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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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      Around midnight, Wednesday night

      

      The stars were out in force, this unusually clear night in April, the Milky Way a distant, opaque streak splashed across the sky, billions of pinpoint lights that had traveled across time so he could see them tonight. He loved it out here. Even during the lowest times in his life, he’d made it here a few times a year to just sit and think. Try to clear his head, he figured: a sort of reset button.

      His life didn’t seem as crappy when he considered how small he was compared to the universe, how he was just one imperfect human but his failings didn’t keep the big wheel from turning. It gave him hope.

      After thrumming his fingers against the steering wheel for a minute, he got out of the car and stretched his back, then reached into the pocket of his thin coat. He should have worn something warmer; no cloud cover meant the temperature had dipped almost to freezing, and the wind was blowing as it always did. His fingertips brushed against the pack of cigarettes he’d purchased a half hour ago at the minimart. He’d kicked the habit years ago, but when he was stressed, like tonight, he often found himself buying a pack. A sort of test to see if he could get through whatever shit was happening without cracking it open. Tonight was one of those nights.

      The beach at the boat ramp was pitch dark and technically only open to the public for fifty feet on either side. With a few cranky exceptions, most residents didn’t mind if folks strolled along the rocky shore collecting shells and rocks or even having a picnic. Besides, most of the homes were at least two hundred feet up, on the bluff overlooking the beach. They couldn’t see things like the distant glow of the campfire that caught his attention. The 1980s Ford Bronco and dinged-up Chevy pickup parked nose to nose across from him probably belonged to whoever was having a late-night beach party.

      The bonfire was a good hundred yards away from where he stood, tucked against the bluff with massive beach logs protecting it and the revelers from the wind. Things hadn’t changed since he’d been in high school: kids still came out here over breaks, on weekends and during the summer, especially seniors celebrating their last gasps as teenagers before the grind of adulthood stole their dreams. Nothing like a six-pack of cheap beer and swapping lies with friends.

      He’d been a kid like that with dreams of his own, long ago in another life. He was starting to dream again. He’d been beginning to hope maybe he’d outrun his demons. Until he’d seen him the other day.

      Why now, when it seemed like his life was finally improving?

      There was a little time before the man he was meeting would arrive, and the tug of the waves proved too strong for him to resist. Stepping off the concrete of the ramp, he picked his way to the water’s edge. The tide was going out, the gentle waves leaving their unique pattern in the seaweed and gritty patches of sand as they retreated. It was a comforting cycle and one he’d been close to his entire life. The waning moon had dwindled to an almost imperceptible crescent, but the stars were enough for him to see by, enough at least so he didn’t trip over the larger rocks and driftwood along the way.

      The wind changed direction, bringing the sound of laughter to his ears. He hoped the kids there had all their dreams come true. He hoped they never found themselves where he was right now, in his midthirties with a criminal record and hardly any money in the bank, working menial jobs. There was a time when he’d thought he’d be married and maybe have a kid by now. He’d always liked kids and thought he might have been a good father. Maybe he still had a chance, but some strange instinct told him the gate was closing fast.

      Stamping down the desire to open the cigarettes, he pulled his cell phone out of his other pocket. He doubted his brother would pick up, even though he was awake. His brother didn’t sleep much at the best of times; at the worst he’d stay awake for days, powered by Mountain Dew and energy bars.

      Predictably, the call went to voicemail. He pressed end and tried again, a sense of urgency welling in his chest as he waited alone in the chilly darkness. Voicemail picked up again. This time he left a message, although it was probably far too late.

      “It’s me, but you know that.” He stopped, not knowing what he wanted to say, why he’d really called. “I ran into someone today, when I was dropping off a ride. I don’t think I ever told you about him, but it probably doesn’t matter. I’m meeting him down at the boat ramp. If I don’t make it home… Fuck, I’m being stupid. I guess I just wanted to hear a friendly voice. Anyway, if you get this message, just delete it. I’m being paranoid.”

      Far along the beach, the campfire sparked and shot a cloud of sparks upward as though the flames were trying to touch the stars. If he hadn’t turned at that moment, he wouldn’t have seen it. A terrible shiver crawled up his spine. He twitched his shoulders, thinking it really did feel as if someone had walked over his grave. If his grave was here on this beach, he supposed it wasn’t the worst place for him to die.

      Picking his return route across the rocks heavy with barnacles and kelp to the boat ramp, he slid back inside the car, glad to be out of the wind. It wouldn’t be long now. He found himself again stroking the smooth plastic of the unopened cigarettes. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to have just one. He would throw the rest of the box away. One would be enough. He drew the box out of his pocket and froze.

      In the rearview mirror far behind him, car lights swung toward the boat ramp from the main road. The sense of doom he’d been trying to ignore intensified as the lights drew closer and stopped directly behind where he was parked. Why had he agreed to this meeting? Why hadn’t he gone to the police or called his cousin, the fancy defense attorney?

      The driver got out of the other car, leaving the headlights blazing—whether to intimidate him or blind him, he didn’t know. Either way, it was working. He knew the dark silhouette was coming for him; he hadn’t been wrong about that. When the man tapped on his window, he buzzed it down, regretting now that he was sitting in his car with nowhere to run. The dark glint of the gun didn’t surprise him. Nothing would, ever again.
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      Dany—Earlier Wednesday

      

      Dany tossed a third hamburger patty onto the grill and stepped back as the flames shot upward toward the fan, grease sizzling and popping. The diner was busy as fuck. Sweat dripped down his temple from both the heat of the cooktop and the traditional dance of any short-order cook on special night. The owner had warned him that every ambulatory senior on the island stopped in for the early bird special on Wednesdays because that was the only day it was bundled with the standard senior discount. She hadn’t been exaggerating. Dany and the other cook, a guy called Dutch, were doing their best to keep up.

      “Plates ready for table twelve?” Dany asked his coworker.

      He poked at the patties with a thermometer. They were just about done. Lulu’s was not a four-star restaurant, but Dany would never send out crap food. He had standards; he had a certificate and hours of grunt work under his belt.

      “Plates set, fries in one,” Dutch grunted, unceremoniously smacking three plates with open hamburger buns set on them onto the pass-through before turning back to the fryer, where potato bits churned in the bubbling oil.

      Working with Dutch was a breeze. There was no unnecessary conversation between the two of them. Dutch didn’t want to chitchat any more than Dany did. They were there to cook up some grub and make enough money to pay the bills—or at least not have the electricity cut off. They weren’t there to mess around.

      “Danny,” the waitress—Ashley, Dany reminded himself—said, interrupting his musing, “is it too late to swap out one of the fries on twelve for a side salad?”

      Senior citizens drove him up the wall, substituting things at the last second when they suddenly thought they might have to explain a rise in their cholesterol to their primary care doc. But… they also were the reason he got paid, so he wasn’t going to bitch about it. He made a sound that could have been a yes or a no while grabbing a salad plate and tossing greens onto it. Also, yes, Lulu believed the customer was always right, and the seniors were their largest demographic. “Dressing?”

      “Blue cheese.”

      Ashley made a note on the ticket and stuck it back on the spinner before flouncing away, tossing what he was pretty sure was supposed to be a flirty glance back over her shoulder at him. He snorted. She was looking in the wrong direction if she thought he was interested in her—or, to be fair, anyone else on the island. Being gay didn’t keep Dany single, but trusting someone enough for any kind of intimacy did. Turning around, he caught Dutch’s amused glance and rolled his eyes.

      “Sorry, dude,” Dutch said, “but I’m glad she’s not eyeing me anymore, dropping hints about how cute Hazel is and how it’s so sad she doesn’t have a mother. Gag.”

      “I guess I’m taking one for the team, then.”

      Only that would never happen. Dany didn’t have a bisexual bone in his body. Women were okay, but he didn’t want to do the horizontal tango with them.

      Dany grabbed a container of blue cheese dressing from the under-counter fridge and slid it onto the plate before returning his attention to the burgers, pulling them off the grill and plopping them atop the waiting buns. Then, because he couldn’t help himself, he set the iceberg lettuce and tomato next to the burger and placed the bun against it at a jaunty angle, just so. Maybe no one else cared, but Dany wasn’t sending dinners out looking like a toddler had plated them.

      The pale, skinny, high-school-aged busser-slash-dishwasher scurried into the kitchen and back to the dish pit, barely managing to maintain his grip on a tub of dirty crockery. Liam was a disaster waiting to happen. Dany would’ve said something about not filling the tub so full, but, for one, the kid was jumpy as fuck, and for two, it was likely a mistake that would only happen once. Sometimes a lesson needed to be learned through experience. Been there, had the T-shirt to prove it.

      He glanced out the pass-through. The early bird diners were slowly beginning to leave. Based on the past couple of weeks, there’d be a short lull before everyone else who craved a burger or chicken-fried steak would begin to trickle in. Lulu had warned Dany when she’d hired him that March through the end of September was high season on Piedras and to “expect to be overwhelmed.” It would take a lot to overwhelm Dany, but Lulu didn’t know that. He’d cooked in far larger kitchens; this was a walk in the park.

      Dany had immediately liked Lulu, and he rarely liked anyone. The older woman was eighty if she was a day. Her hair was completely white, random strands sticking up on her head much like a cockatiel’s crest, and she didn’t seem to care.

      “You may wonder why an old coot like me is in the restaurant business,” she’d told him. “Believe me, I ask myself the same question almost every day. This is the second time I’ve bought this damn place back after selling it and thinking I was retired. My condo in Hawaii is calling my name.”

      Dany had wanted to learn more, like, who had she sold the diner to the first time? But his job interview hadn’t been the right time for questions, and he hadn’t seen Lulu much since coming on board. She tended to be at the restaurant in the mornings, and Dany was in the kitchen at night. When he’d asked Dutch about her schedule, he’d been told that not seeing Lulu was a good thing, that it meant neither of them had fucked up too badly.

      The hum of conversation coming from the dining room increased, and Dany looked that way again. Two men who looked ready for a round of golf, wearing neat polo shirts and crisp slacks, had come inside and were looking over the menu. After a few minutes of muttered conversation and generally being in the way of anyone coming in behind them, they left without ordering. One of them had been almost rude, asking Ashley questions about the various entrees and how long they were going to have to wait. Ashley didn’t suffer fools gladly, so maybe it was her attitude that drove them away. Dany wasn’t sad to see them go.

      “Jackoffs,” he muttered.

      What the fuck did they expect from a place called Lulu’s that was painted purple and green? There were plenty of places on Piedras that catered to people on special diets or whatnot, especially in Hidden Harbor, the “big town” on the island. Lulu’s was old school, and it had the oversized plastic menus, vinyl seats, and tasteless oil paintings to prove it. The art at Lulu’s put Bob Ross to shame: there were no happy little accidents, just 24x36 disasters.

      “Eh, it’s better they left,” Dutch confirmed. “We won’t have to listen to them bitch about their food. Hey, you’re sure you don’t mind if I take off right at close, if things are cleaned up? My sister is dropping Hazel off here at ten. The regular sitter canceled on me.” Dutch’s normal cheerful expression was replaced by a frown. “I don’t like her staying with Terry, but I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Yeah, of course. Go ahead and leave anyway. I’ll make sure everything’s taken care of.”

      As if he were going to say no to Dutch. Dany was the new guy. He had to carry his weight and more. Dutch’s daughter had seemed all right the few times he’d met her. Dany wasn’t a kid kind of guy, but Dutch doted on Hazel. Seven and a half (she’d informed Dany last week) and about four feet tall, she had her dad wrapped around her little finger. Even Dany had to admit she was pretty cute. He didn’t know what the family situation was, only that Dutch wasn’t married and didn’t have a girlfriend.

      One of the keys to survival in Dany’s world was, don’t ask questions of others, and they won’t ask about you. It meant he hadn’t made many friends since moving to the island, but that was just fine with him.

      “It’s frustrating,” Dutch said, picking up a conversation they’d started earlier when Dutch had first mentioned hoping to leave early. “I moved here to get away from city life and give Hazel a quiet… I don’t know, healthy, I guess, upbringing. And then Terry decides she’s moving here too. I’m doing my best to give her a second chance—but man, I’m starting to think I made a mistake. She’s been acting squirrelly lately. It would be so much easier if I could just pick Hazel up instead of this elaborate handoff. Family, ya know?”

      Dany didn’t have an answer to that. He did know family—his, anyway—and he wasn’t giving them any more chances. “In my experience, family can seriously suck.”

      Dutch nodded his agreement. “Hey, good luck tomorrow.”

      Dany winced. “Thanks. We’ll see.”

      “You’ve got this, man. Prescott needs someone like you. You’re too good for this place.”

      Taking care of the cleaning and prep by himself would give Dany less time to brood about the next day. He was spending Thursday testing out a second gig at Brooch Resort. Lulu’s was fine. He had a paycheck coming in. But Dany had graduated from cooking school and interned at some big-name establishments. The resort could be his big chance. It was going through a major overhaul, and the new owner wanted to bring Dany in to change things up. Dany was the one who was insisting on a trial run. He wanted Cody Prescott to be certain.

      Dany was tired of uncertainty in his life. He was ready for a sure thing.

      Releasing a heavy sigh, he tore a sheet of paper from the notepad on the wall and grabbed the pencil stuck next to it. Setting the paper on the counter, he began a list of all the things that needed restocking since the dinner rush. The cardinal rule: always make sure the breakfast shift had what they needed. The morning cooks did not have time to prep and hunt around in the walk-in before the place opened at five thirty—and any fucking up would be paid for in blood, or close enough.

      The kitchen at Brooch would be one hundred times more demanding than Lulu’s, the customers more discerning. If it worked out, Dany would eventually be in charge of hiring his own staff. Running his own kitchen was his dream but also his nightmare. Not the hard work; that shit had never scared him. And not fear of failure either. Dany had failed plenty of times in his life. He was the king of kings at failing—sometimes more spectacularly than others.

      The phone rang out front, and a minute later Ashley clipped a to-go order to the spinner. Automatically, Dany started a patty on the grill and tossed fries into the hot oil. This job was not a challenge. He wanted more.

      But Piedras Island was Dany’s final bolt-hole. Did he want to risk the relative anonymity of Lulu’s for the upscale kitchen at Brooch, where he’d more likely be in the public eye?

      He snorted at the very thought. It was presumptuous to think he’d be successful reimagining the Brooch’s menu, but he wanted it so badly.

      The pencil lead snapped midword, turning the words “green leaf” into something that looked like “grief.” Fuck. Tossing the useless pencil aside, Dany began rummaging through a coffee cup full of derelict pencils and dried-up pens that lived on the pass-through underneath the ticket spinner. One of these days he was going to go through the cup and trash all the pens that were out of ink, but not today. He grabbed one at a time, scribbling on the paper and tossing the pen back if it didn’t work, until he found one that had some ink left.

      A few minutes later, Dany heard the door open.

      “Daddy! I have arrived!”

      Hazel’s brown hair was tied up in two nonconforming ponytails, one at ear level, the other much higher. Dany wondered if she’d done them herself.

      “Hey, baby girl,” Dutch called out.

      Dany chuckled at the scowl that appeared on Hazel’s face and couldn’t help but also notice that Dutch’s sister hadn’t bothered to escort her niece inside. Piedras wasn’t the big city, but still.

      “Damn,” Dutch said, “why does Terry do this? I told her not before nine—this is why I wanted to pick her up, f-jeez. Never again. Obviously, she hasn’t changed at all.” The last was said quietly enough only Dany heard.

      “It’s okay,” Ashley said brightly, sitting the little girl at one of the empty tables and grabbing a paper placemat and a cup of crayons from behind the counter. “She can draw a picture for me. Here you go! Draw a pretty one for me. I like flowers and bunnies.”

      “My little witch hazel looks like she’s in a mood already.”

      “I don’t like flowers,” Hazel grumbled, confirming Dutch’s prophecy.

      Dany lifted his chin toward the little girl. “Go now. The rush is over. I can handle anything else that comes along.”

      “Sure you do. Everybody likes flowers!”

      Hazel turned her back on Ashley and folded her arms across her chest. “I want my daddy. I don’t want you.” Her gaze landed on Dany. “Mr. Danny! Daddy, can I have pie? Pleeeaasse? Mr. Danny said he’d make me special pie.”

      The first time he’d met Dutch’s daughter, Dany had bragged about his apple pie à la mode, and that when he made it for Hazel, he’d even put a cherry on top of it. That hadn’t happened yet, and Hazel had not forgotten.

      “Not tonight. It’s too late.” Dutch swiped his station with a bleach towel and started to reach for the order clipped to the ring.

      “Don’t worry, Hazel, I’ll make you apple pie à la mode with a cherry on top—when your dad says it’s okay.”

      The little girl scowled harder, and her bottom lip jutted out another quarter inch.

      “Seriously, go now. Before she completely melts down.” Dany wasn’t an expert on kids, but even he could see the storm on the horizon.

      Dutch didn’t hesitate. He untied his apron and went into the back. A minute later he reappeared, this time with his coat. “I owe you,” he said as he shouldered through the swinging kitchen door.

      After the two of them left, Ashley stood still for a moment, her arms crossed over her chest in an unconscious echo of Hazel, watching Dutch get his daughter settled in the back seat of his car before they drove off. “That little girl needs a mother.”

      Dany, who was finishing up a to-go order, didn’t reply. He didn’t think she’d listen to anything he had to say about Dutch and Hazel.

      She spun around to stare at him through the order window. “What about you?”

      Dany froze in the middle of setting the containers on the pass-through. “What about me?” Did she want to know if he needed a mother? He missed his mom, but she was a distant memory for him, and he wasn’t sharing any personal information with the young waitress. Ashley pinged his radar; he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what it was, but she came across as slightly off.

      “Are you married?”

      Thankfully, the front door opened and an older man came inside, and by the time he’d left with his order, Ashley seemed to have forgotten her question.

      An hour and a half later, Dany locked the door behind them.

      “Thanks, man,” said Liam. Dany had ended up helping the kid get all the crockery and dishes put away while Ashley finished up in the dining room. Helping Liam was mostly for Dany’s own benefit. He wanted to be able to find things when he needed them. A Ford Bronco older than Dany was idling in the lot, and Liam climbed into the back, telling somebody to shove over and give him room.

      “So, are you married?” Ashley asked Dany again as the Bronco raced off down the road.

      Dany really did not want to have the gay conversation with Ashley—or any conversation, for that matter. Especially when it was only the two of them in a dark parking lot. “It’s complicated.” He unlocked his VW Thing and got behind the wheel, pretending he didn’t hear her response.

      

      Dany’s headlights lit up the front of his apartment, and he released a gusty sigh at being home. After only a short time, this place had become his sanctuary.

      For once in his life, luck had been on his side when he’d met his landlord, the guy who owned the tattoo parlor in Hidden Harbor. Kim claimed he’d been looking for someone to rent his garage apartment for ages, and when Dany showed up for a design consult, they’d hit it off. They’d been talking randomly, the way you do when getting a tattoo—although this was only Dany’s second. When Kim learned Dany had been looking for a place to live that he could afford, and that didn’t require a credit check plus a year’s deposit—only a slight exaggeration—Kim claimed he’d been looking for someone to rent his space and practically shoved the keys into Dany’s hands.

      Dany wasn’t a fool. He hadn’t refused the offer, and he loved his new apartment. For the first time in years, he felt safe. There hadn’t been many boxes for him to unpack, but his personal chef’s knives were stashed safely in the kitchen along with his starter set of all-clad cookware—he was almost as attached to them as he was to his orange Thing. Not that he cooked at home much, but when he did, it would be incredible.

      His apartment was located over what had been, one hundred years or so ago, a carriage house. At some point the space had been remodeled and the upper level converted into a large and airy one-bedroom apartment. Dany had his own kitchen, one he didn’t have to share with shitty relatives or complete strangers. His own bathroom. This was the first time in his twenty-six years on Earth that he’d had a place to himself, much less an entire living space. There was no mess to clean up that wasn’t his. There was no one snooping through his shit.

      And he had Kim Carr to thank for it.

      He tugged his keys from the ignition and cracked open the car door. He was ready to crash. Out on the main road, a passing car slowed, its headlights briefly illuminating the driveway before it sped up again, the sound of its engine soon disappearing. It was nearly midnight, and Dany wouldn’t have heard the car if he hadn’t been lingering outside thinking about life, the universe, and everything. There were no other residences close by—something else he liked about Kim’s house. Hidden Harbor was another few miles north, and Killegen’s Point, the other town on Piedras, was in the opposite direction. And no one knew he was here. Especially not his family.

      He shook off the uneasy feeling that crawled across his skin. His family wouldn’t find him. Maybe they weren’t even looking, and he was being paranoid for imagining they were. They were mostly dead or in prison, and the remainder were hopefully too lazy to care what he might be up to. He forced out a chuckle. Mostly dead was about right. He had to quit jumping ten feet in the air at the unfamiliar. There was no reason for him to think his remaining relatives cared enough to plot his demise.

      There was no need to run anymore. The Petyr family had been taken down by the FBI. Dany had escaped them, and Piedras Island was the perfect place for him to start over, to start living his own life. No one would think to look for him here, where Franjo Petyr had been taken into custody. The driver had slowed for some nocturnal creature—a raccoon, or a coyote, maybe. Dismissing the car from his mind, Dany climbed out of his Thing and made his way up the outside staircase to the front door of his apartment. Tomorrow was a big day, and he needed some sleep.

      Sometime around four in the morning, he was woken by the sound of fire engines blasting by on the main road. Maybe he would have fallen back to sleep if he hadn’t been wound up about the new job, but even after punching his pillow and pulling the covers over his head, he lay awake until daybreak.
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      Soren—Thursday morning

      
      “Don’t even think about emailing, texting, or in any way communicating to Sheriff Dempsey about this,” Deputy Birdy Flynn ground out.

      Deputy Soren Jorgensen side-eyed the deputy who’d been left in charge of the Piedras County Sheriff’s Office while Sheriff Dempsey and Niall Hamarsson were vacationing in Thailand for two weeks. They’d left approximately twenty-four hours earlier—it was possible they hadn’t even landed in Bangkok yet—and the shit had already hit the fan. Yesterday Jenell Rogers had reported her elderly but not ancient father missing, and now there’d been a fire at the historic Brooch Resort.

      “Message received.” Not that he had been considering it, but Birdy’s request seemed a tad odd.

      “It took me months to convince the sheriff everything would be fine while he and Niall took their honeymoon. We will not have them cutting it short.”

      Soren nodded his understanding, and they both returned to staring at the smoldering remains of one of the resort’s bars.

      No one had been hurt in the fire, thankfully. The bar, separate from the hotel, had been closed at the last minute because the ancient plumbing in the smaller building had failed—meaning there was no ice for drinks, no way to wash glasses, no water at all. Rather than have the bar staff carry everything back and forth from the main kitchen, the manager, Cody Prescott, had opened one of the bars in the main hotel building—usually reserved for resort guests—to the public and kept the Kiln closed.

      The Brooch Resort had begun its days as a lime quarry. Once the bottom fell out of the lime market, and thanks to the natural beauty of the area, the property been turned into a hotel with a private marina. The hotel structure dated back to the 1890s, a three-story building that had originally housed the families who’d owned the mine and the surrounding acres. Cody Prescott was the last of one of the families, and the other, Foster Jennings, was happy with his work as an EMT and not interested in running a hotel.

      Soren would never understand why people believed they needed that much space for themselves. He’d grown up in a 1950s-built Cape Cod–style bungalow with two bedrooms and one bath, and no one had ever complained about having a roof over their head.

      “Did the fire chief have anything else to say?” he asked. He’d left his apartment as soon as he got the call, but Birdy had still beat him to the scene.

      “Devon Flynn. He’s my older brother. Yes, I talked to him.”

      Soren had figured the chief and the deputy were related, but hadn’t wanted to assume. The island’s population wasn’t huge, about eight thousand permanent residents—a number that doubled in the high tourist season, May through September.

      Birdy shrugged. “Nothing much yet—no casualties, luckily. They don’t think it was electrical, although it seems the sprinkler system wasn’t up to code. Off the record, Devon suspects an accelerant was used to start the fire. Something about the char pattern, which is good enough for me. Cody Prescott claims he had no idea about the sprinkler issues, but Devon says he did the inspection last spring and the owner was informed.”

      “But?”

      “The previous owner was a homicide victim just last summer. It’s possible that the paperwork was misplaced or that the current owner was misinformed.”

      “Damn.” Soren didn’t know if Birdy’s comment meant she suspected the new owner or not, but he sure did. Fire was unpredictable. They were lucky it hadn’t spread and that no employees or guests had been injured. April wasn’t the best time of year for arson, if that’s what it was; everything was still waterlogged from the winter storms. A damp old building like the Kiln might need a little more encouragement for the fire to catch hold—encouragement like gasoline—but once it got going, it wasn’t going to want to stop.

      “Indeed,” Birdy said.

      The April chill burrowed deeper into Soren’s bones the longer he and Flynn stood there, making him feel stiff and older than his thirty years. They were watching the remaining firefighters and the chief make sure all the hot spots were officially cold. Until they knew whether the fire was confirmed arson or not, there wasn’t much for them to do except wait. The guests had been asked to stay away from the scene, although a few bundled figures were standing outside keeping an eye on the goings-on along with Soren and Birdy.

      Two couples had packed up their cars and left since Birdy and Soren had arrived. Maybe they’d planned early checkouts, but Soren suspected not.

      Standing there on a misty morning with smoke drifting upward from the remains of a historic building, he couldn’t help but worry. The fires he’d been told about when he’d arrived on the island had largely stopped after Sheriff Dempsey had apprehended Franjo Petyr last summer, and most people had assumed they’d been his doing, either directly or via an associate. Could this be related, or was it the work of someone new?

      Franjo Petyr was in federal prison now. Regrettably, he wasn’t the last of the Petyr crime family; there were still more of them out there, although they seemed to be lying low for now. Was Petyr orchestrating something from afar? Was this payback? It seemed far-fetched to Soren. If it was revenge of some kind, wouldn’t the perpetrator have set fire to the main building, not just this smaller outlier?

      It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, he supposed. The Petyrs were like human black mold, almost impossible to get rid of and deadly to those who came into contact with them—repulsive beings who specialized in human trafficking and dabbled in everything else, driven solely by avarice. Soren hated every last one of them.

      They were despicable beings who preyed on the weak and less fortunate. Hate wasn’t a strong enough word for how he felt about that family. Soren lifted his hand, rubbing his chest through his fleece jacket. The wound was fully healed, but sometimes he had phantom pain. He had twinges there today. Maybe it was the cold, but he couldn’t shake the odd ache.

      The fire chief tromped over to where Soren and Birdy waited.

      “Can you tell us anything?” Birdy asked.

      Devon Flynn was likely a few years older than Soren, maybe midthirties. Soren knew from Birdy that Devon was the only paid member of the fire crew; the rest of the team consisted of volunteers. It was difficult to tell what Devon looked like underneath the fire gear and the soot smeared on his face, but he was a few inches shorter than Soren, with dark hair and eyes.

      Devon pulled his headgear off and ran a hand through his sweat-damp hair, making it stand up in all directions. “I’m almost 100 percent sure the fire was purposely set, but what was used to start it I’m not sure about. I have some ideas, though. We may have to beg the county to send off some samples to be analyzed.”

      “We’ll definitely need to talk to the owner,” Soren said.

      Chief Flynn nodded. “Quite honestly, I doubt it’s Prescott. He’s young and only just inherited this place. It needs a lot of work and is probably costing him an arm and a leg to keep afloat, but I don’t see him burning it down.”

      Soren pursed his lips. “Mm.” Money pressure could change people’s minds about things; he’d seen it happen more than once.

      “It’s all he has left of his family. This is a historic site. Cody is young, like Devon said, and, well,” Birdy waved a hand, “the resort is his whole life. I just can’t see it being him.”

      Until they had solid proof, Soren was keeping the new owner on the top of his suspect list. Birdy and Devon Flynn might think they knew Cody Prescott and therefore knew he wouldn’t set a fire in order to profit, but… those you thought you knew the best were the ones who could most easily betray you. They knew just what to say and how to act in order to displace blame.

      “Regardless, we’ll question him. Who else do you have on your list?” Soren was certain Birdy Flynn had a mental list of suspects. As far as he could tell, the only person who knew the island and its residents better than she did was Sheriff Mat Dempsey.

      “Let’s start with the staff here. We’ll need a list of who was working last night, who Cody’s had to let go, and who’s quit recently. If that doesn’t get us anywhere, I guess we may have to look at guests, but let’s start with employees. Until Devon tells us otherwise, we’ll treat the scene like arson.”

      Soren glanced away from the burned-out structure toward the main building. Several more people were loading luggage into their vehicles. “I hope we won’t have to question the guests.”

      Birdy followed his gaze. “Rats fleeing a burning ship. But I guess I might check out too. Fire is frightening. This will hurt Cody’s business.”

      And there it was again, the acknowledgment that Birdy knew Cody Prescott personally. Maybe she’d grown up with him; maybe they’d been in the same classes at the small elementary school on the island. That could mean Birdy wouldn’t look at him as closely as she should. Maybe it was a good thing Soren was still new to Piedras, an outsider. He could evaluate things dispassionately.

      Leaving the smoldering ruins behind them, Soren and Birdy trudged over to the main hotel building and into the lobby. Now a family of four was loading their things into a huge Cadillac SUV, and a Honda CR-V was driving off. A white Tesla remained, making Soren wonder if the island had a public charging station. There were also a couple BMWs, Audis, and Mercedes. From the look of things, Brooch catered to a high-end clientele.

      
      Cody Prescott looked terrible.

      He was probably a few years younger than Soren, but he looked ten years older that morning. They had to wait to talk to him because of the number of guests waiting to be checked out. Prescott behaved professionally as one guest after another approached the desk, and he not only waived charges for the night but offered a discount on a future stay. In addition to this fire costing Prescott a building, it was seriously damaging his bottom line. Even a newcomer like Soren knew it would be a blow to the island if Brooch Resort closed. Who might benefit from something like that—a larger economic hit?

      He hated to think that an unknown someone might be trying to run Prescott out of business, but the value of the resort just in the land was in the millions. Was someone trying to force the value down? Did someone want Prescott to sell while he was in a vulnerable position? Soren pulled his notepad from his shirt pocket and jotted down a few questions he had for Cody Prescott.

      While they waited, Soren glanced around the lobby. The interior had been kept true to the era of its construction. Even the lighting was, if not original, crafted to appear that way. Directly behind Prescott was a wall of black-and-white photographs. Soren figured they were shots of famous people who’d stayed at or visited the resort. There was even one of Theodore Roosevelt, with his bushy mustache, sitting in front of a gigantic tree stump like he’d
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