in the middle of the night.

      Niall leaned into Mat. “As Ryder was leaving this time, he said, ‘I’ll be back’ just like Schwarzenegger.” Niall’s stage whisper was heard by everyone in the shop.

      Turning his back on the two comedians, Shay ordered his ice cream from the young woman behind the counter, paid, and stepped outside to wait for them. Unfortunately for Shay, Niall and Mat weren’t ready to drop the subject of Ryder when they emerged from Jewel victorious. Niall carried two pints of ice cream, each wrapped in a brown paper bag printed with the Jewel logo: happy-looking cows with sparkly eyes inexplicably drinking cups of coffee.

      “I don’t understand why you don’t want to give him a chance,” Mat said, as if Shay cared about his opinion. “He’s smart, nice, and into you.”

      “I figure Shay thinks Ryder is too pure for him. Like Shay is this wastrel of a man who doesn’t deserve love.”

      “Again, with the romance words. Wastrel.” Shay grumbled.

      “No, seriously,” Niall continued, ignoring him. “I lived in Seattle roughly the same time as you. We crossed paths on numerous occasions, and I heard about your sexual exploits.” Niall bumped shoulders affectionately with Mat. “Shay fucked anyone who stood still long enough. Not me, of course—thank god, since it turned out we were related, and also, I have taste.” Mat grinned and batted his eyes at his husband in a disgusting manner. “But there’s a population that Shay burned through like rice paper. There were even betting pools as to who would be next up. He did have standards, though. I don’t think he ever slept with any of the prosecuting attorneys.”

      “I had standards,” Shay confirmed. “Plus, it’s too easy for something like that to tip over into a conflict situation.”

      “Wouldn’t want that,” Niall grunted. “Too many innocents needing your help.”

      “Okaaay. With that, I’m headed up to the post office. My assistant sent me the last of the mail from Seattle; hopefully everything will start coming here now.”

      “You’re not working on a case right now, are you?”

      “Not any of my own. Doing some stuff to help some other folks out. I’m serious about slowing down. I’ve closed up most everything in Seattle. I’ll see you two later.” Shay waved and left the irritating lovebirds behind.

      At the post office, a one-story brick building dating from the 1950s that looked like every other small-town post office of that era, Shay handed the yellow call slip to the agent, and she disappeared into the back. When she returned with a box and slid it onto the counter, he took it, wondering what he’d forgotten he ordered. Maybe it was the obscure Dick Gaughan vinyl he’d tracked down, or possibly Beth Orton’s Trailer Park? He couldn’t wait to play them. He loved how vinyl sounded, all scratchy and deep.

      Tucking the box under his arm, he exited back into the early spring sunshine. It had been a stroke of luck finding street parking large enough for his SUV. Niall, because he was an asshole, always asked if Shay was compensating for something with the Expedition. Shay rolled his eyes and ignored him; he loved his oversized SUV. It was easy to drive, and no matter the weather, if he felt the need to escape to his cabin, he could. Just because Niall chose to drive a manky old Subaru didn’t mean Shay had to as well
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