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      Dedication

      

      To my readers, who keep coming back for another adventure, another romance, and just a little more trouble.

      

      And to everyone who has ever found peace on the water, along a shoreline, or beneath an open sky—and discovered that sometimes the best journeys are the ones we never planned.

      

      This one is for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Description

          

        

      

    

    
      Troubled waters hide a mystery, and depth hides a story.

      

      Returning to his small-town roots is the last thing Wilhelm wants—but family duty calls.

      Cici refuses to let a lie destroy her reputation, even if accepting Wilhelm’s help costs her pride.

      With danger circling and a cartel closing in, can they clear her name and reel in love before it’s too late?

      

      Fishing on Lake Michigan hooks deadly danger…

      Wilhelm Nelson has everything—status, money, and a high-powered career as a big-city defense attorney. The one thing he doesn’t want? A forced return to his small-town roots to care for aging parents he’s been running from for years.

      Charter fishing captain Cici Samuelson never forgot Wilhelm—her teenage crush, or the boy who once belonged here. But the man who returns is polished, impatient, and acting like family is an obligation instead of the blessing she’s always believed it to be.

      A disastrous fishing tournament changes everything for Cici. When four clients cheat to win and point the blame at Cici, her hard-earned reputation is destroyed overnight. With the town turning against her, Wilhelm steps in, using his legal expertise and investigative instincts to uncover the truth.

      When a lost bag of drugs tied to a ruthless cartel surfaces in the lake and winds up in their hands, Cici and Wilhelm find themselves caught in a deadly game neither of them expected. Clearing Cici’s name is only the beginning. Now they must stay one step ahead of criminals who want the drugs and will do anything to get them back.

      Running from the cartel might be easier than facing the growing attraction between them because falling for each other could change everything… if they survive long enough to try.

      

      *******

      

      Looking for more steamy romances with heart-pounding suspense and characters who will live in your heart forever? Sign up for my newsletter to keep abreast of what is coming next. Start enjoying exclusive updates, sneak peeks, and special offers!

      Sign up here: https://valeriejclarizio.com/newsletter-signup-page/
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      Wilhelm Nelson stood at the defense table, one hand braced against polished oak, the other resting lightly atop a stack of trial exhibits. Around him, the courtroom settled into that fragile silence reserved for only two moments. The instant before a verdict was read and the instant after.

      Across the aisle, Assistant District Attorney Karen Sloan pressed her lips into a thin line, her unwavering stare fixed on the jury room door as if determination alone could sway the outcome.

      The bailiff opened the door.

      Twelve jurors filed back into the courtroom.

      Wilhelm studied each face, searching for the smallest tell. A lifted chin, a tightened jaw, a hint of relief would tell him what he desired to know. Years in the courtroom had taught him that verdicts often arrived on a juror’s face before they reached the foreperson’s lips.

      During this moment, he never looked at his client. Confidence mattered. Jurors noticed everything. So did reporters. A defense attorney who couldn’t bear to look at the jury before a verdict looked uncertain, and uncertainty was contagious.

      The jurors took their seats.

      “The jury has reached a verdict?” the judge asked.

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “What say you?”

      The foreperson unfolded the paper with deliberate care.

      “On the charge of second-degree intentional homicide, we find the defendant not guilty,” he said matter-of-factly.

      A rush of air escaped somewhere behind Wilhelm. A muffled sob mixed among cheers and cries of frustration echoed in the room. A chair scraped sharply across the hardwood floor.

      Wilhelm closed his eyes for the briefest moment and took one controlled breath before he turned to his client. Tears streamed freely down the young man’s face.

      Wilhelm placed a firm hand on the man’s shoulder and leaned close enough that only he could hear. “You don’t celebrate. You walk out quietly.”

      The young man nodded.

      Behind him, the councilman who was the young man’s father, slumped back into his chair, relief washing across his features.

      The judge pounded the gavel.

      “Order!”

      Camera shutters exploded before the sound had even faded.

      Wilhelm gathered his files with practiced precision. Procedure had prevailed. The search of the councilman’s son’s apartment and vehicle had been unlawful. Evidence had been suppressed. Once those dominoes fell, the rest collapsed with them.

      The media wouldn’t see it that way though. By nightfall, television commentators would argue that a councilman’s son had beaten a murder charge on a technicality.

      Wilhelm had never believed his client committed the murder.

      If the police eventually arrested the actual killer, the same commentators would call today’s verdict vindication. Until then, Wilhelm could live with the criticism. An innocent man was freed. That was what mattered.

      Outside the courtroom, reporters surged forward the instant the doors opened.

      Microphones crowded toward him, his client, and the councilman.

      Camera lights flashed.

      “Mr. Nelson! Did you believe your client was innocent?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Before he could elaborate, another voice cut through the noise.

      “Does today’s verdict prove police mishandled the investigation?”

      “The real focus here is that a falsely accused man was found innocent today. And law enforcement needs to focus on catching the actual killer.”

      “Are you concerned about public backlash that a political figure’s son walked today?”

      “Again, my concern is that an innocent man is free.”

      He paused just long enough for the cameras to settle.

      “My second concern is that law enforcement now has the opportunity to find the person who actually committed this crime.”

      Flashes erupted again.

      He answered two more questions before taking a small step backward.

      The movement signaled that the interview was over.

      Most reporters respected that.

      One didn’t.

      “Mr. Nelson!”

      He paused before locking gazes with the reporter who’d yelled out his name.

      “Is it true you’re relocating?”

      His chest tightened.

      Of all the questions…

      “I’ll continue practicing law.”

      “In Milwaukee?”

      He looked over one shoulder.

      “I plan to continue practicing. That’s all you need to know.”

      He walked away before another question could reach him.

      Relocating. Leaving Milwaukee, even if only part-time, was the last thing he wanted to do. No, being grilled about it by reporters was the last thing he wanted. He was on top of his game here, and he didn’t want to leave.

      By the time he climbed into his BMW, the adrenaline from the trial had faded.

      He rested both hands on the steering wheel and took a moment to reflect. Justice had prevailed. His client was free, and he should feel victorious. Instead, all he could think about was what waited three hours north. Door County. Sturgeon Bay. The place he’d spent twenty years making sure it stayed in his rearview mirror.

      His phone buzzed. Congratulatory texts from colleagues. He ignored them, knowing he’d see them at the restaurant shortly at his going-away celebration. Well, it wasn’t really a celebration to him, it was more of a sentence.

      The restaurant overlooked the Milwaukee River, all polished glass, dark wood, and understated luxury. It catered to professionals who celebrated multimillion-dollar deals without ever asking the price of a bottle of celebratory scotch.

      His kind of place.

      Three attorneys from his firm occupied a corner table when he arrived. Like him, they wore expensive suits.

      Gavin raised his glass. “The man of the hour.”

      Victory had already circulated. It didn’t surprise him. His had been a high-profile case, one every attorney in the firm had followed. The airwaves had buzzed the moment the verdict was announced, and social media was probably still lit up. By tomorrow, another story would replace his.

      “You took so long to get here, we were starting to think the media had kidnapped you,” Bryan stated.

      Wilhelm slipped off his suit coat and draped it over the back of his chair.

      “I escaped.”

      “Barely, the news is calling it one of the biggest acquittals of the year,” Gavin said.

      “They’ll move on by tomorrow.”

      “True,” Bryan agreed.

      “So, you’re really doing this? After the biggest win of your career, you still plan to move back to farm country?” Gavin questioned, cutting right to the chase.

      “It’s Door County. It’s a big name. They have artisanal cheese,” Bryan said.

      “I said I would.”

      “You can still change your mind.”

      Wilhelm folded his napkin precisely in his lap. “My parents need help.”

      Bryan studied him over the rim of his drink. “They’re mid-sixties.”

      “Yes, but they’re not in good shape.”

      “Hire someone to help them instead,” Bryan urged.

      “I have.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      Silence stretched between them, thin and taut.

      Gavin broke it first. “You’re throwing away momentum.”

      Wilhelm’s jaw tightened. “I’m not throwing anything away.”

      “You just manhandled the DA’s office.”

      “Lack of procedure did it to them. I just uncovered it.”

      Bryan leaned forward. “You know what I mean.”

      Yes. He did.

      Wilhelm thought about Gavin’s choice of word—momentum. Momentum translated into influence. Influence translated into better clients. Better clients translated into leverage. Milwaukee knew his name. Judges respected him. Prosecutors approached him carefully.

      Door County did not care about constitutional nuance which is exactly why he’d cut a deal with the partners this week to stay on with the firm but split his time between Milwaukee and Door County giving him time to see how things would play out at home before he gave up everything for maybe nothing. The truth sat heavier than he cared to admit, he wasn’t ready to sever every tie to Milwaukee. But deep down, he knew better. He either wasn’t ready to let go—or worse yet, didn’t really want to go. If his buddies would be quiet long enough, he could inform them of this new development.

      Gavin swirled his drink. “I still don’t understand why you’re leaving now. If there ever was a time to leverage your reputation into a partnership, this is it. Can’t you get one of your siblings to help?”

      “They all live away. I need to tell you…”

      “So do you,” Gavin interjected and then leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. “So, you’re giving up everything you’ve built because nobody else will step up?”

      “Besides, you hate that place,” Bryan reminded him.

      “I don’t hate it. Plus…”

      “You left at eighteen and never looked back,” Bryan cut in.

      Wilhelm leaned back in his chair. His buddies were getting fairly heated up about this whole leaving thing. Truth be told, it made him feel good that they cared enough for him to go down this path. The fire in their eyes created an urge to mess with them. That’s what buddies do, right? For fun, he decided to let this conversation play out to hear all they had to say on the matter.

      “That’s called ambition,” Wilhelm replied.

      Bryan watched him. “You don’t sound thrilled.”

      “My emotional state is not relevant.”

      Gavin barked a laugh. “That’s the most you thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “You’ve spent twenty years building one of the best criminal defense practices in Milwaukee.”

      “I’ll build another.”

      “In Sturgeon Bay?” Gavin asked, skepticism dripping from every syllable.

      His gaze drifted toward the river outside the wall of windows. Pedestrians filled the Riverwalk. Professionals hurried between office buildings, phones pressed to their ears.

      This city had become home. He’d built a life here. Hence why he couldn’t fully let it go.

      “You know what I think?” Bryan asked.

      “I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

      “I think you’re running.”

      Wilhelm’s entire body tensed. Ouch, maybe he shouldn’t have let this play out.

      “I’ve spent the last twenty years running toward one challenge after another.”

      “No, I don’t mean your career. I’m talking about your childhood, growing up.”

      Wilhelm worked to loosen his tense jaw.

      “There isn’t much to tell.”

      Bryan leaned in. “I bet there is.”

      Gavin swirled the amber liquid in his glass and studied him.

      Wilhelm didn’t like where this conversation was going, and he wanted out of it.

      Bryan’s lips parted to speak. In fear of what would come out of his buddy’s mouth, Wilhelm cut him off.

      “I purchased a condo in Sturgeon Bay already, and there’s more I need to tell you.”

      Bryan nearly choked on his drink.

      Gavin’s eyebrows shot up. “You already bought a place? So, this is really happening.”

      “It is, but,”

      “What about your apartment?”

      “I’m keeping it for now because...”

      “Just in case?”

      Could they just give him a minute to explain without interrupting him?

      His phone vibrated, and he glanced at the screen to find his sister’s face on it.

      An uneasy feeling settled low in his stomach.

      “If you’ll excuse me.”

      He stepped away from the table before answering.

      “Hey.”

      “Where are you?”

      “At a restaurant with my colleagues.”

      “You won.”

      News traveled fast.

      “I did.”

      “I knew you would.”

      Despite everything, he smiled.

      “Thanks.”

      There was a pause.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t want to interrupt your celebration.”

      “Eliza.”

      “Dad fell again.”

      His grip tightened on the phone.

      “How bad?”

      “He says he’s fine. But the point is: again. He keeps falling.”

      Wilhelm closed his eyes briefly.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t really know. He was doing something in the garage and lost his balance.”

      Of course he did. Probably drunk. His father had spent decades refusing to admit alcohol was destroying his health, and Wilhelm had stopped believing anything would make him change.

      “Is he hurt?”

      “A bruised hip and scraped arm, I guess.”

      He exhaled slowly.

      “What did the doctor say?”

      “Mom said he refused to go.”

      “Of course.”

      At Eliza’s pause, his stomach tightened.

      “Mom and Dad shouldn’t be living alone anymore. I know you don’t want to return home, but someone needs to. I’m sorry I can’t…”

      “It’s okay, Eliza, I got it.”

      He looked through the restaurant windows but saw nothing beyond the glass. Blank.

      “They’ve been asking about you.”

      Guilt settled over him. He called them occasionally. Sent birthday cards. Rarely visited. Funny, they’d been horrible parents, yet he felt guilty for parting ways, and now they had a way of making him and his siblings feel as if they were the bad guys for moving away the second they could.

      When he returned to the table, Gavin looked up immediately.

      “Everything okay?”

      Wilhelm picked up his glass and took a sip of the scotch.

      “No.”

      The single word hung in the air.

      “My dad fell.”

      Neither man spoke.

      The teasing disappeared instantly.

      Bryan finally broke the silence.

      “It sounds like they really need you.”

      “They do,” Wilhelm replied as his gaze drifted to the large glass windows overlooking the waterfront.
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      The marina smelled of fuel, overtaking the fresh scent of morning air as the charter captains pulled out of their slips for the morning run. Excitement and ambition sparked in the air as every captain readied for the day, hoping to find the salmon and trout hotspots for their clients. Looking forward, Cici Samuelson spotted her brother’s boat up ahead. Both had booked morning and afternoon charters today.

      In the early morning darkness, Cici motored from the marina to the public boat launch to pick up her clients. Seagulls woke, and their sharp cries sliced through the calm. The bay lay flat and mirror-like in the moonlight. Soon the sun would make the water sparkle. She could never decide if the sunrise or the sunset was the best part of the day on the water. She loved them both. The smell in the air and the lovely colors in the sky. Sometimes vibrant and sometimes calming.

      Cici pulled up to the dock wall behind her brother’s boat. Cap’s first mate secured his boat, and Cap jumped onto the walkway. He caught the line Cici tossed him and secured her boat. With her thermal mug in hand, she hopped onto the walkway.

      “Good morning.”

      “Morning,” Cap said back.

      Cap wore a long-sleeved sage green T-shirt with their business logo in the upper right-hand corner. It matched the one she was wearing. He captained Reelin’ In Charters I, and she captained Reelin’ In Charters II now that they had a second boat. Before she got her captain’s license last year, she had been Cap’s first mate. She loved working with her twin brother, loved being out on the water, and absolutely loved that she was now the captain of her own charter boat.

      She and Cap walked toward the fish-cleaning stations and restrooms where clients seemed to gather, waiting for their captains.

      She recognized the couple and their two teenage sons who were repeat customers of Reelin’ In Charters. They were Madison’s elite. Generous tippers. Loyal — but selective. This was the first time she’d seen them since she captained her own boat, but they were booked with Cap today.

      The husband spotted them and gave a polite wave.

      “Morning, Cap, Cici!”

      “Morning,” she called back evenly.

      She and Cap joined their family circle.

      “Are you our first mate today?” the husband asked politely.

      “Cici’s a captain now,” her brother chimed in.

      The pride lacing her brother’s tone made her proud. She wished their clients shared his confidence. Too often, when given the choice between boats, they chose Cap.

      “That’s great, Cici,” the husband said.

      The wife leaned toward Cap, not lowering her voice quite enough. “We booked with you, right? Wouldn’t trust anyone else to find the fish,” she said with a soft laugh.

      Heat rose in Cici’s face. Was that comment about her or the other charter captains milling about? Cici couldn’t help but think it was about her. Why though? She’d been the first mate on many charters with this woman and her family, so they knew she was skilled.

      Cap didn’t laugh.

      “You’d be in expert hands either way,” he replied calmly. “Cici’s numbers are as strong as mine, if not stronger.”

      So, the woman’s comment was directed at her. Cap’s response proved it.

      “Well,” the husband hedged, “you know what we mean.”

      Silence followed — brief but tangible.

      The wife forced a smile in her direction. “Oh, I meant nothing by it.”

      “I know,” Cici replied lightly, though she knew exactly what the woman meant.

      The woman would soon be happy to find out her family was going out on Cap’s boat today. Cici was taking out a bachelor party.

      The crowd grew around the fish-cleaning station with each passing moment, and the noise level increased, too. Excitement rippled through the air.

      A group of four men who looked to be in their late twenties walked up with coolers and duffel bags in hand.

      “Captain Samuelson,” one of them stated from a small distance away.

      “Over here,” Cici said as she raised her hand and stepped outside of the Madison family circle.

      The man cocked his head to the side and pulled a frown, and bounced his gaze between her and Cap as he kept moving in her direction. His buddies followed suit.

      Cap stepped out of the family circle, too, and leaned toward her.

      “You don’t have to take the bachelor party group,” he said quietly.

      “We can swap.”

      “Honestly, I think the bachelor party will get used to the idea of a female captain before the wife over there will.”

      “You’re probably right,” her brother replied.

      Both she and Cap knew she had chosen a male-dominated career, but it still surprised her when young people and women showed their skepticism.

      “When they booked, they thought they were getting you?”

      “Probably.”

      A small muscle flexed in her jaw. “They’ll complain.”

      “They’ll adjust.”

      She met his eyes then. Steady brown irises. Cap was a great boat captain and an even better drug investigator for the police department. He had left that work but recently went back to it. His reputation anchored the business. His word carried weight, and he never used it carelessly. She loved her twin and sometimes wished she were more like him. Strong, resilient, fair.

      “You don’t have to defend me,” she said.

      “I’m not defending you.” His tone stayed even. “I’m stating facts.”

      Pride laced her. But pride was dangerous if you let it show.

      She nodded once.

      “I’ll bring back the bigger haul.”

      He huffed a quiet laugh. “I expect nothing less.”

      The bachelor party closed in on them.

      One man stepped forward. “I’m Chad, the best man, the one in charge of this motley crew today.”

      Chad squinted at the boats. “Which one’s ours?”

      Cici stepped forward and pointed.

      “Reelin’ In Charters II. We shove off in five.”

      They hesitated.

      “You’re really the captain? I thought you were messing with us,” Chad said as he gave her an assessing look—not overtly rude, just doubtful.

      “Have you been doing this long?”

      “Long enough.”

      Cap didn’t move or intervene, and she was grateful for that.

      One groomsman shrugged. “Who cares as long as we catch something.”

      “You will,” she said simply.

      After everyone boarded, she motored the boat slowly through the no-wake zone, then the canal. Once past the Coast Guard station and the piers, the water opened wide. The little ripples on the surface sparkled in the moonlight. Daylight was breaking. It was a beautiful morning. She loved mornings, they were the best part of the day.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Hang on,” she warned her passengers as she adjusted the throttle.

      Her first mate, Preston, offered a nod.

      She enjoyed working with Preston. He was a good first mate. He’d nearly died on Cap’s boat the previous summer after a charter became tangled in a drug drop. She was grateful to have him back—and had no desire to ever experience anything like that herself.

      Within fifteen minutes they were at their starting spot.

      She and Preston moved around the deck with practiced authority, setting lines.

      “Now we troll and wait,” she informed her clients.

      Cici hoped they wouldn’t have to wait long for the first bite.

      The men laughed and joked as they waited, and despite the early morning hour, three of the four cracked open cans of beer. The best man did not. Obviously, he took his job as the person in charge seriously. She was glad to see that.

      Cici stared out over the mesmerizing water, thinking about her dreaded afternoon. She did not look forward to the afternoon charter she and Cap would do together. They’d be on Reelin’ In Charters I, the larger of their two boats, and she’d be the first mate for Cap. He had booked a charter with his old buddy, Wilhelm Nelson, who was now a high-powered and rich attorney who lived in Milwaukee. The way she understood it, he was returning home to care for his aging parents, so he and his lawyer buddies were doing this charter as a parting celebration or something of the like.

      As a teenager, she’d had a ridiculous crush on Wilhelm Nelson and never told a soul. For a while, he’d practically lived at the Samuelsons’ house, and she’d done everything possible to get his attention—usually by trying to beat him at whatever outdoor activity the boys were doing. Somewhere along the way, their competition had replaced friendship. Wilhelm started teasing her, she started giving it right back, and whatever she’d once felt for him had hardened into irritation.

      At least, that’s what she preferred to believe.

      “Got one!” Preston yelled as he shot over to the rod that bent hard, slicing toward the water.

      Preston yanked the rod from its holder and handed it off to the soon-to-be groom.

      The groom reeled, and the fish made a run.

      “Let it run,” Cici informed him.

      The groom fumbled, adrenaline high.

      “Reel when I tell you. Not before, and you’ll get this one in the boat.”

      She stepped close behind him, guiding his elbow once. A brief contact, professional.

      “Now.”

      The groom reeled and reeled and reeled, and about ten minutes later the fish broke through the surface of the water.

      The men behind her erupted.

      “He’s a fighter,” one of them commented.

      “He’s huge,” another said.

      Could be, they’d know soon. Sometimes the biggest fights came from the smaller fish. She hoped this would be a monster fish because a big first fish of the day would set a good tone.

      “We got another one on,” Preston yelled.

      He yanked that rod from the holder and handed it to one of the other men. Then he pulled the net from its holder and moved toward the back of the boat to net the groom’s fish. It was an average-sized salmon. Preston unhooked the fish and placed it in the groom’s hands, and Cici snapped a photo with her phone. The groom’s smile couldn’t have been any wider.

      Once they got the second fish into the boat, Preston reset the lines, and all eyes glued to them. Fish fever.

      By ten o’clock, their cooler held more fish than Cap’s radio report suggested his boat had managed.

      By the time they’d docked, the energy had shifted.

      The groom climbed off first, grinning.

      “You weren’t kidding when you said we’d catch fish,” he said. “That was unreal.”

      “I wasn’t kidding,” she replied.

      Cap was waiting near the cleaning station.

      He glanced at her haul, then raised an eyebrow.

      “Show-off,” he said loudly.

      She smiled, sure that his loudness was intentional to draw attention to her boat’s haul.

      The Madison couple from earlier watched from nearby.

      The husband nudged his wife subtly.

      Cap didn’t miss it.

      “Great job,” he called over to Cici.

      That was nice of him.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” she said to her brother quietly once they were out of earshot.

      “I know.”

      She looked back at the water.

      “I shouldn’t have to prove it every trip.”

      Silence settled between them. It was heavy but comfortable with understanding.

      “But you will. Until they stop needing proof,” he added.

      Her jaw set. That she would. He knew her too well.

      The breeze shifted, carrying the scent of fuel and fish guts.

      Across the marina, another charter boat returned, engines rumbling low.

      Cici looked out over the water. She didn’t need approval, she needed competence, and that she had. She’d fished her entire life, knew where the fish were, and how to catch them.

      Once the fish were cleaned and bagged, their happy clients left the dock.

      Cap looked at her. “I need to run a couple of errands before we take Wilhelm and his buddies out on the water. They should be here shortly before two. I told them we were leaving the dock at two.”

      Her shoulders slumped.

      “I’m sorry. I know you don’t want to do this one. For the life of me, I don’t know why the two of you can’t stand each other, but he wants me to give his buddies the best experience. That’s his priority. It means a lot to him, so that means I need the best crew, and you are the best crew.”

      If this wasn’t so important to her brother, she’d bail.

      “No worries. I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      He squinted and arched a brow as if he were worried.

      “I’ll leave my boat here. Let’s take yours back to the marina.”

      They hopped into her boat, and within minutes she’d tucked it into her slip.

      Cap left in his truck, and she sat on the back of her boat, enjoying the warm summer day, all the while still dreading the afternoon.

      Wilhelm Nelson. Why did he and Cap have to be such good friends? When he moved to Milwaukee, she thought she’d never have to see his arrogant self again. Now, according to Cap, he planned to move back home and would probably hang out with him again, so she’d have to see him regularly. Crap.

      She leaned her face to the sun, closed her eyes, and soaked in the warmth. Sadly, the enjoyment of it was short-lived as visions of Wilhelm dressed in an expensive, well-fitting suit played through her mind. Although she didn’t like him, she had to admit that the man cleaned up nicely. His dark, wavy hair was combed back, not one strand out of place. During his television interview yesterday, the thrill of his victory had sharpened those distinct red flecks among his light brown irises. His smooth tone oozed confidence. And that’s where he lost her again. That overconfidence of his drove her insane.

      Her afternoon was going to be horrible, and she couldn’t wait to get it over with.
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      Wilhelm arrived at the city boat launch ten minutes early. He always arrived early. Court appearances. Client meetings. Depositions. Early meant prepared, and prepared meant control. Lately, though, control felt harder to maintain.

      He climbed out of his vehicle and stared across the busy launch area, Sawyer Park in Sturgeon Bay. The activity didn’t surprise him because it was peak season for charters, and it was a beautiful, sunny day. A line of trucks waited to launch. Boat engines idled at the docks and along the dock wall. Cap Samuelson’s boat was among those at the wall.

      Coolers thudded against the cement and dock planks. The scent of fish guts and fuel were layered over the warm bay air. He’d invited Gavin and Bryan partly to prove returning to Door County, small-town USA, didn’t mean surrendering his life. Whether he was trying to convince them or himself remained debatable.

      A vehicle pulled into the parking spot beside him. Gavin stepped out and removed his sunglasses.

      “This is it?”

      Wilhelm already knew where this was headed.

      “This is it.”

      Gavin glanced around the park.

      “This is what you’re trading high-profile cases and city life for?”

      Before Wilhelm could answer, Bryan rounded the SUV carrying a cooler.

      “It smells like dead fish.”

      “No shit. It’s a public dock with a fish cleaning station. Not an upscale restaurant,” he said evenly.

      Bryan wrinkled his nose. “Still smells terrible.”

      “It smells like money,” Wilhelm said.

      Both men looked at him.

      He shrugged.

      “Tourism dollars.”

      Wilhelm ran his gaze over the area again. Things had changed over the years. He remembered this park before there was a pavilion. It looked nice. Well-kept. Balloons lined the doors of the shelter. Kids chased each other in the grassy area. Birthday party?

      His gaze drifted back to the dock wall.

      “There’s our ride. Reelin’ In Charters and my old buddy Cap. He really knows how to find the fish. It’s going to be a great afternoon.”

      Cap stood on the dock wall, one hand holding onto a rail on the boat, clipboard tucked under his arm. The sun had browned his skin deeper than Wilhelm remembered. He looked solid. Grounded. Like a man who belonged exactly where he was standing. Something tightened in Wilhelm’s chest. Cap had never doubted where he belonged.

      Cap spotted him, grinned, and waved him over.

      “Well, I’ll be damned, Milwaukee didn’t ruin you,” Cap said.

      Wilhelm allowed the corners of his mouth to lift as he walked over to the dock wall.

      “It’s not over yet; there’s still time.”

      They clasped hands, firm, familiar, along with a slap on the shoulder a little harder than it needed to be. Guy affection.

      “Awesome win!” Cap said.

      Wilhelm smiled widely at his friend’s compliment in front of his peers.

      “Good. Would’ve been awkward if we were celebrating a loss.”

      “I don’t lose often,” Wilhelm bragged.

      “That’s for sure. I remember.”

      There was meaning in that.

      “And these must be the city suits,” Cap said as he turned and extended his hand to Gavin and then Bryan.

      “Has either of you ever fished on Lake Michigan before?”

      Gavin glanced toward the water. “Nope.”

      “Me neither,” Bryan said.

      Cap grinned. “Well, today is your lucky day. It should be calm out there.”

      Cap leaped from the concrete onto the boat with ease. Then he gestured for them to follow.

      At Bryan’s hesitation, Cap reached over the side of the boat and took the cooler from him, so his hands were free to grab the rail.

      Gavin went next.

      The cabin door slid open, drawing Wilhelm’s attention midway through his leap, causing him to stumble onto the deck, but he recovered quickly on his own. Heat rose in his cheeks. His stomach dropped. Cici. For one disorienting second, everything else disappeared. The conversation and deck beneath his feet. Everything.

      His gaze glued to Cici, who’d stepped out of the cabin and into the sunlight. Her dark hair was tucked beneath a baseball cap. Her bronze skin was obviously sun kissed by countless days on the water.

      Of all people to see him falter, why did it have to be her? Her gaze met his. She didn’t look surprised to see him or particularly affected by seeing him again. Irritating. What was she doing here? He’d heard from Cap that she was now running her own boat.

      “Wilhelm.”

      Her tone was cool and measured. Annoyingly unaffected.

      His irritation flared.

      “Cygnus.”

      The use of her real name froze her in place. He knew she hated her real name, and he used it by design, just to annoy her for the tone she’d just used on him. The annoyed look she flashed at him gave him a petty sense of satisfaction.

      “Still hate that?” he asked mildly.

      One of her dark eyebrows lifted.

      “I don’t hate it.”

      She stepped closer.

      “I just know when you’re using it as a weapon.”

      For a moment, neither spoke.

      Her eyes were exactly as he remembered them. Sharp and perceptive.

      Far too good at seeing through him.

      Bryan glanced between them. “This is going to be an interesting voyage,” he murmured.

      Wilhelm ignored him and raked his gaze over Cici. She wore a pair of black shorts that went almost to her knees and a long-sleeved, green performance shirt with their business logo on the upper right side of her chest. A few strands of hair had slipped out from under her baseball cap and framed her face. She looked exactly as if she belonged on this boat and on the water.

      “You’re the first mate today?” he asked.

      She folded her arms.

      “Does that make you nervous, Willy?”

      The childhood nickname landed exactly as intended. He hated that nickname.

      A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

      Not enough for anyone else to notice. Just enough for him.

      “No.”

      “Surprised?”

      “A little.”

      “Why?”

      Good question.

      Because he remembered the teenage girl determined to prove she could outfish every boy in the county. Because he remembered her following Cap and their buddies everywhere. Until the day she stopped following them. Because he remembered noticing.

      “No reason,” he said.

      Her expression made it clear she didn’t believe him.

      Truthfully, he wasn’t sure he believed himself.

      Cap clapped his hands once.

      “Alright then. We’re burning daylight. Let’s go.”

      Cici moved efficiently, organizing the items on the deck. She moved coolers, showed them where the life vests were, and explained how the afternoon would go. No wasted motion.

      She didn’t perform authority. She simply assumed it.

      It took over forty-five minutes to putt through the no-wake zone, then through the canal, and then the mouth of the lake just past the Coast Guard station.

      The lake was expansive, and though it was a calm day, he noticed his buddy Bryan’s white-knuckled hold of the railing. The waves barely rolled. In his youth, he’d fished this lake in four-foot rollers, even more sometimes. Thank God that wasn’t the case today, or Bryan would probably lose his lunch.

      Gavin shot Wilhelm a look. “You grew up on this?”

      “Yes.”

      “And chose to leave? This is awesome.”

      At least one of his buddies would have a good time today.

      “Yes.”

      Wilhelm glanced around the open water. It was moments like these that had him rethinking his choice to leave. But these moments were few and far between.

      He looked at Bryan. The man’s cheeks took on a gray hue. Not good.

      The throttle increased. The front of the boat lifted as Cap guided them toward deeper water.

      The wind pushed harder now, carrying a faint chill despite the sun.

      Wilhelm gripped the rail to steady himself, trying to appear as if he had everything under control.

      The glint in Cici’s eyes let him know she noticed.

      “You still get competitive about balance?” she asked.

      He glanced sideways at her.

      “I don’t get competitive about balance.”

      “You used to.”

      “Twenty years ago.”

      “You lost a kayak race and didn’t speak to me for three days.”

      Bryan perked up. “He what?”

      Wilhelm’s jaw flexed.

      “You cheated,” he said flatly.

      “I trained.”

      “You cut inside the buoy.”

      “Because you hesitated.”

      Gavin burst out laughing. “You got beat by her?”

      Cici smiled — not sweetly. Sharply.

      “I beat him a lot.”

      Bryan laughed.

      “I like her.”

      “You would.”

      Cici’s smile widened. “There he is.”

      Wilhelm sighed.

      “What?”

      “The sore loser.”

      “I was never a sore loser.”

      “You absolutely were.”

      “I object.”

      “You can’t object. This isn’t a courtroom.”

      Gavin nearly doubled over laughing.

      Cap shook his head. “Twenty years later and nothing’s changed.”

      Wilhelm hated that Cap might be right. Because the truth was, standing here arguing with Cici felt entirely too familiar.

      The truth was the truth, and
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