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      Niall jabbed the Down button viciously with his index finger.

      The sailing to Piedras left in two hours, and he was damn well going to be on it. He was done with Seattle; he didn’t belong here anymore.

      Getting home, no matter how fuzzy the idea of home was, was more important to him than meeting with the perky real estate agent again, more important than handing over the keys to his condo—he’d drop them in the mail—more important than making sure all his moving boxes were properly labeled. Niall couldn’t stand another day with those four walls closing in on him. The city had trapped him, with its cement walls and gleaming office buildings; the entire time he’d been away from Piedras he’d paced back and forth like a captive animal in its tiny cage. He missed his dog, he missed his crappy motel room, and it was possible he missed Sheriff Mat Dempsey, but that he wasn’t ready to admit.

      The display above the elevator doors indicated the car had moved up one floor and then stopped.

      “Jesus Christ.” Unwilling to wait a second longer, Niall took the stairs to the lobby two at a time, letting gravity carry him downward. His heavy footsteps created a cacophony in the empty stairwell.

      Most of his belongings were in storage now. Niall had been surprised to discover that, except for his furniture, his life fit in an eight-by-five storage unit with room to spare. The furniture he’d left behind for the agent, telling him to donate it once the sale went through. Niall didn’t care about it, and it likely wouldn’t fit when he rebuilt his cabin.

      He hit the ground floor landing with a crashing boom and burst out into the tiny lobby, very nearly running into the delivery driver standing there.

      “Shit. Sorry,” Niall said.

      He went to swerve around the younger man, trying to regain his escape velocity.

      “Any chance you know Niall Hamarsson?” the man asked.

      Niall jolted to a stop, twisting around to stare at the driver.

      “That’s me,” he replied. What were the chances?

      A small box was tucked under the driver’s arm. “I have a delivery, if you wouldn’t mind signing for it.”

      After digging his wallet out to show ID, Niall scrawled his signature next to the X, and the driver handed him the box. “Thank you,” Niall said automatically.

      The driver grinned at him and turned away, pushing through the lobby doors and leaving Niall staring after him. Shaking his head he glanced at the box, but the return address—downtown Seattle, by the zip code—showed no name. He didn’t have time to deal with the contents right now.

      Snapping back to his objective—escape—Niall headed to the parking garage, where his car was parked in the loading zone, a suitcase of clothing and a few boxes of belongings jammed inside it. He slid behind the wheel, tossing the package on the passenger seat along with the stack of mail that had been jammed into his mailbox, and started the engine. If traffic wasn’t completely fucked, he’d make the next ferry. If it was, he’d be spending hours in his car waiting for the one after that.

      

      Niall drove as fast as he could without catching the attention of the highway patrol. The Subaru’s elderly stereo system belted out Nirvana’s Nevermind on repeat. He’d been a young teen when Nirvana was big, but Cobain’s lyrics still appealed to the wounded, animalistic, angry side of him.

      Outside Mount Vernon, an RV pulled out in front of him. Swearing, he swerved into the slow lane to avoid hitting it. A horn blared from behind him, and the box slid off the passenger seat into the footwell. The first lines of “Come as You Are,” raspy and painful, sounded from the speakers. Niall took a deep breath and slowed his speed. He didn’t need to get in an accident now, not when he was almost there. Almost home.

      But it wasn’t until he was at the top of the hill heading down toward the ticket booth and saw the ferry pulling in to the dock that he was able to stop pounding the heel of his hand on the steering wheel in impatience. And it wasn’t until he’d been directed onto the ferry deck, the big engines rumbling underneath him, that he was able to breathe again.

      

      Upstairs in the passenger area, the change of season from winter to spring was evident in the number of families heading to the islands for the weekend. Children ran back and forth, excitedly peering out the floor-to-ceiling windows or begging their parents to go on the outside deck. Niall claimed an empty booth where he could spread out and watch the water and islands pass by.

      In the past he’d never thought he would get tired of the city. Now he’d been away from Piedras for a little over a week and thought he was going to suffocate from the buildings, the cars, the people, and his tiny condo on the twelfth floor. Years ago, after high school, he’d been on a mission to get away from the islands and the small-minded people there. Staying on Piedras had not been part of his life plan. No, he was going to be the best damn cop he could be, the best homicide cop. He was going to give others what he and his grandparents never had—he was going to bring closure to families.

      To some extent, he had. Niall had had a very high solve rate. But it came with a cost, one he couldn’t afford anymore. The cold cases haunted him. The guilt when victims’ families called, emailed, or even visited him in person to ask if there was anything new, if there was… anything. When the answer was no, Niall’s thoughts always returned to his own mother and how her disappearance had gone unnoticed for weeks and was still unsolved. Would never be solved.

      Ana was a ghost looking over his shoulder, demanding closure, telling him he hadn’t tried hard enough, wasn’t dedicated enough, wasn’t good enough. Numbers didn’t matter; her specter was louder. On the opposite shoulder lurked a devil who whispered that Ana Hamarsson hadn’t disappeared, she’d just run away from her son and the responsibilities of parenthood. For the most part, Niall managed to ignore the malevolent demon. And while he’d never tried to find her, he had little doubt she was dead.

      A fuzzy-headed blond child toddled by at full speed, a similarly fuzzy-headed man hurrying to catch them from behind. The child shrieked with laughter at being able to outrun their parent. As they closed in on the booth Niall occupied, the child stumbled and would’ve smacked headfirst into the table if Niall hadn’t reached out and grabbed one arm.

      The child giggled, unaware they had barely avoided tragedy.

      “Thank you! She’s deceptively fast. Hopefully after this, she’ll fall asleep,” the father said.

      “No problem.”

      Niall went back to staring out the window, but the dark waters outside had no answers for him. As lousy a mother as Ana Hamarsson had been, she didn’t deserve to disappear without a trace. In the late 1980s, the Green River Killer had still been trolling Seattle and its suburbs for vulnerable women, and Ana had definitely fallen into that category, but her murder was not among those the killer eventually confessed to. Niall suspected she’d gotten into a killer’s car willingly though, and that had been that.

      Sometimes Niall hoped she’d just run away to a better life, but as an adult he knew how impossible that would have been for her, an addict whose overwhelming drive was finding her next fix. He sighed, wanting to think about anything but his mother, but for some reason he couldn’t shake Ana tonight. She’d disappeared sometime in late fall or early winter, leaving Niall behind with her druggie friends. But no one knew exactly how long she had been gone, only that she’d left her young son behind, hidden in a closet for days. He supposed he was lucky that one of her less-terrible friends dropped him off near a police station instead of pushing him off a pier or selling him to someone for drugs.

      All Niall remembered was walking for what seemed like a long time and being hungry but too afraid to say anything. Then he’d been told to sit on a bench and not to move or the bogeyman would get him, and the person with him had left. He’d sat there for hours, needing to use the bathroom, too petrified to do anything—even cry—until someone realized he was alone and alerted the police. Niall wished he could remember the officer’s name. She’d knelt in front of him and asked him why he was there, if he was okay. Niall had had to think about it, but he’d been told not to move, not that he couldn’t talk to people. He’d liked her shiny badge.

      Finally, the ferry bumped against the pilings of Hidden Harbor, dragging him from his memories. Niall made his way down to his car, glad to be back on the island. He’d missed it: the island, his dog.

      And the damn sheriff.

      As uncomfortable as he’d been in the city, Niall was shocked at the intense relief he felt at the sight of the island. Not at all like when he’d come back in February, fleeing his old life with no plan in mind, only knowing he couldn’t go on as he had been. This time Piedras felt a lot like home, and not just because of whatever was going on between him and Mat Dempsey. Now Niall felt a mix of hope and something like… optimism… about the future.

      Niall pulled into the Orca Motel parking lot and turned off the engine. Even the sight of the shabby motel, built in the seventies or early eighties, didn’t dampen his spirits. It took a couple trips to bring in and unload the boxes he’d brought with him, then he stacked them along one wall. There were only five of them, but they seemed to take up a lot of space in the small room. The boxes contained the few things he honestly cared about: photo albums that had belonged to his grandparents, his favorite books, service awards from SPD.

      On the last trip to the car, he remembered the package he’d received earlier that day and grabbed it and the mail. Inside, he tossed it on the desk and sat down on the edge of the bed. He was suspicious of the parcel and didn’t want to open it. Whatever it held could wait until morning—or longer.
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      “Jesus Christ,” Mat muttered as he climbed out of his cruiser.

      Orange-red flames licked the sides of the old wooden building, dancing up into the night sky. Matt could feel the heat from where he stood, well back from the building. It was—had been—a hay barn originally, a picturesque building tourists often stopped to take photos of during the summer months.

      There’d been a spate of fires across the island, including the one at the Hamarsson place, the last one before today’s. Most of them had been set in empty or abandoned buildings. By Mat’s count, this was the fourth since January. At first, Mat had thought the perpetrators were teenagers and he hadn’t lumped those other fires in the same category with Niall’s cabin burning. But now he was concerned the island had an arsonist.

      The pump engine had arrived before him. Mat was always impressed by how quickly and efficiently the volunteers got themselves set up. Water was already pouring onto the flames, the firefighters’ silhouettes delineated by the scintillating glow, a mesmerizing dance of men and elements.

      This time it was one of Merle Wainwright’s outbuildings turning to ash. Mat didn’t know for certain it was the work of the same person, but soon enough they’d have state investigators out seeing if they could establish a pattern, and Mat wouldn’t be surprised if they decided all the fires were related somehow. This seemed like more than vandalism, more than the car prowls that also had been on the uptick in recent months.

      “Did you have anything inside?” Mat asked Merle.

      “No, it was empty. Me and the missus were thinking about remodeling it, making it into one of those places people will stay for a lot of money. ‘Stay in a real barn’ kind of thing. But we hadn’t got around to it.”

      “Well, I’m sorry.” Mat looked up toward the Wainwrights’ residence. He could see a lone figure, Wainwright’s wife, standing on the front porch.

      “Give my regards to Joella. Flynn will be by in the next few days to go over everything with you.”

      Wainwright shrugged, his shoulders slumped in defeat as he watched the flames winning the battle.

      Eyes searching the group of firefighters, Mat spotted Devon Flynn barking out orders to his crew. Devon was the recently promoted—and paid—fire chief for the island’s mostly volunteer department. He had to be concerned about the fires. Mat strode over to talk to him, staying out of the way of the hose and the team operating it.

      “What do you think?” Mat asked.

      “I think we have a problem,” Devon answered grimly.

      “Me too. This is the last thing we need right now, some sicko setting fire to the island.”

      “It’s bad for everyone.”

      Mat knew what Devon meant. A firebug was bad for the island economy as well as a danger to the residents. They needed to figure out who was behind the fires before tourist season—and before the rains stopped. Never in his life had Mat hoped the wet weather would last just a little while longer.

      “Thanks for coming to the funeral,” Mat said, recalling the last time he’d seen Devon.

      Not quite a month ago, Mat had watched as his older brother’s coffin was lowered into the ground. He and his sisters had stood with his mother, holding her up while she cried. Mat hadn’t cried. He felt guilty about that, but he was also angry with Sean.

      After the shady stuff his brother had been up to before he’d been killed, Mat wouldn’t have been surprised if no one had come to see him laid to rest, but most of the island residents had come to say their farewells and offer Mat and his family condolences.

      “That’s what friends are for.”

      “Well, it’s appreciated. I’ll let you get back to work. Unless you need me to stay?”

      Mat was tired. It had been a long week—month, year—and he was feeling worn down. He had a brief fantasy where everyone on Piedras behaved long enough that he was able to catch up on his sleep. Then he laughed because it would never happen.

      Devon looked sideways at him. Mat shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “Get out of here. I’ll send you the report. We can meet in the morning?”

      Mat agreed, knowing a few hours’ sleep would help his thinking.

      On his way back down Merle’s long driveway, Mat kept his eyes out for anyone who looked out of place, someone who didn’t belong. What would that look like on an island the size of Piedras? Most of the population was probably lined up along the side of the road rubbernecking. If it was one of them—and likely it was—it was going to be difficult for Mat or Devon to catch them until they made a mistake. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be a mistake that cost lives.

      It was nearly ten at night. There were fewer rubberneckers than he’d expected and, scanning the crowd, Mat saw all of them were neighbors, living close enough that they could be worried. He stopped and got out of the cruiser.

      “Everything is under control. You can all head home and let Chief Flynn finish up here.”

      There was some grumbling but most of the bystanders wandered back to their cars or their homes. Only a few of the stubborn remained, and as long as they didn’t interfere with the firefighters, Mat couldn’t force them to go home. Still, he’d sit here for a while to make sure none of them caused any trouble.

      

      A loud one-sided conversation woke Mat the next morning. For a moment he was disoriented, but then the voice resolved into his mother’s; she was on the phone arguing, again, with Mat’s youngest sister, Fiona.

      Rolling over onto his back, Mat pinched the bridge of his nose, reaching for patience he didn’t feel at that moment—especially before any kind of caffeine. He hadn’t gotten home until after midnight, and he’d had trouble falling asleep, images of the Wainwrights’ burning barn playing on repeat in his head.

      He loved his family; he did not love family drama. His role had always been the peacemaker, the fixer, but he didn’t know if he could fix the relationship between Fiona and his mother.

      After Sean’s funeral service, his two sisters had fallen into a screaming match about their brother. Mat had agreed with Ella—not that he’d said as much, not until Fiona had outright asked him. Weeks later, the ripples from the fallout were still flowing outward. The Dempsey family was falling apart, and there was nothing Mat could do about it.

      Mat hadn’t sugarcoated the truth: Sean had been up to no good, and no good had gotten him killed. When he’d told her that, Fiona had stormed to her room and stayed there until the next day, when she’d made a dramatic departure. Why she refused to believe the evidence when it was clear as glass, Mat didn’t know.

      “Sean always told me you never liked him, never backed him up.” Fiona’s enormous suitcase had thumped down the staircase one step at a time, punctuating each word she spat out. “I told him he was wrong, but it seems he wasn’t.”

      “Fi.” Mat had wanted to at least try to reason with her. Not that it had ever worked before.

      “Don’t call me that. I hate that nickname.”

      At the bottom of the stairs, she’d righted her suitcase and continued rolling it toward the front door.

      Mat had tried again. “Fiona, among other things, Sean was trying to coerce island residents to sell their property at a loss so he could buy it and make a profit off of it. He was in way over his head. He was also involved in Chastity Reynolds’s death. Am I upset that he was murdered? Of course. Sean was my brother too. You’re right that we didn’t always see eye to eye, but I’m not happy he’s dead.”

      Ella and their mom had listened to the exchange from the kitchen doorway, Ella’s expression one of repressed fury, his mom’s resigned. While Fiona was growing up, she’d often clashed with their mother, and the death of Sean Dempsey Sr. when Fiona was nineteen had not brought them closer together.

      When a car had pulled up outside, Fiona had announced, “My taxi is here. Enjoy your lives without me.”

      Jesus Christ. If he hadn’t suspected his mom would smack him, Mat would’ve laughed at that. Fiona always did have a flair for the theatric.

      “Let me help you with your bag.” He’d crossed the room to pick up her enormous suitcase.

      “No, thank you.” Wrenching open the front door, Fiona had dragged her bag outside and down the front steps, the bang, bang, bang echoing across the property. The waiting driver popped his trunk, and Fiona didn’t argue with him when he climbed out to help her with her luggage.

      With her suitcase stowed safely in the trunk, Fiona had climbed into the back of the taxi and slammed the door behind her. They all had watched the driver back his car around and head down the driveway to the main road.

      Fiona’s dramatic departure had been a month ago. Since then, Mat and Alyson had been working on picking up the pieces Sean had left behind.

      

      After a few minutes of wishing he was asleep but having to acknowledge he was fully awake, Mat dragged himself out of bed, pulled a sweatshirt on, and left his room. There was no reason to stay in bed, and now that—judging by the quiet—his mom was apparently off the phone, she’d probably like someone to talk to other than Niall Hamarsson’s dog. Ella and her daughter, Riley, had also left, having flown back to Houston after Sean’s funeral.

      The dog in question met him at the bottom of the stairs. He’d been staying with Mat and Alyson while Niall took care of business in Seattle. Understandably, Niall hadn’t wanted him underfoot while he got his condo ready to sell, but Fenrir had done nothing but mope for the first few days.

      “Hey, Mom,” Mat said as he wandered into the kitchen.

      “Good morning, sweetie. You were out late last night.”

      Mat rolled his eyes. Thirty-seven years old and his mother still called him sweetie. “Fire at the Wainwright place.”

      “Oh, no!”

      “Not the house. One of their barns. It was empty.”

      “Well, thank goodness for small miracles, but I bet Merle and Joella are upset. I seem to remember they had plans for that barn.”

      Mat nodded, moving past her to reach the coffee pot. He reached into the cabinet for his favorite mug and filled it, then sipped and leaned back against the counter. “Merle told me they’d been thinking about completely renovating it.”

      Alyson nodded. “That’s what Joella had been saying. I think they’d been to the bank for financing already. With tourism growing, it only makes sense, and people did like that place.”

      The structure had been a pretty one, a traditional shade of red with white trim, and the Wainwrights had paid an artist to add several elaborate Dutch-style protective circles along each side.

      “It’s a shame. I have to admit I’m concerned about these fires.” He took another sip of his coffee, the warmth of it comforting as it slid into his stomach.

      “I would be too,” Alyson said. “Everyone is.”

      Fenrir nudged her hand and then looked imploringly toward the kitchen door. Alyson obliged, opening the door and letting him outside into the backyard.

      “After you moved to California, there was an arson here—do you remember? Your dad caught the man, though. One of the Delacombes burned down his hotel in Hidden Harbor to collect insurance money.”

      “A hotel is a bit bigger than some garages and an empty barn.”

      “I’m just saying it’s not the first time. Maybe somebody remembered and thought they’d be the ones to get away with it.”

      “Mom, this is not an episode of Bones. Who was it?” Mat knew the hotel had burned and been rebuilt, but he hadn’t known it was arson. There’d been a time when he hadn’t come home for years and had purposely not paid attention to island news.

      “Shay Delacombe’s father. Useless man. Claribel’s brother’s son, David. Except remember how he started pronouncing it Dahveed? Believe me, that wasn’t what Alice and Donald named him. If you’re going to change your name, change your damn name.”

      Somehow, Mat thought his mom was talking about something else entirely, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what. There was a thump against the kitchen door. Alyson reached over and opened it again to let Fenrir back inside. As she did so, a knock sounded at the front door.

      “Oh, that must be Niall.”

      “What?” Mat said, following his mom out of the kitchen to the front room.

      “Did I forget to tell you? He texted last night that he was back. That’s actually all he said, ‘I’m back,’ but I can’t imagine anyone else stopping by this morning.”

      Alyson opened the front door to reveal Niall Hamarsson, his fist raised to knock again.

      “Oh, good morning,” Alyson said.

      Mat swallowed and forced himself to act normal. Niall was much like a skittish animal—a mistreated one, or maybe just wild. Mat knew he had to let Niall carve the path in their relationship, but it was difficult when the man moved at glacial speed. Niall’s light-green gaze caught Mat’s own, and Mat thought he saw a glimmer of heat and humor before Niall’s attention turned toward his dog.

      “Did you behave yourself?” Niall asked.

      That Fenrir was pleased to see his person was abundantly clear, and—not for the first time—Mat found himself jealous of the dog. This time it was his mother’s amused gaze that caught his.

      “Want a cup of coffee?” Mat offered.

      Mat wasn’t sure which Niall liked more, his dog or a good cup of coffee. He swore to himself—for the tenth or twentieth time—that he would let Niall lead this dance they were on. He wouldn’t force anything between them. But, damn, it was difficult.
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      “I’m sorry, Mr. Hamarsson.” Long, slightly greasy, brown hair swung down in front of the motel clerk’s Lennon-style glasses. The glasses slid down his nose a quarter inch, and he nudged them upward with one finger before rushing on. “Your, um, dog…?” The canine in question sat politely next to Niall, ears cocked, appearing to listen attentively to the young man behind the counter. Ricky paused again and cleared his throat, then kept speaking, proving he had some balls.

      “The dog is just too big. I can tell by looking at him that he weighs over thirty pounds, and that’s the weight limit for pets at the Orca. Thirty pounds. With the busy season getting closer, we, I was, um, told… we can’t have him here anymore. He might scare other guests.”

      It was impossible for Niall to misunderstand what Nervous Ricky was telling him: he was (very politely) being evicted from the Orca Motel. Fenrir stared up at Niall, his golden eyes knowing and a tad judgey. Trust a wolfhound of sketchy origin to be the wise one between the two of them. Niall could almost hear the words “I told you so.”

      Funny, Fenrir’s voice sounded a lot like Sheriff Mat Dempsey’s.

      “Can I at least have a little time to figure something out? I’m sure you heard—my place burned down, so it’s not like I have somewhere to stay.” Niall was going to use the pity card for as long as possible.

      Guilt flared, and Niall shoved it aside. Yes, he could stay somewhere else; he was just avoiding the Dempsey homestead. Mat Dempsey and his mother had both offered Niall a place in their home, and offered it again when he’d picked up Fenrir the other day. But Niall needed space, at least that’s what he told himself, and Mat seemed to take up all Niall’s space whenever he was around.

      He glanced out the front window—it was pissing down rain again—to the parking lot where no cars were parked except his. He stifled the urge to lean over the desk Ricky used as protection and scare the kid just a little. It wouldn’t be difficult; the kid was already about to pee himself. But, Niall reminded himself, it wasn’t Ricky’s fault. Fenrir gave him the look again. Damn dog.

      “I’ll check out the bulletin board at the Hook. With any luck, there will be something there,” Niall said instead.

      Ricky nodded enthusiastically. “There’s one at Chester’s in Killegen’s Point and the laundromat too.”

      “Right, thanks.”

      He and Fenrir headed back out into the rain and down the hill. The ferry terminal was at the bottom, empty, as the morning ferry had already come and gone. Inside the Hook, a popular greasy spoon in Hidden Harbor, there was a bulletin board hanging near the front entrance. Island residents posted all sorts of things: “Free Chickens,” “Bob’s Yard Service,” “Babysitting by Susie.” There were no posts offering housing to ex–homicide detectives and their canine shadows. Niall sighed. He had nothing to keep him busy right now. He might as well drive out to Killegen’s Point.

      

      As Niall approached Chester’s Grocery-Mart, a camper appeared abruptly out of the mist. He jerked the steering wheel to the right and barely avoided hitting it, but he managed to stay on the road. He only got a glimpse of the vehicle—battered, dingy white and beige, faded orange stripe along the side—before it disappeared again. What was it with RVs trying to kill him?

      Muttering about crappy drivers and nearly being run down by a camper from the set of Escape to Witch Mountain, Niall pulled into the empty parking lot, yanking on the parking brake hard enough that his battered Subaru jerked to a complete stop, throwing him against the seat belt.

      “Dammit.” He banged his palm against the steering wheel in irritation. This was the third or fourth time he’d spotted the camper since he’d been back on Piedras, and it pinged all his internal warning signals. “Sorry,” he said to Fenrir, who’d slid to the edge of the back seat.

      Niall peered out his side window and back down the road, but a spring fog had descended, seemingly held in place by towering evergreens and the island’s rocky crags. Even if he had X-ray vision—not the superpower he’d dreamed of as a kid anyway, that had been invisibility—Niall wouldn’t have been able to see the RV now through the mist.

      “Dammit,” he growled again, irritated he’d missed the license plate.

      Between Ricky’s bombshell and Mat Dempsey, who was being kind and patient and playing it very cool with Niall, Niall was in a generally cranky humor. Mat didn’t deserve to be the butt of his current frame of mind, his temper was his own fault. He’d unwittingly let Mat get under his skin and now Mat’s presence, in the same safe space Fenrir was allocated to, chafed. As much as Niall tried, he couldn’t stop himself thinking about the sexy sheriff.

      After turning off the engine and stuffing his keys into his coat pocket, Niall glanced into the rearview mirror, where amber eyes regarded him with silent reproach.

      Niall groaned. “I’m sorry. I can’t take you into the grocery store. Sage likes you, but you are not a service animal.”

      Niall’s adopted wolfhound released a soft humph, twisting and curling around into a ball in the back seat. The car rocked back and forth as he moved  until his back was decidedly directed toward Niall.

      “I’ll leave the window open,” Niall offered by way of apology.

      Fenrir chose not to answer, and Niall shook his head. He really needed to get out more if he was expecting the dog to reply. It was as pointless as wanting Mat Dempsey—as if Niall was suddenly going to be the kind of man Mat needed in his life. Mat thought he wanted Niall, but he didn’t really know Niall, did he? Hunching his shoulders against the damp, Niall stomped across the asphalt, attempting to crush the traitorous thought that, maybe, he could be the man for Mat.

      Chester’s was the main grocery store on Piedras Island, the one locals frequented instead of the more expensive store in Hidden Harbor with the fancy organic this and brand-name that. Chester’s stocked Western Family brand, and if the produce they sold was organic it was because it had always been grown that way. If he was going to find a place for himself and Fenrir, it would likely be advertised here.

      Niall planned to check out the bulletin board first, but then decided he might as well pick up a few groceries, a cup of coffee, and maybe one of Chester’s legendary cinnamon rolls while he was at it. Probably he should get coffee first and read the board second.

      Sage was at the cash register. “Good morning, Niall,” she called.

      Sage was one of the only people on the island who completely ignored his moods, cheerfully greeting him no matter what state he arrived in at Chester’s. He kind of admired her for it.

      “Morning, Sage.” Niall kept moving toward the waiting coffee, a beacon of caffeinated hope he could hold in his hand.

      The bulletin board was fixed to the wall beyond the coffee station. A quick scan of the tattered flyers and index cards tacked there informed Niall he was going to have to consider other options. He’d check out the laundromat’s board, but at this point he figured it was a losing bet.

      As he strolled through the produce section sipping his coffee, his thoughts floated back to the mysterious camper. He hadn’t gotten a clear view of the driver, only an indistinct dark profile he thought was male. He’d noticed the camper parked at Chester’s a few times, but it had always been gone by the time he was done shopping. And he’d spotted it around the island over the past few weeks—never twice in the same spot—but he’d never seen the occupants.

      It was an older-model RV, twenty years or more, and small, the kind with a cab at the front connected to the back so passengers could move about. It was about fifteen feet long—short compared to the monsters produced these days. The exterior was banged up and rusty, and a section of the siding had peeled away from the body.

      Niall didn’t like it, not one bit. He couldn’t put his finger on exactly why, but the camper had his cop instincts paying attention.

      “Who drives the RV?” he asked Sage once he’d gathered up the items he wanted, including a second cup of coffee.

      Sage cocked her head at him. “What RV?”

      Niall realized Sage might not know what cars customers drove. Regulars, perhaps, but not seasonals. So at least her question confirmed his suspicion that the driver was not a local.

      “An older RV camper I saw on my way in. I thought maybe the owner had been shopping.”

      Sage shook her head as she ran Niall’s items across the scanner. “Not that I know of. It’s been a slow morning—no one except Fred from across the street has been in. But it’s still early, and there’s a few other places in Killegen’s Point. The laundromat is open twenty-four hours, maybe they were there?”

      “Maybe.”

      He paid, thanked Sage, and made his way back out to his car. The rain had lightened up a little while he was inside, hinting at another decent day. Fenrir sat up as Niall approached, wagging his tail in greeting. Apparently, Niall had been forgiven.

      Before leaving Killegen’s Point, he checked out the laundromat’s board, finding nothing suitable for a cranky ex-cop and his trusty wolfhound.

      

      The road Niall was following now was not the main artery between Killegen’s Point and Hidden Harbor. It was a narrow, almost one-lane road that cut across from Killegen’s Point to the easternmost point of the island. Niall drove slowly along it, passing a yellow No Outlet warning sign. Most likely, the only drivers he would come upon here would be locals. As thoroughly as he scanned both sides of the road, he didn’t see any sign of the camper. But there were plenty of driveways it could’ve driven down, plenty of spots densely covered with brush or trees it could have slipped behind. Plenty of places for an RV to hide.

      Niall slowed to a stop as he neared the end of the road. Beyond it, the land dropped into a sheer bluff that overlooked the straits between Piedras and the mainland. Without consciously thinking about it, he parked along the shoulder and climbed out. Fenrir let out an impatient bark from inside, and Niall let him out too, knowing he wouldn’t go far. Fenrir was low maintenance. Niall chuckled—that was not a concept he would apply to himself.

      Pausing at the guardrail, his hands jammed into the pockets of his jacket for protection from the cold. He stood at the end of the road for a few minutes watching the fog begin to melt away, slow at first and then faster, until he could see all the way across the water to the mainland crouching in the distance. Niall took a deep breath of the salt-laden air, filling his lungs, then released it. As he stared out at the dark silhouette of land, something unnameable inside himself loosened a bit further, something clicked into place. Piedras felt right.

      Niall didn’t feel like an old-timer, but he did have a history on the island; he existed here as more than a bitter homicide cop. Some islanders—like Mat Dempsey—even seemed to want him there. Most of the residents seemed to accept Niall’s presence, at least, and the few who whispered behind his back… well, that’s the way things had always been.

      And, he thought as he breathed in and out again, more than likely the camper was no big deal. He was making a mountain out of a molehill—something his grandmother used to say quite often. There was likely a perfectly good, lawful reason the owner was driving around the island and only using facilities when they were less likely to run into other inhabitants.

      The cop in him protested. Niall tried to ignore it.

      His thoughts drifted further afield as the fog continued to fade, to the sexy and very available Sheriff Dempsey. Mat seemed to see right into Niall’s soul and never once flinched—he actually thought he liked Niall. Mat was something Niall had never had in his life, or not often, anyway. Mat represented family, safety, commitment. Given everything Mat had done since Niall had come back to Piedras, it should have been easy for Niall to trust him. But he couldn’t find the off switch for the little voice inside that pinged a warning every time he and Mat got close.

      It was, however, proving challenging to stop thinking about him.

      Fenrir trotted over and sat on his haunches, leaning against Niall’s leg.

      “I know, I make everything difficult. You think I haven’t heard it before?” He scratched the top of Fenrir’s head, listening to the waves crashing far below them. “You’re right, I should just be able to let everything go. Mat deserves more than me, though. He deserves more than a man who’s ready to bolt at the slightest bump in the night.”

      Fenrir thumped his tail against the damp ground.

      “You’re not supposed to agree with me,” Niall groused. “You’re supposed to argue that Mat is a good man, he’s solid, he’s even in law enforcement, he knows my history—which should be a deterrent—and it doesn’t seem to make a difference to him. And, oddly enough, he seems to want to be with me even when I’m an ass—which is often. The thing is, I don’t know what the fuck I am doing.”

      Fenrir’s tail thumped again.

      “Smart-ass.”

      Niall shivered as the wind picked up, its cold fingers burrowing inside his parka and underneath his sweater, giving him goose bumps. He loaded Fenrir into the car, turned it around, and began to head back. On the way back to Killegen’s Point, he couldn’t help but peer along each driveway as he passed by, but he saw nothing.
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      Wednesday morning, Mat narrowed his eyes at a pink box sitting on his desk. There were doughnuts inside that box, and they were fresh. Their gooey, sticky deliciousness wafted from the box to where he’d paused three feet away. He wanted one, but it had been a long, cold winter, and the effects of not getting nearly as much exercise as he should were making themselves known. It was harder to get rid of the extra pounds nowadays, but he doubted his ability to hold out against the treats for long after the past few days.

      Niall Hamarsson was on his mind too, a different kind of weight, although Mat tried not to think about him. At least, not too much. Not more than once or twice a day, in between trying to keep everything under control on the island. Between teenage vandals, petty theft, car prowls, a break-in at the senior center, and now arson, his brain still found time to obsess about Niall.

      Peeling off his Piedras County Sheriff’s Office jacket, Mat slung it over the back of his chair and sat down. The chair creaked loudly; Mat hoped today wasn’t the day it chose to collapse. Another reason not to have a doughnut, right? After a brief hesitation, half expecting he’d find himself on the floor any second, Mat carefully scooted forward and tapped his keyboard.

      His computer wheezed and hiccupped, the screen flashing before turning black again. He had a kind of
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