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            Thank you, dear reader!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for choosing this book and deciding to read it. You totally rock.

      I’d like to get to know you better! Each Friday, I send out a chatty newsletter, with book news, sales and giveaways. You can sign up for it right here.

      Enjoy your book! <3
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            A special alert for my favorite readers!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re reading this on any ARC service (BookSprout, BookFunnel, etc.), please be aware that I’m forming my own ARC team and moving away from services.

      To join my team (and receive lots of FREE and early books), go here.

      Thank you! <3
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      The fields beyond the gardens that surrounded Carruthers Initiative were green with new life.  For about a century, these lands had supported a plantation, a large family and all the servants and workers. Now that Harper Creek was the headquarters of Carruthers, the crops raised made the facility almost entirely self-sustaining, which was efficient and cost-effective.

      Usually that idea gave me a warm, satisfied sense, but today I barely saw the waving grasses. I was too busy trying to come up with a good reason not to take a vacation.

      “Harley, really, I’m fine. I just want to move forward. The next recruit. The next case.” If there was unusual petulance in my voice, I didn’t care.

      “Please, Cathryn. Don’t make me pull rank on you.”

      I raised a brow. The question of who outranked who was one that never came up between Harley and me. Yes, he was about twenty years my senior and had worked for Carruthers most of those two decades, but it was my family’s business, something I’d been raised to do. We had a nice balance, and I realized that if he were mentioning it now, he must be serious.

      But giving up was not something that came easy.

      “I’ll take a weekend at the beach later this summer, okay? Or in the fall, when it’s nicer. That would be a better idea.”

      He was shaking his head before I finished speaking. “Absolutely not. A week is my bottom line. A week, out of state, away from Harper Creek. Away from Florida altogether.”

      I pouted, again something that was not usually part of my repertoire.

      Harley patted my arm. “Cathryn, this year has been. . .challenging. For all of us. Between the unpleasantness with Emma, and then this case with Rafe—it’s hit everyone hard. But you take it personally. You always do. I can feel the strain you’re under. It’s time for a break.”

      As I opened my mouth to protest again, he delivered the coup de grace.

      “At least, that’s what your father thinks.”

      Well, that was it then. I’d lost this battle.

      I sighed. “Okay. I give up. I guess I can take a week in Miami or Atlanta.”

      “Actually, I already have everything set. And just to make you feel a little better, you’re going to combine business with relaxation—a little, at least.”

      “Oh, really? And just where am I going, if you don’t mind?”

      Harley grinned. “You’re on your way to Cape May.”
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      “Harley, just in case you’ve been tempted, don’t add ‘travel agent’ to your résumé.”

      I stood on the deck of the Cape May Ferry, trying hard to find the horizon and keep down what was left of my lunch as I hissed into the phone.

      “What? I thought you’d enjoy it. So much more picturesque than flying into Philadelphia and renting a car.”

      I snorted. “Well, the drive up to St. Bruno’s wasn’t bad. Mission accomplished there, by the way.”

      “Yes, I know. We’ve made contact. All is well. And then you caught the train without any problem?  Selma picked up your car from the station and drove it back here, so you can rest assured that your baby is safely garaged.”

      “Thanks. Yes, I made it to the train. And then I huddled in a cramped little room for fifteen hours, until I made it to BWI. And then I rode a shuttle bus for three hours to the ferry station. And now here I am, losing my lunch on this damned boat. I’m not coming home this way, Harley. Get me a seat on a plane, direct flight. I’m serious.”

      He was laughing, I just knew it. “All right, I promise. I’ll email you the information today. Now, try to relax a little. Vacation, remember.”

      “Right. Did you set up my meeting with Amelia?”

      “Yes. Tomorrow at noon. Lunch at a little local restaurant called Henry’s. Apparently it’s right on the beach. Sounds heavenly, doesn’t it?”

      “Sure. Address?”

      “In your email, along with Amelia’s contact info. She’s very excited about this girl. I hope it turns out well.”

      “Amelia’s intuition is usually pretty accurate. Okay, I’ve got to go, Harley. I think I’m going to hurl again.”

      There wasn’t even a hint of remorse in his voice. “Have fun, my dear! Remember, it’s vacation!”

      I tucked my phone safely back into the pocket of my handbag and sucked in deep breaths of the salt air, praying for docking or death.

      ***

      I was so happy to be back on solid, non-bobbing ground that I just stood there for a minute, out of the way of the other disembarking passengers. The station, a white building with its bright blue roof, was cheery and welcoming, but it could have been a falling-down hovel for all I cared. It wasn’t moving.

      After a few minutes, I decided it was safe to venture forward. I slung my one piece of luggage onto my shoulder. The black soft-sided Coach bag was my staple travel companion, and it miraculously expanded to fit anything I might need. Those needs had never included shorts, flip-flops and bathing suits, but on the plus side, those items were a lot lighter than my normal suits and business pumps. At this point, I was grateful for small blessings.

      Harley’s most recent message had included my ferry reservation number and the information that I would be met at the station by a car from the bed and breakfast. I tried to tamp down my longing for a real hotel, where I could hole up with my laptop in the air conditioned solitude, and scanned the curb.

      There were taxis and a few vans with hotel names on their sides. Nothing said Star of the Sea Bed and Breakfast. I pulled out my phone and checked the message. I had the right name, but there was nothing in view.

      “You Miss Whitmore?”

      I jerked around, and the walls that protected my mind from the onslaught of others’ thoughts dropped. I was flooded by images and words, not only from the old man who was standing there looking at me, but also from every other person wandering around us.

      It was rare for me lose control, and I pulled the guards back into place with no little effort. Meanwhile, the man was still waiting for an answer. And he thought I just might be mentally ill, or at least a little touched. I didn’t need to hear the tail end of his thoughts to know that.

      “Yes, I’m Cathryn Whitmore. Sorry, you startled me. Are you from the bed and breakfast?”

      He nodded, his eyes still wary. “Yep. I’m George. I work for Miss Jane. They sent me down here to get you.”

      “Thanks.”  I followed as he turned and walked toward the parking lot. “How did you
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