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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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      “I’m not in the office today—whatever—you couldn’t find me.” Chief Meyers tossed the sheaf of paperwork onto her desk. She overshot. The pages slid one by one onto the carpeted office floor. “You can have leave, extended leave, as much vacation and sick time as you need. God and Human Resources know you haven’t called in sick in years, much less taken a vacation.”

      Hamarsson began, “Chief, with all due respect—” He knew better than to use ma’am with Meyers; he liked having both his balls.

      “Respect?” Meyers barked out a laugh. “You’ve never respected me, but you’re a damn good detective and I’m not letting you go without a fight.”

      Hamarsson took a breath, then another, deeper one. “I don’t plan on coming back.” The words came out mulishly, more like a cranky teenager than a nearly forty-year-old man.

      Meyers stood from her perch on the edge of her desk, continuing to ignore Hamarsson’s paperwork. “Well, with all due respect, Hamarsson, I’m giving you time to think about it. Go on a trip, take your boyfriend on a vacation, go somewhere warm. Now, get out of my office. I have a meeting with some yahoo from the city council in an hour.”
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      Niall didn’t bother stopping by his desk before he left. He wasn’t coming back; Meyers would have to figure it out herself. He was still wearing his coat because he’d never planned on staying for the day. He’d even driven into downtown to deliver his resignation—which only worsened his mood because the drivers in this city were worse than usual today. And now, after he’d paid twenty goddamned dollars to park for an hour in a spot four blocks away from the Justice Center, Chief Meyers refused to accept his resignation paperwork.

      Before he reached the exit, one of the young security guards called out, “Detective Hamarsson, you forgot this!” The guard held out a slip of paper he’d left in the aluminum tray at the security checkpoint on his way in.

      Reluctantly Niall accepted the crumpled piece of notepaper. He didn’t need it; he already knew what it said.

      “Thanks.”

      Without rereading the note, Niall tossed the paper into the closest trash can and exited through the double doors to Third Avenue and into the deluge. Sheeting rain came from all directions—even up from the pavement, it seemed. Turning left, he pushed his way through the stream of lawyers, paralegals, and other office workers who were arriving at the Justice Center for a day of negotiation and never-ending paperwork. An overly large umbrella came very close to putting out his eye. He threw its carrier a baleful glare.

      “Sorry, sorry.”

      The woman and the umbrella skittered away.

      Niall hunched his shoulders, shoving his hands into his coat pockets in an attempt to look unassuming and meek rather than radiating the dragon’s fire of bad humor he really felt. In his pocket, the cold plastic case surrounding his smartphone pressed against his palm. The thing had vibrated with a notification while he’d been talking to Meyers, but he’d ignored it and would continue to do so. He’d already heard what Trey had to say—more than once.

      He strode by one of the historic pergolas near the Justice Center. Many of the city’s downtown homeless were packed underneath it, trying to hide from the weather. One resourceful citizen even had strung up a tarp for shelter. Niall recognized most of them. There were so many homeless these days, the city was at a loss as to how to help those who wanted it. The situation was infinitely depressing.

      The rain came down harder. Hamarsson turned left again, striding up the steep sidewalk. A small river ran down the width of the pavement, and his leather shoes took on water, making his feet wet and cold along with the rest of him. By the time he got to his parking spot he was thoroughly soaked. Inside the relative warmth of his car, he fished his cell phone out of his coat pocket, more out of habit than anything else.

      Punching in his password, Niall listened to the waiting message. It was Trey. He deleted it—Trey’s voice, appealing when they were first together, grated on his nerves these days. Vacation. Personal leave. The words floating around in his brain could have been a foreign language. He was Niall Hamarsson; he didn’t rest. He slept and he worked. Trey had a long list of Niall’s failings, and his work ethic was at the top of it.

      Ironically, Niall didn’t know if he could work like that any longer, even if he wanted to. He felt like something inside him had broken, and he didn’t know if he could put whatever was broken back together. The effort to keep caring twenty-four hours a day pressed down on him, an impossible burden.
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      Three hours later, Niall was sitting on a lumpy, orange-tinged vinyl seat on the mostly empty ferry heading to the San Juan Islands, specifically to Piedras Island. Because it was February, as well as midweek, there were no excited mobs of children escaping their parents to run up and down the aisles shrieking for sweets from one of the vending machines. There wasn’t much of a view out the window next to him either, the fog and rain still heavy. He hadn’t bothered to stop at home for a bag; he’d get what he needed after the ferry docked in Hidden Harbor.

      Any roots he claimed were on Piedras. He hadn’t been back to the island for nearly a decade—and then only the once, when his grandmother had passed away, to see her properly buried and arrange for a service to stop by the property and mow the grass. As a child, his grandparents’ cabin had been his sanctuary. He hadn’t returned because of work, he told himself. Work was the best and only excuse, that and he really didn’t belong there. Until recently, his workload had kept him from thinking about Piedras, family, and other things he’d rather avoid.

      That’s what Trey didn’t understand. Niall knew they weren’t meant to be a long-term couple. Hell, he didn’t know if he was able to do what was needed to sustain a partnership. But it was nice to have someone around, and Trey had stuck around longer than most.

      The ferry’s horn sounded loud and deep, startling Niall from his thoughts. Standing up, he made his way along with the other passengers back down to the car deck and got behind the wheel of his car. The ferry docked with a bump. Niall started the engine and followed the box truck in front of him into Hidden Harbor.

      He’d first come to the island nearly thirty years ago, far from everything he’d known back then. Things on Piedras were still the same. Still stuck in time. Still far away from the city. Familiar storefronts, a little more faded than they had been when he was a child. The same gas station at the top of the incline and across from the high school. There was a new hotel where the Dockman Inn had burned to the ground a few years ago. Whoever had rebuilt it had done a great job making it blend in with the existing structures. Niall’d read about the fire; luckily it had been the off-season, and no one had been staying there.

      The box truck took a right turn and Niall continued onward, hoping Island Hardware was still in business. It was. He pulled over and parked in front of the doors, staring at them. The past was so close he could almost touch it. When he’d returned to the island for Mormor’s funeral, he hadn’t stopped in town.
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      The store was exactly the same. He recognized a yellowed poster pinned to one wall, depicting an eagle flying majestically over a stand of evergreens. In the back corner there were several shelves and a rounder of clothing. Niall picked out two pairs of canvas work pants, some flannel shirts, a package of underwear. Off one of the shelves he grabbed a pair of work boots and some thick socks. As he walked toward the front, he passed a display with a few sleeping bags and low-end tents. On impulse he grabbed one of each, sticking the sleeping bag under his arm and balancing the clothing on top of the tent box.

      The checkout counter was deserted and a silver bell with a note reading “Ring for Service” taped to it sat next to the cash register. Niall tapped the bell. It seemed very loud in the empty store. After a short wait a kid, or at least someone younger than him, came out from another room.

      “Hi, do you have a question, or are you ready to be rung up?”

      “I’m ready.” He piled the gear onto the counter.

      The kid seemed to understand Niall wasn’t interested in conversation. Quietly and efficiently, he added up the cost and told Niall the amount. Niall fished in his back pocket for his wallet, pulled out his credit card, and handed it to the cashier.

      “Hamarsson. I recognize that name.” But not you, was left unsaid.

      “I used to have family here,” Niall replied, hoping to forestall any questions from inquiring minds.

      “Do you need a bag?”

      Niall eyed the stack of gear. “I’ll just make two trips. My car is right out front.”

      Ignoring him, the cashier followed him out to his car with the clothes and boots. “It’s shitty weather to be camping,” he remarked.

      Niall shrugged. It was shitty weather, and cold. The San Juans sat in what was called the banana belt of the Pacific Northwest; it was not uncommon for the weather here to be nicer than it was in Seattle, but not this day.

      The kid stood under the awning, watching as he pulled away from the curb and drove up the street. He wondered how long before townies learned someone with the last name of Hamarsson was visiting the island—and camping, no less.
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      Niall’s car, a twenty-year-old Subaru wagon, bumped and creaked down the gravel driveway. He had almost missed his turn in the dark that had fallen since he got off the ferry, his headlights barely managing to find the robin’s-egg–blue mailbox at the end of the drive. Bushes, shrubs, and tall grasses growing across the drive scraped along the sides of his car as he drove. The service he paid to keep the property up was obviously wasted fucking money. When he sold the place, at least that would be one less thing to worry about, along with less taxes.

      And less remembering.
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      Fridays were always the worst. Mat thought he needed to create a spreadsheet tracking crime for the island, but he was pretty sure Fridays would come up as the day with the most calls—and this one was the worst kind. Deputy Flynn, Birdy to most, had responded to the initial 911 call, and as soon as she’d arrived at the scene she called Mat on his cell phone.

      “This is bad.” Birdy’s voice shook. “I thought it was a prank or someone’s imagination, but it’s not.”

      Birdy, while young, was an island girl. She knew the locals and was on good terms with all but the most cantankerous. And there was just one of those. She had a way, too, of managing the wealthy tourists and seasonal population who regularly called the sheriff’s office to complain about everything from the Fourth of July fireworks to stray sheep on their property. If she thought it was bad, it was.

      Mat parked his patrol car in the marina’s fire zone. The car was flashy, and he hated it, but the county had bought the department new vehicles. Personally, Mat thought the money would’ve been better spent on a youth center or job training or maybe a new evidence kit. But the Island County representative had condescendingly informed Mat it was something about the way the money was earmarked; it had to be spent on transportation.

      Birdy waited for him at the marina’s open gate. It was set into a chain-link fence flush with the pier so trespassers couldn’t climb around it and sneak onto the moored boats. Behind Birdy the currents of San Juan Channel rippled underneath the hibernating boats, which floated up and back down rhythmically with the swells. As marinas went, the Hidden Harbor Marina was small but it was always full. Mat knew the managers had a long waiting list of boat owners wanting convenient moorage in Hidden Harbor.

      After yesterday’s rain the sunshine was welcome, but it didn’t make the discovery of Chastity Reynolds floating in the bay any easier. Face down in the water, her body bumped against a piling toward the end of the pier.

      The caller may not have known whose body it was, but any local would recognize Chas by her full back tattoo. Somewhere along the way her top had been torn off, exposing the unfurled angel wings she’d had inked there. The irony of the tattoo was not lost on Mat.

      “We need to call marine. Have you questioned anyone yet? Who made the discovery?” Mat asked.

      Birdy shivered, looking a little ridiculous underneath the wide-brimmed, plastic-wrapped uniform hat they were required to wear. Mat had conveniently forgotten his, although now he was chilly.

      She pointed down the walkway where a man was waiting. Mat didn’t recognize him.

      “Sebastian Lambert called it in. I asked him to stay and talk with both of us. All he’s said so far is that he arrived this morning to check his sailboat after yesterday’s storm and found her.”

      “Has anyone tried to move her?”

      “I haven’t, and Mr. Lambert said he didn’t, that he immediately called us.” She paused, then spoke again. “Sheriff Dempsey?”

      “I’ve told you not to call me that. Use Mat or Dempsey and I will respond.”

      Birdy ignored him. “When was the last time we had a murder on the island?”

      “We don’t know it’s murder. There are a lot of other possible explanations for how she got there. She could have fallen in and drowned.”

      They both turned again to look at the body. Regardless of what he’d just said, it was hard to imagine anything except murder given the colorful fabric wrapped around her neck. The scarf, or whatever it was, was pulled so tightly her flesh bulged around it.

      “No murders since I was instated,” Mat answered. “I’d have to look at county records. There was a murder on Orcas, but that was when I was a kid.”

      “This is going to be bad.” Birdy looked at him again, as if she was hoping Mat would contradict her statement. He couldn’t.

      “Call Duane, he’s marine today. Tell him to bring a kit. I’ll contact Soper.”

      Marshal Soper was the county’s volunteer medical examiner. He was also Mat’s best friend. He’d moved to Piedras after Mat left San Francisco. Between the two of them they had more experience investigating suspicious deaths than the rest of the Piedras County police force.

      “You stay here and keep anyone but Soper or Duane on the other side of the gate. Do you need a coffee or anything?” The winter sunshine was bright, but it wasn’t warm. Mat needed something to warm his hands.

      Birdy shook her head, looking a little green. “Not now.”

      Mat walked back to his car to call Marshal.

      He loved his job serving the citizens of Hidden Harbor and the islands in general, but he did not need their help. And when news got out the body was Chas Reynolds, rumor and hearsay would fly.

      “Hey, Mat, what’s up?” Marshal sounded a little out of breath, and Mat wondered if he was out on a run.

      “Nothing good, Marshal. This is business.”

      “Did one of the seniors pass away? I’ve been worried about Mrs. Herrmann.”

      Trust Marshal to know the names of all the senior citizens on the island.

      “No. Unofficially, it’s a local girl. Birdy and I recognize her tattoo, but we didn’t touch the body.”

      “Shit. Where do you need me?”

      The residents of Hidden Harbor were beginning to notice the two police cars parked at the marina with their lights flashing. The last thing he needed was a crowd of concerned citizens cluttering the scene.

      Mat had Birdy string out the yellow Do Not Cross tape at the entrance to the marina parking lot and at the gate to the private pier. It wouldn’t keep people away, but maybe they’d at least stay on the other side where they belonged; once again, he wished the county had bought him a new evidence kit instead of a new cruiser.
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      The forty-five minutes it took Marshal and Duane to arrive at the scene nearly drove Mat to his wits’ end. It was the low season, so the locals didn’t have much better to do than gawk. He sure as hell wasn’t going to tell them the victim was Chas Reynolds, not until he had to. If he whispered a single word, the information would get back to the Delacombe and Reynolds clans before he could personally notify them, and that would be a nightmare. Chas’s relatives were some of the more… volatile on the island. Regardless, they deserved the same professionalism the department offered other families and victims.

      He and Birdy questioned Sebastian Lambert together, but he had no useful information for them. He’d arrived at the marina around nine a.m. to check on his sailboat and seen the body floating in the water. Assuming someone had fallen in and drowned, he’d immediately called 911. There was no more information he could share. Lambert was a newer retiree to the island; he had no idea who the victim was. Their first dead end. Lambert wasn’t happy to be informed his boat, along with all the others at the marina, was now part of an active crime scene.

      Duane Cooper arrived in the department’s marine rescue craft, carefully maneuvering the vessel around to where the body was wedged between the pilings, just as Mat spotted Marshal’s ancient red Land Cruiser driving too quickly down Fern Street toward the marina.

      He pulled aside the tape so Marshal could drive into the parking lot at the same time he endured Mrs. Tenny’s high-pitched complaint.

      “What is happening? I am going to call my son-in-law. He is on the island council and has connections⁠—”

      Mat cut across her strident tone. “Mrs. Tenny, I’ll send Birdy over to talk to the crowd as soon as we have something we can share.” Which of course would be nothing until Marshal got a look at the body and they had a positive ID, but Mrs. Tenny didn’t need to know that.

      “What have you got?” Marshal asked after parking and getting out of his car.

      “DB. We’ll know more after you take a look, but there’s fabric of some kind wrapped around her neck. Do you want to look before Duane brings her to shore?”

      It was easy to fall into old habits with Marshal; he was laid back and easy to work with. And damn smart.

      Marshal pulled on booties and latex gloves before grabbing his camera and heading out to meet Duane at the end of the pier, and Mat followed him. Why did the first murder in a generation have to happen on his watch?

      He immediately felt a deserved pang of guilt. As troubled as Chas had been, she had been a living, breathing human being who deserved much better than a violent death. If that’s what this was. If she had been murdered, he’d damn well find out who did it and bring them to justice.

      Unfortunately, his tiny department was woefully unprepared for a murder investigation. Drug rings, meth labs, smuggling, environmental crimes—yes. Murder—no. Mat was the only one with any suspicious death experience, and that had been a decade ago in another life.
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      It didn’t take them long, once she was out of the water, to load Chas’s expertly shrouded body onto a stretcher and into the back of Marshal’s vehicle. He kept the back of his 4x4 ready for this sort of thing, which until today had meant accidental drownings. Thankfully, Duane had been able to untangle her from where she was wedged and bring her into the boat so no spectators on the land side were able to clearly see what was happening.

      Mat left Birdy in charge. A murder scene might be new to her, but handling the population of Hidden Harbor was not. He could hear her bossing people away from the gate and the tape as he drove away, following Marshal.

      He was perpetually surprised by the sleek, modern medical center, something the county had paid for in the past ten years. Marshal had called ahead to have the staff secure a procedure room off the ER for their use as Piedras didn’t have a paid medical examiner; the island was lucky to have him. Marshal was very good at what he did.

      “Do you need me to stay?” Mat asked his friend. Watching Marshal examine the body wouldn’t bother him, but he felt he needed to get out to the Delacombes’ property. The Reynolds place too, he supposed, but Chastity’s older brother was nothing if not difficult and uncooperative on the best of days.

      “No.” Marshal had his back to him while he set up his laptop and voice recorder.

      “I’ll call you later.”

      Marshal looked over his shoulder at him. “Be safe out there.”

      “I always am.”

      Marshal was already hyper focused on the job ahead. So Mat left, shutting the door behind him,
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      As was often the case with February weather, it had changed from decent to bad in the blink of an eye. Clouds had rolled in, obscuring the sunlight, and any minute it was going to start raining again. Back at his cruiser, Mat popped the trunk and exchanged his Piedras County Sheriff’s Office fleece jacket for his rain parka. As an afterthought, he also changed from his regular walking shoes to hiking boots and grabbed his baton, clipping it onto his belt.

      The island was roughly diamond-shaped, with Hidden Harbor built on the sloping western side and nestled around a protected cove. Some of the Delacombes, relatives of one of the first settler families—Native Americans had been on the island far longer—lived on the next jutting tip near one of the original White settlements.

      Their property was densely wooded and private, with No Trespassing signs posted at every possible visible location. His cruiser bumped roughly across the cattle guard, and Mat honked his horn, letting them know he was coming.

      Once the two-story house had been grand and stately, befitting the wealthy scion who’d built it. However, the family since had fallen on hard times and never recovered. Mat only knew of one Delacombe who’d made it off the island in recent generations. Shay Delacombe was a lawyer in Seattle, and Mat could do without Shay.

      He was forced to pull over and park at the tail end of a long line of defunct automobiles. The vehicles spanned decades, and it was possible some had been purchased or salvaged with the intent to restore them. Ambition had faded away, and it looked like they’d most recently been used for target practice. The windshields were blown out, the side panels riddled with bullet holes. The older cars were rusted out, the newer ones covered in moss, mildew, and blackberries. On the plus side, Mat didn’t hear any dogs barking.

      As he moved closer, slowly and deliberately, the snap of a dead bolt being pulled back reached his ears. Through the now slightly open door, Mat recognized the diminutive figure of Claribel Delacombe. The old woman was the matriarch of the Delacombe clan and Chastity Reynolds’ great-grandmother. Mat sometimes worried she suffered from mild dementia. She was in her mideighties, but it was impossible to tell, as she’d been a character on the island as long as he’d been alive—maybe he was imagining she was declining. More likely she would out live him.

      “Claribel, Ms. Delacombe, I need to speak to you.”

      Claribel had been born a Delacombe, but had married young and become a Reynolds—much to the disgust of both families. Nearly ten years ago, just after Mat moved back to the island, she had caused quite a scandal, even for her, by throwing her husband out of the house and then divorcing him. There’d never been any question that Frank Reynolds was a horse’s ass, and no one in town had any sympathy for him. It was the much-younger man who’d taken Frank’s place that caused gossip. It had carried the locals through an unusually cold winter. Then she’d tossed him out too, announcing she was done with men.

      “What do you want, Sheriff Dempsey?” Claribel’s voice was clear. She didn’t sound at all like a little old lady.

      Mat took her question as invitation and moved closer to the porch. “I need to speak to you in private.”

      “There’s nobody home but me. You can talk to me here.”

      Mat sighed. Not that he’d expected anything else, but he’d hoped one of the younger Delacombes would be available—although none of them were particularly reasonable either. Maybe it was best he spoke with Claribel. He took the three stairs up to the porch, coming to a halt in front of the door. The decking creaked ominously under his weight. He hoped it didn’t choose this day to collapse.

      “Ms. Delacombe, I need to ask some questions about Chastity. When was the last time you saw her?”

      “My fool great-granddaughter?”

      “Chastity Reynolds, yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Ms. Rey—Delacombe, I have some unsettling news, and I really think it would be better if you would let me in so you can sit down.”

      “Just tell me, goddammit. Quit beating around the bush. Policemen have been knocking at my door since before you were born. I was only twenty-one when they came and told me my daddy was dead. The next one who came told me Frank Junior was gone. What are you here to tell me?”

      Taking a breath and mentally preparing for the worst, Mat said, “Would you be willing to come to the medical center and identify a body we believe is Chastity? She was found this morning off the marina.”

      Mat had to hand it to Claribel. She flinched, and an emotion he thought was sorrow quickly passed across her face, but she didn’t falter.

      “There’s no one home to drive me.” She threw him a baleful glare.

      Yes, because Mat had managed to have her license suspended after she backed into a coffee stand. She probably drove anyway.

      “I’ll drive you there and bring you home.”

      Claribel nodded. “Let me find my purse.”

      Minutes later Mat turned out from the Delacombe property and back onto the road, Claribel his silent passenger. A car passed them going the other direction, a single driver at the wheel. Mat didn’t recognize it as an island vehicle. As they traveled by the Hamarsson property, he noted that the overgrown sticker bushes and shrubs looked bent and out of place as if someone had recently been there, but he didn’t have time to think about somebody trespassing on land that, as far as he knew, was all but abandoned.

      When they arrived at the hospital, Mat parked next to the emergency entrance, then got out of the car and went around to the passenger side to help Claribel. She was tiny and had shrunk further with age. Mat suddenly felt protective of her—no one deserved news like this. With care, he escorted her through the double doors of the emergency room, making quick eye contact with the single security guard before they made their way down the short hallway to where Chastity Reynolds waited. He was surprised none of the community rubberneckers were lying in wait for him.

      Once they were safe in the tiny room, Claribel did crack,. He’d texted ahead, so Marshal was waiting for them. Chastity’s body was covered with a sheet, and Marshal’d done a quick job of cleaning her up. It wasn’t pretty; there was bruising around her neck where the scarf had been and deep scrapes along the right side of her face. Soon enough Marshal would be able to tell them if the injuries were pre- or postmortem.

      Mat helped the old woman to sit in one of the plastic patient chairs.

      “Damn that child, what did she get herself into?” She stared at Chastity, taking in the injuries she could see, then focused her steel-grey gaze on Mat.

      “You’ll find who did this.” It was a statement—a demand.

      Mat nodded. “Yes, ma’am, I’ll do my best to bring Chastity justice.”

      “I know you were a good cop before you came back here. Your daddy used to brag up and down about you all the time. You’ll find whoever did this.”

      He and Marshal exchanged glances, both aware that all too often they weren’t able to bring justice. All too often there wasn’t enough evidence or the perpetrator somehow managed to slip out of their grasp. Mat missed San Francisco, he missed the vibrant gay community he’d been a part of, but he did not miss cases like Chastity’s.
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      Ever so slowly, Niall returned to earth, his sluggish body painfully reminding him he was closer to forty than thirty. His hip throbbed, his right arm had fallen asleep wedged under his body, and his head ached. With great care, he opened his eyes. The inside of the tent was bright—at least to his aching brain. Niall shook his head to try and get rid of his mental cobwebs. This bright meant it must be full daylight outside, late morning, possibly close to noon.

      With difficulty he raised himself up onto one elbow, tipping over the mostly empty bottle of Jack sitting next to him. The remaining liquid dribbled out onto the floor of the tent. And that would be why his head hurt: Jack with a side of potato chips and a granola bar he’d found in the center console of his Subaru. It dated from sometime in the past when he took a little better care of himself. The Jack Daniel’s and chips he’d picked up at the gas station yesterday afternoon.

      Groaning, Niall rolled over so he could wriggle out of the sleeping bag. Today he would assess the damage his neglect had caused the cabin and make a list of things he needed to order to make repairs. The roof would be first on the list—he’d noticed that a number of the tiles were missing or damaged in the glow of his headlights last night.

      The cabin was minute, but it had always felt like home to him, just a little over five hundred square feet of living space. A tiny kitchen and living room, two postage-stamp-sized bedrooms and a bathroom only big enough for a shower and toilet. Last night, it had been too easy for Niall to imagine his grandparents moving around inside, making coffee or sitting together to read the newspaper. Morfar had tempted the frightened child Niall had been with the comics, or as he’d called them, “the funny papers.”

      The inside of the cabin was a disaster and he had no one to blame but himself. He was pretty sure a family of raccoons had moved in and back out at some point. There were holes in the flooring, and the small couch was torn up, the stuffing strewn around where something had been looking for a nest. The electricity had been turned off after Mormor passed, so Niall didn’t bother opening the fridge. He’d just bring a dumpster out and have it taken away.

      For a boy fresh from hell, the cabin had been paradise. Now, not so much.

      Niall struggled to his feet, the top of his head pressing against the roof of the tent even as he bent over. He’d inherited both his height and his craggy looks from his Norwegian grandparents. He probably inherited something from his father’s side as well, but he’d never met the man, so who knew. He shoved his feet into the new boots before unzipping the tent.

      Outside the tent, the cold of the day made him shiver, forcing him back inside to grab his parka. He’d slept in his clothes, so at least he didn’t have to find where they’d ended up after he’d put himself to sleep with alcohol. Something he probably did far too often.

      His head always ached from the drink, but it kept him from dreaming. Closing the tent flap behind him and zipping up his thick coat, Niall walked out to the shoreline, ignoring the protest from his bladder. He may not have dreamt last night, but being at the cabin was as good as. If he hadn’t been excruciatingly aware of his head pounding, the fabric of his clothing scraping against his skin, and each individual hair on his scalp, he could have believed he was ten again and seeing the view for the first time.

      He’d slept in a tent then too. Funny how that fact had slipped his mind until now.

      It wasn’t raining today, but everything was covered with a layer of dew and the air was damp. The small beach was rocky. He’d never been able to build sandcastles here; instead he and Morfar built their castles of stone.

      “Much better for withstanding a sacking,” his grandfather would say, his thick Norwegian accent blurring the words.

      Niall’d refused to join him at first—he was too old to build castles on a beach—and neither Mormor nor Morfar pressured him. Slowly, though, the island had seeped into him, winning him over with its quiet and lack of demand. A full belly hadn’t hurt. Neither had the impromptu history lessons he received as he watched Od Hamarsson build outrageous stone structures on their little beach.

      Far out in the cold waters bobbed a seal, its silky gray-black body sparkling against the waves. Niall turned away and back toward the cabin.

      Morning wasn’t his friend. The cabin looked even worse in the light. Window screens hung askew, there were more missing shingles, insulation was exposed to the elements, and what looked to be an actual hole was in the roof. It saddened him to note the big picture window facing the water was cracked and fogged. Niall’s bladder protested, he had to relieve himself. Instead of going inside, he walked over to where industrious blackberries were steadily taking over the yard.

      The missing ingredient to Niall achieving something more than a stumbling shamble was coffee. After sleeping on the ground, he needed caffeine and Advil.

      Why the hell had he returned to Piedras? The question, unwanted flotsam and jetsam, drifted upward and into his waking brain. He didn’t have an answer for himself.

      After leaving Chief Meyers’s office yesterday, Niall hadn’t had a destination in mind. He could only blame some long-buried instinct for the decision to board the island-bound ferry. His apartment was nothing. The life he lived was at the station, on his computer, in his cubicle. They were filled with the ghosts of victims for whom he hadn’t found justice.

      Trey was right about that anyway—or he had been. Niall’d lived and breathed his job. But that wasn’t an issue anymore, because this time when Trey had stormed out of the apartment, he’d stopped to grab most of the clothes he kept there for when he slept over at Niall’s. Thing was, Niall knew if Trey came back, he’d take him. Trey was easy, at least until he started bitching about Niall’s hours. He’d be back, he always came back.

      This time, a few of Trey’s angry words had struck an unfortunate chord deep inside Niall.

      “It’s like you’re a mannequin—a robot. God, I tell you things, I could be telling you I’d cut my arm off and your expression wouldn’t change. You treat me like a child sometimes. You never want to go out, you don’t like my friends.”

      “Funny, you never complain when I’m fucking you.”

      “See? That!” Trey’d jabbed his index finger hard against Niall’s chest. “You’re not hearing a word I’m saying!” He’d slammed the apartment door behind him, and Niall’d felt a stab of relief he’d never given in to the pleas that they really live together.

      After Trey left, Niall had been angry
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