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        Be Still My Heart is a Romantic Suspense with explicit sexual scenes, adult themes, and mature situations that may be triggering for some. Reader discretion is advised.

      

        

      
        As always, trust the process.

      

        

      
        And welcome to Skelm Island.
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        Everything Has Changed - Taylor Swift, Ed Sheeran

        When We Were Young - Adele

        When We Were Younger - You Me At Six

        Idle Town - Conan Gray

        Sweet Nothings - Neck Deep

        Force of Nature - Bea Miller

        Pompeii - Bastille

        Iris - Goo Goo Dolls

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To those who have lost.

      

      May your waves of grief never be taller than your strength.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Our memory is a more perfect world than the universe: it gives back life to those who no longer exist.”

        Guy de Maupassant
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      “Why do you have to be such an asshole?”

      My sister’s penetrating voice pierces the quiet of my bedroom, crackling from the speaker down the hall. Throwing an arm over my face, I roll onto my back and stare up at the sloped ceiling, muscle memory tracing the molding despite the thick darkness around me.

      It’s the same routine every morning.

      And night.

      Tossing and turning, eyes burning with the need to sleep while my mind refuses to cooperate.

      Curling my fists in my cotton sheets, I toss a quick glance at the corner of the room, brown eyes flashing back as Monet lifts his head. His ears twitch in the dull moonlight spilling in from the window, but when I don’t make a move to get up, he settles back into the plush of his bed.

      “Seriously, Lincoln, pick up the damn phone. I know you’re awake. Don’t make me come over there and drag you to town.”

      A snort vibrates in my throat at the thought of my barely hundred-ten pound sister dragging me anywhere; she would try, but no matter the amount of strength she managed to muster, I’d never budge. Mind or body.

      Porter men are notoriously stubborn.

      Still, I don’t really feel like dealing with her snark in person this early, so I turn over and shove back the comforter, pushing into a sitting position. Scrubbing my hands down my face, I try not to wince at the coarse texture of my jaw. When was the last time I shaved?

      Slipping from the sheets, I pull aside the curtain and peek out the window across from the bed, admiring the moon as it reflects against the shore.

      I soak it in, letting the still, silent air wrap around me like a wool blanket, before turning on my heel and heading down the hall. Monet scrambles to his feet, hot on my heels the second I step over the threshold.

      My sister continues rambling as my hand finds the light switch on the wall, flipping it up while I rub the exhaustion from my eyes.

      For a couple heartbeats, the kind I can taste in my throat, I stand in front of the wooden bench and stare down at the landline.

      Worst decision ever.

      All of the appeal of moving to this part of the island revolved around the lack of cell phone service, and yet I’d caved when my mother begged me not to cut myself off completely.

      I should’ve known it’d be ringing off the hook.

      Clenching my jaw, I reach out and push the speaker button, cutting my sister off mid-sentence. “What?”

      Daisy scoffs. “Don’t ‘what’ me, like I’ve just torn you from your first wet dream.”

      “Well, you are the queen of coitus interruptus.”

      “One, ew. I walked in on you one time in high school, and I’ve worked very hard to erase the image of your bare ass from my brain.”

      I smirk, crouching slightly to lean against the table. “Learned to knock after that, didn’t you?”

      Monet whines, dropping his blond butt to the floor as he stares up at me.

      “Two, please tell me you know what coitus interruptus actually is, and then please tell me you know it’s not an effective form of birth control. Ma will shit a brick if you knock up any of those bimbos you mess around with at Petey’s.”

      My pulse flares to life behind my right eyebrow, and I massage the spot gently. “They’re not bimbos,” I say, a montage of pretty faces from over the years flashing across my vision.

      Local girls who think they know my life story because of small-town gossip—my mother’s church group, particularly—and bury the desire to fix me beneath their sexual appetite. The kind who forget their quest to tame the troubled loner the second he makes them come.

      “They’re not scientists.” Tiny babbles fill the background of the line, and then there’s some shuffling as she moves around. “But they’re easy, so I get it. I’m not judging.”

      She is, but I don’t point it out. I also refrain from noting that it’s actually been so long since I sank inside anyone, bimbo or otherwise, that my dick is at risk of falling off from neglect. My palm just isn’t cutting it.

      But if I mention that, then she’ll worry, and all she and our mother ever do is worry.

      “Why are you awake, Daisy?” I ask instead.

      I’m sure I already know the answer, but I want the conversation focused elsewhere.

      “Like you’re the only one who’s allowed to be up at four in the morning? Maybe I just called to talk.”

      “I’m up for work, and you never call just to talk.”

      “Yeah?” Daisy asks, and I just know one of her dark brows is arched in a challenge. “What time did you go to sleep, then?”

      Monet scoots forward, setting his chin on my knee. I reach down as more shuffling comes over the line, scratching between his big eyes as I wait. Muffled words reach my ears, even though I’m sure they aren’t intended for me; soothing, coaxing tones directed at my nephew as he begins fussing, right on schedule.

      There’s a pause, and then the soft bubbling of infant content.

      Finally, my sister returns, releasing a leaden breath. “Charlie hasn’t been sleeping the last few nights. I think he’s reverse cycling or something, and so rather than bother Ma, I’ve been taking him outside and rocking with him on the porch swing until he tires out.”

      My jaw clenches again, irritation scratching at the back of my throat. I didn’t hear it before, but there’s a rasp to her voice, an undercurrent of exhaustion I know she’s trying to hide.

      “Where’s Gabe?”

      “I...” She inhales shakily. “Well, I was hoping with you? I haven’t seen him since he went to the station yesterday for his shift.”

      The pulse behind my brow intensifies, throbbing so hard my eye closes instinctively as if trying to block the pain. Getting to my feet, I sidestep Monet and walk down the hall to the kitchen, flipping on lights as I go. Pausing in front of the sink, I peer out the window, searching the yard for signs of life.

      “He’s not here,” I say, anger pouring down my spine like boiling water. It sears my flesh, twisting with my guilt until they’re practically speaking the same language and working together to wreak havoc on my insides.

      Daisy doesn’t say anything for several minutes. I’d be convinced she’d hung up if not for the steady suckling of Charlie nursing, or the fact that she refuses to leave without the last word.

      “Well,” she says finally. “I’m sure he’s fine. Probably just forgot to text saying he’d be late. He does that a lot, you know.”

      I shift on my heels. “Yeah, he does.”

      “I’m sure he’s fine,” she repeats softly, a mantra she’s adopted in the years since becoming a police officer’s wife.

      “If he’s dead, you’ll probably be the first to know.”

      I regret the words as soon as they leave my mouth, spilling from me like hot vomit, but there’s no way for me to reclaim them once they’re out. Gritting my teeth until my jaw feels like it might crack from the pressure, I hold my breath, waiting for her reaction.

      Monet barks from his position in front of the storm door, the white tip of his tail pointing over his head. My sister clears her throat. “Is that your cue?”

      Walking over to the door, I force it open, watching as the dog leaps over the threshold and bounds down the dock, ready to go on our trawl.

      His enthusiasm is almost contagious.

      “Unfortunately, I do have a schedule to keep.”

      My eyes scan the outline of the boat, its silhouette barely visible in the shadows afforded by the moonlight. My father’s lobster business isn’t exactly what I’d planned on my life revolving around at twenty-nine, but I suppose that’s what I get for trying to make plans.

      “Right.” Charlie begins fussing again, his whimpers turning into full-fledged wails, and I turn the volume down on the speaker as I walk back down the hall. “Well, I don’t want to keep you from... work.”

      The pause before the word work sends a ripple of annoyance through me, and I place one palm on the wall, curling my fingers over the polished log surface.

      “Why do you always say it like that?”

      “I’m not saying it like anything, Lincoln.”

      My head vibrates, tension lancing into my skull, and spreading the throbbing sensation until it bleeds into my eyes. “Just because I’m not doing it the same way Pops did, doesn’t make it less legitimate.”

      Though to be fair, I wouldn’t care if it was legitimate or not; I never wanted to take the reins in the first place. After aging out of my SEAL contract, I came back to Skelm Island hoping to take some time for myself and relax, maybe get back into the sketching I did when I was younger.

      I joined the Navy right out of high school and transferred to the SEALs as soon as I could, so my entire adult life had been spent in constant motion. Running from my demons, some would say.

      When I came back, all I wanted to do was drown in my nostalgia.

      Then my father died, and suddenly I was the patriarch of the family. The lifeblood of Porter Lobster Co. Everything else just took a back seat, and it was up to me to figure out how to keep the business from driving straight into the ground.

      Or bankruptcy.

      My mother and sister weren’t exactly thrilled with the lengths I went to, but regardless, their asses weren’t on the line, so it doesn’t really matter.

      “I didn’t say it did.” Daisy raises her voice, now having to speak over the baby, her heavy sigh washing over me. “I already know how this conversation is going to go, so I’ll let you get to it. I’ll see you Sunday at Ma’s, okay?”

      Squeezing the wood until my nails feel like they might blister, I nod, even though she can’t see me. “Sure.”

      She hangs up with a last goodbye, and I stare at a warped spot in the wood, the dial tone bleating against my ears. As with every conversation I have with my sister, I end it feeling like I’m spiraling, suspended in time with no support or direction.

      A slave to my guilt, locked in a tiresome battle between not wanting to disappoint people and constantly feeling like a disappointment to myself.

      But shame doesn’t pay the bills, so after a couple of seconds to regroup, I smash my finger down on the “end call” button and get ready for work.

      I kick off my gray joggers and catch a glimpse of myself in the bathroom mirror; bed-tousled black hair, a myriad of tattoos covering the length of both arms and spreading inward to my chest—abstract patterns and random designs I’ve sketched over the years, inked into my skin the second my feet were permanently back on US soil.

      Swiping my thumbs beneath my eyes, I attempt to erase the evidence of my insomnia, to no avail; the purpled slivers of skin contrast deeply against the green of my irises, making them glint in the overhead lighting.

      Tugging on a Carhartt duck jacket and a knit cap, I lock up and head outside.

      Most other lobstermen in the area have an entire crew going out on hauls—someone to steer, someone to trap, and someone to clean, measure, and release.

      But the other lobstermen are dicks, and I’m not my father, so I venture out on the water alone. Less room for bullshit or error when I’m doing it all myself.

      After I’ve geared up and done a quick maintenance check on the boat, I head down the dock.

      I pause to strap Monet into his life jacket, swing open the gate, and ground the vessel with my foot so he can board. He plops down beneath the steering shelter, his pink tongue dangling from his mouth as he pants with excitement.

      Our breath puffs visibly into the chilly air, swirling up like clouds above us.

      The sky’s starting to lighten as the morning progresses, lifting the veil of gloom that seems to blanket Skelm Island every night.

      Or maybe that’s just the area I live in, a log cabin nestled between thick forest and the endless Atlantic. My mother and realtor warned me against moving to such a lonesome spot, but I insisted, citing a prime location on the water.

      The fact that it’s within sight of the island’s only lighthouse, inoperable for years, was just a bonus.

      Tossing my oil pants on board first, I’m just stepping onto the platform when the door to the interior cabin bursts open, startling Monet into a barking fit.

      Gabe exits, still dressed in half his police uniform, but with a white V-neck tucked in, rubbing his eyes as if he’s been here all night.

      “What the fuck?” I snap, propelling myself onto the platform. Monet circles around me, his barking subsiding when I’m beside him. “Are you sleeping on my boat?”

      Dragging a veiny hand through his sandy hair, he nods. “Didn’t want to wake you.”

      I scowl. “Why are you here? You have a newborn baby at home sucking up all of my sister’s time.”

      He walks over to a bench and drops down onto it, shaking his head. “I’m well aware of that fact, Porter. I got off work about an hour ago and just wasn’t ready to go home.” Glancing up at me, he shakes his head. “The baby doesn’t sleep, man. How does anyone put up with that? I need my full eight hours, or I’m absolutely useless.”

      “Yeah, so is my sister.” I raise an eyebrow. “I just got done telling her you weren’t here.”

      “So, don’t tell her you were wrong. I’ll go home eventually.”

      Knowing better than to try and argue with him, and not wanting to involve myself in their messy homelife more than necessary, I move behind the steering column. Stepping into my hauling gear one leg at a time, I yank the orange rubber pants to my hips and secure them over my shoulders.

      Gabe stands, walking over to where the boat’s tied to the dock, and begins untethering us. Bracing his palms on the wood, he pushes us off, and then we’re drifting out past the wake zone; I crank the engine as soon as we’re through, and head for the patch of sea I tossed traps down into a couple of days ago.

      The sea air whips past, saltwater spraying as we drive forward, and Gabe pulls on a life jacket, leaning back on the bench.

      “I’m not cheating on her, you know.”

      “Good,” I half shout, keeping my eye on the horizon. “Otherwise, coming out here with me was a very bad idea.”

      He smirks, nodding once, and then a frown takes over. “Parenthood is just a lot more difficult than I ever expected it’d be. Daisy’s amazing, but me... I just feel like I’m shit.”

      “You are,” I agree.

      He opens his mouth to say more, but cuts off as we approach my buoys, indicating we’re at the trap spot. The boat idles as I drop the birds, the mechanical arms that stabilize us, and I move to the side, reaching for the line with a gaff hook.

      “Look, we’ve been friends for almost twenty years, Gabe. I get it, but this is a no-feelings-allowed boat, so shut the fuck up with your moping and help me pull this pot up.”

      Rolling his eyes, he pushes to his feet, kneeling with one knee on the bench. We wrap our hands around the rope and begin pulling; I toss the hook behind me and use one arm, adding the other when we meet resistance.

      “I thought you used wire traps,” Gabe says, tossing me an annoyed look as he continues pulling.

      “I do,” I say, shaking my head. “They’re never this heavy. It must have gotten caught on something.”

      And even though I drop my net before my trap, collecting pollution and debris, the ocean’s constant state of kinetic energy means my ropes get tangled more often than not.

      A single gull crosses over us, cawing as it passes, and sending a wave of unease through me. Probably nothing, but my father’s personal superstitions about fishing live rent-free in my brain, and the presence of a single, solitary bird while out on the water is never a good thing.

      Swallowing, I gently nudge Monet out of the way and widen my legs, pulling until something pale flashes against the surface of the dark water. “Okay, there. I think we’re getting it,” I say, nodding as Gabe continues funneling the rope up.

      It pools between our feet, frayed almost to the point of breaking, and I frown down at it for a beat, knowing these were brand-new lines. Whatever it’s gotten stuck in must’ve been sharp, or violent.

      “What the fuck is that?”

      Gabe locks his knees against the side of the boat, hands freezing mid-pull. I lean forward, eyes widening as a bloated hand pops out of the water, bobbing with the waves. My stomach knots, tension sewing my throat shut, and I continue yanking, my heart beating like a snare drum against my ribcage.

      “Goddamnit,” I say, wincing when hair rises, attached to the length of an adult body, wrapped tight in the line like ivy. “Some dumb fuck probably swam out too far and got caught in the trap.”

      Leaning over the edge of the boat, we start to bring the body up; it’s neither of our first times seeing a dead body.

      We lift it over, dropping the woman onto her back on the platform. My eyes immediately find hers, wide and unseeing, frozen in time. I can’t help wondering what it was she saw last.

      “Uh... Porter?” Gabe says, crouching down on his knees. He reaches down, pushing aside the woman’s torn, waterlogged blouse, revealing neat writing carved into her abdomen. Signasti fatum tuum. “I don’t... I don’t think this person drowned.”
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      “And why do you feel that way?”

      Sighing, I tap my fingers against the brown leather of Dr. Alabaster’s couch.

      Being here makes me itch.

      Honestly, any white-walled room with stale air and ticking clocks makes my insides churn and my nerves pull tight. In fact, other than meeting with Dr. Alabaster for a screening before I was promoted, I purposefully steered clear of anything even close to a psychiatrist.

      I don’t need to see someone.

      Therapists are for broken people.

      And I’m not supposed to be broken.

      But try telling that to my boss. Sarge specifically insists that I need to be here—to sort out my feelings—which is code for making sure I’m mentally stable enough to work in the field. And considering that I dragged my way out of four years of patrol duty, and had several fights with my overprotective parents in order to become a detective, a mental health hold is the last thing I want to happen.

      I suck my lower lip into my mouth, before blowing out a breath and pasting a smile on my face. “Why do I feel what way? Like being here is a waste of time?”

      Dr. Alabaster taps his overpriced black pen against his thin lips, his dark eyes scanning me from over the top of his round wire-rimmed glasses. “Sloane,” he sighs, leaning forward. The metal creak of the chair makes me wince, as if his judgment is raking down my middle. “This is just a precautionary measure. A way for you to talk out emotions so you can heal.”

      “I’m fine.”

      His chin tips down, eyes narrowing. “The Portland Dresser held you captive for forty-eight hours in an abandoned cabin.”

      My stomach tightens, but I force a laugh. “Whoever came up with that nickname deserves to be jailed.” I shake my head, dark brown strands falling in my face from the movement. I lift a hand to tuck them behind my ear. “Besides, it was thirty-eight hours.”

      He hums. “And what happened in those thirty-eight hours?”

      “Nothing.” My eyes dart from his face to the argyle socks that match his blue and yellow tie. “Honestly, he was...”

      Nice.

      I bite down the word before it passes my lips, my gaze snagging on the notepad sitting in Dr. Alabaster’s lap. The last thing I need is for him to write down that I have Stockholm syndrome because I thought a serial killer was cordial.

      “Listen. I understand you’re just doing your job. But I’m fine, Doc. Promise. Can’t we do something less depressing? Or is happiness against the rules in therapy?” My cheeks ache from how wide I stretch my grin, and my legs jump, nerves and the caffeine I guzzled before coming here making my body jittery.

      The corner of his lips twitch. “You’re avoiding the question.”

      “I’m trying to lighten the mood.”

      He taps his pen on top of the paper. “I’m just doing my job here.”

      I sigh, running a hand through my hair. “And I was just doing mine.”

      The fact that I have to come to these “sessions” in order to maintain said job is a thorn in my side. I don’t see them making Alex show up here and sit down to talk about his feelings.

      Granted, he wasn’t the one who ended up on a psychopathic murderer’s hit list—but he is the one who found me. And he’s my partner, for God’s sake, so shouldn’t this be like a collaboration type of thing?

      “Did he hold you in a basement?” Dr. Alabaster asks.

      My breath catches in my lungs as the memory hits me.

      It was stupid for me to go to the cabin alone. But it was supposed to be abandoned. We got an anonymous tip that one of the victims was seen there just before her disappearance, and I wanted to strike while the trail was still fresh.

      I didn’t expect it to be a trap.

      “He did,” I say slowly.

      “How did that make you feel?”

      Exhaling, I lean back, chewing on the inside of my cheek as I filter through my options. I know as sure as I know anything that if I push too hard against this, it won’t look good to the bureau. But there’s nothing I want to do less than allow Dr. Alabaster to peek inside my brain.

      “It made me feel scared.”

      It’s a lie. The majority of my time was spent in a pink silk gown, my hair being brushed, while Harold Holmes—aka “The Portland Dresser”—told me all the ways he was going to dress me up and make my corpse beautiful.

      I wasn’t scared. I was fascinated.

      Something about a serial killer’s mind, the pure genius and methodology behind it, makes me want to dive into their heads and live there. It’s the reason I went into criminal justice in the first place. And to be honest, I’m not afraid of death. I’m afraid of forgetting how to live.

      But admitting that out loud probably won’t be what gets me back out in the field.

      “And how have you been dealing with things since?” Dr. Alabaster continues.

      I shrug, chewing the inside of my lip. “Alright, I guess. My mom calls me every twenty minutes, and I’ve been relegated to desk duty, which is whatever… boring.”

      “Any trouble sleeping?”

      “Nope. Sleep like the dead.” I grin.

      Dr. Alabaster doesn’t laugh.

      “Tough crowd,” I mutter.

      “Come on, Sloane. If you don’t take this seriously, then I can’t clear you.”

      Panic clamps around my chest at the thought. “Okay, I’m sorry.” I pause, swallowing around the sudden tightness in my throat. “It was unsettling when it happened, but... this is a risky job. I know that, and I trusted Alex to find me. Which he did.” I blow out a breath. “Super quick, I might add.”

      Too quick. I would have given anything for just a few more minutes to pick Harold’s brain, try to see inside his mind and figure out what it is that makes him tick.

      “He said he liked my eyes.” The words fly out before I can stop them, but I don’t regret that they did. If I have to talk about the few hours I was held captive then I will, I’d rather do that than let him delve into the other areas of my psyche, to the deepest darkest parts where even I don’t go.

      Dr. Alabaster nods. “That’s not terribly surprising. Your features are very similar to his other victims.”

      I snort out a laugh because he’s explaining the case like it wasn’t mine to solve. As if I wasn’t the one who figured out the pattern of his kills. How they were all women with dark hair and pretty eyes.

      Blue eyes, to be exact. Ones that were torn from their sockets when the bodies started washing up on the shore. I saw them sitting in jars on the countertop while he combed through my hair.

      A shiver skates through me.

      Buzzing reverberates through the room, and Dr. Alabaster sighs, reaching over and tapping the screen of his phone. I perk up, happy that I made it through this farce of an evaluation. “Does that mean we’re done?”

      He stares at me for a long moment. “Yes, we’re done, Sloane. I’ll let Sarge know that everything is in order.”

      Hopping up, I run a hand over my blouse. “Super. Thanks, Doc.”

      I go to move past him, relief flowing through my veins. It isn’t until I’m at the door that his voice stops me. “But I’m going to suggest you continue to speak to someone, just as a precaution.”

      My stomach cramps. “Doc, no. They won’t put me on any cases if you do that. Please, I’m begging you. I cannot sit behind a desk for another six months. I will literally cease to exist.” I point a finger at him. “Do you really want that on your conscience?”

      His jaw tenses, the muscle working back and forth as my future lies in his hands. Finally, he nods. “Okay.”

      I beam at him, rushing over and pulling him in a hug. His body stiffens in his chair, his arm coming up to pat me on the back.

      “Thank you. You won’t regret it.” I pull back, winking. “I’m fine.”
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        * * *

      

      My mind snaps like a rubber band, awareness dripping down my insides, making me gasp as I shoot up in bed. My heart beats through the thin fabric of my oversized tee, and I grip at my chest, trying to steady my breathing.

      Another nightmare.

      It’s the same thing every time. I’m on a cliff, the chill seeping into my skin as I run toward the edge, my breath materializing in front of me—ice-cold puffs of panic freezing in the air. And then I fall.

      A throb strikes through my brain as I try to remember the rest, but a fog descends, making the images of my dream muddy and unclear. Sighing, I reach over to my nightstand, flipping on the lamp and blindly reaching for the journal I keep at my bedside. It doesn’t take long to jot down the notes from what I do remember, and even though I don’t have a clear recollection, I know the feeling will haunt me for the rest of the night.

      It always does.

      I glance at the clock, the bright red numbers searing into my tired eyes.

      Three a.m.

      Stretching, I toss off the comforter and walk to my closet, grabbing an old USPM sweatshirt—my alma mater—and then heading to the front door, grabbing the keys to my Honda.

      This has been my routine for the past three weeks. Ever since the nightmares started. Again. I used to get them frequently as a kid. The same one every time.

      My mom would stuff me full of melatonin and chamomile tea, trying to calm me down enough for a dreamless sleep, but it never worked. Until one day, they just stopped.

      It’s chilly outside, the crunch of leaves under my boots loud as I rush to my car, turning it on and blasting the heat, holding my chilled hands in front of the vents. Once I can feel my fingers, I put it in reverse, pulling out of my apartment, driving past the lit-up jack-o’-lanterns that line the patio stoops, and turn onto the main road.

      I don’t even have to think about where I’m going.

      Skelm Island.

      I’ve never actually been there—you have to take a ferry to get to the town—but for the past few weeks I’ve been making my way to the slip, sitting in the empty parking lot and zoning out until the sun breaks across the horizon, sparkling across the misty water.

      For some reason, it’s the only place that calms my brain and lets me just be; to the point where I lose time.

      Tonight is no exception.

      I’m not sure how long passes, it could be minutes or it could be hours, but when I snap back to reality, I’ve somehow ended up outside of my car, leaning against the railing at the edge of the dock. Unease flows through me at the missing chunk of time.

      My eyes glance around, thick fog rolling across the ground. Goose bumps sprout across my arms, and I twist, staring out at the rocky island, wondering what it is that keeps bringing me back.

      Movement to the side catches my eye, and I squint, leaning forward. A boat. So tiny I can barely make it out, but it’s there all the same, floating past a lighthouse that sits like a darkened tower on the edge of a cliff.

      The sound of voices trickle through the air, making my spine stiffen as I spin around, my heart crashing against my chest as if I’m doing something wrong.

      I hurry back to my car, not even waiting for the heat this time as I reverse from the lot, making the hour-long trek to my apartment in downtown Portland.

      My phone vibrates as soon as I’m at my front door, and I pull it from my hoodie pocket along with my house key, Alex flashing across the screen.

      “Dude, it’s seven a.m.,” I whine as I answer.

      He laughs, a smooth, boisterous chuckle that spreads through my chest like a warm blanket, his familiarity making me feel content for the first time all morning. “Carina.” The nickname slides through the phone. “Cut the shit and get in here. Sarge has a fresh case, he wants us on it.”

      My back straightens, my key faltering as I push it into the lock. “Really?”

      “Mmhm,” Alex hums. “And you’re gonna want it.”

      I smile, energy zapping through my insides, the thrill of a new case making the drowsiness fade away. Pushing the front door open, I walk inside, the heat of my apartment coasting across my face, my cheeks burning from the temperature change. “Of course I want it,” I scoff. “What do you know?”

      “You ever been to Skelm Island?”
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      Alta May Davis.

      Like most Skelm Island citizens, she’d been a lifelong resident. Worked at the high school alongside my mother until her retirement and had been settling nicely into a more sedentary lifestyle of bird-watching and sunrise yoga before her death.

      Unlike my mother, who seems incapable of slowing down, especially since the loss of my father some months back.

      Almost as if she’s afraid of sadness worming in if she stays too still.

      My fingers wrap tightly around the Styrofoam cup that was shoved into my hands moments ago, the cream-colored coffee inside rejuvenating my nerve endings. Even if I won’t drink the shit, at least it’s doing something while I’m stuck at the station.

      It’s been hours since Gabe called in the body, and just as long since the coroner brought her in for identification. I’ve been tucked in a corner of the bullpen since our arrival, waiting to be sent home.

      Annoyed that I haven’t been.

      The Skelm Island PD isn’t exactly known for their competency—as if any squad in this country is. Throw in a severe lack of funding and common sense, and you’ve got our local law enforcement, who have a bad rap for backlogged cases and incorrect charges.

      As the minute hand on the wall clock ticks by, though, I’m trying my best not to focus on the sticky floors and idle chatter around me, and instead find myself scouring my brain for my last interaction with Alta.

      Something to humanize her in my mind, erasing the practiced ambivalence to her corpse. But I keep coming up empty.

      Setting my cup on my knee to keep from bouncing it in irritation, I pinch my eyes shut and slump down in my blue plastic chair, leaning my head against the concrete wall behind me.

      “Lincoln Porter found her?” a voice off to my side hisses. “The SEAL?”

      I don’t even bother looking, aware that every cop in the precinct has at least one eye on me right now, curiosity evidently keeping them from effectively doing their job.

      God, this place is a waste of space.

      “Ex-SEAL,” someone else replies, and now I do peek, noting the scrawny, short-haired officer perched on a desk a few yards away, arms crossed over his chest as he talks to a female colleague. “That’s what the captain said. She got trapped in his fishing net, and when he went to pull it up, the bottom fell out because of the deadweight.”

      A snort huffs from my nose, drawing the attention of Officer Oliver Klepsky. It’s like a game of fucking telephone around here.

      He cocks an eyebrow at me, shifting on the edge of the desk. Unlike Gabe, the line of duty hasn’t been kind to Klepsky—and since I grew up alongside both of them, I know firsthand how much he’s hardened since we were kids running around together.

      “What’s he still doing here?”

      “Maybe ask your captain,” I offer, projecting my voice so the others around us pause. “I’ve been here so long, you’d think I’m a fucking suspect.”

      The female officer turns, revealing high cheekbones and blue eyes as she smooths a hand over her blonde bun. Kate Young, the valedictorian of our graduating class. She sizes me up, giving me an apologetic smile, and if I wasn’t so irritated with how my morning has played out, maybe I’d indulge her a bit.

      Sneak away from the pen and fuck her in the bathroom, using her own cuffs to put her completely at my mercy. It has been a while.

      But my headache is back, and I don’t fuck cops.

      “It’s just protocol while they contact next-of-kin and take statements,” Kate says after a beat, her eyes finally meeting mine. “We don’t normally like to send anyone home without being sure we’re done with them.”

      “You’d probably process people a lot more quickly if you weren’t so concerned with gossip.” I sit up straighter, sloshing my coffee around. “Or, at least, correct gossip. This place isn’t big enough for you to have fucked up the story that badly. Although, that would explain your abysmal arrest records.”

      Klepsky scoffs. “Our numbers are average. On par with the standards for the rest of the country.”

      “Ah.” I point the Styrofoam cup at him. “I’ll bet you’re a riot in bed.”

      “If we got it so wrong, why don’t you explain to us what really happened?” Kate asks, turning in her chair. “Not every day a Navy SEAL brings in a dead body.”

      “Trust me, it wasn’t my first choice.”

      The two officers exchange a look, and I fold my lips in, silently cursing myself for saying that.

      Bringing Alta May to the Skelm Island PD hadn’t been my choice at all. The operative in me wanted to launch an immediate, full-scale investigation, but Gabe had reminded me of jurisdictions and protocols, and the amount of trouble I’d face if I started tampering with shit.

      “You include that in your statement?” Klepsky quips, pushing off the desk and slinking over.

      He stops in front of me, hands dropping to his belt, a malicious grin plastered on his round face. Kicking my legs out, they bracket him on either side, and I slouch down more, resting my hands on my pelvis.

      I’m about to push him farther, rile him up a little more, when my name lashes out across the pen, whipping against my cheek like a leather crop.

      “Lincoln Dean Porter.”

      My mother’s shrill, no-nonsense voice drowns out the general din of everything else, replacing my irritation with something heavier. Something more permanent.

      Glancing at the front doors as they swing open, I see her enter the building dressed like an Eskimo; a bright, rainbow knit cap is pulled down over her black bob, tied in a short bun at the back of her neck, and her face is flushed the same color as her crimson manicure.

      I push to my feet and shove Klepsky aside with my shoulder; he starts to say something, hand reaching for his gun, before noting the difference in stature. I have about a hundred pounds and six inches on the guy, and even though he might be a little prick, he’s clearly not dumb enough to try to engage in combat.

      Even without a weapon on hand, I’d have him pinned against the wall with his clip emptied before he could remove it from his belt to aim.

      “Ma,” I greet as she scurries past reception, pudgy fingers gripping the throat of her faux-fur coat closed. “What are you doing down here?”

      “You think they can take my baby boy into custody without telling me about it?” she snaps, immediately reaching up to cup my jaw.

      I dip down slightly, though she’s not much shorter than me, and she kisses both sides of my face. Then she slaps me.

      “Ow.” I hold my cheek as a slight sting radiates across it, straightening my spine. “What the hell was that for?”

      “How dare you not use your one phone call on me.”

      “My one... Ma, I wasn’t booked. I didn’t get a phone call.”

      “Oh, Christ. Even worse!” Whirling on the officer at my side, she squares her shoulders and jabs a red fingernail against his chest. “You boys realize it goes against our civil rights as American citizens to deny my son a phone call, right? This boy is a damn hero, and that’s how you treat him? I’ll call Al Sharpton!”

      Snickers fill the room, the wheels of justice grinding to a complete halt as my mother’s outburst sucks up all the attention. I reach forward, wrapping my hand around her finger, and gently pull her away from the officer.

      “Ma,” I say, guiding her to my plastic chair in the corner. “Honestly, I’m fine. I don’t know why anyone even called you.”

      She huffs, shaking me off as she pulls her coat closer to her chin. “They didn’t. Gabriel did, to let us know what happened. I was just hoping the reason you hadn’t called your sister to apologize for lying to her was because you’d been unlawfully detained.”

      I drag a hand down the side of my face as she plops into a chair. Looking over my shoulder, I cock an eyebrow at the front door, as if Daisy might appear out of thin air if I stare long enough.

      “She’s not here.” My mother brushes a piece of lint from her knee, crossing one white Ked over the other.

      “Are you just saying that to lure me into a sense of false security, so when we leave she can attack me?”

      Chuckling, she shakes her head. “No, she stayed with Charlie. I reckon Gabriel will get an ear-full whenever he finally heads home, though. You too, whenever you see her next.”

      I take the seat beside her, reaching over to pat her knee through the dark denim pants she has on. Her lip wobbles as her eyes take in the bullpen, and I wonder if she finds it difficult to be here again so soon after my father’s death.

      If the air here feels as suffocating to her as it does me.

      Eight months ago, it was us sitting down the hall while Gabe told us about the car accident. Aneurysm, he’d said. Burst in his brain and caused him to veer off the road. There was nothing anyone could’ve done.

      It didn’t help that, after a passerby called 911, he’d been at the bottom of the embankment for a solid half hour.

      But, sure. Nothing the Skelm Island first responders could’ve done.

      “I just can’t believe it. Alta May was one of my best friends.”

      “She was a good lady.”

      “The best. Maybe too good. Maybe that’s what made her a target.” I don’t answer, even though I want to point out that we don’t know she was a target. Although, the words carved into her stomach hardly felt random. “How’re you holding up?”

      “I’m fine, Ma.”

      “You look like you haven’t slept in days.”

      “Well, what are you asking, then? How am I, or how am I sleeping? Because those are two entirely different questions.”

      Covering my hand with hers, she curls her fingers around mine, squeezing. “No one would blame you for being a little shaken up, you know.”

      Refraining from rolling my eyes, I give her a curt nod just so she’ll stop hounding me. I slip my hand out from hers and lean forward with my elbows on my knees, jerking my chin in Officer Kate’s direction. “Can I go yet?”

      She shakes her head, pink creeping up her neck the longer our eyes stay locked. Resentment starts to burn brighter inside my chest, a ball of flames growing with each passing minute, and I let my gaze drop to the floor before I say something I might regret.

      “Mr. Porter, you’re wanted for questioning in Room 1A.”

      Blinking out of my foggy thoughts, I glance down the hall where Captain Stoll stands, hat tucked beneath his arm. I frown, sitting up in my seat as my mother’s hand finds mine once again.

      “Questioning? I already gave my statement. I don’t have anything more to say.”

      He doesn’t respond, just stands there staring with his stony eyes.

      Gritting my teeth, I get to my feet, holding my hand up when my mother latches onto my pant leg. “Ma, it’s fine. It’ll only be a minute.”

      She frowns. “It sounds like you’re in trouble.”
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        * * *

      

      The interrogation room is situated in the back of the building, right off the wing with the holding cells. I’m not sure if that was designed with the intention to scare people into confessions, but as I pass the door and see a couple of guys inside playing cards, I chuckle to myself.

      I’m starting to understand why the crime rate is sky high on the island.

      Officer Klepsky follows us into the tiny room, his breath hot on the back of my neck as I round the table; he takes my shoulder in his palm, roughly pushing me into the chair. I bite the inside of my cheek, letting him manhandle me for now, since I don’t want to give the captain any reason to find me suspicious.

      More than I apparently already am.

      Folding my hands, I rest them on top of the metal table as the two uniforms sit down across from me. Captain Stoll drops a beige folder, flipping it open so the contents display; grotesque images of mutilated bodies, some drained completely of their blood, others painted with it.

      He takes the photographs out one by one, the table contrasting against his olive skin, lining them up in a row.

      I blink down at the pictures, then raise my eyes to his. “Gonna need a little bit more if you want me to help solve this puzzle.”

      “I’ll bet you can solve it,” Klepsky grumbles.

      Captain Stoll leans forward, pointing at the images. “Are you saying you don’t recognize any of these faces? No settings, or the way they’ve been... gutted?”

      “Recognize them?” I shift my focus back down, scanning faces and landscapes for an ounce of understanding. “Why would I know anything about these pictures? They’re crime scenes, for fuck’s sake. And judging from the varying styles of gutting, as you so eloquently put it, they’re not even related.”

      Klepsky narrows his eyes. “You know a lot about connected crimes, Porter?”

      Nobody says anything for several beats, and I sit back in my chair, squinting, trying to piece together what’s happening right now.

      And then it hits, like a freight train slamming into me, that this isn’t routine questioning.

      It’s a fucking reckoning.

      “Where’s Gabe?” I ask, my tongue lashing against my teeth. “He was there with me. Why isn’t he being drilled too? What grounds do you have to keep me here right now?”

      “I can assure you, Officer Wilson is being processed through the same standard questions as you.” Captain Stoll pushes a photo toward me, singling it out from the rest of the bunch. He reaches up, swiping a hand over his bald head, cocking a salt-and-pepper brow. “You’re honestly telling me this is the first time you’ve seen these bodies?”

      Alta May’s brown eyes stare back at me, unseeing.

      Mine practically pop out of my skull, and I move my hands beneath the table, gripping my thighs until they ache. “Jesus, yes, Stoll.”

      “Wilson said you were the one who read the message engraved on the body. Repeated it out loud, like a mantra or spell.” Klepsky jots something down in a notepad, watching me with his little gray eyes.

      Rage churns in my gut like a storm surge, threatening to ruin everything in its path. I suck in a deep, annoyed breath, trying to tamp down the urge to throttle these two.

      “I read it because I’m a literate adult. I wasn’t summoning Satan.” Smoothing my palms up and down my jeans until they’re rubbed raw, I shake my head. “I don’t even know what the fuck that means.”

      “You don’t?” Stoll frowns, glancing down. “Klepsky, were we able to uncover the meaning during the preliminary investigation?”

      Shifting his weight from side to side, Klepsky makes a face. “No, sir. Google couldn’t determine it, and I’ve still got a couple guys scouring the classics section in the library looking for a translation.”

      “Signasti fatum tuum. It means you’ve sealed your fate,” a silky voice cuts in as the door to the room swings open, banging into the wall.

      I glance up as a woman enters, chin held high, as if she’s aware that she’s walking into a lion’s den.

      Klepsky looks like he wants to eat her alive for the interruption alone.

      Soft, plush pink lips curl around silent words, the sound not reaching my ears as I find myself momentarily drowning in her femininity; the slender slope of her neck, the taut curves of her hips, perfectly outlined by the dress pants she has on.

      Hips made for holding while fucking from behind. For digging your fingers into while being ridden.

      Long, dark brown hair perfect for wrapping around my fist.

      My cock stirs behind my jeans, the rush of blood snapping me from the moment; it’s such a visceral, all-consuming response that it takes me a second to pull out fully. She crosses the room, wedging herself between the two officers, and folds her arms over her breasts.

      I swallow, tearing my gaze from their gentle swell, willing myself to focus.

      Unfortunately, that means meeting her gaze, and I’m not prepared for the tide of emotion the electric blue of her irises causes.

      They’re the kind of translucent cerulean color that holds secrets. Something alluring and wicked, pulling me in like a magnet the second they land on me.

      Something thick and feral expands in my esophagus, familiarity overwhelming my senses and making my heart race. But I swallow over it as she reaches for the case file on the table, aligning herself with the badges in the room.

      My body may find her fuckable, but as she settles into her seat across from me, one thing becomes very, very clear.

      Right now, she’s also the fucking enemy.
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      A scratch surges up my throat, wanting to escape into the air but I swallow it back down, refusing to look weak in a roomful of men. The metal chair creaks underneath me as I shift, forcing myself to maintain eye contact with the man across the table, even though the sight of him has thrown me until I’m wobbling off balance, teeter-tottering on the edge of a cliff.

      Usually, I’m infallible; in this job, you need to be, but there’s something about the way this guy’s emerald-green eyes spear straight through me, glaring as if I’m dirt beneath his shoe that puts me on edge.

      And there’s a feeling that I can’t describe, one that’s floating around my edges, begging me to grasp ahold of it, but always dancing at the tips of my fingers. Similar to the way I feel when I shoot up in bed, gasping from my nightmares, trying to hold tight to their memory while they slip away to somewhere I can’t reach.

      That combined with the fact I’m finally here on Skelm Island has my insides coiled tight with nerves.

      “Detective Sloane, I presume?”

      My eyes snap to the man sitting next to me, his bald head shiny and his heavy brows drawn as he takes me in. I smile big and wide, not wanting him to feel as if I’m impeding on his territory, although technically, I am. But police get rankled easily when someone comes into their jurisdiction and takes all the power. Add on top of the fact I’m a woman, and it’s a delicate web to weave.

      Besides, I’m the nice one.

      It’s Alex they should be worried about.

      “At your service.” I hold out my hand. “Captain Stoll?”

      He nods, grasping my hand in a firm shake, the calluses on his palm scratching against my skin. He jerks his head toward the officer next to him, a gangly man with hair chopped tight on the sides. “This is Officer Klepsky.”

      Nodding my head in acknowledgment, I turn my gaze to the table, scanning over the glossy five-by-seven photos strewn across the metal top, mutilated corpses meeting my eyes. Klepsky scrambles forward, grabbing up the pictures and sliding them haphazardly back into a beige folder, his eyes pinched.

      Blowing out a breath, I resist the urge to rub my temples.

      “I was looking at those.” I keep my words light. I’ve found that coming in too strong is never a look that goes over well, and since Alex and I will be here in Skelm for the foreseeable future, it’s better to have as many badges on our side as possible. Our job is already going to be difficult even with their help.

      Klepsky grins as he leans against the wall, his thin lips stretching across his face. “These aren’t your average photos, lady. Maybe you should ease your way in. Let us prepare you for what you’ll see.”

      “Well, you are quite a gentleman, aren’t you?” I reply, irritation snapping at my middle.

      His jaw tenses. “Just trying to spare your appetite. Wouldn’t want you to start your day off on the wrong foot.”

      “Not to interrupt,” a gravelly voice cuts through the air. My heart kicks against my ribs as I twist, my gaze flickering to the man at the other end of the table. Lincoln Porter, I presume. “But if you two are going to sit here and go back and forth over whose dick is bigger, can I leave? This whole thing’s already put me behind, and I guarantee my ma is two seconds away from bursting through that door and dragging me home.” He points to the exit.

      Klepsky’s eyes narrow, his chest puffing out. “No.”

      “I’ll try to make my questions quick,” I say.

      Lincoln sighs, shrugging out of his tan jacket and tossing it over the back of his chair, revealing a gray flannel underneath, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. My gaze tracks along the ink that winds its way up his corded forearms, a sharp stab of heat spiking through my center. I adjust in my chair, my thighs rubbing together. Pulling out my tape recorder, I place it on the table and hit the red button, resting my hands on the table, the metal cool beneath my palms. “Now, Mr. Porter, why don’t you tell me what happened?”

      The muscle in his jaw tics. “I’ve already given my statement.”

      Annoyance pricks under my skin, but I force my grin wider, nodding. “I’m sure you’ve had to give it multiple times if this one is any indication.” My thumb flicks to Klepsky, who’s gripping the manila folder like it’s filled with jewels and I’m a thief coming to steal his treasure. I lean in, my stomach flipping as my gaze locks on his. “Between you and me, if the police here are under the impression I can’t even handle looking at a disemboweled woman, I highly suspect they’ll underestimate my ability to hear about what transpired.”

      Lincoln’s lips twitch.

      “So, I’m asking as a personal favor, for you to tell it… just one more time.”

      His nostrils flare, our eyes chained in a battle that has my palms clammy and my mind whirling. There’s something about him, an energy that weaves its way across the table and tugs, like he’s the rope and I’m the prize.

      The way my body reacts to his makes me feel off-kilter, as if there’s something I’m missing.

      If I’m honest, this entire town gives me the creeps.

      “I don’t do personal favors,” he bites out. “Especially for chicks I’ve never met.”

      My chest pulls tight, but I dampen the reaction and chuckle, the ends of my hair tickling my neck as I shake my head.

      “I’m sorry.” I turn to Captain Stoll. “Are there more misogynistic assholes I can expect to meet in this town, or did you pack them all in this room as a special welcoming committee?”

      Captain Stoll grimaces, opening his mouth to speak, but before he can, a bark of laughter rings from across the table, the sound vibrating through my eardrums.

      “I think you need to brush up on what misogyny means,” Lincoln clips. “Turning down your request had nothing to do with what’s between your legs, sweetheart.”

      Fire licks through my veins and my teeth grind as I paste a grin on my face. “It wasn’t a request, hun.”

      “Lincoln Dean Porter.” Alex’s voice cuts through the air, the door banging open and clicking back shut. “A highly decorated hero.”

      My irritation bleeds away at Alex’s presence, and my shoulders drop, happy to have backup—even though our plan was for him to wait longer before coming in.

      He grabs a chair that’s propped against the wall and drags it over, the sound grating against the thick silence of the room. The scent of his aftershave wafts into my nostrils, and I smile, his fluffy brown hair bouncing against the tan skin of his forehead as he plops down next to me. He grins across the table. “Met your mom.”

      Lincoln sighs, his head tilting toward the ceiling. “I’m sure you did.”

      I glance at Alex, pursing my lips. “You’re kind of ruining the whole ‘good cop, bad cop’ thing.”

      Alex shrugs and winks, his chocolaty gaze sparkling. “You know I have FOMO.”

      Scoffing, I roll my eyes, my attention going back to the other men in the room. “Gentlemen, this is my partner, Detective Caruso. And since we were never properly introduced, I’m Detective Sloane. We’re from the Portland department and have been called in to assist on this case.” I nod at Captain Stoll. “But you already knew that, of course.”

      Klepsky huffs from where he’s leaning against the wall. “We’re not incapable.”

      I tilt my head, looking to him. “Oh? Plenty of experience in homicide, then?”

      “Well, I—”

      I stand up and walk toward him. “Have you heard of the Lipstick Killer?”

      Alex groans. “Here we go. Now you’ve got her started.”

      I glare back at him before meeting the stare of Klepsky again. “He mutilated a six-year-old girl back in the forties, and left a note on the wall in red lipstick, begging to be caught.”

      Klepsky cocks a brow. “And?”

      “And…” I step into him, my hand reaching out to grip the manila folder that’s wrapped tightly in his fingers. “If I were on the case, he wouldn’t have needed to beg.”

      Grabbing the folder, I rip it from his grasp. “Now sit down like a good pup, and let the professionals do their job.” I pat his badge, grinning widely. “I’ll let you know if I need a coffee.”

      Spinning back around, I walk to the table, opening up the folder and laying the photos out for us to see.

      “Now,” I repeat, my stomach somersaulting as they once again land on Lincoln’s amused gaze. “I’m going to ask again nicely, Mr. Porter. Tell me what happened and don’t leave anything out.”

      “And then I can go?” His brow arches in challenge.

      I smile, my head tilting. “And then you can take me to your boat.”
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      I blink at the woman across the room, trying not to let her icy stare make me any more angry than I already am.

      Her eyes are soft around the edges, but they’re misleading; in the interrogation room, the longer I sat under her perusal, answering question after mindless question, the more exposed I felt. Like I couldn’t tell there’s a sharpness lingering just under her surface, desperate to peel back my skin and see what secrets lie beneath.

      Not that she looks directly at me long enough for it to matter. But for some reason, I can’t stop feeling like a spider caught in her web.

      Detective Sloane. Figures Stoll would call in someone from fucking Portland to handle a case like this. Their reputation isn’t much better, but they’re definitely better equipped.

      Leaning against the glass doors to the precinct as I await my official release, I trail my gaze slowly over the length of her as she converses quietly with her partner by the water cooler.

      I can’t deny the primal surge of desire that stirs in my gut as she puts a hand on her hip, ignoring me even though the pink in her pretty cheeks tells me she’s aware of my speculation.

      After a moment, Detective Sloane glances up, and even though it feels like being dunked in a tank of glacial water, I don’t break the connection.

      Stoll does, however, exiting the reception office with a slip of paper in hand. He stops in front of me, waving it in my face. “You’re free to go, Porter. Sorry to keep you.”

      “Um, no,” the detective’s voice chirps, her birdlike tone at odds with her occupation, as she hurries over. “He’s not. My partner and I really would like to see his boat.”

      “No thanks,” I say, snatching the paper from Stoll. “As much as I love strangers invading my personal space, I don’t want the smell of bacon driving the fish away.”

      “Don’t you own a lobster boat?” Detective Caruso asks, stepping up beside Sloane. “Can lobsters even smell?”

      My eyes narrow, taking in the protective stance he adopts, as if she’s treasure and I’m some fucking pirate. He crosses his arms, cocking a dark brow, practically melting into her.

      Worse, she seems to lean into it, comforted by his presence.

      The movement tangles my stomach into knots, and I swallow a gulp of air, stuffing my hands in my jacket pockets.

      “How do you think they find food?” I snap, irritation licking down my spine like a fire roaring to life.

      “Actually,” Sloane interjects, rocking back on her heels, “they use their antennae to scope out sustenance. Their sense of smell is so acute that it can single out strings of amino acids.”

      Clamping my lips shut, I study her form in silence for a beat, watching her neck flush fuchsia. My chest tightens, but I ignore the sensation, shaking my head instead. “How do you know that?”

      She shrugs, glancing at Caruso and Stoll sheepishly. “I read a lot. And, I think I may have been a fisherman in my past life.”

      “Oh, Jesus.” Her partner snickers, nudging her with his elbow. “I’m still not convinced.” He spares me a glance, smirking as if letting me in on some private little joke as he hooks his thumb in her direction. “One time I managed to wrangle her into a fishing excursion, and she couldn’t even bait her hook. Obsessed with serial killers, but spearing worms is where she draws the line.”

      My gaze volleys between the two, hitching on Sloane as her blush deepens. She pushes her shoulders back and scoffs, clearly gearing up for some big lecture, and I find my quota for bullshit capped the second her pretty mouth pops open.

      Outside, I can see my mother’s car sitting idle at the curb; looking out past the hood, I see her kneeling in front of the flagpoles, adjusting the hay bales and pumpkins situated around them, as if she was the one to put them there. With a sigh, I turn away from the detectives, give Stoll a solid shoulder slap, and head out of the building before anyone stops me.

      “Ma,” I call, my breath clouding in the air. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Don’t you swear at me, delinquent. I’m trying to pay off your debt to society.”

      Biting back a sarcastic retort, I walk over to where she’s seated on the curb. She’s tying burlap ribbons around the stem of each pumpkin, mumbling to herself about the state of my soul.

      “I’m not detained, Ma. I didn’t kill anybody.” When she doesn’t say anything, I poke the back of her Ked with my boot. “Hello? There’s no debt to erase. Let’s go home.”

      “I’m really afraid you can’t do that, Lincoln.”

      Inhaling deeply at the sound of yet another intrusion, I spin around slowly, already way more familiar with this hot detective’s lush tone than I care to be. I don’t like the way it glides across my skin like silk, bringing life to the bits of me I prefer to stay dead.

      My mother scrambles to her feet, brushing dirt off on her jeans and pressing down on the lapels of her coat. “Oh, god, I knew it. What are you booking him for?”

      “She’s not booking me at all,” I say, shooting Sloane a dirty look. “And don’t call me Lincoln.”

      One of Sloane’s dark brows arches. “Isn’t that your name?”

      “A name reserved for friends and family, of which you are neither.”

      “Lincoln.” My mother’s fist lashes out, sucker punching me in the gut, her diamond engagement ring smarting as it hits me. “Quit being such an ass.” She offers Sloane an apologetic smile, and I roll my eyes. “I’m sorry, dear. I truly don’t know where he gets this attitude. I suspect it’s been quite some time since he’s been laid, and it’s starting to get to his psyche.”

      I choke on my saliva, a groan getting caught in my throat. Sloane, for her part, barely even blinks; instead, she grins and nods at my mother, indulging the explanation.

      My hands curl inside my pockets, fingernails digging into the meat of my palms until they’re numb.

      “Linc—Mr. Porter’s neglected libido aside,” the detective continues, although I swear I note a flash of heat behind those annoyingly mesmerizing eyes, “while he’s not an official suspect in this case, he is what we like to call a person of interest. And unfortunately, your boat is a technical crime scene.”

      She pauses, as if waiting for me to acquiesce.

      I don’t.

      With a sigh, Sloane drags a hand through her dark hair; the wind kicks up as if on some sort of cue, brushing her soft, floral scent across my nostrils.

      “Mrs. Porter, do you mind if I have a moment alone with your son?”

      Swinging her eyes to me, my mother frowns. “Are you detaining him? I have a right to know. So I can arrange a lawyer.”

      The corners of Sloane’s lips tip up slightly. “No, ma’am, we’re not detaining him.”

      I roll my eyes as my mother turns to me, reaching up to pinch my cheek. “Be good. I expect to see you at the house later.”

      My eyebrows raise, apprehension settling deep in my gut. “Will Daisy be there?”

      “Well, she lives there.” Her fingers squeeze my skin, numbing the area, and then she lets go and steps away, walking back to the pumpkins to collect her ribbon. Gathering it in her arms, she heads over to where her Nissan is parked, stuffing everything in the back seat before climbing behind the wheel. “Six p.m. sharp, mister.”

      With a final wave, she peels out of the parking lot, apparently completely unbothered by the police presence as she speeds away.

      Then it’s just Sloane and me. She stares at the collar of my jacket, lips pursed, and a sharp pang ripples through my chest, my body wanton just from her proximity. I can’t quite tell if it’s the fact that I’ve not been laid in... a long time, or if it’s the energy surrounding this little vixen.

      And a vixen she is—agonizingly alluring, without even trying. The way she’s somehow demure and commanding all at once, like a siren luring men to their deaths.

      I swallow, willing away images of her kneeling before me, focusing instead on my headache’s return and the fact that I’m sure she’s the cause.

      Finally, those wicked eyes slide up the length of my throat, colliding with mine like a car crash; everything screeches to an abrupt halt as I try to ignore the reminder they serve of my greatest loss.

      Of Morgan Jensen, the daughter of Skelm Island’s lightkeeper—although that’s more of an arbitrary title at this point. Her eyes were the same electric blue, bright as gemstones, snuffed out far too soon.

      Two decades later, I’m still lamenting her ghost, living in the shadow of the island’s lighthouse as though it might help keep her memory alive.

      The detective tilts her head to one side. “Look, I don’t want to detain you, but—”

      “Sure about that?” I ask, cutting her off. Taking a step closer, I stare down my nose at her petite form, maintaining her gaze as a surge of desperation sweeps through me. The need to shift our power dynamic, get ahold of myself and show her who’s in charge.

      Her eyes flutter, obviously tempted to look away, but she doesn’t.

      The contact makes me hard as a fucking rock.

      “Seems to me like you could’ve sent your partner out here to let me know you want to see my boat,” I continue, stopping mere inches away from her body. From my peripheral, I see the bob of her throat, and my chest constricts, my bones humming with the need to soak in her reaction to me.

      It’s completely fucking inappropriate, especially given that she’s absolutely not on my side, but I can’t help myself.

      “Alex doesn’t get quite the same results with suspects as I do,” Sloane says, and fuck me if her voice doesn’t betray a hint of breathlessness.

      “Oh? Is that because he can’t seduce them into confessing?”

      “No, he probably could.” Her tongue darts out, wetting her plump bottom lip, and my cock pulses angrily. “But they never expect me to do this.”

      Something hard wedges against my rib cage shoved up under the flap of my jacket, and it takes me a split second to realize she’s holding me at gunpoint.

      I didn’t even fucking notice she’d removed the weapon from its holster, much less put the barrel against me.

      So much for BUDS and SEAL training.

      “Now,” Sloane says, lifting her chin, “I suggest we do this the easy way, and you take us to the boat. Or I will have the vessel impounded as evidence, and you arrested for obstruction of justice. Think of the paperwork and all the badges that’ll be around if you’re thrown in jail. Can’t imagine that’d be good for business...” she trails off, nudging me back so there’s more space between us. “And you can’t really afford another dip in profit, can you?”

      My temple throbs, searing pain spreading like molasses along the front of my skull. Unfortunately, she’s right, and I fucking hate it.

      Clenching my jaw so tight it vibrates from the pressure, I let out a low breath—something half grunt, half growl—and step back, making a sweeping gesture across the parking lot with my arm.

      I watch as she tucks the gun back into her belt, a flash of hesitant triumph taking over her features for the briefest moment. She schools herself almost as soon as it happens, though, and glances at me expectantly.

      Biting back a chuckle, I nod to where my truck’s parked. “Let’s go, killer.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I’ve never been on a lobstering boat in my life, but as I make my way down the wooden dock, Alex humming the Gilligan’s Island theme song at my side like an idiot, familiarity worms its way through my veins. I shake off the feeling, attributing it to the photos I skimmed before making my way here.

      The boat itself is nothing spectacular—bigger than I expected—a basic white with blue trim, Captain Morgan gleaming on the side. I swallow over the knot lodging in my throat when we make it close to the edge of the walkway, my fists clenching as my eyes take in the name of the boat.

      “Look at that, carina.” Alex nudges my side. “The Captain Morgan. Not exactly a name that strikes fear into people’s hearts, huh?”

      I smirk. “It’s always the nice ones that end up holding the knives, Alex. You should know that by now.”

      The truth is, I’m not a huge fan of the sea. Something about being near it; the rocky coasts and the salty winds make my chest pull and my head hurt, spinning my insides until vertigo threatens to collapse me right where I stand. But there’s nothing I can do except grit my teeth and bear it because it turns out the murderers of Maine love to make use of water.

      It doesn’t help that the vibe of this entire town is seriously off. Fog rolls in steadily off the ocean, and a rainbow of yellows, browns and reds blanket every square inch of ground. The streets are lined with jack-o’-lanterns and gourds, as if fall was made specifically for Skelm Island. Honestly, it’s hard to imagine it any other time of year.

      Alex stops when we’re about five feet from the end of the dock, his head twisting around to take in our surroundings. My gaze is locked on the boat itself, a chill skating up my side, something heavy settling in the center of my chest, weighing me down. I can’t stand the feeling, but I shouldn’t be surprised. With someone like Lincoln owning the land, I’m sure negative energy just exists within its foundation.

      A loud bark whips through the air, a golden lab leaping over the edge of the vessel and bounding down the walkway toward us. A grin takes over my face as I crouch down, my hand reaching out to pet its soft yellow hair.

      “Well, hi there, sweetie.” The dog’s breath is hot against my palm, its tongue hanging out of its mouth. “So sweet. Yes you are,” I say, my other hand coming up to scratch under its chin.

      “Monet!” The deep voice cuts through the moment, my stomach sinking as I realize this must be Lincoln’s dog. And sure enough, when I glance up, Lincoln is hopping over the side of the boat, his dark knit cap contrasting against his jade eyes, making my stomach clench.

      “This thing yours?” Alex asks, pointing down at the dog with a scrunched-up nose.

      “Yeah,” Lincoln huffs, stopping a few steps away and crossing his arms. “He is.”

      Monet whimpers, pushing his head farther into my hand. My smile widens, my fingers scratching behind his ears. “And he’s such a good boy. Aren’t you?” My palms rub playfully against the sides of his face. “Aren’t you just the sweetest baby ever?”

      “Don’t talk to him like that,” Lincoln snaps.

      I lift my head to the sky, blowing out a deep breath. Look up the word difficult in the dictionary and I swear to God this man’s picture would be next to it. “Like what?”

      “Actually...” His lips spread into a thin grin. “Don’t talk to him at all. Monet, hier.”

      I smirk at his German, wondering if the command stems from his time in active duty. Monet obeys immediately, going to Lincoln’s side, his tail wagging as he stares up at his owner. “You sure he’s yours?” I ask.

      Lincoln tilts his head. “Does it look like he’s someone else’s?”

      “He’s just so... happy, and you’re so...” I wave my hand in front of me.

      “Where is everyone?” Alex interrupts.

      His voice brings me back to the real reason why we’re here and I take a moment to glance around, noticing for the first time that other than Lincoln and his dog, there’s no one around. No one.

      “That’s actually a really good question,” I add.

      Seeing as this is the boat that brought a dead body to shore, and with Lincoln as a person of interest, there should be police here collecting evidence and blocking off the area.

      But there’s not.

      “They can’t already be done collecting everything.” I turn toward Alex. “Did Stoll say that they had been out here?” My mind races, irritation winding its way through my middle as I realize if they have, then we weren’t given all the information.

      Alex shrugs. “They had photos. I just assumed we’d be meeting forensics on the scene. It’s kind of elementary, I didn’t think we’d need to double-check.”

      “Hmm,” I hum, glancing back at Lincoln, who’s eyeing us, the left side of his mouth tilted up. What the hell is he smirking at?

      “Has anyone else been out here?” I ask.

      His brows draw in, the sharp angles of his face looking as if he’s cut from glass. “This is private property.”

      My eyes narrow, irritation sizzling beneath my skin. “It’s a yes or no question.”

      His nostrils flare as he moves toward me, not stopping until the edges of his boots hit the tips of my shoes. A shadow falls over me, my neck burning from the stretch of looking up to meet his glare head-on.

      He leans down, his breaths ghosting across my cheek. He’s so close I can almost feel the hatred pouring from his eyes. “No,” he says.

      My heart stutters in my chest, stomach tightening.

      “Wait.” Alex’s voice snaps me out of my trance and Lincoln straightens, pushing me to the side and jumping from the dock onto the boat.

      “You mean to tell me,” he continues. “Nobody has been out here to collect evidence? To do a sweep? Take pictures? Nothing?”

      Lincoln leans against the wall, and his jaw tics as he absentmindedly scratches behind Monet’s ear. “Gabe took some pictures, but other than that?” He rubs a hand over the scruff on his jaw. “Nope.”

      “And you didn’t find that weird?” I tilt my head, ignoring the way my body is still buzzing from our interaction.

      A condescending grin lines his face. “Have you met our local police?”

      I cringe, moving forward to climb on board. “He has a point,” I mutter to Alex.

      Leaning over the edge, I peer onto the platform of the boat, taking in the wood floor and the blue trim that runs along the edges. It’s stained from years of work, but other than that it’s... really clean. My forehead scrunches, trepidation spiraling through my chest. I lift my leg to hop on board, but my foot gets caught on the side and I topple, my hands shooting out to get purchase on the floor and cushion my landing.

      Only, the floor never comes.

      Lincoln grabs my waist roughly, jerking me into him. My fingers curl around his forearms as I gasp out heavy breaths, my heart slamming against my ribs.

      I twist until I meet his eyes, our faces so close I can see the faint white lines that run through his irises, and tingles race through me when his arms tighten around my middle. His gaze bounces from my mouth and back up, his fingers digging into the fabric of my clothes.

      “Th—thank you,” I stutter.

      Something dark flickers over his face and he moves me upright, shoving me away.

      “Sloane,” Alex starts, maneuvering his way onto the deck to stand next to me.

      I clear my throat, brushing down the front of my jacket. “I’m fine.”

      My gaze coasts from the platform up to the steerage, and I slowly walk around the perimeter, recreating the small pieces of information we’ve been given to form a coherent image in my mind. I walk closer to the sheltered area as I imagine finding a carved up body tangled in the lines of a lobster trap. My heart kicks in my chest, my mind going fuzzy, a throbbing starting at my temple. The main area of the boat is clean, nothing out of place, the siding and the floors shiny and spotless. Suspicion filters through me, thick and heavy, as I twist to glance at Lincoln. “Didn’t you find the body while you were on this boat?”

      His lips thin. “Your investigative work is stunning. Truly.”

      Irritation makes my chest clench. “Who cleaned it?”

      “What?”

      “Your boat.” I wave my arm around. “It’s been cleaned. And forensics hasn’t even been here yet, so I’m not sure why you would think it’s a good idea to wipe things down before we had a chance to take everything in. In case you weren’t aware, that’s something we call tampering.”

      His eyes burn. “Jesus, fuck. I’ve been holed up at the station with you this entire time. Are you really suggesting I had time to clean everything in the ten minutes it took for you two to wander down here from my truck?”

      “I’m not suggesting anything.” I shrug.

      Alex walks up next to me. “She has a point.”

      Lincoln sighs, his hands coming up to rest on the top of his head. “Of course she does.”

      “It’s just strange, is all,” I cut back in. “You’ve been fighting this whole time about us even being on your boat, and now here we are, no police in sight and a polished floor.” I point at the ground. “Almost as if there was never a body to begin with.”

      “I was the one who called it in,” Lincoln says through his teeth.

      “But that’s not really true, is it?” Alex says. “Your friend called it in.”

      Something sharp pricks my middle at the realization that Lincoln’s story just isn’t adding up. I don’t want him to be a suspect, but he’s making it damn difficult to clear him. “Who was with you again?”

      His eyes cut to me. “Shouldn’t you know that already, Detective?”

      I grin. “Just double-checking my memory.”

      “Gabe,” he says. “He’s my brother-in-law.”

      “And a cop, right?” Alex adds.

      “He’s...” Lincoln runs a hand over his knit cap, blowing out a breath as his large hand falls back down to his side. My insides clench. “Yeah. He’s a cop.”

      My mind flies through possible scenarios. Is it really possible that the police department here is that inadequate? I’ve never heard of them fucking up a situation so bad where they don’t even send out anyone to an actual crime scene, but here we are and there’s no one in sight.

      “And he’s the one that took the pictures?” I ask.

      Lincoln nods. “Yeah. Look… didn’t you guys question him too? I don’t really have time for this. Take more pictures if you want, search the whole damn cabin.” He flings his arm out to the door leading to the interior. “Just do whatever it is you need to do and get the hell off my boat.”

      And with that, he jumps over the ledge, storming down the dock and disappearing.

      Alex whistles, his hands in his pockets. “Kinda sus. Should we go after him?”

      I shake my head. “No, let’s just do what we can and head back to the station.” I walk toward the interior and pull open the door, trying to ignore the way my chest pulls tight.

      Because I have a sinking feeling that Lincoln Porter just went from being a person of interest to a suspect.
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      It’s been several days since Detective Sloane and her puppy-eyed lackey made a mess of my boat, practically stripping the vessel in their attempt to uncover a shred of evidence.

      There’s been no peace in my life in the days following their initial investigation, although that has less to do with the fact that I’m being looked into at all, and everything to do with the memory of Sloane’s body pressed up against mine.

      I shouldn’t have touched her; should’ve let her fall flat on her pretty face.

      Would’ve served her right for insisting she take a look on my boat.

      Unfortunately, I was raised to have manners. To help. And her partner had been too busy staring off into space to realize Sloane’s barely tall enough to clear my chest, let alone climb in the boat without assistance. Add in the fact that I could tell she’s not used to being that close to open water, and the entire encounter was a recipe for disaster.

      Now, I’m stuck trying to scrub away the soft feel of her hips, the way my fingers indented into them with the slightest touch. How her plush lips parted just so, a gasp escaping her as those bright eyes met mine, begging to be ravaged.

      Or maybe it’s just been too long since I’ve had a good fuck.

      “So they didn’t say whether or not you’d be implicated?” my sister asks, pulling me from my thoughts. Her son is propped up on her shoulder as she rubs circles on his back. “I mean, it sounds like they’re going through an awful lot of trouble if they aren’t planning on it.”

      Sighing, I focus on drying the ceramic plate in my hand, ensuring it’s spotless before placing it in the cabinet next to the kitchen sink with the others. “They don’t have anything to charge me with. And I’m sure they know it, which is why they’re making a big stink about it.”

      Smoothing a hand down one side of her uniform—a plain white button-down and black jeans that all the waitresses at our local diner wear—she purses her lips. “What exactly did they do on your boat?”

      My jaw tics in reflex. The better question is probably what didn’t they do—as if invading my privacy wasn’t enough, between Sloane, Alex, and the pricks at the PD who finally showed, the Captain Morgan had been gutted in an effort to find anything connecting me to Alta May’s murder.

      I lost an entire day on the water because of it, and unsurprisingly, they found jack shit.

      “Nothing of consequence.” I shrug, reaching for another plate. Scraping the remnants of our lobster mac from lunch into the garbage disposal, I scrub the dish clean and dry it off. “Which is exactly what I said they’d find, but God forbid anyone believe me.”

      “Maybe you should try being nicer to the police,” she suggests, shifting her son higher on her shoulder.

      “Yeah? Maybe they should try not being stupid.”

      Daisy hums, tucking a piece of dark hair behind her ear, away from Charlie’s reach. It’s nothing she hasn’t heard from my mouth before; since her husband joined the academy years ago, I’ve been vocal about my complete distaste for local law enforcement.

      It doesn’t help that my friendship with Gabe gets me unfettered access to the dirty underbelly of it all; the endless nights, the unnecessary red tape erected by the brass, and the shit pay.

      If they bothered to pay their people what they deserve, maybe Gabe and Daisy could move out of our childhood home. And maybe he wouldn’t feel the need to sleep on my boat when he’s not welcome, creating problems for me that I certainly don’t need.

      This is the first full conversation I’ve had with my sister since we found Alta May’s body, and it was only initiated because our mother forced us to sit down for Sunday lunch after her church service let out.

      “Gabe says there’s a rumor going around that they brought in those Portland detectives because it’s bigger than just Alta May.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Oh, are we speaking to that fucker again?”

      She blushes, patting Charlie’s back. “He’s my husband, Lincoln. I’m allowed to be upset when I don’t know where he is.”

      “I’m not saying you shouldn’t be.” I switch off the faucet, putting away the last plate, and lean against the sink. “In fact, I think you should be harder on him. He never has to stay sorry for long. You were mad at me longer than you were him.”

      “Well, you’ve never been very good at apologies.” She shifts, lifting a shoulder.

      “I’m very good at them,” I grumble to myself, wiping my hands on a nearby dish towel. “Just not the kind I can give to you.”

      Daisy lets out a sigh, moving Charlie to her other shoulder; his big doe eyes pop open for a moment, then drift closed again once he’s settled, his fist curled into her chest. “Look, I’m a grown woman, and if I want to forgive my husband to make my life a little easier, then I’m going to.”

      I don’t comment, turning around to stare at her as I lean against the stainless steel stove. Because, once again, Gabe is nowhere to be found.

      How is that making her life easier?

      “Honestly, I’m not looking for a lecture. And certainly not from a man whose last meaningful relationship was almost twenty years ago.”

      Her comment hits like snowball-sized hail, knocking the breath out of my lungs. A flash of blue eyes and a toothy, goofy grin plays across my vision like a camera reel, but the second I blink, it fractures, disintegrating like dust. Something sharp flares to life in my chest, a tremor throbbing from the chambers of my heart, and I clear my throat as my mother walks in, carrying a brown paper sack filled to the brim with groceries.

      “Oh, no.” She pauses in the archway from the foyer, dark eyes swinging between Daisy and me. My nostalgia evaporates immediately, drying up like an unused well the second she breaks the silence. “Who died?”

      “Alta May Davis, four days ago.”

      My mother flips me the bird, walking over to slam the paper bag down on the granite countertop. “I mean, the tension in this room is unholy. It only ever gets like this when you’re here, you know.”

      I roll my eyes. “Then stop making me come over.”

      Clicking her tongue, she shoves me out of the way as she begins unloading the bag. “No can do. Who else will carry my things in from the car?”

      “Daisy?” I offer.

      “Okay, you hold Charlie and I’ll go get the rest of Ma’s shit.” Daisy points at her son, smoothing a hand over his brown hair.

      Glancing at the sleeping baby, I hesitate. My mother hip checks me, pushing me farther down the counter. “Make yourself useful, delinquent. You might not have been arrested, but that doesn’t mean I’m letting you off scot-free.”

      My eyes narrow, irritation coursing like hot lava through my veins. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Not yet.” She takes out a head of Romaine lettuce, pulling open the fridge to drop it in the crisper. “Consider your service a preemptive strike against your general bad attitude.”

      Feeling a headache coming on, I reach up to rub my temples as I quickly exit the room. The sunflower wallpaper in the hall feels entirely too bright as I bypass the living room and head for the front door, yanking it open as a cry pierces the air.

      I’m just pulling the door shut behind me and stepping out onto the porch when it turns into a full-fledged wail.

      A heavy breath escapes my chest, and I stop to catch the relief it brings, pausing to look around at my childhood home. The porch and yard are littered with tacky Halloween decorations from when Daisy and I were kids and our father would ransack the bargain bins.

      The house’s white siding is in desperate need of a power wash, the stones outlining the front walk cracked and grown over by grass and dead leaves.

      Things Gabe should be taking care of, but are neglected because of the time he spends at the police department.

      My headache spreads, pulsing behind my eyes, souring my mood almost palpably. I make a mental note to bring my pressure washer over later this week and clean the siding myself, then make my way to where my mother’s Toyota is parked haphazardly in the wraparound drive.

      Leaning down to grab the last few paper bags from the trunk, I’m startled when a soft voice floats in from my side; it caresses my skin, producing goose bumps in its wake, and I jump at the sound of my name, smacking my head on the trunk lid.

      “Jesus Christ.” The bags fall from my arms, groceries toppling out of them, and I snap into a standing position, whirling on the intruder.

      “Oh, my god! Are you okay?”

      Detective Sloane rocks back on her heels, standing entirely too close to me. My hand flies to the knot on the back of my head, applying pressure as I glare down at her.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I snap, massaging the spot. I don’t move back, though, unwilling to be the one to give in this situation; if she wants to rub up against me, I’ll let her.

      Maybe if I get a taste I’ll be able to stop thinking about the way she seems to fit into me.

      “Stalking you, obviously.” She gives me a little lopsided grin.

      Now, I do shift away, my body’s reaction to this woman completely infuriating, all things considered. I shouldn’t be attracted to the devil, yet here I am.

      Dropping my hand to my side, I turn and reach back into the trunk for the groceries. “Do you maim all of your leads?”

      Her face contorts, eyebrows scrunching. “Only when they’re begging for it.”

      Those icy eyes widen the second the words leave her lips, as though they weren’t planned at all, and I bite down on the inside of my cheek until the taste of copper floods my mouth, staving off the need for a sarcastic remark.

      “Great. Glad you stopped by.”

      I grunt, using my elbow to close the lid, gripping the three grocery bags in my arms. Sloane starts after me, the soft crunch of her black flats loud as she follows.

      “Wait!” Fingers curl around my bicep, stronger than I’d anticipated. It burns where she grips me, her touch incinerating as it bleeds through my flannel. Clearing her throat, she slowly lets her hand fall, reaching up to push some of her brown hair from her shoulder. “I was hoping I could talk to you.”

      Pausing with one foot on the porch, I glance back, keeping my face blank. “I’ve answered all of your questions.”

      She blinks. “I... well, about the case, yeah. But I was hoping to maybe get to know you.”

      I bristle. “No thanks.”

      Stepping onto the porch, I make a beeline for the front door, wanting to disappear inside before my mother notices Sloane’s presence.

      “Look,” I hear the detective say, her lilted voice carrying on the slight breeze. “I came here as me today. No partner, no badge, no gun. Just me, a girl trying to do her job.”

      I freeze, my hand suspended as it reaches for the doorknob. My brain tries to rebel against reacting, logic reminding me that this woman is a master at deception. That she’s trained to get a rise out of people.

      And yet, my body spins anyway, pinning her with a dark look. “You came here without a gun? Without your badge?”

      For some reason, the idea of her being completely vulnerable draws the muscles in my chest tight, cinching them like a stitched-up wound.

      Shrugging, she tugs on the hem of her red blouse. “They’re in my car.” She points over her shoulder to a little red Honda parked down the street. “I just thought this way might be easier.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I bend, setting the groceries down on the glass patio table beside the door. I smooth a hand over my collar, then walk slowly back over to her, stopping a breath away.

      So close, I can smell her vulnerability. Can see the slight quiver in her pulse at the base of her throat when I’m near, proving that I’m not the only one who’s affected by whatever this energy is between us.

      “I’m not interested in letting you get to know me,” I say, raking my eyes down her curves before meeting her gaze and refusing to drop it. “Unless you’re offering the biblical sense of the term?”

      She doesn’t even flinch, for once maintaining eye contact. “I’m not, but I do have a warrant to search your home.”
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      I should have known that trying to butter up Lincoln wouldn’t work. He’s an enigma; one that drives me insane but also fascinates me. I want to figure out how to break him open, like a rock you crack to see if there’s crystal inside. But there’s also a part of me that cowers away from his intensity. Something about his eyes, the way they seem to drag up my soul until it scratches beneath my skin that makes me want to run far, far away.

      The dichotomy of both leaves me reeling.

      But I have a job to do.

      We tore apart his boat but came up blank. Someone definitely scrubbed it clean, and with Lincoln refusing to cooperate—to give us anything to go off of, what other conclusion can we come to except that he was the one to clean it?

      It was enough for a judge to grant a warrant.

      Captain Stoll put up a fuss, not wanting to deal with Lincoln’s mom, or with the town’s ire from messing with the beloved Porters. And as much as I’d like to give in, to wash my hands of Lincoln Porter once and for all, I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t hit every nook and cranny to make sure his name is cleared.

      His anger toward law enforcement and his unwillingness to sit down and even help aid the investigation makes things difficult.

      And him leaning against the wood-paneled wall of his cabin, staring daggers into my back while I lead the search of his home doesn’t help either.

      I huff, standing up straight, the ends of my ponytail swiping across my upper back. “All clear in here,” I holler to Alex in the other room.

      Various uniformed badges—most brought in from Portland—are wading through Lincoln’s small eight-hundred square foot cabin attempting to find... something. Or maybe hoping to find nothing at all.

      My eyes glance to Lincoln, irritation slinking its way through my middle. Monet sits dutifully by his side, his happy demeanor from the dock gone, and in its place, a stiff back and raised hair, as if he’s mirroring Lincoln’s emotions about the unwelcome intrusion. Lincoln’s hand reaches down, absentmindedly rubbing Monet’s head.

      I blow out a breath, something warm tugging on the center of my chest. Maybe I’ll try to get through one more time.

      “You live here all alone?” I ask, walking toward him.

      He grunts but doesn’t respond, his eyes hard as stone, flickering from me to the men tearing through his personal belongings.

      “It’s nice,” I try again. “Homey.”

      His head snaps back to me, and my heart stutters as he trails his gaze from the tips of my toes, moving them agonizingly slow all the way up my body until they lock on mine—a fire burning in his stare.

      “Was homey,” he says.

      “Pardon?”

      He straightens off the wall, moving forward until he’s right in front of me, the heat of his body sticking to my skin. What is it about this man and getting into my personal space?

      “I said it was homey,” he repeats. “Before you and your… friends came and turned it into a sty.”

      My fists clench and I grit my teeth, forcing myself to stay put, even though the urge to smack him in the face is so strong it stings my palms. He is such an asshole.

      “You think I want to be here?” I step in closer. “You think I want to be around someone who makes me feel like dirt under their shoe? You think it feels nice being on the end of so much hatred, when you damn well know I’m just here doing my job?”

      My chest brushes against his with every exhale.

      “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Lincoln,” I continue. “But I’m trying to catch a murderer.”

      He chuckles. “You’re doing a pretty shitty job.”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek, cocking my head as I take him in. “Maybe that’s the issue, isn’t it? The reason why you’re so angry all the time. Why you don’t answer any of our questions, or want to help us at all.”

      His jaw tics.

      Fiery satisfaction races through my veins at the realization that I’m affecting him. “I think that’s it. You don’t want us to solve this case.” My finger pokes his chest.

      He leans down, his energy wrapping around me like a straitjacket, his breath ghosting across my lips as his gaze slices through mine. “You don’t know shit about what I want.”

      My stomach flips and I rip myself away until I’m at a safe distance, drawing in a deep breath to settle my nerves. “And you don’t know the first thing about homicide,” I reply. “So either help, or get out of my way so I can do my job.”

      He smirks. “Easy, killer. The faster you get this done, the quicker you’re out of my fucking life.”

      “God, you’re so difficult,” I complain, my muscles tensing. “I’m trying to get out of your life, but you have to work with me for that. So, tell me you were out with friends, or that you cleaned the boat because you needed to, or… just give me something, Lincoln.”

      “Don’t call me that,” he snaps.

      I sigh, raising my head to the ceiling. “Mr. Porter, give me something so I can clear you. Stop fighting this so hard and let me help you.”

      His hand reaches down and pats Monet’s head as he works his jaw back and forth, as if he can’t decide between making my life miserable or making his life better.

      Finally, he runs a big palm down his face and groans. “I was at Petey’s.”

      “Petey’s?”

      He bobs his head. “The bar down on Main.”

      My heart kicks in my chest. “From what time?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugs. “I couldn’t sleep, so I went for a nightcap and then...” He purses his lips. “Probably until midnight.”

      I nod, taking in his words. This is good. The autopsy showed Alta May had been dead for at least eight hours by the time she was drug up from the water. And if I can corroborate Lincoln’s story, that means that he isn’t the killer.

      “Why didn’t you tell us this from the get-go?” I ask.

      His gaze hardens into stone. “Because my life is none of your fucking business. Now do what you need to do and get the hell off my property.”
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        * * *

      

      “Do you remember your twelfth birthday party?” my mom’s tinkling voice asks through my phone.

      I lean back in the driver’s seat of my Honda, staring at the entrance to Petey’s.

      “Maybe?” I scrunch my nose.

      She laughs. “Well, we invited all your friends from school over, but the only thing you wanted to do was sit next to your aunt Cammie and beg her to let you come along with her to work, help her ‘solve the cases.’”

      I roll my eyes, my heart faltering at the mention of my aunt, but an image appears in my head of the day she’s talking about. “Yeah.” I smile. “I remember. It’s not my fault the kids in our town weren’t as exciting as open investigations with CPS.” My lips turn down. “Not that Aunt Cammie ever let me help.”

      My mom chuckles again. “Yeah, well… she was just as protective of you as I am. May she rest in peace.” She sighs. “But I knew then that you were gonna do something great. Something to help people. I just wish you would’ve picked something safer.”

      My teeth sink into the skin of my cheek, frustration bubbling in the center of my chest. “As always, Mom, I appreciate the concern. But this is what I love.”

      “Yeah, well, forgive me for not wanting you to end up in a serial killer’s basement again.”

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, my fingers tighten on the phone. “Listen, I’m actually working now, so I gotta go. Tell Dad I love him.”

      “Okay, love you, baby. Be careful.”

      Click.

      I love my family, but it’s conversations like this that make me happy Alex is the one who went back to Portland to debrief Sarge. Mom would have guilted me into a visit where I would have had to sit there and listen to her complain about all the ways my job is too dangerous.

      Both of my parents have always been extremely protective, but as I grew older, my dad realized I was an adult, capable of making decisions. Now we just need my mom to get on board.

      Brushing away the annoyance, I turn off the engine and slide from my car. My shoes crunch over the gravel of the lot as I walk toward the run-down building, my eyes glancing around, taking in the two vehicles in the otherwise empty lot.

      Despite the faded green siding and the painted on Petey’s Tavern in red, there’s a charm that exudes from its foundation, and a smile spreads across my face as I open the door and walk into the dim lighting of the bar. Something about this place makes me feel nostalgic.

      Guns N’ Roses plays softly from the jukebox in the corner, and red booths line the walls, a few round high-top tables in the center.

      All of them empty.

      In fact, the only people here are two guys sitting at opposite ends of the bar, and a woman behind the counter, her tattooed arms waving in front of her while she talks to one of the patrons. I maneuver around the tables until I get to the bar, sitting down on one of the stools. Idly, I wonder if it’s always this slow, or if it’s due to the fact that it’s midday. A comfortable warmth spreads through my chest as I imagine the room bustling with locals, laughter and gossip spinning webs through the air in the way only a small town can.

      The bartender glances toward me. She smiles, her curly black hair bouncing in her high ponytail as she makes her way over.

      “You’re a new face.” She grins wider. “Don’t get too many of those around here. What can I get—?” She stops in front of me, her words trailing off as she takes me in.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I’m sorry it’s just…” She swallows. “Your eyes are really beautiful.”

      My cheeks flush, a smile cracking across my face. “Thank you.”

      “They’re like blue ice,” she continues, leaning in until I fidget under her stare. “I’ve only…” She pauses, shaking her head. “Doesn’t matter. What ya drinking?”

      “I’m actually not here to drink. I’m here to ask some questions.”

      Her body stiffens. “What kind of questions?”

      “About your town.” I shrug. “The people in it.”

      “You some kinda journalist?”

      “No. I’m afraid I’m worse.” I lean in. “A detective.”

      “Hmm,” she grunts. “You here for Alta May, then?”

      “I’m here to help give her justice, yeah.” I nod. “You wouldn’t happen to have been the bartender here on Sunday night, would you?”

      A bang sounds from the back and she spins.

      “Isa! How many times do I gotta tell you we’re out of chicken tenders? Quit ringing them in!”

      She rolls her eyes and hollers back. “Archer, I swear to God, quit lying. Jordan wants some tenders, so he’s gonna get his damn tenders.”

      She scoffs, turning back around and forcing a smile. “Sorry. Archer’s lazy as shit.” She points to the back again. “But yeah. This is my bar. I’m always here.”

      “And was Lincoln Porter here?” I ask, my stomach tensing.

      Her lips purse, her brows drawing in. “Linc? Yeah, he was here most of the night. Why? He’s not…” Her eyes widen. “Miss Detective, ma’am. With all due respect, you better watch your tone when you come here and ask questions about Lincoln Porter. That man is an all-American. A hero.”

      I smile. “So I hear.”

      “Hero, my ass,” a voice from the end of the bar spits.

      Twisting to the side, my eyes meet the steely gray of an older gentleman with graying hair and a beard covering his face, hunched over a dark beer.

      “Jordan, watch your mouth. You don’t have to like him to recognize his service,” Isa says.

      “You don’t like Mr. Porter?” I ask, unable to stem the curiosity at someone other than me finding fault with the man.

      He sips from his drink, his lips smacking as he swallows before he spins on his chair. “I liked Mr. Porter just fine, was one of my closest friends. It’s his son I have a problem with.”

      “And Mr. Porter is…” I trail off, my brows rising.

      She sighs, tapping her nails on the bar top. “He’s dead.” She glances around before leaning over the bar, lowering her voice to a whisper. “But if you’re looking for people to question? You might want to take a look at Paul Jensen.”

      The name sounds familiar and I scan my brain trying to think of why, but I come up blank.

      “Oh?” I tilt my head. “Who’s that?”

      “He’s the lightkeeper.” She straightens.

      Confusion swirls through me, my forehead scrunching. “I thought the lighthouse was inoperable.”

      “It is.” Her brows raise, her long red nail tapping on the bar top. “But it wasn’t always. I used to be friends with his little girl back when we were kids.” Her eyes go out of focus, her lips turning down.

      “He has a daughter?”

      “Not anymore.” She gives me a close-lipped smile, and a chill skates down my spine. “Not since he killed her.”
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      I haven’t had a full night’s sleep in years, and after Detective Sloane and her cronies turn my house inside out, it only seems to get worse. Two cups of peppermint tea and a dropper full of CBD oil later, and I’m still wide awake as I sit in my dad’s old rocker on my front porch, staring up at the moon.

      Or, rather, the lighthouse just beneath it; the black bonnet of the tower disappears into the night sky, practically kissing the constellations.

      Once upon a time, that was my favorite place to be—probably because we weren’t technically supposed to go up there. Morgan’s dad never cared, but her mom had an irrational fear of us plummeting to our deaths on the catwalk.

      Well, maybe it wasn’t irrational. But no one took the woman seriously back then, because that fear was just one of many.

      A forlorn pang scratches at my chest, and I reach up with a fist, trying to massage it away. But like all invisible wounds, this one continues festering, souring my mood as my mind replays the sound of belly laughs and whispered confessions over pinky promises.

      The memory of something pure. Maybe the last pure thing in my life.

      Too early, I learned how easily it can all be ripped away.

      Pushing up out of the rocker, I swing open the screen door and head back inside, Monet following. Walking into the bedroom, I kick off my black house shoes and yank my T-shirt over my head, tossing it into the laundry basket in the corner.

      Flopping down on the edge of the bed, I lean over to pull open a drawer in the pine nightstand, rifling through the items inside until I get to the metal box at the bottom. I remove it slowly, my hand shaking with the effort it takes not to abandon ship, and place it in my lap, smoothing my fingers over the gold engraved lettering on the lock.

      Miss you, Pops.

      Tapping my fingers on the black edges, I hesitate for just a moment, my heart lurching into my throat. It sets up camp until I can scarcely breathe, anxiety filtering through the cracks of my brain as I wrench the box open.

      Loose photos and clippings fall out, and I bend to pick them up, my eyes catching on the top photograph—a playground picture I’ve practically memorized at this point. I scan the familiar faces, Gabe, Oliver, and me in the back, giving bunny ears to Morgan and Isa, the fifth member of our little group, as the two girls hug each other.

      My chest pinches as I stare into Morgan’s soft eyes, crinkled with laughter, wishing the picture wasn’t black and white so I could remember the exact hues of her irises.

      Oftentimes, that’s the subject of my nightmares—the fact that she’s gone and I can’t remember anything about her except what I can see in pictures.

      Slowly, my thumb traces over her tiny face, and a sigh works its way through my chest, popping like a latex balloon the second my landline starts to ring. The shrill tone pierces the air, startling me.

      I quickly close the box and shove it back into the nightstand, pushing the drawer and booking it to the phone. When I reach the landline, I make a mental note to move the lockbox to my boat, grateful that the Portland detectives missed it when they were searching.

      I don’t need more people thinking I’m crazy, and if they see the sketches, articles, and theories inside, they’ll have me committed.

      Thinking the caller is my mother or Daisy, I pick up without glancing at the caller ID, wincing when a different voice trickles in over the line.

      “Well, I checked out your alibi,” Detective Sloane chirps, the bright cadence of her voice making my insides twist tightly. “Either you’ve got these townspeople under some sort of spell, or you really were at Petey’s the night of the murder.”

      Monet trots over, parking at my feet and pushing his nose into my thigh until I start scratching beneath his chin.

      On the phone, I scoff, propping my shoulder against the wall. “I don’t make a habit of lying, Detective.”

      “No,” she agrees. “Just evading the truth.”

      Despite my annoyance, the corner of my mouth tugs up. “Is there a reason you’re calling? It’s well past midnight, and word on the street is I was cleared as a person of interest with the police department hours ago.”

      “I’m interested in you,” she blurts, and the whoosh of breath that crackles over the line makes my pulse skip, even as she begins backpedaling.

      I can practically envision the pink blush staining her pretty cheeks, and warmth slinks down my spine, collecting in my groin.

      “For the case, of course,” she rushes out, suddenly breathless. “I think you could be extremely beneficial in helping me find Alta May’s murderer.”

      Pinching my eyes shut, I suck in a deep breath, trying not to let my irritation bleed through.

      And failing.

      “I’m sure we’ve already established the fact that I want nothing to do with you or your investigation,” I say, my voice harder than I intend. But like an involuntary muscle spasm, I can’t seem to iron it out. “After the fucking week you’ve put me through, why would that change? You think I’m grateful that you finally did your goddamn job and cleared my name?”

      She speaks through her teeth—I hear it in the way her words are short and stilted. Forced. “My job isn’t to prove people innocent, Mr. Porter. It’s to find the guilty and make sure they’re brought to justice.”

      Fuck, why do I love her calling me that?

      I clear my throat. “Are those mutually exclusive job duties? No wonder you haven’t earned that special agent promotion yet.”

      Silence permeates the air, creating a stillness that unnerves me. It crawls over my skin, blistering where it touches, and I almost feel bad for the comment.

      “Doing your research, I see,” Sloane clips, some kind of shuffling happening over the line.

      My dick pulses at the thought of her calling me from her room at the Motel 6 near the edge of the island. Is she in bed, talking to me?

      Is she naked?

      Blinking myself from the onslaught of lewd thoughts depicting all the ways I’d like to have the detective splayed out on my mattress, I shrug, even though she can’t see me.

      “I’m nothing if not an informed target.”

      “You’re not a target at all!” she snaps, frustration seeping into her otherwise pleasant tone. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, but you refuse to freaking listen. All I care about is finding the person who killed one of your townsfolk. Doesn’t it concern you at all, the fact that the body was found in your trap, or do you really just not give a crap about anything but yourself? It could’ve been put there on purpose, for all we know, but I guess that doesn’t matter to you.”

      That ache in my chest opens back up, wider than before as it decays past the point of no return. The fact that the body had been wrapped tight in my trap hadn’t even fazed me, because frankly, it’s not the first time it’s happened.

      The lines are heavy, and buoys are dangerous. Every summer, I have to waste a catch to cut at least one kid free, and so I figured Alta May’s body had just been an unfortunate coincidence.

      But knowing she might’ve been put there on purpose draws my muscles tight, unease filling the pit of my stomach like concrete, thick and weighing heavily as it settles.

      “What do you mean, if it was planted?” I ask.

      “Don’t tell me an ex-SEAL doesn’t know what a possible plant looks like.”

      “Of course I do,” I snap, my already-thin patience waning. “I was just too busy being interrogated like a fucking terrorist to pay much attention to the optics.”

      She doesn’t respond immediately, and I wonder if it’s because she’s given me insight into the case that she probably shouldn’t have.

      “This is ridiculous,” Sloane says, a little incredulous laugh tailing the end of her sentence. “You’re ridiculous. Now I’m thinking you definitely bribed the bartender to tell me nice things about you.”

      My brows raise, my body stilling. “You talked to Isa?”

      “Yes, Mr. Porter. How else could I corroborate your story?”

      For some reason, the two of them interacting never even crossed my mind, although it should have, since Isa’s the only one who ever tends bar at Petey’s. The only one I’d trust to make my drinks, too.

      “She talked about you like you were God’s gift to this little town,” Sloane goes on, scoffing. “Frankly, I don’t see it.”

      I smirk to myself, my eyes darting to the front door when a howling wind rips through the air, heightening the feeling of Halloween on Skelm Island.

      “Easy there, killer. You sound jealous. Isa and I have been friends for a long time, I can assure you there’s nothing to get your panties twisted over.”

      A long, pregnant pause ensues, and then a peel of laughter comes from her. It’s maniacal and hyena-like, more mocking than amused, and I find myself frowning at my dog, wondering what the hell this girl’s deal is.

      “Goodbye, Lincoln.”

      The phone clicks off, and then it’s just me, Monet, and a dial tone, bleating until the noise goes white around us.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t you ever get tired of doing this?”

      Glancing over my shoulder at Gabe, I watch as he pushes a wheelbarrow over to the flower bed adjacent to mine, dumping mulch on the brick edge. Turning back around, I yank the skeleton key from the bottom of a fake rock, pocketing it before he has a chance to see where Mr. Jensen keeps it.

      “Not really,” I say, getting to my feet and brushing dirt from my knees. “No one else is going to do it, so why not me?”

      “You mean, ‘why me?’” Gabe snorts, pushing a hand through his sandy hair as he tips his chin up, taking in the ruined glory of the old lighthouse. “It certainly doesn’t look like it once did, does it?”

      My jaw tenses, my eyes following the path of his up the white brick tower to the black cat walk. Chunks of stone are missing from the walls entirely in some places, algae and dirt a permanent reflection of the neglect this part of the island’s seen over the last eighteen years.

      It should probably have been condemned or archived with the Maine chapter of the US Lighthouse Society, but the rumors surrounding the lightkeeper ensure people steer clear.

      As far as I know, I’m the only one who’s visited this decade, bringing Paul Jensen his groceries and tidying up what I can of his yard, doing maintenance on things around the little white house across from the tower.

      At least, what I can do from the outside. He’s never let me in to do anything else, the now-gray-haired man sticking to the shadows, away from where the memories can hurt him.

      I can relate.

      If the rest of the town knew I come up here, though, I’m not sure what they’d say about me, considering everyone thinks Jensen is this evil man. So, the only person who knows about this part of my life is Gabe.

      Add in the fact that I can put him to work on the days he needs to escape domestic duties, punishing him in some way for being a dick, and it makes the secrecy worth it.

      “Nothing looks the same as it ages,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest as I survey the garden we’ve just covered for winter.

      “I guess.” He shucks off his leather gloves, tossing them to the ground as he slides me a sideways look. “Your sister is still pissed at me, you know. For fucking up the investigation and involving you.”

      “Good. I’m still pissed about it.”

      He blows out a long breath, rubbing at a spot on his forehead. “I’ll do better, man. I’ve just... I don’t know. You ever hear of male postpartum depression?”

      I make a face, tension coiling in my stomach. “Are you trying to co-op my sister’s trauma?”

      “What?” Gabe frowns, his head snapping back. “Jesus, no. I’m just saying I think I might be affected, not that I have it worse than she does.”

      Working my jaw, I nod once. “Okay.” I pause, considering his excuse, thinking of the way Daisy’s once bright eyes now seem sunken into the deep crescent-shaped moons beneath them, how sometimes she drifts out of consciousness, checking out even when she’s in a roomful of people. “You gonna see a therapist or something?”

      He shakes his head, rubbing at that spot on his temple again. “Nah, us Wilsons have impeccable willpower. I’ll get over it, I just need a little time.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      Rolling his eyes, Gabe kicks a rock in my direction. “Because you’re my friend, and normal friends talk about the shit going on in their lives. I don’t care if you want to or not.”

      Later, long after we’ve finished up with the outdoor tasks and get ignored by Mr. Jensen again when we knock on the door, Gabe heads back to the main part of the island, and I stay behind to clean up.

      And ruminate.

      Once I’m satisfied with the state of Mr. Jensen’s yard, I walk around to the back of the lighthouse, reaching into my pocket to produce the skeleton key there. My hands shake as I force it into the lock, turning gently as if this isn’t the entire reason I come here.

      It creaks open, that familiarly eerie wailing of the hinges winding up the stairs, echoing through the tower. With one hand, I push the door shut, flipping on a switch that just barely illuminates the small room and its dilapidated spiral stairs.

      At the top, I settle into the lightroom, hunkering down on one of the padded benches as I stare out across the Atlantic, remembering all the times I came here as a child to do this very thing.

      It’s an entirely different feeling when you’re here to mourn, though.

      Leaning over, I rip up the seat of the bench across from me, pulling out the burlap satchel hidden inside. I dump out its contents, catching the drawing utensils as they clatter onto my sketchbook.

      Propping it up on my knees, I take a graphite pencil and flip to a new page, determined this time to use the stress from the last few weeks to finally get her eyes right.

      As I begin, my wrist flicking softly against the stiff page, working through the kinks of not drawing recently, I lose myself in the memories, not hearing anyone else come in and ascend the tower until it’s far too late.
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      The fog never leaves.

      At least, that’s the way it feels as I pull up to the gravel drive at the north end of the island.

      “So you won’t be back until this weekend?” I ask Alex, gripping the phone in my right hand and opening the car door with my left.

      Something pulls my insides as I stand from my vehicle, gazing at the white tower that sits at the edge of the cliff, and then to the small cottage across the rocky yard. I can’t quite pinpoint the feeling. Sadness, maybe? It just looks so... forgotten.

      Beautiful to be sure, but muted, the shine hidden beneath layers of grime and disuse.

      My mind filters through everything I’ve learned about the lightkeeper and his family since talking to Isa and various other people through the town.

      A beautiful wife and daughter, they said. Swept away by the storm as it raged against the rocks. Some people think it was his wife, Cindy Jensen, who did it—killed her daughter and then offed herself. They call her “crazy Cindy” even though she’s been missing for eighteen years, and the records I could dig up showed she suffered from schizophrenia.

      But the vast majority are sure it was Paul Jensen.

      If their anger over him still being free to roam is any indication of how he’s received in town, it’s no surprise he never leaves his house.

      “Sloane?” Alex’s voice snaps me back to the present.

      I shake my head. “Yeah, sorry.”

      “Where are you?”

      I start walking, the small pebbles crunching beneath my shoes. “I’m at the lighthouse.”

      “Damnit, Sloane,” Alex curses. “I told you to wait. If what they say about this Jensen guy is true, you shouldn’t be there alone.”

      Frustration wells like a geyser in the center of my chest. “I’m perfectly capable of doing my job, Alex, and of defending myself, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “Well, in case you’ve forgotten, last time you checked out a place on your own you were held captive by a serial killer who wanted to collect your eyeballs as trophies.”

      I cringe. “Gross.”

      He huffs.

      “Well, what do you want me to do, Alex?” I continue. “You aren’t even coming back to the island for three days. You expect me to just sit and twiddle my thumbs? I’m fine.”

      “Yeah, well some of us aren’t fine,” he bites back.

      Guilt weaves its way around my middle, jerking me to a stop. Sighing, I run a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry.”

      He’s silent for a few beats. “For what, exactly?”

      For being stubborn.

      For getting caught by The Portland Dresser.

      For almost sleeping with you after.

      “For a lot of things,” I mutter. “But I really don’t think we have to worry too much about this guy.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      I shrug. “Call it a feeling.”

      The wood fencing that runs along the side of the path is worn and rotted, and I glance around, my gaze snagging on the small white cottage with fresh mulch in the flower beds and chipped red paint on the shutters. My heart twists violently, a throbbing ache forming between my temples.

      Great. Just what I need.

      “Sloane?”

      “I’m here.” My hand reaches up to rub at the sudden pain. “Sorry. My head’s killing me.”

      “So go home and rest,” he pleads. “I’ll talk to Sarge and convince him I’m needed there, and we can go question Jensen. Together.”

      I shake my head, even though he can’t see. “No way. Look, you know where I am.”

      “That didn’t stop anything last time.”

      “It also didn’t stop you from saving me.” I sigh dramatically. “My hero.”

      “Jesus Christ, Sloane. This isn’t a joke. If something happens to you… you know I lo—” He clears his throat, and my stomach falls, like a rock was dropped in the center.

      Heat rushes to my cheeks. “I’m sorry,” I say again. “I’m just trying to do my job.”

      The tension bleeds so heavy it pours through the phone, wrapping around my throat and squeezing. “Don’t ask me to stay on the sidelines. Don’t ask me to…” I hesitate, my chest burning. “You know I can’t give you that,” I finally whisper.

      Alex heaves a heavy breath down the line, and I close my eyes, picturing him leaning against his SUV, a hand running through his hair. My gut cramps with regret.

      “Okay.... okay,” he finally says. “Promise you’ll call me once you leave.”

      I lift my head to the sky, my heart skipping when a shadow floats across the windows at the top of the lighthouse tower.

      Nobody is supposed to be up there.

      “Yeah, promise.”

      Alex says something else, but for the life of me, I couldn’t tell you what, because my hand is already hanging up, my attention focused on the top of the lighthouse.

      I move closer, squinting my eyes as I try to make out shapes, but I come up short, almost as if there was never anything there to begin with.

      My gaze flicks over the grassy yard in front of the tower and across it to the small cottage, that same strange sensation from earlier sprinkling through my insides as I look at the home. My fingers grip my phone tighter as I walk away from the lighthouse, and toward the front door of the house instead.

      It’s quiet other than the sound of choppy waves crashing along the base of the cliff’s rocks, the salty cold breeze whipping through my hair, making the strands stick to my face. My footsteps stutter as pain splices through my head, making my brain dark and jumbled.

      I step onto the front porch of the house, the smell of fresh mulch stinging my nostrils—a sharp contrast to the decay of neglect that seeps from every other surface of the home. There isn’t a doorbell, so I knock, rocking back on my heels, an eerie feeling skating up my spine as I wait.

      No one answers.

      I knock again… still no answer.

      Moving to the window, I cup my hands over my eyes, leaning in and pressing my palms against the dirty glass to try and peer inside, but it’s as dark and dreary as the rest of the island.

      Huffing out a breath, I whirl around, my vision going to the top of the old lighthouse. Maybe he was the shadow I saw?

      The sun is barely peeking over the horizon now, and a chill skates across my skin as dusk settles in, my footsteps quickening as I make my way to the entry of the lighthouse and crack the door.

      It groans as it opens, and a breath of relief escapes me. I step inside the small room, my hands growing clammy and stomach tossing as I take in the dust-covered table that’s pushed into the corner and a lone wooden chair with a broken leg.

      “Hello?” I call out.

      No one responds, and I shudder, the chill of the late September air setting into my bones. The throbbing in my head intensifies as I make my way through the room, but I shake it off, heading toward the spiral staircase. My neck cranes as I look up, unease filtering through me. The stairs are wooden and I’m sure they haven’t been updated in years, but I step on them anyway, my gloved hand skimming the old handrails as I head toward the top of the tower.

      My stomach tenses with every move that I take.

      By the time I reach the top, my breaths are coming quick, my heart slamming against my ribcage.

      “Hello?” I call again.

      This time, my voice echoes off the walls and shoots back down the tower, reminding me that I’m all alone. And very high up.

      My fingers tremble as I reach out, pushing open the door.

      It’s yanked from the other side, jerking me with it. A breath whooshes from my lungs as the door is slammed shut from the force of my body being pressed against it, my wrists locked behind my back in a tight grip. The muscles in my shoulders burn from the odd angle, and my heart kicks against my chest, fear spiraling through my middle and working its way up my throat.

      “Jesus, fuck.”

      A deep voice rumbles against my ears and the sound is a balm to my nerves.

      “Lincoln, let me go.” I try to turn my head, but Lincoln’s torso presses into me. Heat flares deep in my abdomen.

      He leans down, his grip tightening on my wrists until they burn. “Not so brave when you can’t reach your gun, are you, Detective?”

      Anger swirls through me, and I twist my hands sharply in a clockwise motion, attempting to break free of his hold—exactly how we were taught to do in the police academy.

      But it does nothing.

      Absolutely nothing.

      He chuckles, before letting me go and backing up a space.

      I spin around, chest heaving and temper flaring, pissed off that he subdued me so easily. I pull my gun from my holster and aim it at him. I shouldn’t—I know I shouldn’t, but I do anyway.

      A grin breaks across my face when I see his eyes widen. “Rookie mistake, leaving me armed.”

      He smooths out his shocked expression and walks forward, placing his hands in his pockets, and not stopping until the barrel is pressed into his chest.

      I swallow, my heart battering against my ribs.

      He leans in. “So do it then, killer.”

      My stomach twists and I open my mouth to speak, but before I can, my wrist snaps back, the gun flying from my grip. Shock punches through me, a harsh hold on my waist jostling my body, Lincoln’s broad chest pressing into my back as he presses my weapon against my temple.

      His breath coasts across my neck. “I’m getting real fucking tired of you pointing your gun at me.”

      I scoff. “It’s not like I’m actually going to shoot you.”

      He grunts, his arm squeezing my middle, making my heart skip a beat.

      “If I give this back to you, will you calm the hell down?”

      I nod, suddenly unable to find my voice, the strands of my hair mussing up against the fabric of his clothes.

      He releases me, and I stumble, my eyes narrowing as I straighten back up and meet his gaze. The left side of his mouth lifts, the gun spinning in his hand until it’s hanging lazily off the tip of his finger.

      Irritation swirls through my chest, and I march forward, my lips pursing as I grab my weapon and place it back in my side holster. “You don’t have to be so smug about it,” I mutter.

      “What are you even doing?” He points a finger at me. “You better not be here to bother Mr. Jensen.”

      I tilt my head. “You’re close with him, then?”

      His posture stiffens, his jaw locking in place. “I’m done answering your questions, and I won’t let you bother him.”

      He stalks away, and I roll my eyes. Town golden boy, my ass.

      I follow after him, finally looking around for the first time since coming up here. Avoiding the busted light that sits in the center of the room, I walk to the edge, leaning over the padded bench to stare out of the floor-to-ceiling windows that make up the walls.

      My breath stalls in my lungs from the view.

      It’s breathtaking.

      The daytime has long since disappeared, leaving a landscape of stars; the moon reflecting off the water’s surface, a beautiful backdrop to the waves crashing against the base of the cliff.

      “Wow,” I whisper, my hand coming up to rest on my chest.

      A snort from behind me pulls my attention away. I spin around. “What?”

      Lincoln shakes his head, picking up a notebook from the bench before walking past me. “I’m leaving, and you sure as fuck can’t stay.”

      Once again, annoyance scratches at my insides, and I reach out without thinking, grabbing his wrist and pulling. He twists quickly, the notebook flying from his hand and bouncing on the floor, the pages fluttering open.

      He leaps forward to grab it, ripping himself free from my grip.

      And I’m… frozen.

      Because I could swear I just saw a sketch of me in Lincoln Porter’s notebook.
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      Sloane stumbles back a step, her electric eyes wide as fucking planets as I scoop my notebook into my arms, slamming it against my chest.

      My heart leaps to my throat, pounding like a caged animal as I whisper a silent prayer to a god I haven’t spoken to since I was a kid, hoping she doesn’t ask questions. Hoping she didn’t get a good look, because I know Detective Sloane is the kind of person to read too much into something like this.

      To twist it into something dirty as she tries to weasel her way into my psyche, using it for her benefit.

      She drags her gaze from the wooden floor up, her stare so sharp it feels like it pierces straight through me. I brace myself for the onslaught of questions, the probing, the request for a mental health evaluation to find a deeper meaning.

      “You draw?” she asks, pinching her eyes shut for a moment, visibly forcing herself to relax. But her fists stay curled tight against her thighs—the only tell that she’s seen something she shouldn’t have, and knows it.

      I’m sure it’s another tactic she learned at the academy, and the fact that she’s still treating me like a perp rankles the chains shackled around my heart, sending a tingle of annoyance down my spine.

      Or maybe it’s a different kind of tingle entirely, and I’m trying to brush it off.

      “That’s not really your business, Detective.”

      Taking another step back, she cards a hand through her hair, fingers tangling in the strands. “I just wasn’t expecting it, to be honest. Artists are so passionate, and you seem so...”

      My eyebrows raise, and I inch forward, bursting her personal bubble one step at a time. She’s cornered, her back against the glass window overlooking the ocean raging below, and her eyes drop to the notebook, avoiding me altogether.

      I smirk, stopping when our chests brush with each deep breath we take, as if we lack oxygen at this altitude.

      Taking the notebook in my hand, I bring one corner to her chin and push upward, forcing her to meet my gaze; my lungs incinerate on contact, burning up with the effort it takes to maintain her stare.

      “What do I seem?” I ask, my voice sounding like it’s been raked over hot coals.

      “I-I don’t...” She swallows, her pink tongue swiping across her bottom lip, making my cock stir to life.

      Clenching my jaw, I move into her more, noting the soft, breathy sound that escapes her as I reach up and twist the ends of her hair around my free hand.

      “I can assure you, killer, I have no shortage of passion.” I’m so fucking close, I can see the erratic thump of her pulse at the base of her neck. My eyes glue to the beat, watching as it flickers against her creamy skin, my mouth practically salivating to seal over it. “There are just very few people who can handle it.”

      Her throat bobs, mouth parting on a silent breath.

      “You see,” I say, dropping the notebook to my side and releasing her hair, trailing my fingers gently over her collarbone.

      Even though I’m not holding her up anymore, she keeps her gaze on mine, those bright blue eyes unflinching.

      “Artists are passionate, yes, but they’re also intense. Once they’ve set their minds on something, it’s almost impossible for them to give up until it’s perfected, and that’s not a standard many like to hold themselves to.”

      Heat ebbs in fierce waves between us, flames igniting where I drag the pads of my fingers along the cotton material of her shirt.

      I want to wrap my fist in it and tug her against me, to prove how deep my passion runs—show her that it’s a soul-deep entity, ripe and vile as it courses through my blood, calling out for her.

      Every fucking day since she arrived in town.

      “How long have you been drawing?” she whispers, as if afraid to break whatever trance holds us together.

      “Since I was a kid,” I say, my lips moving separate from the rest of my body. “My pops suggested it as a way to deal...”

      Sloane tilts her head. “To deal? With what?”

      “You ask too many questions.”

      “I’m a detective,” she points out.

      Her words are like a bucket of ice water, and they spray over me, dousing the fire she’d previously caused. I clear my throat and move back, distancing myself from her with a little shake of my head.

      I’m sure she thinks I don’t see her shuffle forward or the way she winds her body up before she pounces; I turn at the same time she launches through the air, sideswiping me as she knocks into the wall.

      In an instant, her hand whips out, and she yanks the notebook from my grasp, turning it over to the third pair of eyes I attempted today. None of them were right, though, something missing in their two-dimensional depths that I still can’t put my finger on.

      She glares down at the page, silent for several beats, tension threading through every one of my muscles as I wait for a reaction. Part of me expects another little gasp, or even a compliment.

      Instead, I get a sneer. “You’re sick, you know that?”

      I blink, my head snapping back like she’s reached out and slapped me. “Excuse me?”

      “Do you think this is funny?” she seethes, seemingly genuinely perturbed for the first time I’ve known her. “What’d you do, Lincoln? Look me up, find out about The Portland Dresser, and decide you wanted to get back at me by messing with my head?”

      “The Portland what? Sloane, I—”

      She tosses the notebook back in my direction, and I catch it just as she lunges for the door, her body lithe and catlike as it glides around the busted lamp in the middle of the room.

      Still, my legs are almost double the length of hers, and so I throw the book to the bench behind me and reach the door just as she grabs the knob.

      Adrenaline carries me too far, and suddenly I’m slamming into Sloane’s back, pushing the door shut. My arms bracket around her like a cage, absorbing the brunt of the force when we collide with the solid surface, and then neither of us makes a sudden move.

      I’m not even sure if we’re breathing.

      Struggling, she shimmies her hips, seemingly unaware of the way it makes her peach-shaped ass dig into my groin. Unaware of my dick’s reaction to it.

      “Jesus, fuck. What is happening right now?”

      “Why don’t you tell me?” She grits out, shoving back and making me wince. My arms tighten around her, and I try not to focus on the way her tits are pressed obscenely against me. “What kind of guy hangs out at abandoned, haunted lighthouses drawing the face of a woman he claims he can’t stand?”

      A laugh rumbles in my throat. “Someone’s full of themselves. Why the hell would I be sketching you?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you’re trying to work through your disdain?”

      “If that’s the case, why would you be so freaked out? I thought you wanted me to be more cooperative.”

      She shakes her head, flexing her fingers, and I pull back just enough to rake my gaze over her backside, admiring the way she’s silhouetted in the overhead lighting, a splotch of sunshine against the black sky beyond.

      It’s only when I loosen my grip on her that I notice the trembling. A knot lodges in my throat, burning my esophagus, and I slowly disentangle myself from her, keeping one palm against the top of her spine in case she needs the support.

      I’m not sure why she’s so disturbed, but I can practically feel the fear bleeding off of her, and it causes a flash of something red hot to flare in my chest.

      Whatever happened to her before—information Gabe conveniently left out when I asked for a rundown on her—clearly affected her, and part of me feels a little guilty now for triggering her.

      Even though I don’t know what I did, considering the drawings aren’t of her.

      Sucking in a deep breath, Sloane slowly spins around, plastering herself to the door as she blinks up at me. My chest aches as those eyes meet mine, anger mixing with desire as I get lost in the cerulean shades.

      It takes a moment for her to refocus; she blinks rapidly as if shaking dust from her lashes, and then clears her throat, straightening her spine and tipping her chin up. One hand rests on her gun, the other on her thigh—it’s only there that I see the trembling hasn’t completely subsided.

      But I pretend I don’t notice.

      “They aren’t of you,” I say in a low voice, bringing my thumb up to swipe across my bottom lip. She tracks the movement, pupils dilating. “Not intentionally, anyway. If I draw inspiration subconsciously from real life, there’s nothing I can do about that.”

      She nods, seeming to accept that answer. “Who are they of, then?”

      My jaw tics. “Just... someone I used to know.”

      “Like Mr. Jensen?”

      “Am I spending my minimal free time sketching an old man? No.” I frown, stepping back and folding my arms over my chest, my defenses slotting into place. “What’s your interest in him, anyway?”

      “Same as my interest in you, Mr. Porter.” As my walls reforge themselves, so do hers, restoring our original dynamic as if I didn’t just witness a very personal moment for her.

      I smirk, letting my gaze dip down to her shoes before slowly dragging it back up. Heat burns behind my lids, desire spreading like a power surge through me.

      “You want to fuck the lightkeeper, too?”

      Sloane scoffs, though her face flushes anyway. “Someone’s full of themselves.”

      My smirk widens into a full-fledged grin. “Bet you’d like to be full of me too, eh, killer?”

      With that, I turn on my heel and head over to the opposite side of the lightroom, picking my notebook back up and tucking it beneath my arm. She slides to the right, allowing me to wrench open the door, even though my entire body is screaming with the effort it takes to distance myself.

      But that’s why I have to—I certainly can’t afford to let lust cloud my judgment.

      “Where are you going?” she asks, her voice carrying as she follows me into the damp stairwell. “I came here to investigate. I can’t very well just leave.”

      “Well, you can’t stay in an inoperable lighthouse by yourself, either,” I call over my shoulder, heading for the stairs. “It’s too dangerous.”

      “Because I’m a woman? God, you’re so—”

      “Because you know fuck all about lighthouses,” I snap, pausing abruptly with one foot on the top step.

      She crashes into my back, her hands darting to my hips, squeezing as she tries to maintain her balance. Her floral scent assaults me, and I grit my teeth against the onslaught.

      I let her right herself, the way she scrapes her nails over my black flannel sending a wave of goose bumps along my skin, and she lets out a little breath, glancing past me.

      Like she’s looking for ghosts.

      For some reason, that irks me more than anything else, and I’m grappling with my final shred of sanity when she speaks again.

      “You have a foul mouth,” she says, starting around me.

      I drop the notebook once again, the pages fluttering open as it collapses against the dirty floor, and my hand lashes out, wrapping around her delicate wrist in the next second.

      The last vestiges of my control snap, and I yank her into me, spinning so her chest is flush with mine, my free hand capturing her chin between two fingers. She’s so small, so fucking fragile, that I’m afraid she might break if I hold too tight.

      But the way she meets my stare, eyes hard and swirling with liquid heat, I think she must know better.

      “Why do you continually push my fucking buttons if you don’t like it?”

      Her eyes flicker to my mouth, tongue peeking out between her lips, and then she looks back up. She’s practically smoldering, her body temperature seeming to skyrocket from my touch alone, and suddenly it feels like I can’t breathe.

      “Who said I don’t like it?” she rasps, one of her hands reaching up to cup my jaw, her thumb brushing the corner of my mouth. Tilting her head, she grins. “I just wonder if you’re capable of using it for anything else.”

      Silence pops in the air between us, our breaths mingling, chests rising and falling rapidly. My heart beats so loud and fast that I can feel it in my throat, and I loop one arm around Sloane’s waist, tugging her until she’s fitted so tight against me, I can’t tell where her body ends and mine begins.

      So, instead of trying to figure it out, I bend down and seal my lips to hers, altering the course of fate with that single, gravity-defying, earth-shattering action.
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      I’m frozen in place as his lips meet mine, but only for a second, and then I react, giving in to whatever this thing is that sits between us, always stretching the air thin and making me feel like I’m suffocating.

      Maybe if I steal his breath, I’ll finally be able to exhale.

      His tongue slips between my lips, and my mouth parts, his taste sending a spike of arousal shooting through my middle. A moan escapes before I can drag it back in, but he responds by pushing into me, my back meeting the cool metal of the lightroom door.

      My hands fly up to his broad chest, the fabric of his flannel rough against my palms. His fingers wrap around my wrists, tugging my arms until they’re above my head, his grip locking me in place.

      Warmth pools deep in my abdomen as he restrains me. My mind flashes back to when he disarmed me so easily, and butterflies erupt in my stomach at the thought of him having so much effortless control.

      I suck his bottom lip into my mouth, my teeth biting down, causing him to jerk away. He doesn’t go far, just enough for our breaths to mingle in the small space between us. For our eyes to meet; acknowledgment of what’s happening whispering through the air, although neither one of us will admit to it out loud.

      His free hand glides up my torso, and his touch is like fire, sending blood blazing through my veins. Molten pools of lava swirl through the center of his gaze, reflecting the heat that’s torching every nerve in my body. His fingers graze against the side of my breast, and my nipples harden, my mouth opening on a gasp.

      He touches me like he knows me. Like I’m his.

      Dipping back down, his lips slide against mine, and my head spins.

      His grip on my wrists tightens, his hips pressing flush to mine. My insides clench as the outline of his hard length rests against my stomach, and my thighs tremble from the ache of wanting him to sink between them. His mouth skims down the side of my neck, and my head bangs against the metal, the slight twinge of pain adding to the pleasure.

      He cups my breast, and the way he massages the tissue has sparks skittering through me, my brain going foggy with a need so visceral it makes my entire body shake.

      “Wait, maybe we should—” I start.

      His lips come back to mine. “Please,” he rasps. “Shut the fuck up.”

      Anger swirls in my chest at the same moment he kisses me, but instead of trying to break free from his hold, I give in, channeling my irritation into every swipe of my tongue.

      He groans, his grasp on my wrists growing slack as his free hand glides down my body, sending tingles down my spine. His thick fingers grab the meat of my ass and pull me farther into him, my stomach flipping at the motion, my back bowing from where my arms are still restrained against the door.

      Our teeth clack together as he hoists me up, my legs wrapping around his waist, his thickness nestling perfectly between my legs, making my clit throb for attention.

      I should stop this. I know I should stop this, but he just tastes so good, and when I’m in his arms and drowning in his essence, I’m not thinking of the case, or my nightmares, or my… anything.

      And I like the way it feels.

      The ridge of his erection rubs against my core and I moan, pleasure cascading through my insides. I push farther into him, starting a slow grind of my hips, wanting to chase the feeling until it makes me explode.

      “Fuck.” His lips break away and he gazes down, watching me work myself against his dick.

      My thighs tighten around his hips as I move, my wrists burning from where he’s holding them tight, but I don’t complain. I’m too lost in the sensations.

      His free hand slips underneath the hem of my shirt as he holds me up, sending goose bumps sprouting along my body. The feel of him on my skin shoots a flash of heat through me, my heart stuttering in its rhythm. His fingers are calloused, their rough edges creating friction that has my insides coiling tight.

      I’m completely at his mercy.

      He could bend me a thousand different ways, and there would be nothing I could do but thank him for not letting me break.

      The thought of that combined with the feel of him—even through our clothes—is enough to teeter me right on the edge of bliss, my mind going hazy with the need to come.

      I exhale a shaky breath, my middle wound so tight one touch will make me explode. I’m so close.

      “Goddamn, Sloane,” he whispers. “You drive me fucking crazy.”

      “Call me—”

      A sharp sound pierces through the night air, muffled and far away, but enough to penetrate the moment, and I swallow down the words I was about to say.

      Lincoln rips himself from my arms, his face dropping as logic filters back in, his hand sliding over his mouth as if he’s trying to wipe away the remnants of my kiss.

      My eyes narrow as I try to catch my breath. And my sanity. “You don’t have to look so disgusted.”

      His jaw locks as he adjusts himself, then bends to pick up his notebook. “That will never happen again.”

      The sharp sting of his rejection slaps against my face, and my defenses rise, locking back into place; reinforced and stronger.

      “Fine by me.” I cross my arms.

      His nostrils flare. “Fine.”

      “Great,” I bite back.

      He tilts his head to the ceiling. “Christ. Do you always need to have the last word?”

      I inhale, annoyance lancing beneath my skin like needles. “Why do you insi—”

      Another sharp cry pierces the air, both of us spinning toward the stairs.

      “What the hell was that?” I ask.

      Lincoln’s back straightens and he glances at me, his fingers rubbing at the scruff of his jaw. “I don’t know.”

      “Sounded like a scream.”

      He huffs. “No shit, Detective.”

      “Can you just not right now, please?” I blow out a heavy breath, running my hand through my hair before straightening my clothes. “I’m going to check things out.”

      Lincoln’s brows draw in, and I spin to leave, but before my foot can move to step down, his strong grip pulls me back, my body flying against him.

      My stomach tightens, the heat of him wrapping around me like a blanket.

      “If you think I’m letting you go out there alone, you really are fucking crazy.”

      “Fine,” I say. “You can come.”

      He scoffs. “I wasn’t asking your permission.”

      I rip myself out of his arms, turning to give him a wide grin. “Just make sure to stay out of my way.”

      Walking down the lighthouse steps, my heart pounds in my ears, adrenaline rushing through my veins. But there’s a twinge of something else. Something foreign and dark. It makes me feel like I’m forgetting something important.

      Something vital.

      I brush off the feeling, rushing through the main room at the bottom and hurrying out the door, an anxious energy propelling me forward into the cold night air.

      “Sloane, wait up.” Lincoln’s voice cuts through the silence, his footsteps loud on the gravel as he jogs behind me, but I ignore him, picking up the pace when I see something at the edge of the drive right next to my car.

      My heart thumps erratically against my ribs, my stomach tensing in knots as I make my way closer, and I squint my eyes trying to make out the object in the dark of the night.

      “I said to—” Lincoln stops short, his hand reaching out and gripping my arm, physically stopping me from being able to move forward. But it doesn’t matter.

      I’m frozen in place. There’s definitely something next to my car.

      Exhaling a shaky breath, I swallow down the nerves, my hand going to my holster and pulling my gun as I shrug out of his grasp and make my way forward. “Lincoln,” I say slowly. “Do you see anything? Anyone?”

      My eyes glance around at the surrounding area, but the darkness is thick, and the clouds are too, making even the stars seem dim in the night sky.

      “No, just…” he trails off as we approach the body.

      Because that’s what it is.

      A body.

      With a ripped shirt and a bloody phrase carved through her middle.

      Signasti fatum tuum.
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      Gabe makes a face as he uses his flashlight to peek under the plastic tarp, then leans back on his heels to jot something down in his notepad.

      He’d been just down the road, sipping pumpkin cider at the diner his wife works at, when we called in the body. After hearing the location on the scanner, he got back here as quickly as he could, figuring I’d still be around.

      Technically, that should mean we’re close to finishing up with the preliminary investigation, and yet as he takes another swig from his to-go cup, it doesn’t feel like there’s an end in sight.

      “I took French in high school,” he says after a beat, glancing up at us from where he’s crouched beside Sloane’s car. “Remind me of Latin’s significance?”

      “It’s only the entire basis for our country’s legal jargon,” Sloane says, crossing her arms over her chest. “Not like that’s pertinent to your job or anything.” She arches a brow, eyeing his badge. “Officer.”

      “Also.” I point a finger at him. “You did take Latin. Private tutoring with Preacher Cartwright, remember?”

      “Ah, yes. So we could ‘properly annotate ancient scripture.’ Must have repressed that horrible experience.”

      Grinning lazily, Gabe pushes to his feet, flipping his notepad closed. He purses his lips, looking between us, and sets his cup on the roof of Sloane’s car.

      After a prolonged silence, he clears his throat and extends his free hand. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Gabe. And you’re...”

      Sloane stares down at his hand for a beat, not lifting hers in return. His smile widens, two rows of perfect teeth gleaming against his skin.

      My stomach sinks, an anchor settling on the ocean floor, because I know what he’s noticing.

      Her lips, still red and swollen from my assault on them half an hour ago. The wayward strands of hair that make it obvious someone was just dragging their hands through it.

      Christ, what I wouldn’t give to be back up in that lightroom with her.

      I absolutely shouldn’t have kissed her, but I suppose that doesn’t matter now. The important thing is that it can’t happen again, which means I’ll be spending the rest of eternity trying to forget the way she melted for me.

      So willing and pliant the second my hands skimmed her body, as if desperate for my touch.

      My dick stirs behind my jeans, the image of her grinding herself on me forever seared into my brain. I could tell she’d been close, and the thought of little miss sunshine coming undone because of me sets my nerve endings on fire.

      Blinking away the memory, I stuff my hands in my pockets and let out a low whistle, drawing Gabe and Sloane’s attention.

      My eyes lock with hers, freezing in a temporary battle as desire sparks between us, but then she’s turning and severing the connection.

      It leaves me feeling hollow.

      “Detective Sloane,” she says, finally wrapping her fingers around his. Pumping twice, she straightens her spine as she pulls away from him. “So, you’re the infamous brother-in-law?”

      Gabe pouts, walking over and shoving me with his shoulder. “Infamous? Are you still talking shit about me, best friend?”

      I roll my eyes, biting down on the inside of my cheek to keep from smirking. “I’m sure Daisy does her fair share. Remember that time she vented to a booth full of customers at the diner, because you stood her up for homecoming?”

      He winces. “Told my great-aunt all about my nefarious proclivities, which at the time included only a senior prank where we spray-painted the high school football field pink. Which is why I couldn’t take her to the dance, since I was a little busy scrubbing the turf.”

      “You could’ve just... not spray-painted the field.”

      “And where would the fun in that have been?”

      Sloane frowns as she watches us, tilting her head. She squints like she’s looking at a puzzle she can’t quite figure out, and the perusal makes my throat itch.

      Stiffening, I sidestep away from Gabe and try to redirect the conversation. “Can we go yet? I need to feed Monet soon.”

      “Don’t act like you don’t have an automatic food bowl,” Gabe says, raising an eyebrow as he turns away and heads back over to the body. He puts his hands on his hips and scans the horizon, staring down the empty street for several minutes in silence.

      A lone streetlight is our only direct source of light, and the glow obscures the rest of the property. We can only hear the ocean below.

      I glance at Sloane, catching her as she studies me with narrowed eyes; she quickly looks past me, at the lighthouse over my shoulder, and for some reason, the shift sends a shiver down my spine.

      “The coroner will be here soon, presumably.” Reaching up to scratch his head, Gabe exhales slowly. “So, you said you were in the lighthouse when you heard a scream?”

      Sloane nods. “Correct.”

      “What were you doing in there?”

      “I...” Her cheeks darken, and she gives a little shake of her head, refusing to spare me a glance. “Looking around. I came up here to investigate Paul Jensen.”

      Gabe cocks an eyebrow, smoothing a hand down the front of his uniform. “What’re you looking into Paul for?”

      “Because it’s my job,” she says. “And because I’m good at my job, I like to explore every possible avenue when investigating a crime.”

      “Does every avenue include the topography of Lincoln’s mouth? ‘Cause judging by the way yours looks like it’s been rubbed raw, I’d say you’re doing a bang-up job.”

      My jaw clenches, and I shoot him a dirty look. “Gabe, shut the fuck up.”

      “Just making an observation.” He shrugs, and I feel Sloane slide away from me.

      She wraps her arms around her middle, staring down at the tarp-covered body.

      “All right, I’m gonna call my notes in to the station. Be right back.”

      Silence ebbs around us as Gabe stalks over to his cruiser, leaning in through the door to pick up his phone. I rub the back of my neck and step closer to Sloane.

      “Don’t apologize for him,” she says, shaking her head without looking at me. Her dark hair falls loose, shielding her profile.

      “Wasn’t planning on it.” I rock back on my heels, squeezing my fists where they rest inside of my pants pockets.

      “Who’s Daisy?” she asks after a beat, keeping her gaze trained away from me.

      “Why? Jealous?”

      She snorts, but it’s half-hearted. “Why would I be? Your tongue was just in my throat.”

      Blocking out the mental picture of my tongue being anywhere near Daisy’s mouth, I kick at the ground with the toe of my boot. “My sister. Gabe’s wife. A royal pain in the ass. You’d love her.”

      A thin smile graces her face, but it doesn’t reach those tantalizing eyes. She seems somewhat deflated, and it bothers me more than it probably should.

      “Are you okay? You look a little... off. I find it hard to believe this is your first time seeing a dead body.”

      “Maybe you aren’t shaken up enough,” she replies.

      I pinch my mouth shut, folding my lips together.

      She sighs, dragging a hand through her hair and tucking it behind her ears. “Do you think it’s weird we didn’t see anyone? This person was still warm by the time we got to them, and yet we scoured the area waiting for Gabe, and... nothing.”

      My eyes fall to the edge of the tarp, where the toes of Simone Fairchild’s bright blue New Balance sneakers peek out. Another church friend of my mother’s, gutted like a fish and dumped out here like garbage.

      Signasti fatum tuum.

      The Latin etched into her torso is the same as what had been carved into Alta May, and the repeat MO is what I find more alarming than anything. I’m not sure Skelm Island can survive the scandal of a serial killer.

      I blow out a slow breath, tilting my head to look out over the ocean as it laps at the edges of the rocky shore. Trying its best to reach us, desperate to pull souls into its chaotic depths.

      The memories of all the nights I spent in this same spot as a child come rushing back with the current, sluicing through my muscles, pulling them tight.

      I scrub a hand over my jaw, forcing a shrug. “We were a little occupied.”

      Crimson flushes down Sloane’s neck, and I dig my fingernails into my palms to keep from admitting—even to myself—how much I like putting it there. Painting her with the evidence of our attraction.

      The artist in me likes the fresh canvas she provides and wants to see what other colors we can create.

      But the soldier in me knows better.

      Clearing my throat, I nod at the trees across the road from us. “The forest here is thick and easy to get lost in, so unless we’d been outside when they dropped Simone off, the odds of us catching the perp before they disappeared into them were slim, regardless. And at this point, we’d need infrared imaging devices and dogs to search the landscape.”

      She purses her lips. “Does your police department have that equipment?”

      “They don’t even have their own uniforms,” I say. “Every single one of them is a rental from an academy store out in Camden. If someone dies in the line of duty, the shop gives the station a discount for that quarter.”

      Her nose scrunches up, and she’s just about to say something else when Gabe walks back over, interrupting. “Coroner should be here in a few minutes. Apparently, grabbing cider is more important than a dead body. Who knew?”

      Sloane arches an eyebrow, glancing at Gabe’s cup as he swipes it from her car and brings it to his lips. “Isn’t that cider?”

      He takes a drink, then grins. “Sure is.”

      “I need to call my partner,” she says, taking a step away from the two of us. My gut churns violently, even though I know she doesn’t mean anything by partner. “Let him know what’s going on, so he can get back to town.”

      Alex left? Pussy. Letting Sloane come up to the island to conduct an investigation on her fucking own.

      What if I hadn’t been here? Would she have ended up in Simone’s place?

      That thought plays on a frenzied loop in my brain, at odds with the irritation her existence spikes in me, and I try to tamp it down. Try to mask it beneath my hatred for everything she stands for, but even as I do so, the truth bubbles back to the surface, making me nauseous as I’m reminded of how much I enjoyed what we were doing in the lighthouse.

      Gabe’s voice breaks through my brain’s haze, light scattering dense fog, his words making my stomach cramp. “You might want to do that later, because Paul Jensen just came out of his house for the first time in a decade.”
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      I try to keep the surprise from showing at Gabe’s words, but honestly, I assumed the lightkeeper wasn’t home, so when I spin around and see a blurry shadow of a man looming on his front porch, my brows shoot to my hairline.

      The house isn’t big, it’s not like he wouldn’t have heard me knocking.

      He’s tall and trim, his shaggy and unkempt silvery-white hair glowing underneath the dim yellow of his porch light. And as he moves off the front step and stomps toward us—something dangling from his hand—I can tell that, at least at one time, he carried himself well.

      “What do you mean for the first time in a decade?” I ask Gabe.

      “I mean he doesn’t come out of that house. Ever.”

      I twist around to meet Gabe’s stare, my insides turning at his statement—and maybe a little bit at the fact he’s so calm and collected at the scene of a murder—almost as if he can’t be bothered by it. Although, I suppose I shouldn’t cast stones at glass houses.

      “He has to leave sometime,” I respond. “How does he survive? Get food? Have company?”

      Gabe takes another sip of his cider and nods his head toward Lincoln. “Ask lover boy here.”

      Lincoln sighs, and my gaze moves to him, ignoring the fluttering of my stomach when he meets my stare. “So you are close?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he bites out.

      Gabe chuckles. “It matters a little. You come out here every single week.”

      Shock flows through me. “You do?”

      Lincoln shrugs. “It’s not like he’d take care of himself.”

      “From what I hear, he seems a little crazy.” I chew on the inside of my lip.

      “He’s not crazy,” Lincoln snaps. “He’s grieving. And the assholes in this town have never shown his family or him basic human decency or respect.”

      I snort. “Funny, coming from you.”

      His eyes narrow. “He deserves it.”

      Fire surges through my veins at his words, reminding me of all the reasons why letting him shove his tongue in my mouth was a terrible decision. I open my mouth to respond, but before I can, the crunch of gravel steals my attention away.

      Lincoln’s eyes soften as they slide behind me, and a pinch of something sharp hits my chest, knowing that he’ll never look at me like that. With warmth.

      I shake it off, reminding myself I don’t need him to like me anyway. That’s not what I’m here for. I have a job to do—starting with the lightkeeper and the dead bodies showing up on and around his property.

      Twirling around, I come face-to-face with Paul Jensen for the first time. A chill makes me shudder as I take him in. His shoulders are back and his jaw is set as he glares down at us, his deep blue eyes bouncing from Gabe to Lincoln and then to me, his fist tightening around what I can now see is a rifle. Animosity pours from his body and slams into me like a battering ram, but beyond that, there’s a heaviness that resonates around him, and it feels a lot like grief.

      It’s impossible not to notice, and a little bit of anger bleeds into my veins, wondering how the people in town could miss it when it saturates the air just from him existing within it.

      Or maybe they don’t miss it, and they simply don’t care. My gaze flicks back to Lincoln.

      “Mr. Jensen, good to see you out and about,” Gabe says, a teasing lightness to his tone.

      The lightkeeper grunts in response, and I take him in slowly, from the worn jeans on his legs to the tattered flannel hanging off his thin frame. I try to see him with eyes of a detective, instead of the eyes of a human with empathy, but I would be lying if I said it wasn’t difficult.

      “What the hell are you doing on my property?” His voice is rough, like sandpaper against skin, as if he hasn’t used it in years.

      And that, more than the melancholy that seeps from his pores, has my chest pulling tight, sad that he has no one to talk to.

      Solitude can drive even the sanest people mad.

      Lincoln sighs. “Hey, Mr. Jensen. Sorry about all this.” He waves his arms around. “I was just here to mulch, and well...”

      My eyes bounce from him to the fresh mulch in the garden beds at the front of the house. Lincoln did that?

      “I don’t appreciate you bringing the pigs,” Mr. Jensen says.

      Lincoln’s jaw tics. “Trust me, it wasn’t my choice.”

      “Aw, come on, Mr. Jensen, we aren’t all bad,” Gabe pipes in, straightening from where he was leaning against the side of his car. “But we do need to get to the bottom of why there’s a dead girl on your property.” He tilts his head. “You know anything about that?”

      My gaze narrows, irritation brewing in my stomach at Gabe trying to take over the questioning. Him basically accusing the lightkeeper out of the gate isn’t going to do us any favors.

      Mr. Jensen’s eyes narrow. “Do you have something you’d like to say to me, Gabriel Wilson?”

      Gabe smirks. “Just doing my job.”

      “Doubtful,” Mr. Jensen spits.

      Headlights flash down the drive, a black hearse’s tires crunching on the loose rocks of the driveway. A cop car follows behind, and Captain Stoll exits the vehicle as soon as it stops, adjusting his belt and making his way toward us.

      About time.

      “Get the hell off my property, boys, and take this dead girl with you.” Mr. Jensen points the end of his rifle toward the body before spinning on his heels and heading back toward his house.

      My gut churns at his nonchalance. He didn’t seem surprised that there was a dead body on his property, and more than that, he didn’t seem to care. That’s not really a good look for a person of interest. But then again, it doesn’t really fit for a suspect either. He wouldn’t just murder someone in his front yard.

      Right?

      My eyes go back to the lightkeeper, and my feet start to move but I’m tugged back by a harsh grip.

      I know without even looking who it is. The burn of his touch is still fresh in my memory, scorching so deep I wonder if I’ll ever be able to get it out.

      “Don’t.”

      “I have to, Lincoln. It’s my job,” I reply.

      “So bring him in.” There’s a pleading tone in his voice, one that has me listening closer than normal. This doesn’t seem like it’s Lincoln just being a jerk. This feels personal. “But you won’t get answers out of him this way. And he’s upset, you shouldn’t go near him...” he trails off.

      I spin around, his unsaid words hanging thick in the air. “You don’t think…”

      The way he’s speaking, the careful way he weaves his words, it almost sounds as if he thinks the lightkeeper is dangerous. Like he had something to do with it.

      Lincoln scoffs, shaking his head, but I don’t miss the hesitation that flickers in his eyes or the inhale of breath before he does.

      A small smile tips the corner of my lips. “Careful, Mr. Porter. Someone might think you actually care.”

      “Detective Sloane,” Captain Stoll’s voice cuts through the tension. I shrug out of Lincoln’s grip and make my way over to where Gabe and him stand; the coroner already having bagged the body.

      “Hi, has Gabe briefed you?” I ask.

      He nods, slapping Gabe on the shoulder. “Best officer we’ve got. He’s told me the lay of the land. I’m bringing out Klepsky to gather the evidence and take some pictures. He said he’s already close by.”

      My brows raise, happy the police department is finally starting to take this seriously. “Sounds good.” I smile. “I’ll make a call to my boss and see if they can send out forensics to help.”

      Captain Stoll cuts a hand through the air. “No need. We can handle it.”

      Frustration bubbles in my veins and I step in closer. “With all due respect, Captain, you called me here because your precinct isn’t equipped to handle this. And clearly, this is more than just a random murder. We’re dealing with someone who’s calculated. Precise. And they’re not going to stop. So unless you enjoy having the people in your town showing up dead with carvings in their skin, I suggest you let me do my job, and call in reinforcements.”

      Blood pumps through my ears, but Captain Stoll just clenches his jaw, brushes a hand over his mouth, and nods.

      Satisfied, I pull out my phone and jog to the other side of the drive, glancing quickly at where Lincoln is resting against the side of the car with Gabe, his arms crossed and eyes tracking my movement.

      I want to call Alex, but I know at this point, I need to call my boss instead to brief him, see if he can send out a couple of forensic guys to stay on the island.

      Because the ugly truth is that Skelm Island is dealing with a serial killer.

      And it’s up to me to find them.
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      “No. Absolutely fucking not. No goddamn way.”

      Gabe at least has the decency to look ashamed, toying with the strap of a black duffel bag slung over his shoulder. Past him, Detective Caruso assists Sloane with unloading luggage from the trunk of her car.

      They speak in hushed voices, casting sidelong looks around my property, surveying the area from where they’re parked by the outbuilding.

      As if you can learn the secrets of these woods or water by observing them.

      “It’s just a few weeks, Lincoln.”

      Captain’s request. Christ, I have half a mind to head back downtown and lay into Stoll myself, even though I know it won’t do any good. Clearly, the next course of action regarding the island’s recent murders has already been set, and like everything else in this fucking town, I’m caught right in the middle of it.

      So much for lobstering in peace the way my pops somehow managed to his whole life. If he could only see me now, ruining the family business.

      Not that it really needed my help in that regard. Part of me thinks the only reason the Porter Lobster Co. stayed afloat for so long was because of my father’s involvement with the local harbor gangs. And they don’t particularly like me.

      I could’ve refused to let the detectives stay, of course. Third Amendment, and all. But my mother’s concerns for her safety—considering the victims thus far have been her good friends—outweighed my disdain for police presence.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m happy about the invasion.

      My fingers curl into the doorframe, wood splintering beneath them as Caruso piles one suitcase on top of another. I shoot Gabe a look. “It looks like they’re moving in.”

      Twisting his head around, he works his jaw, watching as the detectives gather their belongings and head up the dirt path to the porch. He shifts on his heels, pressing a hand against the radio clipped to his chest as it crackles with police codes.

      “I’m sure it’ll be over before you know it,” he says, dropping his duffel bag to his feet. “Probably.”

      “Are you filling our gracious host with false hope, officer?” Caruso asks as he approaches, rolling a large suitcase behind him.

      He brings a hand up to the collar of his windbreaker, unzipping it to reveal a Portland PD T-shirt beneath, and flips his sunglasses up so they rest in his dark hair. There’s a smug air to him, something pious that sticks to his skin and makes mine crawl.

      Or maybe that’s just the badge sewn into his jacket.

      “You know better than anyone that a stakeout, especially one aimed at catching a serial killer, can last for months. We could be here well into spring, still looking for answers.” Caruso glances up at my cabin, pressing his lips together. “There’s really no precedent for a situation like this.”

      “But you’re not going to be extending your stay longer than necessary.” Gabe raises an eyebrow. “Surely you wouldn’t waste state resources by chasing dead ends?”

      “According to the audit Sarge pulled, your entire department is a waste of state resources,” Caruso says, turning as Sloane comes over, dragging a suitcase.

      He moves to help her, but she holds a hand up, shrugging him off. Those blue eyes find mine for a split second, and electricity zips down my spine; it evaporates in a flash, dissipating when she turns her attention to her partner.

      “Alex, let’s not harass the locals. You know that only makes our job harder.”

      Scoffing, Alex holds out his hand, once again trying to take the suitcase from Sloane. She resists, pulling back, and he frowns. “Bad optics also make our job harder. I’m just trying to make sure we’re all on the same page here.”

      I roll my eyes, crossing my arms over my chest. I don’t miss the way Sloane’s gaze flickers toward the movement, heat flaring as my biceps strain against my flannel.

      “Is there a problem, Mr. Porter?”

      “Just one,” I bite out, the thin band holding my patience together threatening to snap at any moment. “Wouldn’t happen to know a good pest exterminator, would you?”

      She mutters something under her breath, and then she’s hiking her luggage up the steps and to the front door. My chest tightens when she pauses at the threshold, her long lashes brushing gently against her creamy skin as she stares up at me.

      “Gonna let me in?” she asks softly, blue eyes widening. Pleading. I don’t miss the double meaning.

      I clench my jaw until pain radiates along it, my brows knitting together in irritation. Sighing, I push back from the doorway, practically plastering myself against the log wall in my attempt to stay as far away from the she-devil as possible.

      The idea of her being in my home, using my stuff, and eating my food is annoying enough on its own. I don’t need to add inappropriate petting to the list of complications.

      Still, my gaze drops to her backside as she moves through the foyer, the curve of her ass prominent in the dark jeans she has on. I almost swallow my tongue when she pauses, craning her neck as if she can sense my eyes on her.

      I snap them back to her face, my pulse racing, but it’s too late.

      She smirks and tosses her hair over her shoulder, disappearing into the kitchen, while my dick stirs restlessly behind my zipper.

      Fuck me, this is going to be a long investigation.

      I head outside with Gabe and Monet for a bit to let the two detectives touch base with their boss and get acquainted with the layout of the forest surrounding my cabin.

      After apologizing again, like he has any real influence on the situation, Gabe finally takes off for his shift, leaving me out on the dock with my dog and silence.

      The sea is angry today, crashing against the shore like it’s trying to punish the earth for her wrongdoings. Salty water sprays against my legs as I settle in at the edge of the dock, letting my feet dangle.

      I reach over and stroke behind Monet’s floppy ear. He whines, pushing his head into my hand, and I sigh. “I know, buddy, I haven’t been home much lately. I’m sorry.”

      Lifting his yellow head, he inches closer, resting his chin on my shoulder.

      “I’ll make it up to you. How about we go for a nice long run, after our trawl in the morning?” His tail wags, thumping against the wood. “A run, yeah? That’ll make you forgive me?”

      “Oh, so you can be nice,” a voice calls from behind me, freezing the blood in my veins. Immediately, Monet pushes to his feet, bounding down the dock.

      The wooden surface rocks as he runs, and I twist around just as he reaches Sloane; she crouches down, ruffling him behind his ears as she makes kissy sounds and asks if he’s been a good boy.

      My throat constricts as I imagine the unfiltered happiness washing over her face; her skin flushing with delight, eyes vibrating with excitement, and her giggles when he laps at her chin with his long, pink tongue.

      It’s dark now, so I can just barely see their silhouettes through the security light mounted on the outbuilding, but I can hear her joy.

      Envy pulses through me, hot and heavy like sap from a spigot, and I push it down into the recesses of my stomach. I should not be jealous of my fucking dog.

      “Need something, Detective?”

      She ignores me, continuing her affectionate assault on Monet, who soaks it up with every shake of his tail. A grin breaks out across his face, one of those goofy dog smiles, and it prods at an open wound in my chest, flooding me with rage.

      “Monet, hier.” He hesitates for a nanosecond, totally engrossed in the way Sloane playfully tugs at his cheeks, but then his training kicks in and he yanks back, trotting over to sit at my side.

      Now on high alert, Monet sits with his spine straight, nose pointed forward, the carefree attitude from before replaced with a sharp edge. I pat his head once and push to my feet as Sloane makes her way down the dock.

      “I’m not going to hurt him,” she says, her tone indignant.

      “Didn’t say you were.” I stuff my hands in my pockets, our breath visibly mixing in the chilly air. “Maybe I’m protecting you. He loves bacon.”

      She rolls her eyes, folding her arms across her chest, gripping the sleeves of her red sweater. “You’re a real jerk, you know that? What have cops done to you to make you hate them so much?”

      “The easier question is probably what haven’t they done.”

      “What, you base your entire perception of a group of people on stereotypes?”

      My eyes narrow, and I take a step closer, even though doing so makes it difficult to breathe. Tilting my head down, I glare at her perfectly symmetrical face.

      “No, I base my perceptions on my personal experiences. My observations. I trained for years on how to read people and situations, how to extract the necessary information from them in order to execute takedowns and successful interrogations.”

      I bend slightly, her floral scent invading my nostrils, filling my lungs with fire. Our noses brush, and she sucks in a little gasp, the sound sending a shock of arousal down my spine.

      What I wouldn’t give to have her gasping for breath beneath me.

      “They had me take point on missions and lead investigations, because nobody could scan an area and learn the ins and outs as quickly as I could. Nobody took the time to study their opponents, understand their weaknesses, and use the information to infiltrate their operations the way I did. Everyone else wanted to react, and when you react immediately, you get sloppy.”

      Sloane audibly swallows.

      “You wanna know something, killer? Learning the enemy is a lot like learning a lover.” I lick my lips, my nerve endings humming, excited by our proximity. “And I was fucking good at my job. Too good. I was never wrong, and I never lost.”

      Her tongue darts out to trail her bottom lip, and I can’t help but track the movement with my eyes, my body suddenly starving. A short thread unspools between us, thinning as lust swirls in the air, and I’m reaching for her waist at the same time her hands rise to my chest.

      Warning bells peal out in my mind, the sound deafening, but I ignore them, desperate to have my hands on her once again.

      Our mouths collide in a wet, heady kiss, and I haul her up against me the second we connect. Her arms move up, clasping around my neck as if she can’t possibly get close enough, her center hot where it presses into my stomach.

      “Thought we weren’t doing this again,” she murmurs.

      My heart races, pounding so hard I can barely make out her words. A storm of emotion wars inside my chest, conflicting desires struggling for dominance, but it’s hard to care when someone tastes this fucking sweet.

      I grunt, my palms sliding beneath her ass and squeezing hard. “Do you ever stop talking?”

      “Kiss me harder and find out.”

      Her teeth scrape against mine as we shift, lips dueling at a brutal pace, and frissons of heat spring up in my stomach, coiling tight.

      Pulling her farther into me, I guide her hips atop my belt buckle, aware that she’s probably still needy from where I left her unsatisfied before. She’s so light, so small, that it takes almost no effort at all for me to dry fuck her while I’m bearing all of her weight.

      My dick jumps at the thought, noting how easy it’d be to piston into her at this angle, and she hisses out a breath as I help her pick up the pace, grinding her clit against me.

      Her fingers tangle in my hair, white-knuckling the roots. “Oh. Lincoln, I’m—”

      She lets out a little whimper, and I groan against her. “Yes, you are. Give it to me, killer. Give me those sweet little sounds when you come for—”

      Monet’s bark shatters the fantasy, and I mutter a curse as I rip my mouth from hers, dropping her back to her feet. She blinks up at me, eyes hazy, and I take two massive steps back as the dock begins to shake with the weight of an intrusion.

      “I was wondering where you’d wandered off to,” Alex says as he approaches, wearing a dark green Quantico hoodie. He smiles at Sloane, and I’m suddenly thankful for the poor lighting out here, because I’m positive she’s thirty different shades of pink right now.

      Sloane clears her throat. “Linc—Mr. Porter and I were just discussing the less than ideal sleeping situation.”

      Alex sighs. “I told you it’s not a big deal to share the sleeper in the guest bedroom, Sloane. It’s a full, there’s plenty of room.”

      I nearly choke on my saliva, the image of the two of them sharing a bed—in my fucking house, no less—bearing down on me like a comet, obliterating everything in its sight. Disgust washes through me, and I glance between them, wondering just how well the two partners really know each other.

      “We’ve been sharing a hotel room,” Alex says, shrugging. “I don’t think it’s that different.”

      “We had way more space in the hotel.”

      “I didn’t think we needed space, Sloane. I—”

      Discomfort wedges into my chest, prompting my mouth to speak before my brain catches up. “She can sleep in my room.”

      Silence. Then, Alex chuckles, although the sound is weird and stilted. “Uh, no offense, stranger, but... you’re a stranger. Not sure why she’d want to sleep with you over me.”

      Once again, ignoring the double meaning, I reach up and grip the back of my neck, exhaling sharply. A headache sprouts up behind my eye, and I decide I’m very much done with the entire evening.

      “I’ll take the couch. It’s comfier, anyway.” And I don’t need a bed to sit up all night. “Problem solved.”

      Sloane seems to hesitate, chewing on the corner of her lip. I tear my eyes from the action. “Are you sure? I hate to throw you out of your own bedroom.”

      I shake my head, snapping my fingers, signaling Monet to heel. “It’s fine, Detective. I don’t plan on being around much these next few weeks, anyway.”
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      Branches scratch against my skin as I race through the trees, the smell of birch and white pine strong in the air. My lungs burn as if a thousand razors are slicing through the tissue, but I push forward, praying that my legs won’t give out.

      A sick sense of dread winds its way through me, my feet stumbling over loose rocks and twigs, the cold air sharp against my overheated skin. It takes everything in me not to look back, but a woman’s voice whispers in my brain, telling me to run.

      There’s a thick fog covering the ground, making it impossible to see more than two feet around me in any direction, so when I reach the sharp edge of a cliff, my heart seizes in my chest, my ankles twisting as I falter to a stop. And only then do I spin and look.

      But there’s nothing there.

      It’s quiet, other than the sound of soft waves lapping against the rocks and my loud breathing.

      Where am I?

      The crunch of leaves makes my breath stall and I twist around, bits of gravel skidding off the ground and slipping over the edge, plummeting into the water.

      “Hello?” I call out, squinting my eyes, trying to see. “Please—”

      Two hands reach through the mist, making my insides jerk, my stomach flying into my throat. A quick shove and then… I fall.

      But I don’t hit the water.

      Something soft cushions the landing, and I take deep breaths, allowing myself to lie still, staring up at mist that covers everything from my sight.

      My head turns to the side, a fragrant scent filling my nostrils as I do, and I blink slowly.

      Sitting up tenderly, I lift up my hand, a handful of something soft and silky falling from my fingers.

      Petals.

      Black roses, to be exact. And I’m surrounded by them.

      What in the world?

      I reach down again, my arm sinking deep into the flowers, curiosity brimming through me, wondering how deep they go. A sharp sting radiates up my arm and I jerk it back, my heart slamming against my chest as I watch blood bubble, creating a throbbing sensation in my forearm. My chest tightens, breaths coming in shallow pants, a shiny, green thorn protruding from the wound. I reach up and pull, and it pops as it releases, thick red liquid dripping steadily down my arm.

      The stinging increases, turning into a heavy pain as the wound morphs in front of my eyes. My stomach drops to the floor, my insides twisting with panic as I watch letters etch themselves into my skin, as if by magic.

      It spells out one line.

      Signasti fatum tuum.

      I shoot upright in bed, my chest heaving and perspiration dripping from my brow. My heart is ramming against my ribcage as I run my fingers through my hair, trying to get myself together. I glance over at the red numbers displayed on Lincoln’s digital clock and try to steady my breathing.

      It was just a dream.

      The same one I’ve had every single night for the past two weeks; ever since we moved in to stay at Lincoln’s cabin. Sighing, I push off the comforter and stand from the mattress, padding my way softly through the small hallway and into the living room, my eyes glancing toward the empty couch.

      Lincoln hasn’t slept here since the day we showed up. In fact, I’ve only seen him a grand number of three times in the past fourteen days, and even that was just in passing.

      My fingers tremble as I walk to the kitchen, putting the teakettle on the stove to heat while I prepare a mug for chamomile. I grin as I look at the words on the side.

      World’s Best Uncle.

      Something tightens in my chest as I imagine a world where Lincoln Porter is happy. Warm. Caring. A vision of his eyes sparkling, his head thrown back in laughter assaults my mind, and my heart pinches, knowing I’ll never see it for myself and hating that even the smallest part of me wants to.

      The kettle whistles, bringing me out of my reverie, and I pour the water to steep the tea. It’s become my nightly routine here; at least on the nights where it’s Alex’s turn to work.

      We alternate, one of us taking the night to sleep and the other staking out the lighthouse and surrounding area. So far, there’s been absolutely nothing.

      Although, who knows what’s been happening on the water when we’re both stuck on land. I’ve been begging Stoll for days, just to give me something. Let me get out on the water and see if anything raises alarms.

      But for some reason, Klepsky’s been putting up a fight and Stoll listens to everything he says, so they’ve both been adamantly against it. The incompetency of Skelm Island’s precinct is beyond anything I’ve encountered, and it makes my job extremely difficult. Normally, I’d be neck deep in evidence. Living, breathing, becoming the mind of the serial killer in order to track them down. But that’s hard to do when the cops you’re depending on don’t want you here in the first place, and throw up unnecessary roadblocks just to let you know you’re unwelcome.

      I wrap my fingers around the hot mug, walking to the front and covering myself in a beige cardigan, before slipping my feet in my shoes and heading out the front door to walk toward the dock.

      Maybe the fresh air will calm my nerves.

      Moving to the edge of the water, the thick mist swirls around me, so reminiscent of my nightmare it makes my bones chill, unease winding its way up my spine.

      My eyes snag on Lincoln’s lobster boat, slightly rocking against the waves. Sipping from my mug of tea, the warmth coasts through me, and I close my eyes, imagining the liquid infusing my nerves with calm.

      It doesn’t work.

      My mind races. I’m no stranger to nightmares, although this is the first time the case I’m working on has interfered with my dreams. Maybe it’s because I haven’t been able to focus fully in my waking hours, my mind too lost in everything Lincoln Porter and the way it feels to be surrounded by his arms.

      Stupid.

      “Can’t sleep?”

      The sound jolts me out of my daze, the hot chamomile spilling over my fingers and scalding the skin. I drop the cup, the sound of it shattering on the wooden deck harsh in the quiet early morning air. “Ow, damnit.”

      Lincoln’s strong frame hops over the edge of his boat, moving toward me. My stomach tightens, my fingers gripping my singed hand.

      He stops when he’s in front of me, his palms reaching out until they grasp mine, his touch making the burn radiate through my fingers and burrow itself in my veins.

      “Shit,” he mutters. “Come on.”

      He tugs and I follow without a fight as he leads us onto the boat, the strength of his hold making me feel safer than I have since the nightmares started. He pulls me on board, and hustles us to the door of the interior cabin, holding it open and moving to the side so I can enter first.

      I’ve seen the inside of the boat before, but this is the first time I’ve truly taken it in without the eye of a crime scene. It looks lived in. There’s a kitchenette that leads to a small round table surrounded by blue cushioned benches, and behind that there’s a door on the left which I know is the restroom, and a mattress with perfectly made covers pushed against the walls. Monet snores softly from his bed on the ground in the back corner.

      Lincoln steals my attention as he pulls me over to the sink and runs the water, moving my hands under the stream. I cringe when it pours over the burn, but soon it washes away the sting and I breathe a sigh of relief. I glance over at Lincoln, his eyes laser focused on the redness of my fingers. Meanwhile, I’m laser focused on the way his palms feel as they cup the outside of my hand, holding it steady. My eyes glance to his face, my heart stuttering as I take in the sharp angles of his jaw, slightly hidden beneath the scruff of his five-o-clock shadow.

      He looks tired, but even with the deep-purple bags under his eyes and the roughness of his unshaven face, he’s so beautiful it hurts.

      “Better?” he asks, running the pads of his fingers over my reddened skin.

      My stomach flips. “Yeah,” I whisper. “Thanks.”

      He flicks his eyes to me, but doesn’t move his hand, and neither do I.

      “Have you been sleeping in here?” I nod my head toward the bed in the back.

      He shrugs. “Figured you guys could use the space in the house. I don’t like clutter.”

      I tilt my head. “Is that what we are to you? Clutter?”

      “You’re sure as fuck not my friends.”

      Sighing from his animosity, I tug my hands away. “I don’t know what I did to you, Lincoln, but I’m sorry for it.”

      His gaze narrows as he turns off the faucet. “Do you always offer empty apologies when you don’t know what you’ve done?”

      “I haven’t done anything!” My hands slap against my thighs.

      He stomps toward me until he’s so close I can see the pulse in his neck.

      “Don’t you get it, detective? Being here is you doing something. Go back to wherever the hell it is you came from and leave me the fuck alone.”

      I huff out a breath. “God, you are so arrogant. You think I want to be here with you?”

      He smirks. “You sure act like it when you’re rubbing your sweet little pussy on my dick.”

      Heat floods through me and I reach out, shoving him in the chest. “Fuck you.”

      His hands jump up, wrapping around my wrists, pulling me flush into him. “I bet you’d love that, wouldn’t you?” He leans in close, his breath tickling my neck. “It’s not like you’re figuring shit out while you’re here anyway, might as well mix a little pleasure with your business.”

      Unwanted arousal glides through my insides when his grip tightens.

      “You talk a big game, Lincoln,” I rise up on my tiptoes until our heavy breaths mingle in the air. “But we both know you don’t have the follow-through.”

      His eyes flare and my stomach clenches.

      “You want me to fuck you, sweetheart?” He leans in farther, his lips skimming across mine. “Is that what it will take to get you out of my life? Out of my goddamn head?”

      My chest twists.

      “No, that’s—” I start.

      But I don’t get to finish my sentence. Because he slams his lips to mine, his tongue stealing the words from my mouth.
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      I don’t know what the fuck it is about this woman, but her very existence gets under my skin in a way no one else ever has. Like some sort of parasite, she’s crawled beneath my surface and made her home in my veins, filling me with a level of hatred that cannot be good for my blood pressure.

      The last few weeks have been absolute torture, with her being mere feet away. Sleeping in my bed, getting naked and using my shower. I’ve beat off more times to that thought than I care to admit, and my forearms are more sore than they’ve been since I left the SEALs.

      That’s the main reason I’ve been sleeping out here. I don’t necessarily trust myself, and if my direct action after taking her to the lower level of my boat is any indication, I shouldn’t.

      My dick is far too eager to meet her.

      When I crash my lips to hers, cutting off the end of whatever she was about to say, my body temperature skyrockets. Heat pulses between my ears, engorging my cock, and I turn in the small space we’re allotted, pressing her back into the counter before I have a chance to see this as a warning sign.

      Maybe I can fuck her out of my system. Flush this need, this fixation, by pumping my cum into her tight little body.

      Sloane’s mouth is soft, pliant, as it moves against mine; I grip her wrists in one hand, trapping them between us, and slide the other up to cradle the back of her neck. Tangling my fingers in the hair at the base of her skull, I tug gently, slanting my lips on hers as I push my tongue inside.

      She tastes like chamomile and a hint of mint toothpaste. Like interrupted sleep and desperation, somehow.

      Or maybe that’s me.

      Swiveling her hips, she huffs as she comes into contact with the outline of my erection, her breath hot and sticky as it rolls over my face.

      She sucks my bottom lip between hers, opening her eyes as her tongue flicks out.

      Teasing me, like she thinks she’s in charge here.

      With a devilish grin, she bats those long lashes up at me, and I can’t stop imagining how this exact scene would look from a different angle; her on her knees, willing to do whatever I ask, those icy blue eyes as seductive as they are fucking beautiful.

      I glide my hand around her neck, moving to cradle her jaw in my palm.

      “This doesn’t mean anything,” Sloane says softly, flexing her fingers in the grip of my other hand. “If we... you know. Go through with this.”

      My eyebrow arches. “If?”

      Pink stains her cheeks. “Yeah. I mean, there’s still time to stop, right?”

      “Do you want to stop?”

      She blinks, her breaths growing shallow, and gives a tiny shake of her head. Stroking over her smooth skin with the rough pad of my thumb, I smirk.

      “Then there are no ‘ifs’ about it, killer. I’m gonna strip you bare and ravish you.”

      A nervous laugh bubbles past her lips, but she seems to choke on it, hands shaking as I release her wrists and press my pelvis into her.

      Pinned between me and the counter, she’s quite literally trapped and under my control, and the flare of liquid heat piercing her gaze tells me she likes it.

      I shove at her cardigan, pulling back just enough to push it off her shoulders.

      Even though she might not have been anticipating her late night walk to end this way, she’s certainly not complaining as she scrambles to help me undress her. The tan wrap falls to the cabin floor in a heap, and she immediately moves to pull her arms from the spaghetti straps of her navy tank top.

      I quirk a brow, and she pauses, her chest darkening with the telltale color of bashfulness.

      “What?” she snaps, holding the neckline of her top to her breasts.

      “Just admiring the view.”

      Sloane rolls her eyes. “Actions speak a lot louder than words, you know. I’m—”

      But once again, I don’t let her finish the thought, springing forward and replacing her hands with my own. Hooking my fingers on her top, I rip the cotton material down under her breasts.

      My heart thunders against my ribs, my pulse thick in my throat as I bring one hand up, cupping the underside of the left swell. She sucks in a harsh breath of air when my thumb swipes over her nipple, the pink peak pebbling at my touch.

      “Christ.” My voice is strained, needy. Betraying just how badly I want this. “You’re perfect.”

      Another nervous laugh, and she arches into me when I smooth a circular pattern along her skin. “You haven’t even seen all of me.”

      “Let’s remedy that.”

      Pushing her tank top farther down so it rests on her hips, I shake my head, splaying one of my hands across her stomach. I feel dizzy when I shift her back, bending her over the counter, and dip my head down.

      Coasting my lips over her, I inhale her sweet scent, reveling in the goose bumps that sprout in my wake. She shivers, her elbows catching on the granite, head tilting toward the ceiling as she waits patiently.

      I’m vibrating with need by the time my mouth descends to her collarbone, my lips tracing its ridges, and finally I pause at the valley between her breasts, glancing up.

      Her eyes are glued to the ceiling, neck completely flushed, and I grunt as I move inward, taking a nipple between my teeth and tugging.

      She cries out, the soft sound making my dick jerk behind my pajama pants, chin snapping toward me.

      “Sorry.” I smirk. The crazed look in her eyes makes me feel like I’ve been struck by lightning, and I lave the flat of my tongue over the peak, craving more of it.

      More crazy.

      A hand comes up to tangle in my hair, and she grins. “Don’t be.”

      Kissing and sucking my way between both breasts, I lavish them with attention until she’s panting, pulling at my roots with an iron grip. The bursts of pain where she holds tight set my nerve endings on fire, and I fit as much of her right tit into my mouth as I can, letting my palm slip down between her thighs.

      “Oh, fu—”

      Tsking, I release her with a pop, a string of saliva connecting me to her as I pull back. I lick it off, making her shiver, and use my index finger to tease her pussy.

      “What’s gotten into you, killer?” I ask in a low voice, swallowing over the knot of arousal in my throat. “I’ve never heard you swear before, and yet you’ve done it three times tonight. Are you maybe not the good, sweet little detective you pretend to be?”

      She bites down on her lip as I slide my hands up, curling my fingers around the elastic waist of her gray yoga pants.

      “That’s not possible, right?” I taunt, pulling down as she lifts her hips wordlessly. My nostrils flare and my fingers shake when the pants pass her thighs, revealing the swollen, crescent shape of her bare pussy.

      “I am good,” she breathes.

      “Maybe so. But sweet?”

      Grabbing her hips, I lift so her ass is perched on the edge of the counter, her pants hanging around her ankles. She hisses at the contact of the cool surface on her skin, but then I’m yanking her bottoms the rest of the way off and dropping back to my knees.

      “I’ll have to investigate further.”

      “Lincoln...” she says, hesitation lacing her tone, although I’m not exactly sure why. “I don’t know...”

      She opens her legs wider, anyway.

      My fingers hook beneath her knees, pulling them over my shoulders.

      “Just a taste,” I promise, leaning in, my nose butting against her clit. She jerks forward, and I look up at her. “Then I’ll give you what you need.”

      I dive in before she has a chance to say anything else, the angle of her legs spreading her apart for me. Licking up her seam, the tip of my tongue swirls around her second pulse, absorbing the shocks before dipping down and lapping at her like a man starved.

      And I am.

      Starved, that is.

      For this perfect, infuriating woman.

      Burying my face between her legs, I suckle and tease, trying to imprint the feel of her silken flesh on my tastebuds. The dainty musk of her arousal sears itself into my nostrils, the tang of her essence hot as I drink it up.

      Digging her heels into my shoulder blades, she pulls hard at my hair, mewling as I feast. She brings a hand up, rolling and pinching one of her nipples, bucking her hips as much as possible into my movements without slipping from the counter.

      “Jesus, fuck. You’re dripping, sweetheart. Look how you’re soaking my chin.”

      “Oh, my god, Lincoln.”

      Precum bubbles from the tip of my cock as it strains heavy against my pants, my name on her lips entirely too enticing. I want to hear her say it all fucking night.

      Scoring my teeth over her swollen clit, I can feel that she’s right on the edge. Tearing away, I sit back on my heels and meet her gaze; it’s hungry, livid, and dangerous, and suddenly I want nothing more than to sink inside her and put the flurry of emotion to use.

      “Pretty sweet.” I push to my feet, not bothering to wipe her juices from where they stain my lips and scruff.

      “Glad it lived up to your expectations,” she grumbles, beginning to slide from the counter.

      I trap her against it, wrapping her legs around my hips, bringing her sopping core to the uncomfortable bulge in my pajamas.

      She swallows, glancing between us, then back up. My dick throbs painfully, twitching at our sudden contact, and she tightens around me, gliding her hands up my chest.

      “What’s it taste like?” She bats her lashes, and I swear I almost come on the fucking spot.

      “Heaven,” I say, once again crushing my mouth to hers, moaning at the way she laps at me, at herself. She rubs a palm over me, squeezing, and I feel faint. “Shit, Sloane, I need to be in you.”

      “Yes, yes.” She nods, frantic and frenzied, locking her arms around my neck as I lift her from the counter and sprint to the bed in the corner.

      A bubble of nerves flashes across my vision as we reach the mattress, something wary pulling tight in my chest. I set Sloane on her feet, soaking in the sight of her naked body as she rips off her tank top and stares up at me.

      Her eyes are wide and heavy with lust, but they’re still so fucking unnerving. So reminiscent of things I want to stay buried, and I’m not sure going through with this is the best way to make that happen.

      I’ve only had one taste, but I know already I’m fucking addicted to this woman.

      This stranger.

      The enemy.

      “Lincoln?”

      I swallow, and she watches me with a curious expression. Nothing malicious, nothing suspicious. It’s the real Sloane here with me now, not the detective. All her defenses are down, all pretenses forgotten.

      It’s just us, and for whatever reason, that thought makes it easier to push through.

      “On your hands and knees,” I command, voice low and dark.

      She obliges, quickly taking position on top of the mattress, presenting me with the perfect curve of her ass. I exhale, smoothing my hand over the taut flesh, giving a light swat that makes her giggle.

      Tugging my pants down, I fist my cock, jerking at the shaft as I watch her squirm with anticipation.

      Then, I swear.

      “Is... everything okay?” she asks, twisting her head to look back at me.

      I pinch my eyes closed, knowing that even if I look in the medicine cabinet in the bathroom, I won’t find any protection. I’ve never needed it here, because the only other person who steps on my boat is Gabe.

      Scrubbing a hand over my jaw, I sigh. “I don’t have a condom.”

      “Oh.”

      One syllable, falling to the floor with a thud like a lead balloon. Silence ebbs around us, thick as it mixes with the lust in the air, disappointment a close companion.

      “Fuck. I’m sorry, Sloane, I—”

      “It’s okay.”

      My breath stalls in my chest, and I squeeze tighter around my dick. “What?”

      She glances at me upside down, crimson searing her cheeks. “I said it’s okay. I’m... good, if you are? We get routine physicals, and I’ve been on birth control since high school. I’m assuming you are too, but if not...”

      “I am,” I say quickly—too quickly, my dick jumping with eagerness before my brain has a chance to compute. “But, I mean, is that a good idea, anyway?”

      Sloane lets out a shaky breath, dropping to her elbows and jutting her ass farther into the air. Her pretty, pink lips glisten between her thighs, and I groan under my breath.

      “Who cares?” she rasps. “I just want to feel you.”

      Still, I hesitate. I’ve never been bare with anyone before.

      “Please, Lincoln.” Sloane whines. “Fill me. Fuck me.”

      And for some reason, her begging is my undoing. Gripping my cock in hand, I step up behind her, putting one knee on the mattress. A bead of precum drips from me, and I spread it around the tip with my thumb, using my other hand to knead her ass cheek.

      “I have one condition,” I say, moving to line up with her entrance. “Keep saying my fucking name like that, killer. All night, I want to hear it on your lips. Got it?”

      “Yes, I—”

      She cuts off on a moan as I press inside her, my length splitting her open as it disappears between her lips. I watch the phenomenon, sinking in until my balls rest against her, and then retreat, repeating the motion with another forward thrust.

      My throat constricts as her inner walls spasm around me, already on the precipice of release. Goddamn, this feels amazing.

      Tight and impossibly wet, without a barrier to dull the sensations, I can feel myself unraveling quickly. I place my palm on the dimples just above her ass, encouraging her to bend more for me.

      “How’s it feel?”

      “Incredible,” she pants, fingers twisting in the sheets as I pick up my pace, fucking her harder. “You’re so big.”

      My tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth, my eyes glued to my cock as it saws in and out, glistening with her. “I wish you could see me squeezing inside you. I barely fit in this perfect pussy.”

      She chokes out a moan, pushing back into my movements. Her shoulders tense, her inner muscles tightening as her release builds.

      Sweat beads along my hairline, dripping onto her ass as it jiggles with each thrust. My palm cracks against one cheek, the skin immediately reddening, and she cries out again, shaking as she tries to hold off.

      “Already?” I tease, even though my own orgasm is cresting, biding its time. My balls draw up with each slap against her, my breathing growing erratic.

      “I can’t help it,” she snaps, her hair falling over her head.

      Digging my fingers into her ass, I piston harder, sure that I’m rocking the boat in a no-wake zone and not giving a single fuck. A gruff, guttural sound draws itself from her throat as I drive in and out of her pussy, and she buries her head in the blankets as her body shudders.

      Pulling out for a split second, ignoring her angry protest, I pull a pillow over, push her hips into it, and drag her legs together, the new angle making her even tighter than before. She clamps down around me in a vise grip when I’ve worked myself back in, and I reach down, grabbing her arms and putting them up above her head.

      My fingers encircle her wrists, locking them in place. She bucks back, trying to meet my thrusts even though she’s pinned to the bed, whispering “yes, yes, yes” into the blankets.

      I can feel my orgasm barreling through me as hers begins, electricity pumping through my veins and spreading outward, blurring my vision.

      “Say my name,” I say in her ear, commanding through sweat-matted hair. “Say my name when you come on my cock.”

      “Fuck,” she peals out, thrashing as she detonates. “Lincoln.”

      “That’s it, sweetheart. Take it all. Take my cum,” I hiss, stilling on a final thrust, her walls coaxing me. I can feel the hot bursts of semen painting her insides, searing myself into her flesh, and she shudders violently, coating me in her release.

      I collapse with my chest against her back, my dick still lodged inside her, and let out a heavy breath, pressing my face into her hair. Slowly, I disentangle our limbs, giving her back free rein of her body as I roll over onto the other side of the mattress.

      “Okay, I lied. You have no issues with follow-through.”

      I smirk, staring up at the ceiling as I try to catch my breath. “Goddamn right, I don’t.”

      After we take a few silent moments to collect ourselves, I get up and head to the bathroom, wetting a warm washcloth and bringing it back to the bedroom. But when I return, even though it’s only been minutes, Sloane’s passed out in the bed, exhaustion coating her sweat-slicked face.

      Sighing, I walk over and clench my jaw, sitting on the edge of the bed and contemplating if I should clean her up or not. Selfishly, the sight of me dripping from her swollen, abused pussy fills me with pride.

      So instead of erasing the evidence, I set the rag on the built-in nightstand and pull a fleece blanket up over her, wondering what it was that woke her up tonight.

      And when I head up to the main deck of the boat, I wonder if it’s her demons that keep her up, too.
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      “Where are you again?”

      My mom’s voice floats over the line and wraps around my chest, making my heart jerk with nostalgia; wishing I was back at their place wrapped up on the couch, eating buttered popcorn and drinking hot chocolate while I watched true crime docs on the TV.

      I have no clue what I’m doing lately, and the way that my emotions—my actions—are so out of control has me unsettled and aching for the comfort of familiarity.

      Besides, it’s been far too long since I’ve seen my parents in person. But life has a funny way of making you forget to make time for family until it’s too late.

      A fact I’m reminded of as I watch a couple walk up the front steps of the precinct, the woman in tears and the man’s arm wrapped around her middle, as if he’s the only thing keeping her together.

      I’m not one hundred percent, but I’m fairly confident they’re the family of the newest body that turned up in the water this morning.

      Floating right next to Lincoln’s traps again.

      He should have been the one to find it, most likely would have been, if it weren’t for the fact that he didn’t go out like he should have because I was asleep on his boat.

      My sore thigh muscles spasm, reminding me of why I was on it in the first place. And then my heart pinches after remembering how he wasn’t there when I woke up.

      Not that I should be surprised.

      And I’m the stupidest woman on the planet for thinking that falling in his bed would get him out of my head.

      Because now he’s there worse than ever. And now there’s a third body that’s shown up.

      I sigh, leaning back in the seat of the car, my eyes following the crying woman as she disappears inside the building.

      “Hello?” my mom says.

      I snap out of my daze. “Skelm Island.”

      “What?” She inhales sharply.

      “I said Skelm Island. You know, that little lobstering town?”

      “You’re on an island, and there’s a killer on the loose?” Her voice trembles slightly, and I pull the phone away from my ear, my brows drawing in.

      “It’s my job, Mom.”

      “I know, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      She’s quiet for long moments before she blows out a heavy breath. “They’re calling him the Fate Reaper.”

      Irritation swims through me. If my mom knows, then that means it’s been leaked to the press. Great.

      I chew on the inside of my cheek. “You know I can’t talk about an open investigation.”

      “It was in the papers, honey. It’s not exactly a secret.”

      My brows shoot to my hairline. “We don’t know if it’s a ‘him’, and they always call them something. The media thrive on fear, Mom.”

      She huffs. “Well, sometimes their fear is warranted.”

      The back of my skull bangs against the headrest. There’s a sharp rap against the car window, making my heart jump in my chest. I twist, seeing Alex grinning at me and pointing at his watch. “Listen,” I say. “I gotta go. I’ll come visit as soon as I get back in town. Love you, Mom. Tell Dad, too.”

      Click.

      Alex opens the door, his hand popping out in front of me to help me out. I cringe, not because I’m uncomfortable, but because I feel guilty, worried that if I get too close he’ll smell Lincoln on my skin.

      And I don’t want to hurt Alex more than I already have. Besides, sleeping with someone while we’re working on a case is the epitome of unprofessional.

      Even if it was the best sex of my life.

      My stomach flips at the memory of how it felt to have Lincoln inside me, his breath in my ear, and his body pinning mine, his rough hands skimming against my skin.

      “You okay?” Alex asks.

      Forcing a soft smile on my face, I shake myself out of the vision and place my hand in his, standing from the car and closing the door. I squeeze his fingers. “Yeah, just tired.”

      “You’re telling me. There’s nothing worse than having to stare at an old, crumbling tower and the cottage that houses the town’s psycho.” He twines our fingers together, swinging our hands between us as we walk to the front of the precinct.

      “Don’t call him that.”

      His forehead scrunches. “What?”

      I clear my throat. “Just—don’t call him that. It’s not nice, and we don’t know anything about him.”

      He cocks his head as we walk up the steps to the entrance. “Yeah, why is that again? Don’t you think it’s weird we’re still waiting on a warrant to search his place?”

      Sighing, I shrug. “I’m not surprised by anything that happens in this town anymore.” My lips turn down. “We could always go to Sarge. Letting Stoll run things still is honestly just us being nice, and I’m getting a little sick of being taken advantage of.”

      Alex hums, his fingers tightening around mine. “Feisty.” He winks. “I like it.”

      I giggle, a little bit of lightness seeping through the heaviness of the day, and I can’t help the grin that breaks across my face as we make our way inside.

      But that lightness disappears as we walk through the front door and see Lincoln and his mother standing off to the side with a pretty blonde officer, and an older, overweight gentleman wearing a button-down black shirt, consoling the crying woman I saw minutes before.

      “Who’s that?” I point to the man I’ve never seen.

      “No clue,” Alex responds.

      “Thank you for being here, Preacher Cartwright,” Mrs. Porter’s trembling voice carries across the room, placing her hand on the forearm of the mystery man.

      Lincoln’s focus snaps to us, his gaze burning through me like a wildfire uncontained. My stomach somersaults at the sight of him, every single sore spot on my body flaring to life, begging to be reminded of his touch.

      His eyes move from my face down to where Alex has my hand in his grasp, and his jaw sets as he glances back up at me and then turns back around to face his mom.

      I swallow around the sudden knot in my throat.

      “What the hell is his problem?” Alex asks.

      Forcing a grin, I withdraw my hand from Alex’s. “Some people are just jerks, my dude. No rhyme or reason.”

      There’s a magnetic force that exists in the space between Lincoln and me. It’s always been there, but now it’s stronger, twisted and tangled until it yanks so tight it takes everything in me to resist the pull. But if he wants to ignore me then I owe it to him to do the same, so I resist, and move past him to head back to Stoll’s office.

      Alex raps on the door three times before turning the knob, and I follow behind, trying to forget about Lincoln long enough to do my job.

      I’m not sure what I expected to find in the Captain’s room but having Officer Klepsky and him staring down at the photo evidence of the case wasn’t it.

      “Now, I know you guys aren’t going over the evidence of our killer without us,” Alex tsks as we walk over to the round conference table in the corner of the room. “So rude.”

      Stoll glances up from where he’s leaning over the photos, but it’s Klepsky who speaks. “What did you guys expect? For us to sit here and twiddle our thumbs while you play house with the prime suspect?”

      I tilt my head, something sharp pulling at my insides. “Lincoln was cleared weeks ago.”

      Alex chuckles as he pulls out a chair and plops down, shaking his head. “You’re a troublemaker, aren’t you, Klepsky? Always trying to prove your dick is bigger than everyone else’s. My badge is bigger than your badge, officer,” he singsongs.

      I stifle back a laugh as I sit down next to him, my eyes scouring over the evidence on the table. “So,” I say. “What do we know?”

      My eyes bounce from Stoll to Klepsky and back, waiting for one of them to speak. I already know everything, of course. It’s my job to know, but there’s something about this entire situation that has me on edge. It’s strange how hard the cops in this town fight against solving murders.

      “Where’s Gabe?” I ask when neither of them speak.

      Klepsky’s brow arches. “On a first name basis now, Detective?”

      I smile. “Only with the ones who do more than push papers for a living.”

      His nostrils flare.

      “Officer Wilson is at the crime scene still,” Stoll says.

      “Is he?” My head tilts. “I just came from there and didn’t see him.”

      “No,” Stoll says slowly, his gaze narrowing. “He was here then.”

      Sighing, I file away the information to the back of my brain and pinch the bridge of my nose. “Okay… where are we at with the warrant to search the lighthouse?”

      Silence.

      I look around. “Are you guys trying to make things difficult?”

      Klepsky scoffs. “We’re trying to do our jobs the same as you.”

      “So let me then!” I reply, my hands flying up in the air. “There is absolutely no reason why you guys shouldn’t have had us out to Paul Jensen’s house by now.” My back slams against my chair as I cross my arms. “We’ve been more than patient.”

      Stoll sighs, rubbing a hand over his mouth. “Jensen is complicated.”

      “So we hear,” Alex mutters.

      “He doesn’t do well with people,” Stoll continues. “If we badger him… well… it’s just better when he’s left alone.”

      Disbelief coats my insides. “Even if he’s murdering innocent women?”

      Stoll cringes and Klepsky scoffs. “He doesn’t like to be around people, and all of us like it that way too.”

      “That’s rude,” I snap.

      “It’s the truth,” he fires back. “There’s no way he’s out there killing people when he’s too afraid of the ghosts of his family to even leave his house.”

      “What?” I ask. “Look, you guys give me nothing to go on here. Get me a damn warrant, or I’ll go above your heads and get it myself.”

      “We’ve already got the warrant,” Stoll snaps. “Klepsky already checked everything out.”

      A disbelieving laugh bubbles from my throat, and I throw my head back, trying to find some type of silver lining here. “Well,” I say slowly, my gaze narrowing as my blood heats with anger. “That would have been extremely nice to know. And since we weren’t even told about it, I think we’ll head out there again. And I want to go out on the water. So let’s make that happen too.” I tilt my head. “You know how quickly word gets around. No need for the town to think you’re stalling an investigation while their friends and family are being slaughtered.”

      Alex whistles. “Better listen to her, Cap. There’s no stopping her when she gets like this.”

      Stoll sighs, rubbing a hand over his neck. “Fine. We’ll get you the warrant, and put you in a patrol boat on the water.”

      I shake my head. “That won’t work. Who would be stupid enough to commit a murder in front of police? We need something that blends in.”

      Alex leans forward, the front legs of his chair snapping back on the ground, his elbows resting on the table. “How about a lobstering boat?”
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      Third body turned up in the water today...

      ...periorbital bruising and sharp force trauma to the abdominal area...

      ...waiting on postmortem CT scan...

      A sob works its way through my mother, tainting the atmosphere of the otherwise quiet precinct. She curls into herself, pushing her face against my chest, her tears soaking through my flannel and the white T-shirt beneath.

      I grip her shoulder in one hand and shoot Preacher Cartwright a dirty look. He catches my eye from where he’s standing off to the side with Officer Kate Young, whom I haven’t seen since the day Gabe and I found the first body.

      And now there’s a third.

      “My condolences, Leticia,” Cartwright says, attempting to undo the damage he’s already inflicted as he walks toward us. Scrubbing a hand over his silver head of hair, he moves as if to pat her on the back, but thinks better of it when he notes my glare.

      Sniffling, my mother retreats, wiping her nose on the forest-green material of my shirt. “Thank you. Gracie was like a sister to me, you know. I just don’t know what’s going on in this town anymore. I’m starting to wonder if Steven and I should’ve left when the kids graduated from high school.”

      I refrain from rolling my eyes, taking a step back. Her and my pops always talked about getting off the island—or rather, she talked and he pretended to listen. But the family business was more important.

      A failing business, but one he was proud of nonetheless.

      Something pinches in my chest at the thought, knowing he’d hate the way I’m running it now.

      “Now, if you’d left, who would’ve kept Gracie company when Ed went through chemo a couple years back? Or when that storm hit, and she needed a place to stay?” The preacher reaches out, clamping a bony hand down over her shoulder. “This town needs you, Letty. Whatever else happens, don’t ever forget that. We can’t stop the bad things from happening, but dang if your presence doesn’t make a fine cushion.”

      My mother nods, pushing a strand of dark hair from her face as Gracie Franklin’s daughter stalks into the precinct, tears streaming down her puffy face.

      Cartwright casts a look at the young woman as she starts over to us, escorted by her husband, and blows out a breath.

      He meets my gaze once more before turning to the grieving woman, stepping close and laying a hand on her shoulder.

      Gracie’s son-in-law excuses himself to the restroom, and then I’m stuck watching Cartwright manipulate the situation into a sermon.

      Kate walks over, tugging on the end of her platinum ponytail, and nudges me with her shoulder.

      “So, I hear you’re finally a free man,” she says, her tone too upbeat for the mournful air.

      I keep my eyes trained on my mother. “Have been for weeks. Told you guys it wasn’t me in the first place.”

      “Well, come on, Linc.” My stomach churns at the nickname rolling off her tongue so easily, like we know each other intimately. “You’re so bored when it comes to these situations, what were we supposed to think?”

      I don’t bother mentioning that it’s not boredom, but training that keeps me separate from the bodies. That once you’ve seen death in action, the aftermath doesn’t exactly bother you the way it once did.

      The front doors to the precinct swing open again, and Kate’s voice gets drowned out by the hum in my veins as Sloane walks in, her pretty face flushed with joy.

      For a second, my chest swells, the notion that maybe her mood is a symptom of our night together flashing across my mind. Even though I didn’t go back down to the lower level of the boat and join her in bed, part of me had been hoping she’d be satisfied with what she got.

      It’s certainly more than I’ve given anyone else.

      I can practically sense the second she feels my eyes on her, and the memory of how she tastes floods my senses, making my cock twitch.

      Stupidly, I’m almost happy to see her.

      Then my gaze drops, zeroing in on Alex’s fingers interlocked with hers, and it feels like the weight of the universe shifts on its axis. And instead of dispersing evenly, that weight plops down right in the center of my chest, crushing bone and muscle without any forethought as to what’s beneath.

      Envy scorches up my spine, and I clench my jaw, my eyes flicking to hers.

      There’s panic in those icy depths; it flares for a breath, but then I’m ripping myself away and turning back to my mother, a silent curse on the tip of my tongue.

      I’m an idiot.

      I knew something was going on there. Could tell in the way he’s always a little too close, a little too friendly.

      Though I suppose I can’t blame her.

      He knows her, and I don’t want to. Why wouldn’t she choose him?

      Their presence is an angry phantom in the room, drawing the attention of the local cops as they pause to watch the strangers cross the bullpen to Captain Stoll’s office. I don’t move to look too, even though my body craves the sight of the brunette detective.

      My mother finally wrenches herself away from Gracie’s daughter, sending the girl off with Kate and Cartwright to get a warm cup of coffee, and then she spins around, pinning me with a look.

      “What’s going on with you?” she demands, placing a hand on her hip. Mascara smudges her eyelids, but she makes no move to wipe it off.

      I exhale slowly. “What are you talking about, Ma?”

      “Your aura. It’s all wrong, all of a sudden.”

      “My aura?” Blinking, I drag a hand down over my face, trying not to let my irritation show. “Ma, all due respect, but what the fuck is that?”

      “When we came into the station, you were fine. Happy—well, as happy as you let yourself be.” She huffs, shaking her head, and wrings her hands together, her gold wedding band glinting in the fluorescent lighting. “Now, you’re all... blah.”

      I just stare at her.

      Her face twists, and she swings her arm back, whacking me in the side with her big black purse. “Don’t look at me like that, Lincoln Dean Porter. I know what I’m talking about—your sister’s been teaching me.”

      “Oh, well, that explains it. Daisy’s a fucking sleep-deprived nutjob.”

      “Be that as it may, my concerns still stand.”

      “I’m fine, Ma. Honest.”

      Hiking her purse up onto her shoulder, she lets out a long sigh, moving to my side and leaning against me. She sniffles, rubbing at her nose, then gives me a short nod.

      “Well, I’m not. I think I need a warm bath. Take me home?”

      Looping my arm through hers, I start us toward the front exit, more than ready to get the hell out of the building and forget the bad things waiting for me inside. But we’ve taken no more than a few steps when someone calls my name, halting our progress.

      “Lincoln Porter, just the man I was hoping to catch.” Alex stalks over to us with a big grin stretched across his face, white teeth bright against his skin. He glances at my mother, tipping his chin in greeting. “Leticia.”

      “Letty,” she corrects, a faint blush working its way over her cheeks. “I feel like I’m always reminding you not to call me by my full name, Detective.”

      “Just trying to be respectful, ma’am. Wouldn’t want anyone getting the wrong idea.”

      She waves him off. “Nonsense. I’m Letty to everyone around here. Except this one.” She jabs her thumb in my direction, her mood seeming to soar as if it wasn’t minutes ago that she was sobbing over her best friend’s death.

      Maybe my aura isn’t the only fucked-up one.

      “He calls me Ma or I wash his mouth out with soap,” my mother continues, squeezing me.

      I grind my teeth together, the irritation I stuffed down when he arrived with Sloane resurfacing. Straightening my spine, I cock a brow, prompting him. “Did you need something from us?”

      “It’s not so much that I need something... more that we require your assistance.”

      I snort. “What, the full use of my property isn’t cutting it? Want me to just do your fucking job?”

      “If you think you know serial killers better than me, then be my guest.”

      Sloane’s voice rakes over my skin like hot lava, its caress sweltering. She pops up behind Alex, shoving a piece of paper in my direction. I glance down at the title, and a genuine laugh rumbles from somewhere hidden in my chest.

      Her lips twitch at the corners, as if amused by the sound, and I hate the way it sets my soul aflame. Hate that she affects me at all.

      “Who’d you bribe for that one?” I notice the judge’s signature in the corner of the page. “Good forgery skills, I’ll give you that. But there’s no fucking way you’re stepping foot on my boat.”

      “Need I remind you I was just on your boat less than twenty-four hours ago?” Sloane snaps, pulling the paper back.

      Alex’s head whips toward her, brows knitting together. “You were?”

      “We weren’t working, were we?” I say, releasing my mother’s arm and taking a step toward the detective. Her nostrils flare, and I can’t help wondering if she’s inhaling me the way I am her. “No one gets on my boat when I’m trying to do a damn job.”

      “Now, wait—” Alex starts, moving as if to step between us, but Sloane holds her hand up to him, leaning in to jab her finger against my chest.

      My heart stutters beneath her touch, and I bite down on the inside of my cheek, praying like hell that she can’t tell.

      “Right now, your job is to help us find a murderer. Everything else can wait.”

      “I’m not going to stop working just to tote you around, scouring the endless ocean for evidence that’s probably sank to the floor by now.”

      “Do I need to have you hauled in again, Mr. Porter?”

      Goddamn, the way her pink lips curl around those words makes my nerve endings tingle. Someone pinches my side, and I snap my head around to look at my mother as she grips my pelvis with two fingers.

      “How many more people have to die before you put your difference aside and help them?” She frowns, hand dropping to her side. “Do I have to die? Because at the rate my church group is dropping, it’s not looking good for me.”

      My stomach flips at her words, the sharp edge of fear creeping into my brain from where I’ve been hiding it.

      Dread inches up my spine, collecting in my muscles and spreading until it fills my veins, pumping erratically, drowning out my thoughts with the rushing sounds it makes.

      I’ve been flippant about the murders since they started, because I don’t want to acknowledge the possibility that they could happen to someone I care about.

      But with the increased frequency, lack of evidence, and the fact that the police simply don’t seem that concerned, I’m starting to wonder if it’s more of a risk than I thought.

      Staring down at my mother, noting the sheen in her gaze and the way she clutches at her coat, like she’s too afraid to release it, I realize my ambivalence is probably causing her a lot more anxiety than necessary.

      Even though she lives with a cop, it’s not like he’s around all the time. And since it’s just her, Daisy, and the baby, and we don’t know anything about motive or victims, I suppose her fears aren’t totally unwarranted.

      Finally, my resolve crumbling, I turn to the detectives with a sigh, dropping my head in defeat. “Eight p.m., sharp. Be ready to go.”
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      My eyes follow Lincoln as he walks his mother out of the front doors, my insides twisting with something sharp.

      It isn’t smart to go out on the water with him alone, but I push the unease back, reminding myself that what happened last night was a one-time thing. A mistake. Something we worked out of our systems, which is actually great because now I can focus on what’s important. The only thing I’m actually here for; finding the serial killer of Skelm Island.

      A small part of me wonders what things would be like here without Lincoln Porter. If maybe I would have pressed for warrants earlier, wouldn’t have put up with as much incompetence from the local police if he hadn’t snuck his way into my brain and weaved his way into every thought.

      What good detective wouldn’t demand to question a person of interest? Especially when all anyone can focus on when it comes to Paul Jensen is some screwed up myth about the lighthouse and the ghosts who haunt it.

      Ridiculous.

      My eyes scan the bullpen, my fingers tapping the counter of the front desk, waiting for Klepsky or Stoll to bring out the warrant so I can head to where I need to go.

      No more distractions.

      “Maybe I should go with him on the boat, instead.” Alex’s voice cuts through my thoughts, his brows drawn down in thought, his hand rubbing across his jaw.

      The smart thing to do would be to agree with him. After all, the last time I was alone with Lincoln, things didn’t exactly stay professional. But the suggestion pulls my insides tight, disappointment settling into my veins at the thought of not being able to get out on the water myself.

      And maybe a little bit of me wants to get some closure with Lincoln; make sure he knows what happened last night will never happen again.

      I sigh, placing my hand on Alex’s forearm. “That’s okay. I’ll go this time, and you can take next. Someone needs to head to the church and check things out anyway.”

      He leans in. “It doesn’t seem like you two get along.”

      I shrug, visions of how well we did get along flashing through my memory. “We don’t have to. I’ll be fine.”

      Alex’s jaw tics. “I don’t like it.”

      “It was your idea,” I hiss back, annoyance winding its way around my middle.

      “Well, that was before he said you two weren’t ‘working’ on his boat last night. I mean, what the fuck, carina?”

      Heat floods my cheeks, my gaze breaking away from his and landing on the uniformed blonde woman standing behind the desk, her eyes volleying between the two of us.

      “I couldn’t sleep last night,” I mutter. “We were just talking.” The lie tastes bitter as it rolls off my tongue, guilt worming its way through my chest.

      “Can you find Klepsky or Stoll?” I ask the blonde. “Tell them we’re still waiting for the lighthouse warrant, please?” I force a smile on my face, but she doesn’t reciprocate, and a heavy feeling slams into me from the way her eyes narrow into slits.

      What is with everyone in this town?

      “Warrant for where?”

      My heart skips as I spin around, coming face-to-face with Lincoln.

      “You’re still here?” Alex sighs as he takes him in.

      Lincoln gives a tight smile. “Not for you.” He turns to the blonde, and the way her face lights up makes my insides smart with something sour.

      “When Gabe gets here, can you tell him to call his wife, please, so she leaves me the fuck alone?” Lincoln asks.

      She smiles wide. “You got it, Linc.”

      Linc.

      A nickname.

      Nausea churns in my gut, and I’m stepping forward before my brain can connect with my feet. “Can you please do what I asked? We’re on a tight schedule.”

      Lincoln twists toward me and huffs out a laugh. “You’re not going to the lighthouse.”

      I tilt my head. “Umm… actually, I am.”

      “No.”

      Fire floods through me, the audacity of this man making blood rush into my cheeks. “I don’t remember asking your permission.”

      “The last thing I’m going to let you do is wave your badge around and storm into his life. He gets enough harassment around here,” Lincoln snaps.

      I snort, my hands going to my hips. “All the more reason. Maybe he’s killing them to make it stop.”

      The room goes quiet, and I swallow around the knot in my throat, realizing my words came out louder than intended. That I shouted them for everyone to hear.

      “Carina—”

      I twist toward Alex, my hand flinging out. “Don’t ‘carina’ me, Alex. I’m serious. What is with everyone in this town trying to keep us from solving this case? This is beyond ridiculous.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see Stoll and Klepsky saunter out of the back hallway, their footsteps hesitating as they take in the silent room.

      “I’m good at my job.” I point my finger at them. “I try to be great. But then here you are. Losing evidence, not even collecting it in some cases, and sitting on warrants for weeks while innocent women are getting murdered.”

      Alex’s hands come up to my shoulders, his touch itching like ants on my skin. I shrug him off, my chest heaving. I glance around to all the wide-eyed gazes in the room; every single person staring at me as if I’m the problem—until I meet Lincoln’s stare.

      And the asshole is smiling.

      My eyes narrow. “What?”

      He shrugs, his eyebrow quirking. “You done?”

      “I don’t know,” I huff. “Are you gonna keep trying to micromanage a case you aren’t even involved in?”

      He steps in close, his smirk widening. “Oh, killer, we both know I’m plenty involved.”

      His words sear through my core and settle between my thighs.

      “That’s not what I meant,” I hiss.

      He moves even closer, his eyes flaring.

      My stomach somersaults.

      “So what did you mean?” he asks.

      His eyes suck me in until I’m riding the waves of his stare, my heart screaming for something it can’t quite reach.

      A hand on my back makes me jump. “Carina.”

      Breaking my gaze away from Lincoln, I step back and lock my eyes on Alex instead.

      “You okay?” he questions.

      I wipe the strands of hair from my face, forcing down the emotion that’s stampeding through my insides.

      This town makes me feel crazy.

      “Yeah.” I nod. “Yeah... I’m fine.”

      “Listen,” Lincoln says, drawing my attention back. “I’ll take you to Mr. Jensen’s myself when we get back from being on the water.”

      My heart skips at his words. “You will?”

      He stares at me, the corner of his mouth lifting as if he’s in on a joke no one else knows. “If I’m there, he’s less liable to shoot you for trespassing.”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m going now. We’ve already waited long enough.”

      “I can go with you,” Alex pipes in.

      Lincoln’s gaze narrows as it slides past me to land on him. “Paul Jensen will not speak to you guys without me, and it’s a fucking toss up if he will even when I’m there. You—” he points at Alex. “Will only make the situation worse.”

      He steps into me, his hand coming up to rest under my chin, tilting my head until our eyes meet. The ache of his touch flares across my skin, itching like fresh tattoos. My fists clench, my palms stinging from where my fingernails press into them.

      “Trust me, killer,” he says. “Please.”

      I suck in a breath, my mouth parting. His eyes drop to my lips.

      My hand reaches up, fingers wrapping around his wrist as I nod.

      He might be a jerk, but something tugs on my psyche, making me feel as if trusting him is my best choice. So, I’ll go out on the water and see what we find, and then I’ll trust Lincoln to take me to the lightkeeper.

      And I won’t leave until I get some answers.
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      My sister snickers for the fourth time since she stepped foot on my dock. The sound scrapes like sandpaper against my ears, and I drop the cage I’m cleaning to turn and glare at her.

      A grin breaks across her face as she rubs her son’s back. “What’s that look for?”

      “What are you laughing at?” I huff.

      Daisy grins. “Your misfortune.”

      Rolling my eyes, I get back to work clearing the Captain Morgan’s platform, ensuring there’s plenty of space for two people to stay as far away from each other as possible.

      I might be stuck with Detective Sloane and the dirty thoughts I have about her on this trawl, but I’ll be damned if I make things harder on myself.

      Monet shakes out his yellow fur and hops up on a saltwater tank, staring out over the boat’s lip. I move to stack the clean trap on top of the others, securing them to the deck.

      “If by misfortune, you mean having to deal with your presence, then I’ll allow it.”

      Sighing, I snap the end of one bungee cord in place, shaking the cages at the bottom of the pile, and then haul myself off the boat.

      Wiping my hands clean, I take stock of the equipment left on the dock, noting that aside from the box of herring waiting to be used as bait, I’ve already loaded everything.

      My eyes skip past my sister, lasering in on my cabin, where I see Sloane and Alex locked in a heated discussion. He has one hand on the handle of her duffel bag, and I watch with my tongue between my teeth as he yanks her into him, wrapping his arm around her in a tight hug.

      The gesture should be innocuous enough between two friends, but I don’t miss the way his eyes linger on Sloane’s form when she walks past him, or how he always seems to want to step in and be her knight in shining armor.

      Or the way carina rolls off his tongue, like he expects it to soothe her, somehow. Maybe in the past, she’s let it.

      Not that it fucking matters. I definitely don’t want to be her anything, so if Alex is willing, I won’t stand in his way.

      Except, when they finally come down the dock, I do stand in his way. Literally.

      He moves to step onto the vessel, arms already outstretched as if to hoist Sloane over it himself, and I shift to the side, blocking his entry.

      Stumbling, he reaches out and grips the white trim of the boat before he slips and falls. “Is there a problem, Lincoln?”

      “Your name on that warrant, Detective?”

      His dark eyebrows draw in. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re not included in that warrant, so you’re not one of the people I’m letting on my boat today.”

      “Oh, hell.” Shoving back a step, he nods at Sloane. “You want to deal with this?”

      She pauses, one leg hiked over the rail. Her eyes flash to mine, and then to her partner. “I don’t know, Alex. Maybe it’s not safe for all of us to be on at once?”

      Daisy laughs, stuffing baby Charlie into my arms and walking over to where Sloane’s stuck in limbo. I let out an irritated sigh, immediately crooking my arms to accommodate his sleeping form, while my sister reaches up and helps Sloane over.

      “It’s perfectly safe,” Daisy says, gripping the metal with both hands. “Lincoln’s just territorial.”

      “Of more than just his boat, I’d say,” Alex mutters, his eyes narrowing into slits.

      Instead of coming to my defense, Daisy just nods. “Don’t blame him, though. Our dad was the same way. Worse, even. One time, when he was little, Lincoln stowed away with Gabe before a three-day trawl and hid out in the bottom cabin. Pops didn’t find them until that night, and boy was he mad when he did—went on a whole rant about respect and not touching another man’s belongings. I swear, they never went near his boat after that.”

      My throat burns at the memory, emotion clogging the airway.

      I wasn’t with Gabe that night.

      Although, I suppose it’s an easier story to remember that way.

      “I’m Daisy, by the way. We haven’t officially met.” She holds her hand out as Sloane catches her footing, pasting a wide smile on her face. “I mean, I’m assuming you did your research—at least, my husband seems to think you have, since he insisted on me not coming down and bothering you with introductions.”

      “Good looking out,” I grumble, moving to shove Charlie back into her arms as Sloane drops her palm. My sister takes him, still smiling, and steps back from the edge of the dock.

      Daisy hip checks me. “Shut up. Just because you’d rather skip meeting people at all doesn’t mean that’s how everyone else is.”

      “God, what a world that would be.”

      Bending down, I haul the crate of herring into my arms, lifting with my knees to load it onto the boat deck. Ignoring Alex’s repeated protests about not being allowed aboard, I push up onto the vessel and untie it, pushing off with one leg.

      “Be careful,” Alex calls, although I’m positive the words are only meant for the detective at my side.

      Monet swirls around Sloane’s feet, his tail wagging furiously, chin tipped up as he waits for her to acknowledge him.

      But I feel her eyes on me; when I glance over, she’s staring holes through my skull, studying me with a carefully neutral expression.

      It makes my gut sour.

      Once we’ve drifted past the no-wake zone, I crank the engine and head off in the direction of my most recent drops. They’re just beyond the coastline, overlooked by the rocky shore, and I kill the engine, release the birds as we idle between a set of buoys, and begin my work in silence.

      Or, at least, I try to.

      Sloane sits on one of the built-in benches, stroking between Monet’s brown eyes. “How old is your nephew?”

      Pushing the button on the hydraulic pump, watching to make sure it pulls my old pots up without issue, I don’t say anything.

      She tries again. “Daisy seems nice. How long has she been married to your best friend?”

      Too long, I think, recalling my initial shock years ago when they’d approached me to say they were seeing each other. How happy my parents had been, because Gabe was like a bonus son to them already.

      To me, it just felt like another loss.

      The trap reaches the side of the boat, and I unlatch it from the line, pulling it up. Turning, I move to set the cage on the platform, and Sloane lets out an exasperated sigh as she pushes to her feet.

      “Are you just gonna ignore me the whole trip?”

      Yanking open the cage door, I pause, squinting at her. “This isn’t a trip, Detective. It’s a job, and I do my best work in silence.”

      “I wouldn’t say your best work,” she argues, heat flashing in her eyes. It shoots straight down to my groin, making my cock jerk at the sultry undertone of her words.

      Clearing her throat, she gestures to the pliers in my hand. “Anyway, I just thought a little conversation might help pass the time.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “Bored already?”

      “No!” Her face flushes. “God, Lincoln, I’m just trying to find some kind of common ground with you.”

      “Didn’t seem to be a problem last night.”

      She frowns, crossing her arms over her chest. “And that was a one-time thing. Right?”

      Chewing on the corner of my lip, I let my gaze drop slowly down her body, remembering each smooth curve of her flesh and how it felt warming beneath my touch.

      “Right.” I swallow.

      She stares in silence for a while, watching me measure and filter through the lobsters I can keep, and the ones I can’t. After about ten minutes of her perusal making my skin crawl, I heave a breath and drop my tools, leaning on the platform to glare at her.

      Pulling at the collar of her black sweater, she gives me a funny look. “What?”

      “Shouldn’t you be doing something? Putting those investigative skills to use?”

      Scanning the water, she shrugs. “I haven’t seen anything of interest yet.”

      The wind kicks up at the tail end of her sentence, carrying her words like a whisper over the gentle waves. An eerie feeling skitters along my skin, scattering goose bumps, and I walk over to the security light hanging from the cabin door, pointing it in a circle around us.

      I don’t see anything out of the ordinary; driftwood floating and scratching at the sides of the boat, a seal that didn’t make it home with the others. And the lighthouse off in the distance, dark and decrepit as usual, although every light in the main house burns bright.

      Still, the feeling doesn’t go away, and suddenly my nerve endings are on high alert, the blood rushing between my ears. Tapping my finger on the steering column, I suck in a deep breath, releasing it slowly, trying to expel myself of the negative energy.

      Monet barks at something in the distance, but when I jerk forward, scrambling to shine the light on the danger, there’s nothing. Just an endless sea, stretching past the point of visibility, waiting to consume those who venture it.

      So why does it feel like we’re being watched?

      Spinning around, I make my way back over to where Sloane stands. Her gaze tracks my every movement, and I can’t help wondering if maybe it’s her that’s throwing me off.

      “That story about your dad…” she starts, letting her arms drop to her sides. Monet sniffs at her hand, and she pets his nose. “I’ve never heard you mention him.”

      “He’s dead. Left me a fucking mess of a business to deal with. What else is there to say?”

      Rolling her shoulders back, she tilts her head. “Just seems odd that he’s never come up in conversation.”

      “Why would that be odd?” I snap, my tone laced with frustration. “At what point would I have brought it up, Detective? Any of the number of times you’ve harassed me as a suspect? When you commandeered my home?”

      I take a step toward her, my body aching to be close to hers again, even if only for a second.

      She blinks up at me, eyes wide, but doesn’t budge when I press into her and obliterate her personal space. Almost like she wants it, too.

      One-time deal, my ass.

      “Should I have brought it up last night while I was balls deep in your tight little pussy? Or maybe after, when you fell asleep still dripping my cum?”

      Part of me expects her to back down, although I don’t know why. It’s not like that’s in her nature.

      In fact, she’s the exact opposite; sunshine that fights her way through the clouds, refusing to let them overshadow her. It’s why, when she had her little meltdown at the precinct, I found myself volunteering to go to the lighthouse with her myself.

      It’s this magnetic energy that on anyone else I’d steer clear of. But for some reason, with Sloane it feels… familiar.

      I just can’t figure out why.

      She juts her chin up, shifting so her breasts graze my chest, searing my skin through the layers I have on. “Would’ve been better than waking up alone.”

      Her words pick at something in my chest, thorns wrapping around my heart and pushing in until the organ begins to compress beneath the pressure.

      Moving back, I let out a shaky breath, the sea air mixing with her floral perfume and making me nauseous.

      My jaw tics, and I pick up the pliers, shoving them in her direction. Her eyebrows shoot into her hairline as she takes the tool from me, hesitant but willing.

      “You want to pass the time?” I ask, needing to get this outing back on track. I reach into the pot and pull out a crustacean. “Can’t get on a lobster boat without doing a little lobstering.”
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      My stomach churns as I look down at the trap filled with lobsters. I tighten my hold around the tool Lincoln just handed me, and my eyes bounce from it and then back to him. He’s focused while he inspects each catch, before either throwing it in the hole of a large white box built into the center of the deck, or tossing them overboard back to sea.

      “I...” My voice catches on the sudden nerves rising through my throat.

      The sensations I’ve felt since coming aboard are strange, to say the least. I thought that after last night, the tension that thickens the air and wraps around me whenever Lincoln’s near would dissipate. But if anything, it’s gotten worse, because now it almost feels as if I should know him. As if I gave him more than I intended—more than just my body.

      “I don’t know anything about lobstering,” I finally force out, lifting the tool he gave me. “What even is this?”

      He smirks, glancing at me and back to the crustacean in his hand. “It’s a measuring tool. They have to be a certain length to stay legal. If they aren’t—” He pauses while he uses his own tool and places it on top of the lobster, running it from the head down to the tail, and then grabbing a thick band from the side of the box and wrapping the claws before dropping it in the hole. “They aren’t legal and we throw them back.”

      I lean over, peering inside the box. “And what’s down there?”

      His eyes spark, almost as if he’s amused by my questions. It’s a different look than I’m used to getting from him and something that feels a lot like hope flares to life in the center of my chest.

      “That’s where the lobsters go.”

      I roll my eyes. “Obviously.”

      He sighs, measuring out another and shaking his head slightly before tossing it back to sea. “It’s a saltwater tank. Keeps them alive until we make it back to shore.” He reaches into the yellow wire trap and pulls out another.

      My insides tighten as I watch him. There’s something attractive about a man who has a passion for his work, and while Lincoln doesn’t seem to jump in joy over what he does, it still bleeds from his pores. Etched into his DNA like tattoos on his soul.

      “You see this?” he asks, nodding his head toward the lobster sitting in the shallow pan. He points toward the tail where there’s a piece missing.

      “A V-notch,” I say. My head snaps back as soon as I do, confusion sparking through my middle and squeezing.

      His brows shoot to his hairline. “Yeah. How do you know that?”

      “I have…” I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?” he replies.

      My gut rolls, a sharp pain splitting behind my eyes. My hand reaches up to press against the sudden ache. “I probably read it somewhere when I was trying to learn about lobstering. You know… for the case.”

      He tilts his head to the side. “Must have.”

      “What’s it mean?” I point toward the tail.

      “It means this one’s a breeder, and we have to throw her back.” His eyes are scanning me, a cautious edge to his gaze.

      I don’t reply, too busy rubbing at the receding throbbing in my head. When it’s finally at a manageable level, I go back to watching Lincoln work.

      It’s almost hypnotic in a way, and as I stare at him, my mind wanders back to Alta May—the first body—wondering how she got caught up in the lines so easily.

      Wondering whether it’s coincidence that two out of the three bodies were found near or in Lincoln’s traps.

      I look out over the water, my gaze snagging on the darkened tower in the distance. The place where the third body was found.

      “Are you the only traps set this close to the lighthouse?”

      Lincoln’s hands pause. “I am,” he says.

      “How do you know for sure?”

      He sighs, setting down his measuring tool and walking over to the side, rolling up his sleeves and dipping his hands into a basin of water. “Are you cold?” he asks. “This is heated water if you want to warm your hands up.”

      I shake my head, even though I am. But I don’t want to lose my train of thought.

      “You can tell by the buoys,” he continues. “All of the ones that are red, black, and white are my fath—” He clears his throat. “Mine.”

      I walk closer to the lip of the boat, leaning over slightly to stare out. “You color code them?”

      “Yeah, and display them on the side of the boat.”

      My chest pulls tight. “So people would know these were your traps specifically just by the colors?”

      “They would,” he responds slowly.

      “Hmm.” Anticipation lights up my nerve endings; a type of humming that buzzes just beneath my veins. It’s a familiar feeling—one that always happens when my intuition is prodding me to keep on this path.

      Something here is important, and I didn’t rise through the ranks as quickly as I did by not listening to my gut.

      This is my favorite part of the job—solving puzzles. Finding square pegs and figuring out how they fit in seemingly round holes.

      Lincoln wipes his hands off on a towel hanging next to the water basin. “You hungry?”

      He moves to walk inside, and I follow, my gaze sweeping over the water one last time, the stillness of the sea sending a shiver down my spine.

      I move down the steps and into the small interior, pausing by the kitchenette when I notice Lincoln already back by the bed, stripping off his orange jumpsuit.

      My heart jumps into my throat.

      He glances up at me. “What?”

      I swallow, trying to force some saliva into my suddenly dry mouth. “Nothing.”

      His mouth twitches, as if he knows I’m a liar. Like he can see straight through me and knows how he affects me, even though I wish with everything in me that he didn’t.

      “You should really wear a life jacket when we’re out there,” he says as he takes off his beanie and runs his hand through his messy locks.

      “You don’t wear one.”

      “I’m seasoned,” he replies as he walks through the small living area toward me.

      “Well, maybe I like to live dangerously,” I grin.

      He steps around me, his torso barely brushing against mine, and my heart stutters.

      “Well, maybe I don’t want you to drown and become another body floating in the water.”

      “Who knew you were such a bleeding heart?” I joke.

      His lips press together, his fingers wrapped around the fridge handle. “If you die then they’ll make me a suspect again, and I’d rather not have to deal with idiots for longer than necessary.”

      Something heavy drops into my gut. “Wow, Lincoln. It’s so nice to know you care.”

      He smirks, opening the door and pulling out a bottled water.

      I watch in silence, my teeth chewing at the inside of my cheek as his fingers meticulously wrap around the edges of the lid and twist to unscrew the top. He brings the bottle to his lips, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows, and I clench my thighs, heat spreading through me and settling between my legs, making my core pulse with need.

      He lowers the drink, his eyes zoning in on where I’m gawking.

      “Enjoying the show?” he asks.

      I inhale a sharp breath, breaking my stare. “We need some ground rules.”

      He cocks his head. “Rules?”

      “Yeah.” I wave my hand in the space between us. “We will keep at least five feet between us at all times.”

      “Okay.” The corner of his mouth twitches. “And?”

      “And… I need us to stay professional. No ‘killer’ nicknames, which I hate by the way.” I narrow my gaze. “And no more talking about our temporary lapse in judgment from last night.”

      His smirk grows, his hand brushing through the jet-black strands of his hair.

      My stomach flips.

      He steps closer, and I back up a space. “I’m serious, Lincoln. Five feet.”

      “Fine.” He sets his bottle down on the counter. “Wouldn’t want to piss off your partner anymore, anyway.”

      My forehead scrunches. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Lincoln’s shoulder lifts. “He didn’t seem to like knowing you were with me last night.”

      “He shouldn’t even know, period,” I snap. “If it weren’t for you and your gigantic mouth.”

      His arms cross against his chest. “I didn’t hear any complaints about my mouth last night.”

      I groan, throwing my hands into the air. “This was a terrible idea.”

      “What was?”

      “Coming out here with you!” My heart slams against my ribs as he takes another step toward me. I move back again. “Here you go, already breaking the rules.”

      He chuckles, continuing his stride until he’s right in front of me. I twist until my back presses against the counter, the lip of it biting into my skin, my stomach somersaulting when he presses into my space.

      My hands reach behind me, my fingers gripping the countertop so tightly I’m afraid they’ll bruise.

      “Technically,” he says, his tongue swiping across his bottom lip. “I didn’t agree to them.”

      My heartbeat whooshes through my ears, my fingers trembling as they move to press against his chest, feeling his heavy breaths underneath my hands.

      I shove, and he allows the movement.

      His palms fly into the air. “I agree to your ‘rules.’ They work better for me, anyway.”

      I nod my head, ignoring the way my insides flutter, and I run my palm down the front of my sweater. “Is it common knowledge that you go to the lighthouse?” I ask.

      “What is with the twenty questions?” He groans. “Is this how you’ll be the whole trip?”

      “I’m just wondering what the odds are of two bodies being near your traps, and the other being somewhere that you frequent.”

      His gaze grows hazy as he stares at the empty space behind my head. “I have history with the lighthouse, yeah,” he bites out.

      I knew it.

      “What kind of history?”

      His jaw tenses. “The ‘none of your fucking business’ kind.”

      My fingers fly to the bridge of my nose, pinching the skin to try and calm the irritation that surges through my veins. “Listen, I’m not asking for personal pleasure, Lincoln. I’m trying to piece something together. I just... do you have anyone that would do this to you?”

      “Do what?”

      “Frame you for murder.”
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      I blink at Sloane, my throat tickling with the effort it takes not to laugh in her face.

      “The only person on Skelm Island framing me for anything so far has been you, killer.”

      Her little nostrils flare at my blatant disregard for yet another rule, and it floods my chest with something warm and bright. Ignoring the dirty look she gives, I spin on my heel and reach to a cabinet above the stove, pulling out a small cast-iron skillet and a loaf of bread.

      I can almost hear her eyes roll. “I wasn’t framing you, you... jerk. Questioning you was just me doing my job.”

      My lips twitch as I get to work preheating the skillet and buttering one side of each slice of bread. “And what was last night?”

      “A serious lapse in judgment, like I’ve said. But we aren’t discussing last night.”

      From my peripheral, I watch her cross the tiny cabin, perching on the edge of the bed. Holding my hand over the pan to ensure it’s warm, I drop the first slice of bread and then the second, reaching into the fridge while it cooks to grab mayonnaise and cheese.

      “In any case, can you seriously tell me you don’t have any enemies in town who might want to pin a crime on you? Nobody in like a secret lobstering society you’ve pissed off in the past, no one waiting for the chance to take you down?”

      Smoothing a hand along my jaw as the sandwich cooks, I give my head a little shake, thinking about what she said after she’d been down to Petey’s.

      How Isa talked about me like I’m some sort of hero to this town, even though it couldn’t be further from the truth.

      But, I suppose when the environment itself is bleak, even shit starts to look shiny.

      “There isn’t a secret lobstering society,” I say after a moment, giving her a half answer. It’s not secret, anyway. “And I don’t know if you’ve noticed, detective, but I don’t exactly have the free time for enemies.”

      “You seemed to have plenty of time to make me one,” she mutters, her voice just barely audible over the sizzle of the sandwich as I flip it to brown the other side. Her palm smacks against her leg, and she sighs. “There has to be something. One murder is a coincidence, but three? We’re clearly missing something.”

      My stomach twists, the word murder grating on my nerves for the first time in nearly two decades.

      Swallowing down the emotion in my throat, I plate the first sandwich and bring it over to her, setting it on the mattress beside her thigh. She blinks at the food, then back at me.

      “What if I’m lactose intolerant? How am I supposed to eat that?”

      “Should’ve thought about that before you decided you needed to come out on this trip with me, then.”

      She waits until I’ve finished my own, her eyes burning through the back of my skull as I turn, leaning against the kitchenette and digging in. Tentatively, she takes a bite, her face softening and eyes widening as the flavors meet her tongue.

      A moan works its way from her throat, scraping deliciously over my flesh. My dick pulses heavily, and she covers her mouth with one hand, trying to hide the sexy sound in a cough.

      “I wasn’t expecting it to be that good,” she says, crimson crawling up her cheeks.

      I smirk, but don’t say anything else. We both know what I’m thinking.

      We eat the rest of our sandwiches in tense silence, both of us adhering to the rules of professionalism, despite the way our bodies clearly yearn for another.

      I swear, I don’t mean to look, but I can plainly make out the hardened peaks of her breasts as they pucker in her sweater, and my mouth almost waters at the memory of how they felt on my tongue.

      Clearing my throat, I move to dump my plate in the trash receptacle, the faint crackling sound of a radio catching my attention. Our gazes shift toward the sound, the CB radio sitting on a shelf above the bed flaring to life.

      “What’s that?” Sloane asks, twisting her neck to look.

      Tension threads through my muscles, pulling each one tight until a sharp ache sluices through me, as if it’s severing tendons from tissue.

      “I don’t know,” I say, taking a step forward, my eyes focused on the green glow of the radio display. “The antenna on that box is broken; it’s not supposed to be able to pick up any sound from passing boats.”

      “Passing boats? I thought you were the only one fishing in this area.”

      “I am. But I’m not the only lobsterman off the coast of Maine.”

      Kneeling on the bed, hyperaware of the fact that I was doing this exact thing for very different reasons just twenty-four hours ago, I reach forward and pull the mic free, waiting a beat to see if the sound occurs again.

      The radio is old, and hasn’t worked since the night my father found me and Morgan Jensen playing with it when we stowed away on his trip.

      He’d broken it then, ensuring we weren’t tempted to come back out, and it’s sat unused on that shelf ever since.

      My heart rages against my chest, angry and volatile. When no other sound comes, I slump down, my shoulders relaxing just slightly. “Must be the wind or something.”

      Sloane doesn’t reply, but I can feel the weight of her stare as I push off from the bed, wringing my hands together.

      “Anyway,” I say, forcing nonchalance into my tone even though my entire body is still on edge. “You’d better get some sleep. The first four a.m. haul is always the hardest.”

      “The what?” Sloane hops up, reaching out to grab my arm and keep me from turning. “Wait a second, Lincoln. I need you to talk to me. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Every time I look at you, it feels like I have.

      I shrug from her grip. “Just a little weirded out by the radio thing, is all. Don’t worry about it.”

      She hesitates, letting her hand fall. “Well, now I’m weirded out.”

      Shaking my head, I walk back over to where I discarded my beanie, pulling it down over my head. “Get some sleep, Sloane.”

      “But what about—”

      “Take the bed, I’ll be up on the deck.”

      Pushing through the door, I pull it shut behind me and head back up. Monet greets me, nuzzling my thigh as I scan the horizon, that thick and eerie feeling coating my bones.

      Fog rolls over the upset water, the two refusing to ever collide but always coexisting, and then I walk over to the steering shelter and fire up the working CB radio, pulling the mic free and adjusting the dial until a familiar hum filters through.

      “Gabe,” I say, releasing the talk button to wait for him to come on. I kill the engine and drop anchor for the night while I wait.

      “Yo.” His voice buzzes over the airwaves, slightly distorted by white noise. “Is Lincoln Porter radioing me while he’s busy, and with a girl, no less? Color me shocked. Mad you didn’t invite me to your little soiree?”

      I roll my eyes, leaning against the wall. “No, dumbass. Not even a little.” I pause, his chuckle coming through, and then continue. “You ever hear anything else from Thomas or his guys after the incident back in the spring?”

      “No,” Gabe replies slowly, as if racking his brain. “But I told you they wouldn’t bother you again, didn’t I?”

      My fingers grip the steering column, squeezing. I can still hear the venom lacing Jordan Thomas’s threats when I refused to let him or his little cult drop their traps in my territory.

      After trying to cite my father’s membership into their unofficial union as all the permission they needed, I reminded them that my father was dead, and therefore so was his relationship with them.

      Jordan didn’t like that; lobstermen are aggressively competitive, and the promise of making me pay for not wanting to involve myself with them was very clear.

      Maybe the bodies are their way of getting back at me.

      Exhaling, I reach up and yank off my beanie, drawing my fingers through my hair. “Christ. I’m overthinking shit now.”

      “What’s going on, man? That detective filling your head with conspiracies?” He pauses. “Or is this like the times you’ve tried convincing us that Jensen didn’t really kill his kid?”

      Working my jaw, I glance out at the lighthouse, a stabbing sensation flaring to life inside my chest. “No, it’s just… would you put it past those fuckers to frame me for these recent murders?”

      The radio goes silent for several minutes, and I briefly think I’ve lost connection. But then it comes back, a sharp sound piercing my ears as his voice returns.

      “I think Thomas was your dad’s best friend, and that I told him and his guys to fuck off. It’s almost the end of lobster season, so they shouldn’t even have the time to be doing anything illegal. That’s a pretty elaborate scheme, even for them.”

      Clearly, Gabe doesn’t know what harbor gangs are capable of. Didn’t grow up with his father shoving stories of their violent tendencies down his throat, another attempt at keeping me away from this life.

      Funny that he left it all to me, in the end, anyway.

      Rolling my shoulders, I nod, focusing on the shadows lining the coast, trying to let my eyes adjust to the darkness. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Not maybe. I’m always right,” Gabe says, tone light.

      It sends a wave of envy through my gut, and I sigh. “You home?”

      “Yep. Rocking my boy to sleep tonight.”

      “All right, I’ll talk to you when I get back to shore.”

      “Ten-four, good buddy.”

      Flicking the switch off, I slump back against the wall and blow out a breath, then make my way over to the plastic bench seating on the other side of the deck.

      For a beat, I stare up at the night sky, tracing constellations with my eyes, and then I reach under the seat for my lockbox, pulling my sketchbook out from beneath the scraps of paper and photos, and flip to a blank page.

      My pencil strokes are soft at first as I try to relay the curvature of the eyes that haunt my conscience, and I lose track of time as I map them from memory.

      It could be hours, could be minutes, before I hear a floorboard creek, and when I glance up, I see Sloane standing in the doorway, Monet at her side.

      “I think you should get some sleep,” she says, toying with the edge of her light-blue button-down pajama top.

      I huff. “You should be asleep right now yourself.”

      “Well, I feel bad that you’re up here and I have the whole bed to myself.” She scratches at the inside of her wrist, her dark hair hanging like a curtain around her cheeks.

      “I get in that bed with you, and I’m not going to be able to keep my hands to myself.”

      She sucks in a little breath, and I see her tongue dart out over her lips, wetting them. “What if we... put a pillow between us, or something?”

      My fingers curl around my pencil until it cracks.

      “Please?” she says, and there’s an edge of unease to her voice that tugs at something inside me. Like she needs me down there for some reason.

      The thought of leaving the deck unattended makes me a little nauseous, but there’s something else prodding at my nervous system, too. Something desperate to prove itself to Sloane.

      To protect her, even if I’m not sure from what.

      That need pushes me to my feet with a sigh; I tuck my notebook back into the box and gesture toward her. “Lead the way.”

      Following her down, I do my best not to focus on the way her ass looks in her silk pajama pants, watching as she crawls onto the mattress and shoves herself as close to the wall as she can get.

      Monet curls up at the foot of the bed, putting his head on his paws, and Sloane shifts back farther.

      She turns so she’s facing the paneling, and I roll my eyes, shucking off my flannel and pulling my T-shirt over my head.

      “Wait!” she squeaks, peeking at me from the corner of her eyes. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting comfortable. I can’t sleep in these clothes.”

      I don’t mention that I can’t sleep at all, loving the way my state of undress has her cheeks flaming.

      “Don’t worry.” I kick off my jeans so I’m standing only in black boxers, then climb onto the opposite side of the bed “I won’t touch you unless you’re begging me to.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” she huffs under her breath, trying to shrink away.

      Her body heat radiates toward me as I pull the comforter up over my legs, the single pillow cradled between us no match for its intensity.

      Already, my dick is throbbing, and I slowly run my palm over the shaft to try and tame my response. But with her scent invading my nostrils, it’s damn near impossible.

      Somehow, though, the anxiety from earlier seems to dissipate, my body relaxing as it settles into the mattress.

      “I heard you, you know,” she says after a pregnant pause, almost speaking to the wall. “I know there are people who want to frame you. I don’t know why you withhold so much information from me, when all I’m trying to do is help.”

      “Try harder, killer,” I say, my eyelids growing droopy.

      My body naturally fights the sensation, unwilling to be taken off guard for even a second, but my brain is very quickly losing the battle.

      As I drift off for the first time I can even remember in my adult life, the sound of the waves slapping against the sides of the boat drowning out my worries, I swear I hear her mumble something about her name before the darkness takes over.
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      It’s warm.

      Like, fell asleep by the fire and wrapped in a heavy blanket type of warmth. It’s comforting, so I nuzzle in deeper while my brain fires off signals to my limbs, sending the buzzing feel of waking up through my veins.

      I feel rested, and as I come to, my head coming out of the foggy dreamlike state I’ve been in, I realize there’s something solid against my back. I press into it, my lashes fluttering as my eyes move behind my lids. Awareness trickles down my spine as I wake up fully, realizing where I am and what exactly the source of my comfort is.

      Lincoln.

      Heat flares through me, my nipples hardening even though there isn’t any chill as his arms pull me tighter against him, something thick and hard settling between the cheeks of my ass.

      A groan in my ear sends goose bumps sprouting across my neck, and my teeth bite into my bottom lip, stifling the moan that’s desperate to escape. My hands come down to rest on top of corded forearms, my fingers tracing along the veins as my eyes slowly open, glancing down at the inked-up skin that’s wrapped around me.

      I’ve never been a big tattoo girl, but on him they’re so attractive they hurt to look at. The drawings are intricate, and I can’t help but wonder if maybe they’re his own. A way for his soul to shine through his skin.

      Small breaths of air puff out of his mouth, tickling the back of my neck, and his calloused fingers rub against my stomach, resting underneath the hem of my shirt.

      My heart skips, the butterflies exploding in my stomach making my breathing heavy.

      I know I should pull away.

      But last night was the first dreamless sleep I’ve had in years, and I’m not ready to come back to the land of the living quite yet.

      With that realization also comes the reminder that I shouldn’t have been sleeping at all. I should have taken a nap and then gone out to the front deck and forced my eyes to stay open while I watched the water for anything out of the ordinary.

      The whole purpose for us being here is to stake out. But instead, I fell into everything that is Lincoln immediately, allowing him to overwhelm my senses until nothing else mattered. Until my head was so full of him that I didn’t do my job.

      Again.

      A sick feeling swirls in my stomach, burning a path through my middle, opening a gaping wound in the center of my sternum, allowing the weight of innocent victims to settle on my shoulders.

      This isn’t supposed to be me.

      I’m good at my job.

      I want to find the culprit.

      And every second I waste here with Lincoln and do things like this, I’m not keeping my eye on the prize. I hadn’t meant to sleep for so long, but the fact remains that I did, and as a result, we could have missed something vital. Something that could break the case wide open, and I’d have nobody to blame except myself. Just because everyone else in this town seems to be incompetent at their job doesn’t give me an excuse to be.

      I fidget under Lincoln’s grasp, not wanting to wake him—wanting to avoid this awkward situation in general—but the second I move, he tightens his grip, drawing me into him farther, his naked torso pressing flush against every curve of my body. My entire body freezes at the motion, my lungs stalled—afraid to even breathe—afraid that if I do anything, he’ll wake up and start something I won’t have the will to stop.

      His hips move, causing his hardness to press into me. My core spasms, remembering what it felt like to have him inside me—the way it felt as he came, his cock pulsing in rhythmic jerks while my walls gripped him tight, milking out every drop.

      My teeth sink into my lower lip so hard I taste blood.

      Blowing out a shaky breath, I attempt to move again, wiggling my body against him as I try to maneuver my way from his embrace, my heart stuttering every time he so much as breathes, worried that he’ll wake up. Eventually I escape from his clutches, and I slip to the edge of the bed, running my hand through my hair and breathing deep, trying to calm the throbbing of my core, begging me to lie back down and find the comfort of his embrace again, even if only just for a moment.

      He exhales heavily, rolling from his side to his back, and I move gingerly from the edge of the mattress, spinning to face him.

      My abs clench as my gaze traces up the dips and lines of his body, soaking in his inked skin like it’s art.

      And then my lungs stall, my breath stuttering. The biggest piece he has and it’s rendered me speechless, my heart battering against my ribcage as I lean in to make sure I’m seeing it clearly. It’s stunningly beautiful, starting on his left bicep and running across his shoulder and over his chest, stopping right above his heart.

      Black roses.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the trip is uneventful, if not tense. I don’t bring up the fact that I inspected Lincoln’s body like a prized possession while he slept, and I definitely don’t mention the visceral reaction his tattoos—well, one in particular—caused me. I did pull up my phone immediately, searching for black rose tattoos and calmed myself down, realizing that they’re extremely common. Still, the reminder of my nightmares made it easy to stay awake for the remaining two days, keeping my distance from Lincoln and focusing my attention on the water.

      Not that anything happened while we were out there.

      And now, after three torturous days and two long nights, we’re back on land and pulling into the drive of the lighthouse.

      I glance at Lincoln as we bounce over the rough terrain, the tensing of his jaw muscle letting me know that he isn’t feeling great about the trip. He hasn’t spoken much since our first night out on the water, and although the reprieve from his coldness is nice, the silence is almost worse.

      But at least he’s kept to his word, and is with me to see the lightkeeper. Paul Jensen.

      For some reason, the thought of being here; of talking to him makes my stomach pull tight. Maybe it’s because of all the secrets that seem to line the town when it comes to his history, or maybe it’s because everyone seems to warn against even approaching him.

      Or possibly—the smallest part of me—thinks it may be because last time I was here, Lincoln had me pressed against the lighthouse wall while I got myself off on his lap.

      Heat floods my cheeks at the memory.

      “You okay?”

      I snap my head over to Lincoln, my eyes widening at the question. He throws the car in park at the end of the driveway, the lighthouse cottage sitting directly in front of us, and he twists in his seat, his hand resting comfortably on top of the steering wheel.

      “Me?” I point to myself.

      He quirks a brow. “Do you see anyone else in the truck?”

      “I’m just surprised you’re asking is all.” I shrug, twisting my fingers together. “But, yeah, I’m fine. Just trying to stay focused.”

      He nods, rubbing under his jaw. “Listen... don’t expect much from him, you know? He’s had a hard time and he isn’t very welcoming, even to me.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” I mutter.

      Lincoln smirks. “Contrary to what you may believe, I’m known to be a very likable person.”

      I huff out a laugh. “Being revered as the town hero isn’t the same thing as being liked. You have to actually have likable traits to be a likable person.”

      His lips thin, and guilt drops in the center of my chest. I smile, trying to ease the tension. “Must be that sparkling personality of yours that grabs them.”

      He hums before unbuckling his seat belt and turning the key in the ignition until the rumble of the Ford’s engine dies down.

      “You ready?” he asks. “I can’t guarantee anything, but let’s see what we can do.”

      Nodding, I reach for the handle, but the slamming of a door halts my movement.

      “Shit,” Lincoln curses.

      My gaze snaps to the cottage where Paul Jensen stands on his front porch, his chin-length white hair whooshing in the ocean breeze, and that same rifle steady in his hand.

      “Stay here for a second.”

      “What?” My eyes move to Lincoln as he opens his car door. “No, I—”

      He turns to me, his eyes dark. “Just trust me, killer. Remember?”

      My heart falters, my gut squeezing as I nod, leaning back against the seat. Lincoln jumps out of his truck and heads over to where Mr. Jensen is. They talk for a few minutes before Lincoln nods and twists toward the truck, waving his hand at me in a come hither motion.

      My stomach jumps as I leave the car, my feet crunching on the gravel as I make my way toward them.

      I’ll never admit it out loud, but I’m impressed with how easily Lincoln controlled the situation. How the second he started talking, Mr. Jensen’s tension eased, as if he trusts him implicitly.

      And that makes me wonder what it is about Lincoln that inspires such a reaction—why he seems to be the only person that can get through.

      The cold wind whips across my face, the smell of saltwater stinging my nostrils as I make my way over, stopping when I’m directly next to them, staring into the dark eyes of the lightkeeper himself.

      “Hi, Mr. Jensen.” I put out my hand. “I’m Detective Sloane.”

      He grunts, the white scruff on his jaw glinting in the early afternoon sun as he glares down at my outstretched palm. “You gotta first name?”

      Lincoln chuckles. “That is her first name.”

      Confusion whirls through me as I spin to face him. “What?”

      “Sloane, come on,” he sighs.

      “Lincoln,” I reply. “Sloane isn’t my first name. It’s my last.”

      His shoulders jerk back, his brows jumping to his hairline. “So what is your first name?”

      “It’s Morgan.”
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      Disgust whirls around inside my chest, a vengeful storm threatening to destroy everything in its path as Sloane corrects me.

      “It’s Morgan,” she says, a hint of amusement sparkling in her icy irises.

      Like this is fucking funny to her.

      My gut twists, knotting into a singular ball of apprehension, and my heartbeat shifts into overdrive as I try to process this information.

      For some reason, the fact that her legal first name wouldn’t also be her detective name is only just now occurring to me, although it makes sense. Why would they call a respected officer by her first name?

      I glance down at the “Det. Sloane” sewn into the right breast of her PPD windbreaker, tracing each letter over and over until the white thread blurs together. Sweat percolates along my temple, beads sliding down my cheek, and I take a deep breath, nausea curdling in my throat.

      “How is that possible?” I manage, although my voice sounds funny. Faraway and distant, as if traveling through time to reach her.

      She laughs. “It’s not an uncommon name...”

      Dragging my gaze up to her face, I take in the soft curve of her jawline, roving up over pillowy lips and her slender nose, coming to rest on her eyes.

      Those frustrating, familiar fucking eyes.

      Taking a step toward her, I reach out, aware that we have an audience with Paul, but unable to rein myself in.

      My mind spins, thrashing against the inside of my skull, as I grip her chin between my fingers and tilt her head up toward the gray sky.

      Glacial blues blink up at me, freezing my insides the way they did the first time we met. Ice spreads down my spine, covering the vertebrae like tree limbs in winter, stretching out toward the shackles chained around my heart.

      I feel Paul poke my side with the mouth of his rifle, clearly made uncomfortable by my loss of sanity, but I can’t fucking pull myself away.

      Memories eat at my organs like little parasites, images of these exact eyes staring at me from across the lighthouse as a kid. Of tears streaming from them after their owner’d been pushed down on the playground and called names, all because of things she couldn’t control.

      The last time I saw them was the night my father caught us on his boat; she’d had the flashlight pressed up against her chin as he drove the boat back to shore, trying to distract me from my punishment with ghost stories.

      I just didn’t know that the next day, she’d become one.

      “Lincoln?” Sloane—Morgan?—utters softly, still stuck in my grasp.

      The single word feels like flames licking against my skin, and I snatch my hand back, releasing her as if she’s burned me.

      When I wiggle my fingers, trying to expel the sensation, it only solidifies. A phantom making its home in my limbs.

      “Paul, can I talk to you alone?” Sloane’s mouth opens to protest, and I hold a finger up, silencing her. “It’ll just be a minute, Detective.”

      She frowns. “Fine. But don’t try and convince him not to talk to me.”

      “To be fair, little girl, I still haven’t decided one way or the other,” Paul says, giving her a look I don’t have the patience to decipher.

      We start toward the cottage, and I toss a glance over my shoulder at Sloane as we move up the porch steps. She turns in a circle, hands on her hips as she assesses the outside of the lighthouse, and even that feels familiar.

      The old man looks like he doesn’t know what the fuck is going on, and for some reason, the fact that this situation doesn’t seem to have fazed him in the slightest niggles at something in the back of my mind.

      I don’t know what the fuck is going on, and I don’t like it.

      Paul pauses on the bottom step, slinging his rifle out so it bars my path to the porch. “Wanna explain what the hell’s going on with you?”

      My mouth dries up, and I card a hand through my hair, yanking hard at the ends. “Her name’s Morgan.”

      His face remains totally still, a long pause bleeding out between us. “And?”

      My eyes widen. “And... you don’t think it’s odd that she’s the first Morgan we’ve had in town in almost twenty years?”

      “No more so than you keeping track.” He narrows his dark eyes, the wind rustling his white locks.

      “It cannot possibly be a coincidence.” I nod my chin in her direction. “Her eyes? Tell me you saw them. They look just like hers!”

      “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” he snaps, rage pouring through his tone.

      I pull my chin back, pressing my lips together.

      Sighing, Paul runs a hand down the side of his face, his wrinkled skin smoothing temporarily with the action. “Look, Lincoln, you know I appreciate you keeping her memory alive all these years, but...”

      Straightening my spine, I cock an eyebrow, my chest tightening. “But what?”

      “It’s been years, son. No amount of mourning is gonna bring her back. You need to move on.”

      “I don’t even have anything to move on from,” I bite out, irritation boiling in my blood. Emotion stings behind my eyes, and I curl my hands into fists at my side, shoving them into my pockets. “People don’t just fucking disappear, Paul. Don’t act like you believe that story any more than I do.”

      When he doesn’t immediately respond, I tilt my head, taking in his calm, unbothered demeanor. He doesn’t even give Sloane another glance, eyes sliding right past to the ocean beyond.

      Anger simmers in my veins, splashing red across my vision. I lean back on the rail leading up the steps, studying him, waiting for a chink to appear in his stoic armor.

      “Or is this admitting you did kill your daughter and wife, after all these years?” I continue, breath hitching when his gaze snaps to mine. “Has the town been right about you all along, Jensen?”

      Slowly, he raises his gun, pressing the barrel into the center of my chest. “You come around here accusing me, boy, you’d better have some goddamn proof.”

      “I’m not accusing you, I’m just saying. Isn’t there some part of you that wonders what happened that night? What if—”

      “Oh, my god!” Sloane’s voice splinters through the air, interrupting the conversation. Our heads whip toward her as she approaches, pistol drawn and clasped between her hands, pointed at Paul.

      He grunts. “Put that down.”

      “You first.” She jerks her chin at the rifle, glaring. “As much of a pain in the ass Mr. Porter may be, I need him unharmed. I don’t want to know how much more unbearable he gets when injured.”

      Tsking, Paul lets the weapon drop, shaking his head as he moves up a step. “Get the hell off my property, you two.”

      Anxiety coasts along my skin, tiny pinpricks that have me clenching my jaw. “We have a warrant to speak with you—”

      “We can come back another time,” Sloane offers, lifting a shoulder as she reholsters her gun. “If that works for you, sir.”

      My nostrils flare with each heavy breath I pull in and subsequently release. Paul just grunts again, the noncommittal sound more emphatic than any other I’ve heard him make, and he makes his way up the steps without another word, slamming the front door shut behind him.

      Sloane looks at me, folding her arms over her chest. “What just happened?”

      I remove my hands from my pockets, smoothing them down over my jeans. “Nothing. Let’s go.”

      She falls in line behind me as I head back to the truck, unease and awareness humming along my skin like a tide rising to slap against the shore.

      Out of habit, I walk to her side and yank the door open; she steps past me, quietly obeying the unspoken command to get in, but then my hand is lashing out and encircling her wrist, and I’m twisting her so she’s backed against the polished metal.

      Her eyes are as wide and deep as the ocean itself as they stare up at me, and I feel a little dizzy as I try to focus on them.

      Little flecks of white float around her pupils, dispersing the otherwise crystalline shades of blue, and in a second I’m transported into the past, standing in this exact spot as an eleven-year-old, convincing my best friend that she’s not going to get in trouble for sneaking away.

      “I’m so grounded,” she says, pushing out her bottom lip as we say our goodbyes. My pops’s run-down pickup rumbles off to the side, almost obscuring the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks.

      He’s waiting, letting me say goodbye before I’m unable to see Morgan again for a month. All because I let Gabe convince me it’d be fine to bring her on the boat.

      Gabe is always getting me into freaking trouble.

      I reach up and flick the end of her nose, grinning when she groans, shoving me away. Her little fists tighten on the straps of her backpack, and she sighs when I pinch her chin.

      “You’ll be fine,” I say, meaning it from the depths of my soul. “Your daddy’ll take one look in these eyes and be helpless against them, like always.”

      She chews on her bottom lip. “It’s not my daddy I’m afraid of.”

      Standing here now, I’m willing to bet my entire life that I’m looking into the same gaze.

      I just don’t know how it’s possible.

      “I don’t understand what’s happening,” Sloane whispers, shifting so her pelvis brushes mine.

      Gritting my teeth, I push away from her before the feel of her against me unravels my resolve and shake my head. My eyes catch on the lighthouse behind us, heart thick in my throat as I consider the possibilities.

      It’s insane, frankly. I don’t have an explanation for it.

      But the longer I ponder, the more I rack my brain for hidden memories and false truths, the more this thought forms like a marble statue in my mind.

      Is Detective Sloane... the lightkeeper’s daughter?
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      My heart has been kicking my ribs since the second Lincoln backed me against the side of his truck.

      He’s been tense on the way back to his cabin, not a single word said between us. My teeth chew on the inside of my cheek, worrying the flesh, my gaze bouncing from the landscape whizzing by the windows to his stern face, and the way his knuckles turn white from his grip on the steering wheel.

      My stomach is in my throat, wondering what just happened and why it is that he seems to be a live wire on the edge of exploding. He’s always been hot and cold with me, but this... this is something else entirely.

      We pull down the long drive to his cabin, and it’s only when it comes into view that I let out a big breath, anxious to escape this enclosed space with him; the air suffocating from the tension pouring off of him in waves.

      “Are you okay?” I ask as he throws the truck in park and turns off the engine.

      He doesn’t respond, both of his fists still wrapped around the wheel, his face staring straight ahead, and his jaw muscles clenching and releasing.

      “Careful,” I try again, reaching my finger out to poke him in the cheek. “You’ll crack a tooth.”

      He looks over at me then, and the intensity swirling in his green gaze steals my breath, making the smile drop off my face. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      As if in slow motion, his hand releases the wheel and reaches down, unbuckling his seat belt. Then he moves, leaning over me until I’m pressed against the passenger side door, the glass window chilling the skin of my neck, and the handle digging into my back.

      Still, he doesn’t speak.

      He just stares, almost as if he’s searching for something that belongs to him. Something I don’t know how to give.

      “Wh-what are you doing?” I stutter.

      “Looking,” he replies.

      My fingernails cut into my palms so I can resist the urge to either drag him in closer or push him away. I lick my lips. “Looking for what?”

      His gaze bounces over my face. “I’m not sure yet.”

      He pulls back, and my lungs expand as I exhale my first full breath since we got in the truck.

      “Where did you grow up?” he asks.

      I tilt my head. “Portland.”

      His brow quirks. “Maine?”

      “Yep. Same place I live now.”

      “And you were born there?”

      My forehead scrunches, muscles tightening beneath my skin, itching to break free. “You know, you ask a lot of questions for someone who never likes to answer them.”

      He nods slowly.

      I point at him. “Stop looking at me like that.”

      His eyes widen. “Like what?”

      “Like I’m something you’re trying to solve.”

      “Sloane.”

      “You can call me Morgan,” I reply.

      Truthfully, I don’t really care what he calls me, but I can’t help irritating the beast, wanting to make sure that what I think is the reason he’s lost his mind is actually the reason.

      “Right,” he bites back. “And you haven’t told me until now because…?”

      My hands fly out to my sides. “Because it never came up? I don’t know, everyone calls me Sloane. What’s the big deal?”

      He shakes his head.

      My eyes flick from his face to the windshield, taking in his cabin before coasting over the fallen leaves in his yard that lead out to the dock where his boat floats on the water.

      Captain Morgan.

      My lungs compress as realization hits me and I twist back to him, my gaze narrowing. “You were close with Morgan, weren’t you? The lightkeeper’s daughter.”

      “What?” he asks, dropping his hand from where it was tugging on his roots.

      “My name,” I continue. “Is that why you’re freaking out? You knew her?”

      Something dark and haunted ghosts across his eyes. “I did.”

      “Oh.” My stomach tenses.

      He doesn’t say anything else, and in the silent moments, I can’t help but feel a tiny pinprick of jealousy trickling through my veins like a leaky faucet from all the things he isn’t saying. From everything I’ve learned, she disappeared when she was ten, almost two decades ago, but if he named a boat after her and has such a visceral reaction still, she must have been important.

      “I’m sorry if I reminded you of her,” I whisper.

      “You don’t remind me of her.”

      My chest twists.

      He blows out a heavy breath, that forest green gaze spearing through me and pinning me to my spot. “I think you are her.”

      I jerk back from his words, a laugh bubbling from my throat and escaping into the air. “What?” I huff out. “Did you hit your head when I wasn’t looking? That’s insane, Lincoln.”

      “I know,” he grumbles. “I know it is. But...”

      His words are cut off by a sharp rap on the passenger side window. Lincoln’s eyes move behind me and harden, and I twist my head to come face-to-face with Alex peering in.

      I had forgotten he was staying here.

      Sighing, I look back to Lincoln. “Listen, I want to talk about this more, but... I was born in Washington, I’m not even from here, okay? I can’t be the same person you’re thinking of.”

      And then I open the door and jump out of the truck, changing my focus from Lincoln’s outburst to what really matters; my job. The one I’m determined to stop failing at.

      Three hours later, and Alex and I are still in the same spot we were, splaying out all of the evidence we have, and all of our notes, trying to connect the dots, but only winding up going in circles. And as much as I try to concentrate, it’s extremely difficult with the way Lincoln hasn’t moved from his spot either.

      He hasn’t left.

      He’s just sitting in the corner of the room with his elbows perched on his knees, his hands in a prayer over his mouth while his eyes are locked on every move I make.

      He’s crazy.

      The heat of his stare singes my neck, and that combined with the fact that nothing about this case adds up, is enough to make me explode like a geyser, my blood boiling until it bursts from my veins.

      “What?” I snap, throwing down my pen and turning to meet his gaze.

      “You were born in Washington?” he asks.

      Lifting my head to the ceiling, I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Yes, Lincoln. Washington, and then we moved to Maine when I was in fifth grade.”

      His eyes squint.

      “What do you want from me? Want me to go to my parents’ house and dig up my birth certificate or pictures of me just to prove it?”

      He tilts his head. “It wouldn’t hurt.”

      Alex clears his throat, his head swinging back and forth between us. “What are you two talking about?”

      I wave my hand toward Lincoln in exasperation. “He’s crazy.”

      “I’m not crazy,” Lincoln states firmly.

      “You are. And I’m going to, once again, not do my job here, while I drive to my parents’ house, just so you can calm down and let me focus on the case.”

      “Whoa,” Alex cuts in. “Wait. What?”

      “Great,” Lincoln snips. “And then we’ll go back out on the water.”

      I shake my head. “Nope. You’ll go on the water.” I nod toward Alex. “With him.”

      Alex grins, leaning back in his chair, and Lincoln scoffs. “Fuck no. He’s not coming on my boat.”

      “You’re making me waste my time, and I want to solve this case.”

      “The answer is no,” he says again.

      My lips thin, my middle burning from irritation. “The quicker we do, the quicker we’ll be out of your life for good.”

      Lincoln lifts his chin in the air, his gaze narrowing. “Fine.”

      I smile, exasperation wringing my bones dry. “Fine.”

      Standing up, I walk to the front, grabbing my coat and slipping my arms through the sleeves.

      “Wait, where are you going?” Alex asks.

      “Home,” I reply, pointing toward the door.

      “Right now?” His brows raise.

      I grin, sliding into my shoes and digging through my purse to find my keys. “No time like the present.”

      A sudden pang of worry wiggles through my chest and slithers down my middle, making my eyes pop up and bounce between the two of them. Clenching my keys in my fist, I point at them.

      “You two behave, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
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      Instead of heading straight for the water with Caruso’s big head in tow, I drive downtown and park in the mostly vacant lot outside Petey’s.

      Leaning over the seat, I pop open the glove compartment and take out the plastic baggie full of my personal evidence—the stuff that won’t fit in the lockbox—running my fingers over the glossy material.

      A Polaroid faces up at me, my arm slung around Morgan’s shoulders at her tenth birthday party, both of us leaning in to blow out the candles. That was our little tradition each year, blowing out the candles together and splitting the wish silently.

      The wound her presence once filled in my heart festers the longer I stare, bleeding like it’s been reopened, so I turn the baggie over and push out of the truck, shrugging my shoulders against the crisp afternoon air.

      As usual, Petey’s is sparsely patronized; a young couple sits in a red booth in the back corner, clinking their pints together as if in celebration, but otherwise the floor is empty.

      Not that it stops anyone from decking the place out for Halloween.

      Stepping inside, the door swings shut behind me, and Isa’s head pops up from behind the bar. A smile splits her heart-shaped face, and she raps her knuckles against the metal top, waggling her eyebrows.

      “Well, well,” she chirps, crossing her tattooed arms over her chest. “Look what the dead lobsters dragged in.”

      I smother a grin in return, my feet heavy as I avoid a cackling witch beside the doors and close the distance between us. “Isa.”

      “That all I get? Jeez, Linc, the lengths I go to making sure this town puts respect on your name, and I can’t even get a ‘good to see you?’ Tough crowd.”

      Rolling my eyes, warmth spreads through my chest as I pull out a wooden barstool and straddle it, resting my forearms on the counter. “It’s great to see you.”

      “Much better.” Glancing over her shoulder, she kicks open the kitchen door with her heel, hollering, “Gabe, your boyfriend’s here!”

      “Gabe’s here?” I ask, my eyes darting around the room for him.

      “For the last hour. Called him because of a break-in, and he’s been making a freaking day of it. Putting us behind on orders to gather statements and shit.”

      I raise an eyebrow, shifting my gaze to the floor behind me. “Behind on your two customers?”

      Her lips thin, her expression flattening. “Did you come here to make me feel bad? Because you didn’t have to drag your ass all the way across town just to do that. I get plenty of that from my parents and Archer as it is.”

      Sighing, I shake my head, reaching into my coat pocket and pulling out the baggie. Unlatching the ziplock top, I dump the contents and spread them out.

      “Uh…” Isa leans in, squinting. “We don’t throw non-bar trash away here.”

      “It’s not trash,” I snap, pushing a photograph of her and Morgan at a Christmas pageant. “You remember Paul Jensen’s little girl, right?”

      Isa frowns. “Obviously. That’s me in the picture.”

      Her face softens as she studies the photo; while Morgan and I may have been attached at the hip back then, she and Isa were partners in crime. When it seemed like everyone else had moved on from Mrs. Jensen and Morgan’s disappearance, Isa was the one person I could count on to share my grief with.

      For a long time, she was the only one who understood what it felt like to go from being part of a completed puzzle to having one of the pieces displaced, so you’re never able to finish the picture again.

      Neither one of us ever understood how someone could just be gone. No bodies, no evidence of foul play—they had just vanished, like sailors, into the foggy night air.

      And for some reason, neither of us could get over the lack of closure. Probably what eventually drove us to each other’s bed, looking for a place to channel the grief we couldn’t otherwise express.

      It didn’t work, though—we didn’t work, and Isa moved past her grief while mine kept me in a choke hold.

      Nodding vigorously, I search the pile for Sloane’s officer bio that I printed from the Portland Police Department website earlier. Folding it so just the picture shows, I push the page toward her, pointing at Sloane’s forehead.

      “Look familiar?”

      Isa makes a face, peering down for a moment, then slaps her hand on the bar and laughs. “Yeah, looks like the cop who came in here a couple of weeks ago to investigate you.”

      I push the two photos together, my heart racing. I’m sure my eyes look as crazed as they feel, buzzing with possibility, but I can’t make myself rein it in.

      “Look closer and tell me that’s not the same girl.”

      “Oh, Jesus. This again?” Isa blows out a breath, running her fingers through the ends of her black curly hair. She turns from the bar for a moment, unscrewing a bottle of whiskey and pouring some into a glass with ice from the deep freeze beneath the counter.

      Walking to the tap, she fills the glass to the brim with dark soda, and comes back over, sliding the glass and a wood coaster toward me. “I think you need that.”

      My hand curls around the cool glass like a reflex, even though I know she’s just trying to distract me. I take a sip, unwilling to go any further until she admits she sees something.

      “She said her name is Morgan,” I say, tapping on Sloane’s picture.

      “Wow, alert the press. Two girls in Maine named Morgan? I think you’ve uncovered a conspiracy there, Linc.”

      “What conspiracy?” Gabe pushes through the kitchen door, running a hand through his blond hair. When he sees me, he smirks. “Your sister send you to check up on me?”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Oh, good.” He exhales, rubbing at a ketchup stain on his uniform. “Just can’t stand to be away from me, then? I’ve got you Porters wrapped around my pinky.”

      I flip him the bird, ignoring the way his words sour something in my gut. I take another drink of my beer as he comes around the counter, moving in to see what Isa’s looking at.

      “Whatcha lookin’ at?”

      “Pictures of Morgan Jensen.”

      “Jensen?” Gabe’s head rears back, his eyes narrowing as he glances at me. “As in, the lightkeeper’s daughter?”

      “The one and only,” Isa says, grabbing a rag and wiping down the counter. “Lincoln seems to think she’s related to that detective who’s been sniffing around town.”

      “Oh, jeez. Not the ‘she never really died’ schtick again.” Hands on his hips, Gabe twists, leveling me with a stern look. “How many times do we have to go over this? You’re a fucking SEAL, for Christ’s sake. People go missing all the time, and their bodies never turn up. It doesn’t make them less dead.”

      Gritting my teeth, I slam my glass down, the force making the bottles lined up on the shelves behind Isa rattle. “That doesn’t change the fact that there was never any real indication that they were harmed—”

      “Jensen was never formally charged with a crime, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.” Gabe reaches out, sifting through my newspaper clippings until he finds one: DNA FOUND IN LIGHTHOUSE LINKED TO MISSING MOTHER AND DAUGHTER. “Maybe he was just really fucking good at covering his tracks. But they don’t find traces of blood on the walls for no reason, dude.”

      Tipping my head back, I let out a groan, scrubbing my hands over my face. My mind spirals, resentment and confusion burning brightly as they wash through my veins, rushing to the organ pumping erratically in my chest.

      It beats against my ribs, a caged monster intent on being set free, angry as my theories are once again ignored. Like the idea of a girl disappearing when she was a kid and then returning to town eighteen years later under a totally new identity is such a wild concept.

      I blink, my jaw tensing.

      Fuck. Maybe I am crazy.

      Taking a deep breath, I nod, relenting as I scoop the pictures and clippings up and slide them back into their baggie.

      “Don’t feel bad,” Isa says, reaching out to cover my hand with hers. She gives me a sad little smile, lifting a shoulder. “The anniversary drives me a little batshit every year, too.”

      “Doesn’t help with the serial killer on the loose, I’m sure,” Gabe offers, clapping me on the shoulder with one hand. “Trust me, dude, if that lady officer was the missing girl, the entire town would be up in arms about it. The eyes don’t lie, and hers don’t match.”

      I nod, accepting his answer on the outside, even though every nerve ending in my body is screaming at me to reject the sentiment. To keep on looking into Detective Sloane’s history and find out exactly what happened on Halloween all those years ago.

      Because the eyes don’t lie, and I’d recognize Morgan’s anywhere.
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        * * *

      

      I shove a life jacket against Alex’s chest, trying not to revel too much in the grunt that comes from him. He reaches up, yanking it from my hands, and holds it up toward the setting sun.

      “This looks small,” he says, raising an eyebrow.

      “Great observational skills, there. Want to guess if it’s the same one my dog wears when he’s out on the water with me, or do you already know the answer?”

      Letting the preserver fall to the dock, he crosses his arms, flipping his sunglasses up into his hair. “You’re really something else, Porter.”

      “Your partner certainly seems to think so.”

      Pushing a crate of bait over the edge of the boat, I haul myself on board, not stopping to check and make sure he gets on.

      Frankly, I’d rather leave him at shore, but since I don’t feel like hearing Sloane bitch about me fucking up her investigation again, I figure the path of only some resistance is the better option.

      Alex climbs over, and I feel his gaze on my neck as I glide my hands over the control system, ensuring everything is in correct order. “Yeah, Morgan is quite the little optimist. Not sure what she sees in you, but hey, she always did love her charity cases.”

      Stifling a chuckle at his blatant attempt to tick me off, I kick on the engine, turning just in time to see Gabe sprinting down the dock, Monet trotting along at his side.

      “What the hell is he doing here?”

      “Can’t go wrong with a third set of eyes, can you?” I say, shrugging. “I figure the two of you together might actually have a chance at spotting something.”

      My dog and best friend hop on, Gabe pausing to push away from the pier with both arms, and then we’re coasting away from the cabin, tension as thick in the air as the fog colluding around us.

      Gabe tosses me a Tupperware container. “Ma sends pot roast.”

      I grin, stomach growling as the savory scent reaches my nostrils. Pushing it aside, I shift gears and point the nose of the boat out toward the traps I dropped yesterday, eager to get this night over and done with.

      I’m not going to be stuck out here with them for three days like I was with Sloane.

      “You can call me Morgan,” she’d said, and my spine tingles at the memory. The thought of uttering that name now when I’ve spent my entire life lamenting over it sends a ripple of unease along my skin, percolating like sweat and clogging my pores.

      “So, why don’t we go over logistics?” Alex says after several minutes of silence pass, clearly at least attempting to find common ground here. He points at the lighthouse, then the darkening horizon. “We’re looking for a serial killer, in case you two weren’t aware.”

      Gabe snorts, settling back on the plastic bench seat and crossing his ankle over one knee. “Is that what we’re doing here? I thought this was a bachelor party.”

      Rolling his eyes, Alex pulls a laptop from the case slung around his shoulder, dropping to the opposite end of the bench as he flips it open.

      “Anyway, what we know so far is… well, really nothing. We have bodies, but no evidence. No real suspects, and no links other than—”

      “My mom’s church group.” My hands curl around the steering wheel, knuckles bleaching.

      “Yeah,” Alex says, typing something on the computer. “What can you tell me about them?”

      “Haven’t you already interviewed their friends and families?” Gabe asks.

      “Yes. Now I’m asking you two.”

      His gaze volleys from Gabe to me, and drops to where Monet sits at my feet, watching him with his wide, brown eyes. Alex shifts, clearing his throat, and I almost chuckle at how uncomfortable the lab’s presence makes him.

      “Not much to say,” I clip, annoyance notching down my sternum. “I can’t give you a better insight into those ladies. They bake, they gossip, they worship every Sunday. Maybe you should interview my mother.”

      “Your mother isn’t protective over the lead person of interest in the case,” Alex says, cocking a dark brow. “So, I guess the better question is, what relationship did those ladies have with Paul Jensen?”

      My stomach churns, bile burning the base of my throat when Paul’s face from earlier flashes in my mind. How unperturbed he seemed by the possibility of his daughter being alive, as if he knows for a fact there’s no way she could be.

      Even though I’ve been staunch in my defense of the old man, the seeds of doubt begin to sprout, roots tangling inside me when I wonder what happened the night after we dropped Morgan off. If maybe my misery led me to throw my faith behind a man who didn’t deserve it.

      For the first time since all of this began a few weeks ago, for the first time since Morgan and her mother’s disappearance, I can’t stop myself from wondering if he did have a hand in their last day on Skelm Island.

      And if he’s capable of murdering his wife and child… who else might he hurt?
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      The smell of my childhood home is comforting. Like vanilla and a hint of fresh linen that my mom swears is natural, even though I know for a fact it’s from the dryer sheets she places in the vents.

      It’s been far too long since I’ve been here. Since I’ve seen them or taken the time to check in.

      “So, you’re done with your case, then?” my mom asks while she rolls out dough on the marble island in the kitchen.

      I shake my head and sip from my coffee. “No, I just wanted to come by and see you guys. I’ve missed you.”

      My mom smiles, her brown hair falling across her forehead as she leans forward, pressing her knuckles into the floury bread. “You can always come back home to live.”

      Laughing, I place down my coffee. “I love you, but no chance.”

      Her grin widens, and she lifts one of her shoulders. “It was worth a shot.”

      I twist around, my eyes coasting over the open dining area that leads into the small family room. “Where’s Dad?”

      “He’s out fishing with the guys. He’ll be home later tonight.” She pauses in her ministrations. “We miss you when you’re not around, you know?”

      Warmth cradles my inner child, making me feel nostalgic for simpler times. Times when I was a kid and didn’t have anything serious to worry about—didn’t have the weight of three murdered women and an entire town on my shoulders.

      “Hey, you think we could look at some old photos while I’m here?”

      My mom’s hands slow down where they’re kneading and she stands back, wiping her floury palms off on her apron. Her head bobs up and down, her hazel gaze curious as she takes me in. “For what?”

      I shrug. “It gets lonely out there, and I’ve been wanting to reminisce, I guess.”

      It’s not entirely a lie. On the drive down, I was racking my brain trying to remember the last time I looked at memories from when I was a kid and couldn’t remember a single time.

      “Okay,” she says. “There’s a box up in the attic, I’ll bring it down later tonight. You are staying the night, right?”

      “I thought about coming down for just the day, but…” I look over at the stove’s clock. “Yeah. I’ll stay.”

      The truth is that while I know I need to get back to Skelm Island, part of me doesn’t want to. The thought of spending the night completely alone in Lincoln’s cabin, where nightmares are liable to reach up and haunt my brain has me wanting to find sleep in a place of comfort.

      And while Lincoln’s cabin isn’t uncomfortable, it’s still a solitary place on the edge of a wooded and watery area.

      Exactly where they’d put a murder if it was happening in a movie.

      But life isn’t like the movies, I guess.

      Still, since I’m here, I might as well enjoy the peace. Spend some one-on-one time with my folks and grab some “evidence” to dispel this crazy theory that Lincoln has suddenly stirred up in his head.

      I wonder if he sees a therapist?

      I used to think therapy was only for broken people, but the longer I go with having these dreams again, the more I long for someone to talk it out with. Someone that isn’t going to judge me for what I say. And the more I think of that, the more I realize that maybe a little therapy could do everyone some good.

      But instability of any sort can make me inactive for field duty, and if I don’t have my career, I don’t have anything.

      The only thing I’ve ever known is murder.

      “What made us move to Portland?” I ask.

      My mom sighs, twisting around to wash her hands in the sink before she turns back to me, lips pursed while she chews on her inner cheek.

      A spark of familiarity flows through me, knowing I got the trait from her.

      “It was just time, is all,” she says. “Washington was nice, but it didn’t afford us to live the lifestyle we wanted. Staying here did.”

      My brow quirks. “Lifestyle?”

      My mom has always been a stay-at-home mom, and my father runs his own computer security company, neither of which seems to be a lifestyle that’s only granted in Maine.

      She walks over to me, her warm fingers squeezing my shoulder before she brushes by and sits down on the stool next to me. “Yeah. It’s just different out here. Plus, Cammie was here and I was tired of being away from my sister.”

      “Maybe she should have moved to us,” I grin, knowing that would never have happened.

      My mom chuckles. “And give up her career? No way. That stubborn ass would never.”

      My smile widens. “I can relate.”

      Her lips turn down in the corners. “I worry about you. That job of yours is intense.”

      “It’s not just a job, mom.” Irritation sparks at my skin. “Just like Aunt Camie’s wasn’t just a job. Being a homicide detective is what I was meant to do. It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t get it.”

      “You don’t have to.” My shoulders lift. “You know how you always tell me that there’s nothing you’ve ever wanted in your life other than to be a mom?” I say.

      She nods, her floury hand coming up to rest over her heart. “And I stand by those words. Being your mom is the greatest gift I’ve ever been given.”

      “Well, I’ve never dreamed of growing up and having a family or anything like that.” I shake my head. “I’ve only ever wanted to solve crimes.”

      My mom shakes her head, looking back down at the over-kneaded dough. “I’ll never understand it, but if you’re happy then I’m happy.”

      I force a smile on my face, even though there’s a dark and heavy rope winding its way through my middle. “I am.”
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      Fog again.

      Thick and muggy.

      Running until I can’t breathe, my lungs burning from the strain.

      It’s impossible to see, like it always is, and I wonder if I’m going to make it out of here alive.

      Maybe this is it.

      The end.

      I don’t know how I know that someone is after me, I haven’t seen my attacker at all, haven’t felt them, or heard their words. But there’s a feeling. Something that tells me if I don’t keep running, I’ll never make it.

      “Morgan.”

      The voice soars through the air like a caress, hitting the center of my chest, equal parts sweet and sour.

      Crashing to a halt, my feet skim the edge of a cliff. I’ve been here before. Many, many times. But it doesn’t stop the crazy beats of my heart or my panic that this time the ending will be different.

      I twist around, my breath wheezing out as sharp bursts of air.

      “Morgan,” the wind whispers in my ear. “Run.”

      My heart jumps, blood pounding in my ears as I turn back around to stare at the dark depths beyond the cliff’s edge.

      There isn’t anywhere to run.

      The crunch of broken twigs from someone approaching shoots my stomach into my throat, and I do what I always do.

      I jump.

      And just like always, I land on something soft.

      A bed of roses, the black petals cushioning my fall.

      Gasping for breath, I shoot up from my childhood bed, sweat dripping along my brow, my heart slamming out a staccato rhythm.

      I fumble, reaching over to the end table and flicking on the light switch, my hands blindly searching for my journal before realizing that it isn’t here.

      Sighing, I grab my cell and hit the button on the side so the screen lights up and I can see what time it is.

      Four a.m.

      Just around the time Lincoln would be out on the water, either hauling up his traps or baiting new ones.

      My heart pinches, stomach cramping. I push back the blankets and move to a sitting position, knowing that I’m nowhere near being able to fall back asleep.

      My legs bounce up and down, antsy to head back to the island and find answers.

      Stretching into a stand, I make my way out of the bedroom and down the long hallway, my knees cracking as I head down the stairs and into the kitchen to grab a glass of water.

      “You’re up early.”

      The voice makes me jump, my nerves still frazzled from the dream. Water sloshes over the side of my glass and I spin, my hand resting on my chest. “Dad, you scared me.”

      He hums, his thick brown brows jumping as he smiles at me from the family room couch, patting the spot beside him.

      I walk over, sitting down and taking a sip of my water before placing it on the side table, and wiping my wet hand off on the side of my sweats. “What are you doing up?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Couldn’t sleep.” He watches me for a minute, his head cocked to the side. “How’s the case going?”

      I smirk as I look at him. “You know I can’t talk about it.”

      The smile on his face makes him look younger than his sixty-seven years. “Not even for your old man?”

      “Especially not for you.” I bite back a chuckle. “You can’t keep a secret to save your life.”

      He scoffs, reaching out and nudging my leg. “I’m an excellent secret keeper.”

      I lower my head, looking at him through my lashes and grinning. “Oh, so you’re saying you don’t tell mom everything?”

      His lips twist. “Spouses don’t count.”

      “They absolutely do.” I laugh.

      He shakes his head. “No. Your person is the other half of you, bug.”

      My chest warms at the nickname.

      “So, really,” he continues. “I’d just be telling me, which technically would make it still a secret.”

      “Well, the other part of you worries like it’s her job, and I don’t want her to know the details and show up to Skelm Island to make sure I stay safe.”

      He nods his head. “Can’t argue with you there.”

      His arm shoots out and wraps around my shoulder, bringing me in to lean against him. “It’s good to have you here, bug.”

      I revel in the comfort he provides, his presence enough to calm my heart and settle the anxiety still flowing through me from my dream. And that’s how we stay through the rest of the morning, until my mom comes downstairs, shoves pancakes down my throat and begs me to stay another day.

      But we both know that I can’t.

      On my way out, I grab the box of photos she brought down from the attic but we never went through and place it in the passenger seat of my car to take with me and show Lincoln.

      And when I make it back to the cabin, I realize it will be another day or so until they get back, so I set it on the center of the coffee table for Lincoln to see when he returns, and I go back to what’s important.

      Solving the murders of Skelm Island.

      But I can’t shake the voice from my dream.

      The one that always tells me to run.
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      “Christ, fold again.”

      Gabe tosses his playing cards down, leaning back in his plastic seat as he runs a hand through his hair. Across the folding table, Alex smirks, using the side of his hand to pull in the pile of peanuts from the center.

      Two full days out on the water, and even though Alex appears to be decent at his job, it still doesn’t feel like we’ve made any headway in the investigation. No one has come or gone the entire time we’ve been out, and so there’s been a lot of leisure time.

      Most of it’s been spent getting our asses grilled by Alex, but this morning we’ve officially taken a break.

      “You want back in, Porter?” the detective calls, pointing at me with his beer in hand. “Wouldn’t mind wiping the floor with your ass a third time.”

      My jaw tics, and I press harder on the tip of my pencil. The line work expands with the force, smudging the lashes like wet mascara, obscuring the overall sketch.

      Sighing, I uncross my legs and sit up straighter, glancing up at the full moon hanging over Jensen’s lighthouse.

      “Linc knows to quit while he’s ahead,” Gabe answers, reaching into his coat pocket for a cigarette.

      He lights up, and I look over to him. “Thought you went cold turkey.”

      “I did,” he says, taking a long drag and releasing the smoke up into the early morning air. “But nicotine helps with stress, and lately I seem to have it in spades.”

      The scent of the tobacco hits my nostrils as it carries over on the salty wind, making my body come alive. I haven’t smoked since before my BUDS days, but fuck if I wouldn’t kill for a hit right now.

      Anything to help calm the storm of confusion raging inside me, swelling with every passing second that I’m stuck out here with these idiots, rather than looking into Detective Sloane’s background.

      My heartbeat thrums at the thought of seeing her in a few hours—we didn’t exactly leave on great terms—never do—but I’d be lying if I said I’m not anxious to find out more about her past.

      To see if it solves the mystery that’s plagued me for twenty years.

      It’s a slim chance, or so Gabe’s reminded me repeatedly over the last two days on the water.

      Less than slim, even.

      The odds are definitely not in my favor here, but my gut is telling me something isn’t quite right with the situation.

      SEALs undergo the most grueling, rigorous training, and in order to come out the other side, all you have to do is persevere. Even when you’re handcuffed and submerged underwater, jumping out of an aircraft, or learning to operate in extreme climates.

      And right now, I’m channeling that energy into a potential dead end, but quitting and moving on without answers isn’t an option.

      “You have a kid, right?” Alex asks Gabe, taking a sip of his beer.

      Gabe nods, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips. Part of me wants to sock him in the balls for getting along with the fucking enemy, but I suppose the quiet camaraderie has been a nice reprieve from our usual bickering.

      “Charlie, four and a half months old.” He reaches into his pants and pulls out his wallet, sliding a small photo from the front window. “My pride and joy, except that no one tells you how much babies shit. Ever changed a diaper, Caruso?”

      Alex smirks, leaning in to look at the picture. “My nieces, years ago.”

      “You get it, then.” Gabe hooks his thumb in my direction. “Ol’ Captain over there changed Charlie’s once, and it was game over.”

      “It was projectile,” I say, wrinkling my nose at the memory of Charlie’s feces spraying along the walls of his parents’ bedroom.

      “My boy’s got mad pipes.” Gabe chuckles, stuffing the picture back in his wallet. He pulls out another, holding it up for Alex to see.

      The detective lets out a low whistle. “That what’s waiting for you at home?”

      “Well, she’s usually wearing a lot less when I get home, but you get the idea. Childbirth did wonders on that woman’s body.”

      I frown, chucking my pencil at Gabe’s head. “Don’t fucking talk about my sister that way, dick.”

      “What? Can’t a man appreciate his wife?”

      “Appreciate her silently.” I pause, then chuck another pencil at him. “And not while alone on my boat.”

      Gabe laughs, gripping the pencils in his hand. “So, you can fuck the lady detective on here, but I can’t even fantasize about my wife? Typical Lincoln.”

      The air seems to come to a complete halt around us, time almost freezing itself. I curse inwardly at myself for telling the fucker in the first place, knowing damn well he can’t keep a secret.

      When I chance a glance at Alex, his eyes are hard, staring a hole in the middle of the table. They flicker to me, and I see a multitude of emotions swirling around their depths—jealousy, irritation, surprise.

      But worst of all, hurt.

      “Ah, fuck. I wasn’t supposed to say anything.” Gabe grimaces.

      Sighing, I push to my feet, collect my notebook, and head down to the cabin. Yanking my shirt over my head, I rinse off the day’s haul in the compact shower and go back into the living area with my towel draped over my head, drying my wet hair.

      “She likes puzzles.”

      My stomach sinks to my knees at Alex’s voice, and I see his expensive shoes in my peripheral vision, backed up against the kitchenette.

      When I don’t say anything, he continues.

      “I’ve been trying to figure out since we got here why she seems so drawn to you. For all intents and purposes, you’re polar opposites; she’s lighthearted and kind, and you’re…”

      “An asshole,” I finish, lifting my head.

      One corner of his mouth tugs up. “Exactly. And grossly self-aware about it, too.”

      Crossing his ankles, he watches as I move to the minuscule closet in the corner, taking out a plain white T-shirt and pulling it on.

      He purses his lips. “Anyway, in all the years I’ve known her, Morgan Sloane’s never been one to back down from a challenge. And you, my friend, are the biggest we’ve ever encountered.”

      Morgan. My stomach flip-flops at her first name rolling so easily off his tongue.

      Letting out a breath, I plop down on the edge of my mattress, trying not to go searching for her scent buried among the sheets. I know it’s there, caught the floral tones as I laid awake last night, but I don’t think inhaling Sloane is going to do me any favors right now.

      “Challenges are good for stimulation,” I say, arching a brow and hoping he doesn’t miss the double meaning.

      His eyes narrow, and I know he gets it. That I’m not just talking about brain stimulation.

      The distant, sadistic part of me can’t help wondering if he could get her off the way I can.

      If he knows the planes and curves of her body and can map them out from memory alone.

      Brutal rage boils in my gut at the thought of him touching her, tasting her, and spilling inside her the way I did just nights ago. Bile teases my throat, wondering if he’d hold her afterward, soothe her inflamed skin and tuck her into his side so she could sleep peacefully.

      He definitely wouldn’t be gone when she woke up.

      “They are,” Alex agrees, nodding. “But when they don’t give? When she can’t solve it? What then?”

      I bristle at his insinuation. “Maybe you’re underestimating your partner.”

      “I know her better than anyone else. You’re the shiny new car and she’s the little girl excited to test drive it. It all wears off eventually.”

      “How long did it take for you to wear off?” I ask, tilting my head.

      He swallows, smoothing his thumb in circles around his chest. “It was never—”

      The cabin door flies open, and Gabe appears in the frame, his face ashen. Monet barks on the deck, the sound reverberating in the insulated space, and I can hear his nails scraping against the floor.

      “You guys,” he says, spinning on his heels and bounding back up, disappearing before either of us have a chance to question him.

      Alex and I share a glance, and then he heads in the same direction, pulling his gun from his belt. I slip into a pair of boots, pulling a hoodie on, and jog to catch up to them.

      When I get back above sea level, the two of them are huddled over the side of the boat, speaking in hushed voices.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I snap, dragging a hand through my wet hair.

      “I was trying to make up for letting your indiscretion slip,” Gabe says, pulling back for a moment to look at me. “Thought I’d pull a trap up, get a head start on your morning haul.”

      I blink. “And?”

      “And there’s a fucking hand in it.” Alex reaches down, pulling the wire pot free from the trap line, shaking the contents for me to see.

      Sure enough, a severed, pruney hand sits in the back of the cage where the lobsters swim in. The diamond ring on the fourth finger glints in the boat lighting, feminine and telling even before I’ve seen anything else.

      My stomach feels like it caves in on itself, dread gliding down my spine like thick slime, melting into my bones and making me uneasy.

      I take a step forward, noting the tag on the trap has been switched out; reaching up, I yank it free, turning the piece of paper over as a sick feeling swarms my chest like a hive of bees.

      Signasti fatum tuum.
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      The front door slams against the wall, making me shoot upright from where I’m lounging on the leather couch with photos of the crime scenes strewn across my lap. I’ve been looking for evidence I know doesn’t exist for the past few hours. Lincoln storms inside with Gabe and Alex hot on his heels.

      “Where’s the fire?” I joke.

      Lincoln’s eyes snap to me, and then to the slew of papers and photos covering the coffee table and laid out across the couch.

      I tilt my head, the grin slipping off my face as Alex walks over and sits down next to me, lifting up my legs and slipping underneath them, his fingers rubbing up and down my calves.

      “What’s up?” I ask. “Did something happen?”

      He sighs. “Carina, I—”

      “A severed hand,” Lincoln cuts in, walking to stand in front of us, his gaze zoned in to where Alex is touching me. “In my fucking trap. Again.”

      His jaw clenches, his stare cutting to Gabe and then back to me. The anger vibrates off his body, and sympathy floods through me as a result, even though I’m not sure if he’s upset because people are dying, or the fact that it’s becoming ever more apparent that somebody is targeting him specifically.

      I glare over at Alex. My stomach tightens and I straighten, slinging my legs off his lap and tossing the photos onto the table. “You were supposed to call me.”

      He shrugs. “It just happened.”

      Rising to stand, my foot gets twisted in the throw blanket and I stumble, my hands reaching out to catch my fall. Lincoln’s arms wrap around my waist, tugging me into him. Heat flares beneath his fingers, and my hands grab onto his arms, the muscles tensing.

      “Thank you,” I stutter.

      “Are you always this clumsy?” He sets me upright, but he doesn’t move his hands from my hips.

      “Just trying to let you live up to your nickname, hero.” I grin.

      The corner of his mouth tilts up and my stomach flips.

      Alex stands from his spot on the couch and walks over, clearing his throat. “Carina, do you want to go out and sweep before forensics gets here?”

      I shake my head. “Let’s wait. I don’t want to mess with anything.” I turn toward Lincoln. “Didn’t you bring in a haul while you were out?”

      Gabe laughs, straightening from where he was leaning against the doorframe. “Look at you, detective. You almost sound like you know what you’re talking about.”

      “She probably does,” Lincoln mutters.

      I snap my head toward him. “What?”

      He shrugs. “I’m just saying. My Morgan knew all about hauls, because I taught her.”

      I roll my eyes, irritation winding its way through the middle of my stomach. “Oh my God, here we go.” I walk over to the coffee table and pick up the polka-dotted box I snagged from my parents’ house, before stomping over to him and shoving it into his stomach. His hands wrap around the box as he forcibly exhales from the impact, the veins in his inked-up forearms flexing.

      “Here are all my childhood memories, dick,” I sneer. “Violate them at your leisure and then come back to the sane part of the world when you’re done.”

      His nostrils flare, something dark and heavy flowing through his eyes and guilt spins its web through my chest.

      “I’m sorry, I…”

      He shrugs me off, walking down the hall and into his bedroom, slamming the door behind him.

      Sighing, I turn my attention back to Alex and Gabe, then wave my arm at the front door. “I’m gonna change.” I pull at the sweats I have on. “Get into something more ‘severed hand friendly’, and then I’ll meet you guys out there.”

      Gabe snorts, and Alex rolls his eyes. “Real nice, carina. One day you’ve gotta learn to respect the dead.”

      “I do respect them. But their body was just a vessel and they’re no longer in it.” I spin around and head down the hallway, hearing the front door open and close behind me.

      When I reach the bedroom door, I hesitate, leaning my head on the wood, trying to calm my racing heart. I have no clue why I feel so nervous, but it’s there, trembling underneath my skin, percolating like coffee, just waiting to drip into my bloodstream and obliterate any calm I have left.

      I rap my fingers on the door, one, two, three times before reaching down to the brass handle and twisting, the hinges creaking as it opens.

      My eyes widen as I see the box open, pictures of me tossed across the mattress as if I’m the investigation.

      “Did you find what you were looking for?” I ask, moving to stand next to Lincoln.

      He spins to face me, his eyes blazing. “Where are all the pictures of you as a kid?”

      I point to the bed. “I literally just gave them to you.”

      He shakes his head, his mouth parting the slightest amount. “No, Morgan. These are pictures of you as a teenager. Where are the ones of you being held? Or you with your favorite stuffed toy? Your first missing tooth, your bike rides… something.”

      My brows draw in, my gut twisting as I glance down to where he’s looking. My fingers reach out, moving around the glossy photos, uncovering a dozen smiling faces, but all of them older. Matured. A lot from my high school days, and a few of me graduating from college, and then the police academy but…

      There are no pictures here of me as a child.

      My chest pulls. “She must have given me the wrong box.”

      Lincoln huffs. “Or she doesn’t have them.”

      I slap my hands on my thighs. “What are you saying, that my parents kidnapped me?”

      He shrugs.

      “Do you know how absolutely crazy you sound? You think I don’t remember my childhood?”

      He tilts his head. “Do you?”

      “Obviously.” I cross my arms, racking my brain, trying to recall my earliest memory, but in the heat of the moment, I come up blank. Anger at what Lincoln’s insinuating bubbles through my veins, but I keep the mask in place, not wanting to start something with him when I need to keep him calm so I can focus on the case.

      “Listen.” I reach out to touch his forearm. He tenses beneath my hand, but he doesn’t pull away, so I grip him tighter, craving the connection even though I know the smart thing to do is to cut it off completely.

      “If you want to talk about her. Talk about… your Morgan—”

      He groans, ripping himself from under my grasp and grabbing at the roots of his hair. Suddenly, he dives down, grabbing a photo of me and holding it in front of my face. “This girl right here? She looks really fucking familiar, Sloane. Okay? And I know it sounds crazy. But…” He tosses the photo back down and storms across the room, opening up the side table drawer and bringing out a worn leather notebook.

      My heart falters in my chest. What is that?

      He tosses the journal on the mattress, pointing down at it. “How do you explain this?”

      My fingers tremble the slightest amount as I reach out and grab the cover, flipping it open to the first page.

      It’s a drawing.

      A stunning portrait of a girl, her hair blowing in the breeze as she dances in front of the lighthouse, her arms above her head, and her eyes sparkling as if she’s diving inside my chest and staring straight into my soul.

      My fingers caress the photo, a pit opening in the middle of my stomach. “Lincoln, this is…” I swallow around the sudden knot in my throat. “This is really beautiful.”

      “Look at that photo, killer,” he rasps, stepping up behind me until our bodies are flush. “Look at it and tell me I’m crazy.” His lips skim the expanse of my neck, barely there kisses that tease the surface of my skin. “Tell me you’re not her. Tell me you don’t remember.”

      And even though I want to rage, want to tell him he’s absolutely insane.

      I can’t.

      Because we’re interrupted by someone throwing the bedroom door open.

      “They found the body,” Gabe rushes out, his chest heaving as Alex follows him into the room. “And you’ll never guess where.”

      Lincoln steps back from me. Sighing, I run a hand through my hair. “Where?”

      “The lighthouse.”
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      My fingers tighten around the steering wheel as my truck bounces up the single-lane road to the lighthouse.

      Against the fleet of news vans and police cruisers, my mother’s brown faux-fur coat is plainly visible, the starting point in the throng of picketing folks standing outside Paul Jensen’s house.

      Throwing the truck in park once I’ve crossed the property line, I don’t stop to wait for Sloane, Alex, or Gabe as they trail behind in their own vehicles.

      Slamming my door shut, I pocket my keys and stalk over to where my mother has a sign held up above her head with both hands, chanting something so loud that it’s nearly unintelligible.

      A hand on my bicep halts me, the heat from Sloane’s grip searing straight through my coat.

      “Lincoln, wait! Take a second to breathe. You don’t want to make things worse.”

      I give her a puzzled look. “Worse than what, exactly? This situation looks pretty shit to me already.”

      Shaking out of her grip for the second time in the last half hour, I try not to focus too much on the fact that I can still feel her fingerprints on my skin, long after she’s stopped touching me.

      Inhaling a deep, cleansing breath, I duck under the caution tape blocking off the general public from the crime scene—except, apparently, if that general public is a group of angry, God-fearing women.

      “Ma,” I snap, unable to mask my irritation. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      She whirls on me, almost whacking me in the face with an elbow. As she turns, so does the woman beside her, and I realize after a beat that it’s Daisy; wearing leggings and an oversized University of Maine hoodie that I know belongs to her husband.

      Baby Charlie dangles from a harness strapped to her chest, blinking his big doe eyes and flapping his arms, a knit cap pulled down over his head.

      “What’s it look like I’m doing?” My mother shakes her sign. I glance up, noting the inflammatory language scribbled in bright red before she spins back around and begins chanting with the others. “Turn yourself in, Paul! Stop hurting innocent women! We, the congregation of the Skelm Island Church of God, demand our local police take action and arrest this man!”

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I turn my focus on my sister. “Care to explain what’s going on? Why are you two fucking with a crime scene?”

      Daisy shrugs. “I have a late shift at the diner, and Ma needed a ride.”

      “To a protest? Odd time for you to get political.”

      Running a hand over Charlie’s head, she frowns, reaching out to grip my sleeve before tugging me away from the crowd. When we’re out of earshot, she places her hands on the sides of Charlie’s head and sighs.

      “They found Tracy Cartwright’s body here today. I tried to keep Ma away from the news as soon as I saw the breaking story on Channel Nine, but she’d already heard through the metaphorical grapevine.”

      Preacher Cartwright’s wife?

      A sharp, stabbing sensation flares behind my left eye, and I lift my hand, rubbing at the brow bone in an attempt to make it lessen. “How is it possible the entire town knows the victim’s identity before an autopsy’s even been conducted?”

      She twists her head, looking back at the crowd, then straightens back to me. “I don’t know. People have been on high alert ever since those other bodies showed up. I think some of the church wives listen to the police scanner in secret, so they can be the ones with all the hot gossip.”

      Daisy cringes.

      “Not that dead bodies are gossip. God, I’m starting to sound like you.”

      “Let’s hope that’s not true,” a deep voice comes over my shoulder, ending our conversation. “I don’t want to suddenly feel like I’m fucking my best friend.”

      Gabe saunters between us, drawing Daisy and their son into his arms; he glides his hands up her throat, cupping her jaw between his fingers, and tips her head back just enough to lay a sloppy kiss on her slightly parted lips.

      A throat clears behind us, and I turn my head to see Sloane and Alex standing off to the side, looking everywhere but at the soft-core unfolding before our eyes.

      As if sensing his audience, Gabe relents with a heavy sigh.

      “Sorry, folks. Only an insane man sees his lover after three days, and doesn’t immediately kiss her,” he says when they finally part, tapping her nose with his index finger as she blushes furiously. As he pulls away, he points a finger at me. “Well, unless you’re this guy. But not all of us are monks, am I right, Caruso?”

      Alex doesn’t respond, his mouth mashing into a thin line. Taking a step forward, Sloane offers a tiny wave to my sister and nephew.

      “Daisy, right?” she asks, tucking her dark brown hair behind her ears. “I don’t know if you remember meeting me the other day—”

      “Detective Sloane,” Daisy says, nodding. “I remember. Not every day someone gets under my brother’s skin. Those girls engrave themselves on the old noggin.” Daisy raps her knuckles against her temple, grinning.

      “It’s Morgan,” I say, though I’m not sure why. I haven’t even resolved to calling her that in my head, so the correction feels unnecessary, but it comes out nonetheless.

      Everyone looks at me.

      “Huh?” Daisy says, bouncing Charlie as he starts to fuss in his carrier. She rakes her gaze slowly over Sloane, raising an eyebrow.

      Sloane exhales, her nostrils flaring. “It’s a long story.”

      “It’s not,” Gabe says, leaning over to slip his son from his harness. Propping him up over his shoulder, Gabe pats the baby’s back, shushing him quietly as his cries begin to increase in volume.

      “Jesus Christ,” I mutter, my annoyance rising quickly, flooding my chest and making it impossible to feel anything else.

      I came down here for answers, but like everything else lately, my quest feels like it’s slowly unraveling to reveal that absolutely nothing in this town makes a fucking lick of sense.

      “Mrs. Wilson, I presume?” Alex cuts in, stepping forward and offering his hand. “I’m Detective Caruso. Morgan Sloane’s partner.”

      My skin prickles, heating my blood.

      Sloane rolls her eyes, but they still flicker to me when she says, “Work partner.”

      Despite the situation, I smother a grin.

      “Caruso?” Daisy hums, dark eyes glued to his chiseled, smooth face. “Italian?”

      Nodding, he flashes her a megawatt smile as she gingerly slips her fingers into his palm, and I swear I see the faintest flush of her cheeks when they meet.

      It fuels the rage boiling inside me, if only on Gabe’s behalf.

      “Can you tell me what’s going on here?” Alex asks, tapping a finger to the badge hanging around his neck. “We got a call about a body, but the officers I just talked to said the coroner’s already been out to collect.”

      “What?” Gabe and Sloane gasp at the same time, eyes widening.

      Shifting forward, Gabe shuffles Charlie back into my sister’s arms, turning to scan the area where a couple of uniforms mill about the lighthouse, watching the spectacle with twin bemused expressions.

      He takes off without another word, booking it over to the other cops, hands flailing when he reaches them.

      “They took the body before forensics even arrived?” Sloane asks. If her jaw could drop any lower, it’d be on the ground. “You’ve got to be kidding me. No way is the force here that stupid.”

      Daisy shrugs, maneuvering her son to a comfortable position against her chest. “I think they were more worried about getting away from here before all hell broke loose. The Cartwrights are extremely well-respected on the island, and I overheard someone mention rioting tonight over the fact that Paul Jensen hasn’t been arrested.”

      “Golden Boy here doesn’t seem to think Mr. Jensen did it,” Alex says, hooking his thumb in my direction.

      “There’s no proof he did,” I bite out, a familiar pang spasming in my chest. How many times will I have to defend this man, when my only evidence is the fact that I want to believe him?

      “I think we’re looking at the proof.” He jerks his chin at the crowd.

      Even though it shouldn’t, his acceptance claws at the barbed wire around my heart, as if someone’s come along with a pair of bolt cutters, trying to make me vulnerable.

      My gaze darts up to the little cottage as the chanting and questioning continues; it’s still inside, as usual, but then a curtain above the bay window shifts, attracting my immediate attention.

      I focus on that spot, waiting for something else—for Paul to show his face, point his rifle out of it, anything—but the moment doesn’t come.

      After a few extended minutes, my irritation comes to a peak, and I stomp away as Alex asks Daisy if she remembers anything out of the ordinary when she arrived on scene.

      She can’t even remember to put on socks most days, her brain completely occupied by Charlie, but sure. Ask her to recount a crime scene.

      I feel Sloane’s presence at my back as I head toward my mother; she follows silently, willingly, and it tugs at that open wound in my heart, as if trying to stop the bleeding.

      When I get back to the throng, Officer Klepsky’s got my mother pulled aside; her face is redder than before, tears welling in her eyes, and she’s got a finger jabbed against his chest.

      “Ma,” I say, unease wrapping like vines around my limbs. The finger jabbing is one step away from what officers here would definitely consider assault, and I don’t want to add that to my list of things to deal with right now.

      “Lincoln, sweetheart. Do you care to tell Mr. Klepsky here that I’m not canceling my Halloween party next week?” She smiles sweetly, but it’s laced with malice.

      I hesitate, glancing at Sloane. My mother’s annual costume parties take place on Halloween night every year, and they’re always the most popular event of the season. Skelm Island shuts down an entire street in honor of her giving people a safe way to celebrate the holiday, and everyone goes nuts for her apple-peanut brittle.

      With everything else going on, I hadn’t even thought about the party, but now that she’s mentioning it, apprehension twists my gut.

      Klepsky sighs, rolling his eyes. “Mrs. Porter, four of your good friends have just been murdered. Ladies you run in a tight-knit circle with. We’re just trying to look out for you.”

      “If you’d catch the damn killer, I wouldn’t have to sit around worrying if I’m next.” She turns, dropping her finger and placing her hands on her hips. Her cheeks and nose are red from being out in the cold for so long, and her hair is in disarray from the wind.

      “We’re working on it, ma’am, I assure you,” Sloane offers, pushing away from my side.

      She steps forward with her spine straight, chin tilted.

      My mother frowns. “Are you? All due respect, Detective, but then why hasn’t anyone been arrested?”
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      “Somebody care to explain to me what exactly is going on?” I ask, throwing down my badge on Captain Stoll’s desk and jamming my finger into the center.

      I’m raging. I can feel it in the way my face heats and my limbs tremble as I try to repress the fiery emotion surging through my veins.

      “Do you see this, Captain? This is my badge. That means that I should be informed of things before the public. Before the news.”

      This town is liable to make me lose my mind. And my reputation. I’m supposed to be an expert, but they’re making it difficult to live up to the name. Although, if I’m honest with myself, it’s not all their fault that I’ve been acting like a rookie on a case instead of someone dedicated.

      “Now, Detective—”

      “Don’t ‘detective’ me. I have had it up to here.” I raise my hand toward the ceiling. “I swear to God it’s like you guys don’t want to solve this case.”

      Stoll scoffs. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “Is it?” I ask, a trickle of apprehension winding its way into my brain. “Want to explain to me how the news made it all the way onto the island before we were even told there had been another murder?”

      Stoll shakes his head. “I don’t—”

      I slam my hands down on the desk, the top vibrating underneath my palms. “That’s right, you don’t. And I’m telling you right now, if you don’t start working with me, I will take your precinct out of the investigation altogether.”

      “You can’t do that,” he snaps, his olive skin paling.

      I lean forward, making sure he’s locked in my stare. “You want to test that theory?”

      “Carina.” Alex’s hands wrap around my shoulders and pull me back, smoothing up and down my arms in what I’m sure is supposed to be a soothing manner. But every swipe of his fingers agitates me more, making my skin pull tight and the rage boil deeper in my blood.

      I know I haven’t been fully focused on this case. That I’ve let things get in my way—let people blur my focus. But this doesn’t help. It’s almost as if they’re trying to actively keep us from solving the case. And that alone puts me on edge, wondering if maybe we should be looking closer. If we should be adding persons of interest to a separate list; one that the Skelm Island PD doesn’t have access to.

      Ones with their names on it.

      Sighing a deep breath, I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to stem the headache that’s pounding between my eyes. “I want Paul Jensen brought in.”

      “We’re already working on it.”

      I paste a smile on my face, my teeth clenching so hard I’m surprised I don’t break a molar. “Well, work harder.”

      “Carina,” Alex croons again.

      I spin around on him. “How are you so calm? Don’t you see that they’re doing everything in their power to impede this investigation?”

      Alex grimaces, his eyes glancing from me to Captain Stoll and then back. “Excuse us, Captain.”

      He wraps his hand around my arm and drags me out of the office. I let him lead me away, too busy trying to count to ten slowly to keep my anger in check. It takes a lot to piss me off, but something about the people in this town makes me feel on edge—as if one simple thing will detonate an explosion.

      Alex pulls me into the corner of the hallway and spins to face me, crossing his arms against his chest.

      I huff out a breath. “Alex, come on. It’s like they’re trying to make us look bad. I don’t get it. I’ve never in my life dealt with a town that’s demanding justice but so unwilling to help make it happen.”

      “I’m not disagreeing. These guys are idiots, we already knew that.” He tilts his head. “But you can’t put all the blame on them.”

      “Watch me,” I spit.

      He grimaces. “Come on, carina. You’ve been distracted and we both know it.”

      I jerk back, shock punching through my chest. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      A sad smile twitches at the corners of his mouth. “You forget that I know you. I know what it’s like when you’re zoned in on the case. And I know when you’re not.”

      Guilt sloshes through my stomach. A burn radiates up my throat, settling behind my eyes.

      “I don’t know what’s going on with me,” I admit, rubbing the palms of my hands into my eye sockets, hoping the pressure will alleviate the ache. “I just…”

      Alex’s arms wrap around me, bringing me into his chest, and I collapse, allowing his embrace to center me as I try to swallow down the emotion.

      Emotion from the fact I know I’m letting everyone down; letting the victims and their families down by not having solved this case. From the frustration of not being any closer to knowing who I can trust and who I can’t.

      From the fact that I’ve allowed Lincoln’s crazy conspiracy theory to run through my brain on a loop for the past few days, his accusations slicing through my skin and burrowing into my bones.

      From the fact that no matter how hard I try, I can’t remember anything from when I was a young child.

      Breaking away from Alex, I smile up at him. “I need to go to the church.”

      He nods. “I’ll go with you.”

      I shake my head. “Let’s do double duty. I’ll go to the church, and you get a judge to grant a warrant to bring in Paul Jensen. I’m done playing games, and I’m done pretending like we aren’t the ones in charge here.”

      “You think there’s probable cause?”

      “I think two bodies have shown up on his property, and he’s one of the only people that doesn’t go to Sunday service.” My brows draw in. “I can’t shake the feeling that he’s at the center of this whole thing.”

      He nods. “We’ll meet back here after?”

      I cringe, glancing around, something dark swirling through my gut. “Maybe we should meet without lingering ears. Not sure who we can trust until we get more facts.”

      His brows raise to his hairline, and he nods, rocking back on his heels.

      He knows what I’m saying.

      If it isn’t Paul Jensen, then maybe it’s someone closer.

      Someone who has access to things, to make it as difficult as possible without drawing too much suspicion.

      The killer could be a cop.
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      The Skelm Island Church of God.

      I’ve never been a religious person, my parents are notorious atheists who believe in nothing after death, and I was raised the same way. But as I walk in the front doors for the first time, it almost feels like coming home.

      The heavy double doors echo as they bang shut behind me, and I glance around, expecting to see some form of life somewhere, but there is none.

      Not that I can blame them after the pastor’s wife was just murdered and stuffed away for two days in a lighthouse tower.

      The entrance hall is warm and toasty; dark wood beams run up the walls and over the arched ceiling, and glass cases line the room, filled with smiling faces of the town. Long, white tables sit to the right, filled with pamphlets. I walk over to them, my fingers ghosting across the brochures and bulletin boards hanging above them, posters made by the kids offering their services for dog walking, and invitations to upcoming events. My heart swells as I see a true sense of community for the first time.

      The air smells like I imagine a church would, not quite stale but a little stuffy, and as I spin around, my gaze locking on the doors to the chapel room, my stomach tightens.

      I don’t expect the preacher to be here, after all, his wife was just found dead, but I’m hoping there will be someone I can talk to, so I walk away from the chapel and down the darkened hallway instead.

      Muffled voices come from the last door on the left, and my heart skips as I hurry toward it, anticipation flaring that this isn’t a wasted visit. I lean in, pressing my ear against the wood, debating on whether or not I should knock. I decide to and rap my fingers against the frame before flinging the door open.

      The voices cut off mid-sentence, Lincoln turning around, his eyes widening as his hands grip the arms of the pretty bartender from Petey’s.

      My gut sours, a sharp pang hitting me right in the middle of my chest. I purse my lips. “Why is it you’re everywhere I am, all the time?”

      He sighs, dropping his arms to his sides as the girl wipes under her eyes.

      “What are you even doing here, killer?” he asks.

      “Don’t call me that.” I don’t mean to snap, but the words push themselves out aggressively, fueled by the irritation simmering from walking in on him with his arms around another woman, and even more so from the fact that it bothers me the way it does.

      “My job.” I force a grin. “The more appropriate question is what are you doing here? I assumed you’d be with your family, not with…” I trail off, my eyes glancing to Isa.

      “Trying to remember me, Detective?” She smirks, standing straight and walking toward me.

      She doesn’t stop until she’s directly in front of me, her round gaze sinking into mine, until I fidget underneath her stare.

      “Can I help you?” I ask, putting my hands up to try and get her to leave my personal space.

      She tilts her head, before heaving out a sigh and shaking her head. “No. But him?” She throws her thumb in Lincoln’s direction. “He needs all the help he can get.”

      Grinning softly, she twists to face him. “See ya later, Linc. And drop it, okay? There’s enough going on in this hellhole without you adding to the mess.”

      She walks around me and out the door and I’m standing in the center of the room, my gaze narrowed on Lincoln.

      “What’s she talking about?”

      He moves toward me, and I notice for the first time that there’s something gripped in his fist. As he steps closer, I realize it’s a picture.

      “What’s that?” I nod toward his hand.

      His brow raises as he holds it out. I grab it from him, staring down at a girl standing outside, in front of a white wall. Her shoulders are hunched and her hair is hanging in the front of her face. A rock drops in my gut as I look closer, trepidation filtering through my every pore, because I don’t remember this picture being taken.

      “So you found a picture of me after all, huh?” I grin up at him.

      His brow raises, a flash of victory shining through his eyes. “That’s not you, Detective. That’s Morgan Jensen. And that’s the last day she was seen alive.”
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      Sloane’s throat bobs on a swallow as she stares down at the photograph. The silence in Preacher Cartwright’s office is so thick it feels as though I can reach up and wrap my fingers around it.

      “This isn’t funny anymore, Lincoln.” Sloane’s eyes lift, glassy as they find mine.

      I bite down on the inside of my cheek, struggling to maintain even breathing. “I’m not laughing.”

      She clutches the photo, crinkling the edges with her grip. “Where did you get this?”

      “It’s mine.” I inch forward a step, not removing my gaze from her face, even when she looks away. My chest is heavy and light at the same time, like a helium balloon that’s been tied to a cement block.

      Shaking her head, her hand trembles slightly as she peers down, eyes roving over the picture as if trying to find a flaw. Something that disproves my theory.

      I can tell I’m about to lose her; her gaze soaks in the little girl captured forever in the photograph, but I can tell by the way she bites her lip that she isn’t going to accept my truth.

      It wouldn’t matter, at this point, if I’d produced Morgan Jensen’s fucking birth mom as an eyewitness; whatever happened to this Morgan cemented itself in her brain and made itself fact.

      No amount of simple snapshots—or the lack thereof—or newspaper articles from the ten-year-old’s disappearance are going to convince her.

      For a second, I start to give in.

      Even as I stare at the grown woman in front of me, something clawing at the edges of my soul, I have to admit it’s a stretch.

      That even if, by some odd miracle, Morgan Jensen had survived whatever fate the universe tossed her to years ago, the odds have never been in my favor enough to believe she’d come back to me.

      And yet… the longer I look, the more I begin to remember. Anxiety flushes through my stomach as I study Sloane, noting the lighter brown hues streaked through her hair and the little zigzag-shaped scar on the outside of her left palm.

      Things I’ve spent my entire life trying to pinpoint and place on her phantom, in human form before me once again.

      A memory, bright and harsh, flashes across my vision.

      Morgan sitting across from me at the annual Lighthouse Festival, nibbling on the end of a piece of fruit I’d convinced her to try.

      She was always the more adventurous between the two of us—constantly getting hurt on the playground or picking fights with bullies that I’d inevitably have to end—but for some reason, when it came to food, she was extremely picky.

      But she trusted me, so when I encouraged her to pick randomly from the potluck fruit salad, she obliged. Eyes closed, she pinched a piece in hand and brought it to her mouth, giggling as I leaned back on our blanket and watched.

      “You should have to eat something weird, too,” she said, blue eyes narrowing as she took her first bite.

      I shook my head, grinning. “No can do. Someone’s gotta be your witness, or else your mom will never believe us.”

      Turns out, she’d have very concrete evidence; in the next few seconds, as Morgan chewed and chewed, her face began to swell, her skin flushing a deep, angry red.

      “Are you allergic to strawberries?” I ask, dragging myself from the memory the way a body is pulled from a raging fire; quickly, and with charred edges.

      Sloane looks up, lips parting. She squints. “That’s none of your business.”

      “So, yes.” Hope blossoms in my chest, and I take another step forward. “What about that scar on your hand, hm? How’d you get that?”

      She glances down, turning her hand around. “I…”

      “Hamster bite. Class pet revolted, and you had to have stitches and your first tetanus shot.”

      Horror washes over her face, and she stays silent for a long time, staring down at her hands.

      “Now, either I got really lucky and really invasive when I checked up on you and accessed your medical records.” A pause, then another step. “Or there’s a reason I know all of that. Spoiler alert, killer, but I didn’t actually do that much digging on you.”

      Pushing her arm out, she shoves the photo at me, pressing her lips together. “Nope. No. I didn’t come here to get sucked into the world of make believe.”

      My stomach sinks, and I slap my hand against my chest, catching the picture before it falls. “Then what did you come here for?”

      “In case you’ve forgotten, the entire reason I’m in town is to solve a serial murder investigation.” She gestures around the office, glancing at the worn oak bookshelves and the massive wooden desk kitty-corner across from us. “I came here to get answers, and once again find you at the center of everything.”

      Stuffing the picture in my pocket, I cock an eyebrow. “It sounds like you want to accuse me of something there.”

      “God, Alex was right.”

      Her partner’s name ignites flames in my chest, and I stiffen as the syllables leave her lips. “What was Alex right about?”

      “You!” She throws her hands in the air, letting out a shrill sound that catches somewhere between a laugh and a scream. “That I’ve let you get under my skin, and it’s ruining everything!”

      I scoff, ignoring the jealousy blooming in me like spring flowers. “I’ll bet he was real eager to make me the bad guy. He’s wanted to pin something on me since you two arrived.”

      “Alex is a great detective, so if he thinks someone’s guilty, he’s probably right.” She pushes forward until she’s a whisper of a touch away, electricity crackling in the sparse air between us. “You know what you’re guilty of, Mr. Porter?”

      “Let’s not backpedal to formalities,” I say, ignoring the way my body lights up as she comes closer. “Not now that I know how you taste.”

      Eyes blazing, her index finger prods at the center of my chest, the jab sending a spike of arousal shooting down my spine. “Stop it. You keep doing this. Getting in my way. Screwing with my head. If not for you, I’d probably have already cracked this case, but no, since I showed up you’ve done nothing but distract me, and I’m fucking sick of it.”

      Her breaths are harsh as they brush across the base of my neck, exposed because my flannel isn’t buttoned up all the way.

      “You know what I’m sick of?” I rasp, my fingers wrapping around her wrist, yanking her body close. “The way you keep blaming me for your fuckups, like this shit between us is one-sided. Maybe you should think more about why you keep losing focus, and less on whether or not I’m actively trying to sabotage you.”

      She blinks. “You made it very clear from the beginning how you felt about me. My job, my intelligence, ‘what’s between my legs.’ Don’t tell me that’s not a conscious effort.”

      Shame scalds my face, and I bite down on the inside of my cheek to keep from admitting that I’m actually impressed by how seriously she takes her job. That seeing how dedicated she is to solving this case stirs something in me—something that almost feels like respect.

      “It’s not you,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s us. I feel like I can’t even breathe around you sometimes, much less be useful to your investigation.”

      “There’s nothing going on with us.”

      Flattening her palm against my chest, I press down with my hand; my heart thumps so hard against my ribs that I can feel it through her, and she looks up with hooded lashes.

      “Does that feel like nothing to you?” I ask, the tendons in my neck growing taut when she curls her fingers ever so slightly into me.

      Her nostrils flare. “How do I know you’re not just nervous from being in a church? I’m assuming it’s not something you do often.”

      I shift, my groin grazing her stomach, and raise an eyebrow. “My dick doesn’t usually get hard when I’m nervous, killer.”

      She opens her mouth to protest again, but I reach up, covering her lips with my palm, moving so we’re walking backward across the room.

      Her knees hit the desk, halting our path, and she huffs out through her nose when I push her so she’s sitting on the edge.

      “You don’t want to play make believe, fine.” Sliding one hand beneath her shirt and skimming up her side, I sweep my fingers along the curve of her breast, swallowing. “You want to blame me, also fine. But don’t deny me this. Don’t make me feel crazier than I already fucking do.”

      I slowly remove my hand from her mouth, dragging it down over her neck, hooking the tip of one finger in her shirt. She catches herself on her palms as I bend her back over the desk, dipping down to trail my lips in the path of my fingers.

      Without applying any pressure, I coast over her flesh, my tongue darting out to taste her pulse when I reach the hollow point of her throat; she shivers, almost arching into the movement, and I smirk, wishing I could somehow preserve her reactions and keep them forever.

      “Lincoln…” she breathes, blue eyes staring down her body at me as I start to drop to my knees. “This is wildly inappropriate.”

      “I can’t think of a better place for an act of worship,” I mutter, snaking my hands over her curves, letting them rest on her hips.

      “I’m supposed to be working.”

      Toying with her belt loops, I raise an eyebrow. “I’ll be quick.”

      She hesitates, worrying her bottom lip, and I’m starting to feel a little lightheaded. So close to paradise, yet denied access all the same.

      Dragging my index finger along the seam of her jeans, I apply pressure where I know she needs it. Immediately, her thighs clench, and I grin, wicked delight rushing through my veins.

      “Let me repent for my sins.”

      “Sins?”

      I nod, drawing circles over her second pulse. “Hatred. Jealousy, every time fucking Alex looks at you like he wants to eat you. Like he thinks he could do a better job than me.”

      “Never,” she whispers, head falling back.

      My mouth waters when she lets out a little moan, lifting her hips as she chases my touch. And this time, when I move to tug her pants down, she lets me.
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      I’m done.

      I’m tired of fighting whatever this is between us.

      Especially since I can’t argue with him. There is something different about the two of us. From the second we met, there’s been an invisible tether drawing us together, something that anchors me to the spot, no matter how much the tide tries to drag me away.

      And besides all that, if I don’t give in to him now—don’t let him make me feel something real, I’ll lose myself to the chaos inside my head.

      Because he’s right.

      I am allergic to strawberries. And the scar on my hand is from a bite. Although, the way my parents tell it, it’s from a yappy chihuahua I played with when I was seven. I’ve never questioned the memory.

      But I can’t exactly picture it in my head, either.

      And if I think on that too long, I’ll start to question everything else. I’ll start to wonder why it is that when I try to place the feelings that are supposed to accompany a memory, they’re missing, almost as if they were never there to begin with.

      So when Lincoln pushes me back on the desk and slides my jeans down my thighs, tossing them in a pile on the floor, I give in.

      I’m done with pretending I don’t want to.

      His hand wraps around my ankle and slips up my calf, his mouth soft as he trails kisses along my skin. Tingles shoot through me, making my stomach clench. His palms continue their trek, skimming my inner thighs, goose bumps sprouting in their wake, and his fingers dig in, squeezing the flesh. The pain is sharp and sudden, but the sting does nothing except send a spike of arousal slamming through me, my back arching as I look down at him from where I’m leaned against the desk.

      My tongue slips out of my mouth to lick along my bottom lip as I glance toward the door, my heart skipping when I remember where we are. That I’m about to let the town hero eat me out on top of the preacher’s desk.

      But God himself could walk through those doors and I’d beg Lincoln not to stop.

      He presses my legs wide until the muscles stretch, creating a delicious ache. Leaning in, his nose skims across the seam of my panties, making my abs clench and butterflies explode like a cannon.

      “Tell me what I want to hear, sweetheart,” he rasps, his forearm pressing against my stomach until I’m locked in place.

      “Wh—what is it you want to hear?” I stutter.

      He presses a kiss to the inside of my thigh, and my heart bangs against my chest.

      “That I’m not crazy.”

      “You’re not crazy,” I repeat back, although I’m not sure I believe the words I’m saying.

      Another kiss, this time to the opposite side, his free hand teasing the edge of my panties. “Tell me you don’t hate me.”

      My hands shoot down to his hair, my fingers gripping the strands tight, trying to keep myself grounded as a coil starts to tighten inside me.

      He’s barely touching me, and yet I’m already on the edge, desperate to feel the flat of his tongue lick up the seam of my pussy.

      “I don’t hate you,” I whisper.

      This time, I don’t have to wonder if I believe it. I’ve never truly hated him.

      His nose continues to slide back and forth, brushing ever so slightly against my clit. It throbs beneath the teasing touch, a gush of wetness coating the fabric and slicking down to the insides of my thighs.

      I have never been this turned on before.

      My insides flutter, my body being driven to the point of madness, wanting nothing more than to feel him against me. For him to douse the fire that he’s making rage through my veins.

      “Tell me,” he whispers, his words puffing out as hot air that wraps around my every nerve. I groan, eyes rolling, my teeth sinking into my bottom lip.

      “Tell me you’re mine. That you won’t let any other motherfucker touch you.”

      My heart stutters, and I suck in a breath. “I—”

      He presses his lips against my center then, and even through the fabric, the touch is a thousand electrical volts shooting through me. My thighs tighten around his head and I push myself farther into him.

      His fingertips dip beneath the seam of my underwear, moving them to the side, the cool air harsh against my skin.

      “Christ, you smell so fucking good,” he groans. “Say it, Morgan.”

      “I’m yours,” I gasp out, my stomach somersaulting as I speak the words.

      He dives in, his tongue flicking against my clit as if he’s been starving for the taste.

      I moan, unable to stop myself from making the sound—even though we’re in a public space—and my body flings back, my elbows collapsing against the desk from the movement, the few pieces of paper and a cup full of pens clattering to the floor.

      The sound is loud, but I don’t care.

      Because whatever he’s doing feels incredible.

      “Lincoln,” I pant.

      He hums, his tongue swirling in circles around my sensitive flesh, then moving down to lick up the wetness that’s flowing steadily from my entrance. The heat of his mouth makes my legs tremble, a deep ache settling in my core and spreading slowly outward, until it seizes my lungs and makes my breath stall.

      I’m so close.

      One of my hands lets go of his hair, reaching down to rub myself, as he laves his tongue through my arousal, drinking me up like water.

      “Oh, fuck,” I whisper, the sensitive nerves pulsing beneath my fingers.

      His eyes spark as he leans back and watches me touch myself, his own hand gliding down his torso and gripping his cock that’s visibly straining against his pants. He moves back in, removing my hand and closing his lips around me, pulling my clit into his mouth, the tip of his tongue flicking back and forth as he applies suction.

      “Oh my god,” I gasp, my legs shaking uncontrollably around him.

      My nipples pebble as the tension in my muscles wind tight.

      “Please,” I beg. “Please, Lincoln.”

      He continues his assault, the tips of his fingers slipping inside my walls and curling upward. I throw my head back at the intrusion, the sensation overloading my body and throwing me off the edge of the cliff.

      I come apart violently, my body vibrating against him as euphoria spreads through every nerve; a numbing type of bliss that leaves me floating in space and blacking out from the pleasure.

      His hand snaps up to my mouth, pressing hard enough to muffle the noise. I bite into his palm instead of screaming into the air.

      Slowly, I come back down, my body weak and my brain fuzzy. “Oh, my god,” I breathe out.

      He glides his body against mine as he works his way up, then leans over me, his lips coming down to press into the juncture between my shoulder and my neck.

      “Sinful girl, coming on my tongue and screaming the Lord’s name while you do it,” he rumbles in my ear.

      He moves then until he’s directly above me, his breaths mingling with mine, our eyes locked.

      My chest pulls tight as I stare, unsure what it is that’s happening, but unable to pull myself away.

      I can smell my cum on his mouth, and it sends another spike of desire through me. I rise up, my fingers threading through his mussed-up hair and dragging his face down to mine, biting his lower lip.

      He moans, his body weight collapsing on top of me, his thick erection grinding against my sensitive core, making me want to feel him sink deep inside me and ruin me for anybody else.

      “Lincoln, please,” I speak into his lips. “Fuck me.”

      His eyes flare, and he groans again. “You have no idea how sexy it is to hear those filthy words from your pretty little mouth.”

      He reaches down, his belt buckle clanking as he hastily undoes it, and my pussy throbs in anticipation.

      “Hello?”

      The voice is far off and muffled, but it’s enough to shock me out of the daze from whatever we’re doing.

      Lincoln jumps back at the same time I shoot upright, and we both scramble to right ourselves as we hear footsteps clacking down the hall.

      “Carina?”

      “Shoot,” I mutter, palming the top of my hair and jumping off the desk, my feet stumbling as I run to tug on my jeans. My eyes glance over at Lincoln, and he’s leaning against the front of the desk, a slight smirk on his face.

      I point at him. “Don’t start.”

      His palms raise in the air. “I’m not doing anything.”

      “Anyone here?” Alex’s voice is closer now, and I blow out a breath, my gut churning, knowing that he’ll take one look at us and know that everything he said back at the precinct was right.

      Closing my eyes, I count down from three, walking to the office door and flinging it open, Alex appearing on the other side.

      “Slo—” His voice trails off as his eyes widen, slowly trailing down my form before moving past me and hardening into stone.

      My chest cramps, knowing that he’s staring at Lincoln.

      “Alex.” I paste a grin. “What’s up?”

      His jaw tenses.

      “I got the warrant. Let’s go arrest Paul Jensen for murder.”
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      “Tell me you’re mine.”

      Jesus, fuck. What the hell was I thinking, saying that to Morgan—Sloane—God. Whatever the fuck her name is.

      That’s the problem, though—I wasn’t thinking. At all. I’d had enough of her fucking lip, and forced her admission, acknowledging that there’s something between us. Something’s not quite right, and it hasn’t been since the second we met.

      Whether she’s my Morgan or not, I certainly just laid claim regardless.

      And in Preacher Cartwright’s office, no less.

      Slumping down in the back pew of the church, I rest my head against the wood surface, staring up at the vaulted ceiling and its massive skylight. The overcast sky doesn’t add much brightness to the room, instead bathing the aisles in shadows.

      I’d be creeped out if I hadn’t spent my childhood wearing holes in the carpet, at times more familiar with this place than my own home.

      “When did they start allowing devils into holy places?” A voice echoes against the ceiling, grating on nerves I’ve been holding tight since Alex interrupted my time with Morgan.

      It’s been fifteen minutes since they left to round up Paul Jensen and raid his home, and I’ve been trying to console my dick ever since.

      Now, as I turn and see Jordan Thomas hobble in through the front doors, my cock deflates to a point where I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to use it again.

      Pulling the toboggan from his head and stuffing it into his pocket, Jordan starts up the aisle, taking a seat at the far end of the pew across from me. He exhales, producing a paper-wrapped forty from his coat flap, and holds it up toward the Jesus statue on stage.

      “Should you be drinking in here?” I ask, even though I don’t particularly feel like engaging with him.

      He grunts. “Come try to pry it from my hands, Porter. I fuckin’ dare you.”

      I roll my eyes, annoyed that he’s ruining my silence. I should get up and go find my mother, make sure she’s home now that an actual arrest is being made. Surely, Paul being off the streets is enough to put her mind at ease.

      Provided they find something tying him to the crimes.

      There’s a thought niggling at the back of my mind, though, a tiny pulsing sensation that grows the longer I linger on it.

      It’s insistent, the belief that Jensen had as much to do with these murders as I did, but since I can’t prove it—and he’s been less than willing to offer anything real to the contrary—I don’t have any room to suggest otherwise.

      I know Morgan’s a damn good detective—what I’ve seen so far, and the research I did do when she first rolled into town proves that. Even if she’s easily distracted.

      If she thinks he’s suspicious, then maybe he is.

      Besides, like Gabe said, the lack of evidence isn’t proof that he didn’t do it. Just like a lack of bodies from Halloween almost twenty years ago doesn’t mean the Jensen girls didn’t die that night.

      “Never thought I’d see you back in church after your pops’s funeral,” Jordan comments after a brief silence, keeping his stare straight ahead.

      I shrug. “Probably didn’t think you’d see a serial killer running rampant on the island, either, but here we are. Stranger things have certainly happened.”

      My eyes shift to the left, watching him from my peripheral. For some kind of reaction, a tell that might point to him being the Fate Reaper.

      If anyone’s targeting me specifically, trying to frame me for their crimes, my bet would be on Jordan; especially since his little harbor gang has unmitigated access to the ocean and knows which traps are registered to Porter Lobster Co.

      Not to mention the personal vendetta he has against me.

      But that doesn’t explain why he’s targeting these women. And it would exonerate Jensen, and frankly, I’m not sure he’s innocent, either.

      Jordan hunches forward, taking another sip of his drink. “Stranger than you taking over the family business, when it was clear to everyone you didn’t want to?”

      My heart squeezes. “It’s not called a family business for no reason.”

      “Family businesses don’t typically sell out for a little extra cash.”

      Clenching my jaw, I turn on the bench, facing him. “How else would you have proposed I try and pull a sinking ship from a whirlpool of debt?”

      “Debt?” Jordan raises an eyebrow, glancing over at me. Intrigued by this new bit of information—despite being one of my father’s closest friends, I guess financial hardships weren’t a hot topic of discussion.

      Still, never wanting to seem outmaneuvered, he shakes his head slightly, speaking around his can. “You could’ve joined up with the Thomas Company. We’d have split profits in honor of your old man until you broke even.”

      “And my father’d be rolling around in his fucking grave, regardless.”

      “At least you’d still have companies interested in buying from you,” he quips, stretching an arm across the back of the pew. “Little birdie down at the wharf mentioned local grocers are steering clear of your catches.”

      “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” I snap, even as my gut churns violently.

      Is that why I’ve not sold a haul in over a week? Because of my cleanup work for the Fish and Wildlife Department?

      Or is it the bodies my traps seem to attract?

      “I know no one wants to buy fish from a sellout,” he says. His gray eyes match the shade of the sky, stormy and foreboding as the clouds. “Or a murderer.”

      “I was cleared of suspicion,” I reply slowly, narrowing my gaze at him.

      “This time.”

      My eyebrows shoot into my hairline. “Something you’re trying to say, Thomas?”

      He smirks. “Of course, I’m not taking credit for the Fate Reaper’s work. I’d never try to do that.”

      The implication is silent but clear, hanging in the air between us. A goddamn confession, if I’ve ever heard one.

      And it’s obvious that he’s still not forgiven me for rejecting the Thomas Company, or for refusing to let him poach my territory.

      “What are you even doing here, Jordan?” I ask, sighing. Wishing I believed in God enough to ask him to smite the man across from me.

      “Seein’ as how the town preacher’s wife just turned up dead, I thought I’d pay my respects.” He glances around, as if just noticing that we’re the only two in the church, and frowns. “Guess I thought there’d be more people.”

      “What do you know about Tracy’s murder?”

      He swings his gaze around, slowly coming to rest on my face. “Careful there, son. You’re starting to sound an awful lot like those cops you used to hate.”

      Resentment settles in my gut like a capsized boat to the ocean floor. I hate that I can’t even deny his claim, because fuck me, I do sound like a cop. A Skelm Island officer, no less, haphazardly trying to piece together a puzzle without even looking at the full picture first.

      Morgan’s rubbing off on me in more ways than one, I suppose.

      “Well, as enlightening as this conversation hasn’t been,” I say, pushing to my feet, tired of being in the same room as this man. “I’m afraid I should be going. Try not to touch the holy water—I hear it burns demons.”
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      When I get to my mother’s house a while later, I find her slaving over a pot of chili on the stove.

      She’s wrapped up in the “Kiss the Chef” apron Daisy got her last Christmas, shimmying her hips from side to side as she belts out the chorus to the “Monster Mash”.

      The house is fully decked out in Halloween paraphernalia from over the years; zombie statues that she sews together every year and sets up in the corners of the living room, purple and orange lights strewn up along the crown molding, and fake cobwebs stretched out in every corner.

      If there’s one thing this woman takes seriously, it’s Halloween.

      Okay, also family.

      And murder.

      But Halloween is a close third.

      She used to throw them for my father, who loved the unofficial holiday, but would have rather died than admit it. So, instead of going to church and praying for the souls of the damned trick-or-treaters, she’d whip together a spooky “fall festival” and invite the entire town over for games and candy.

      Eventually, it became Skelm Island’s favorite fall activity.

      “There’s my baby!” she squeals as I walk into the kitchen, extending her arm for me. Her dark hair’s pulled back and tucked into the neck of her black sweater, fingernails painted a bright shade of purple.

      I wrap myself in her embrace, bending down to press a kiss against her cheek, and she holds up a spoonful of the broth for me to taste.

      I slurp at the spoon, letting out a soft sound of agreement when I straighten back up. “Needs a dash more chili powder, and I think you’re ready to go.”

      Nodding, she reaches over and uncaps a spice jar, shaking flakes into the soup and mixing. “I never got a chance to talk to you about your stake out,” she says after a few seconds of quiet stirring.

      “You mean, about Tracy’s…”

      “Hand?”

      I grimace. “I was hoping you didn’t know the specifics.”

      She dips her chin, drawing in a shaky breath. “Unfortunately, that news broke while me and the girls were still trying to lure Jensen out of his house.”

      “Didn’t work, eh?”

      “Nope. But it sure felt good watching your little girlfriend haul his ass out of there. Like the fog lifted the second that man was forced to face his wrongdoings.” She pauses, tilting her head as she stares out the window above the sink. “Well, the metaphorical fog, anyway. I think global warming is making the real fog worse.”

      “Detective Sloane is not my girlfriend,” I say.

      “Oh, jeez, Lincoln. Did you break up with her already?” She holds up the wooden spoon, aiming it for my stomach, and I jerk out of reach before she can maim me. “Gabe said you like her.”

      I’m going to kill him.

      Curling and uncurling my fist, I lean against the counter, shrugging. “I do. But it’s… complicated.”

      Complicated because I’m supposed to hate her, but find myself constantly wanting to be in her presence.

      And then, the whole ‘she might be my missing best friend’ thing.

      My mother sighs, shaking her head. She adjusts the temperature on the stove, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “These things usually are.”

      She glances up at a picture of her and my father hanging on the wall by the fridge; them on their wedding day, during their first dance. Beside that, a gold-framed photo of Gabe and Daisy at their honeymoon send-off, the biggest grins plastered on their faces.

      Gabe looks a little unhinged, and I remember the elation he’d been feeling that day. How he kept saying getting married felt like an out-of-body experience. One he’d never planned on having in his lifetime.

      “Life’s short, you know?” My mother says now, poking me with her index finger. “Complications are always gonna exist. I’ve found they’re easier to navigate with someone at your side.”

      I nod, trying not to focus too much on the fact that my complications are a little more extravagant than hers probably ever were, and instead I let her advice sink in when I leave the house at nightfall and head back to my cabin.

      Monet sits on the porch as I cut the truck engine, fatigue bearing down on my bones as I make my way inside. Alex is nowhere to be seen when I latch the door shut behind me, which tells me he’s either at the station still, or asleep in the makeshift guest room.

      Just as well. I’m not interested in seeing the fucker when he knows damn well what he interrupted at the church earlier.

      Slipping out of my shoes, I tuck them in the corner and pad silently down the hall, Monet’s dog tags clanking together as he mounts the sofa, turning in for the night.

      I reach the end of the hall and slowly push open my bedroom door, aware that doing so crosses another invisible line.

      More than crosses it, even—joining Morgan tonight solidifies the things I told her at the church, makes them more permanent.

      ‘Acta non verba,’ as Preacher Cartwright used to say after every youth service. Actions speak louder than words—and mine are fucking screaming as I walk in, kicking the door shut with my foot.

      Morgan’s curled up in my bed, the covers twisted around her thighs, as if she’s partway through a restless sleep. I approach her slowly, my heart leaping into my throat as I get closer, noting the SEAL T-shirt she’s wearing.

      My shirt.

      Fuck, if the sight of her wearing my shit doesn’t unspool my resolve.

      Smoothing along the curve of her hip, trying to memorize the feel of her in my palm, I pull the comforter up over her. She lets out a little sigh of contentment, nuzzling deeper into the pillow, and I move to undress myself so I can climb in beside her.

      At this point, I guess it doesn’t really matter whether she’s the lightkeeper’s daughter or not.

      She consumes my every fucking thought, lights me up like stars in the sky, anyway.

      Maybe it’s better if I don’t know.

      And so, for tonight, I force my spiraling thoughts to quiet as I crawl onto the mattress and flip onto my side. Wrapping my arm around her waist, I yank her hips back so her ass nestles perfectly against my dick, pressing a kiss to her shoulder.

      For tonight, I’ll accept this for what it is.

      Something real among the lies and deception this town seems to be full of.

      And I’ll have to hope it’s enough.
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      “Run.”

      My eyes spring open. I try to shoot up to a sitting position, but something keeps me still.

      “Ssh, killer. It’s just a dream.” A hand smooths over the back of my hair, and even though the smallest bit of sweat drips across my brow, a chill skates through me from the nightmare. My heart races so fast I can hear it in my ears, the sound drowning out common sense as I struggle against the hold I’m in.

      “Morgan.” The voice tries again, the grip around my middle tightening further and pulling me against something hard.

      I suck in mouthfuls of air, gasping in breaths to try and calm down my nervous system. Reason slowly filters back in as the fight-or-flight response eases.

      “It’s okay.” The voice soothes.

      It’s only once I’m calm that I realize who it belongs to.

      Lincoln.

      I’m not sure what he’s doing in here—even though it’s his bedroom—he’s never impeded on my space like this while we were staying in his home.

      My heart stutters, still kicking against my chest as I lean back against him, curling my body into the edges of his, allowing his embrace to cocoon me in its warmth and provide a sense of safety that I haven’t felt in years. Maybe ever.

      My fingers trail up and down his forearms; the ones that are currently strapped around my waist like a life vest, and my eyes follow my movement as I trace over his tattooed skin.

      “Do these mean something?” I ask, my voice cracking from sleep.

      His breathing is soft, and when he speaks, the tone rumbles through my back and vibrates into my bones, like we’re two halves of a whole, existing solely in this moment.

      “They do,” he replies.

      “What’s this one?” I run my hand over a black and white skeleton of what looks like a frog.

      He blows out a heavy breath, his arms tightening around me. “That’s a bone frog. It was the first ink I got when I came home.”

      I scrunch my brows. “You didn’t get these when you were enlisted?”

      “Tattoos are IDs, killer. You should know that.”

      “And you didn’t want to be ID’d?” Something heavy settles in my chest when I realize what he’s saying. That he couldn’t get tattoos because he needed anonymity as a soldier.

      He chuckles, the sound vibrating against my back. “The places they sent me? Being ID’d would be a quick way to get killed. SO1s weren’t exactly welcome.”

      “What’s an SO1?”

      “Special Warfare Operator.”

      My stomach churns. “God, that seems… intense.”

      He swallows audibly. “It was.”

      “So, what’s the bone frog mean?”

      He hums, his fingers slipping beneath the hem of my shirt and tracing designs on my stomach. “Honor, sacrifice and service.” He pauses, his breath stuttering. “For all of my fallen brothers.”

      I wait to see if he’s going to elaborate, but he doesn’t and I don’t want to push, still slightly worried that his guard will go back up and ruin whatever is brewing between us. And after I got home from hauling in a very volatile Paul Jensen, I realized that I didn’t want it to stop. Because for all the ways Lincoln is stubborn, and harsh, and rough around the edges, he’s also my constant.

      The one person I can trust to be exactly who he is. And the only one I don’t feel as if I’m letting down with every single one of my decisions.

      “Did you draw all of them yourself?” I continue, needing something to keep my mind off the nightmare that’s haunting the corners of my mind.

      He hums again, his lips coming down to press against my neck, sending shivers racing down my back.

      “What was your nightmare about?” he redirects.

      My brows draw in as my chest pulls tight. I don’t think anyone has ever asked me that. Even when I was a kid, and my parents stayed up at night, holding me through the terror, they never once pried into what it actually was, probably assuming they were just silly kid dreams of clowns and monsters under the bed.

      “I’m not sure,” I say back. My gut squeezes. “I have them a lot though. Same one since I’ve been a kid, so you’d think I’d have it figured out by now, but it’s just…”

      “A dream?”

      A small smile breaks across my face. “Yeah… I guess.”

      It grows quiet, nothing but the sound of our breathing and the warmth that cascades around me, radiating off his skin and sinking into mine. And this is nice. Feels like we’re almost… something.

      More than just lust and tension exploding into a tragic loss of common sense.

      I twist around in his arms, my eyes meeting his, my stomach somersaulting from his stare. My fingers move, skimming from his arms up to the tops of his shoulders, my eyes locking on the black roses that spread out across his bicep and over his chest, reaching for his heart.

      “What about these?” My heart sticks in my throat while I ask.

      I need him to say it’s nothing. I’m desperate for him to prove that it’s just a coincidence, so I can continue to brush off his theories as if they’re just ramblings of a man stuck in his grief.

      But even before he replies, I know that’s not what he’ll say.

      “They’re for Morgan.”

      I close my eyes, my gut roiling. “Of course they are,” I whisper.

      “Cindy loved to garden.”

      “Who’s Cindy?”

      “Her mom,” he says. “The cottage out at the lighthouse used to be overflowing with flowers. Ones that weren’t supposed to even be able to grow in Maine.” He laughs, shaking his head. “But she always had a green thumb, and even as she lost herself to her madness… I think she must have found her sanity in the roses.”

      “She had schizophrenia, right?”

      “Yeah. She was… broken.” His jaw clenches. “And this stupid fucking town made it worse. Always calling her names, badgering her in public, pretending like her mental illness was something contagious. Like it was her fault for being sick.”

      A burn radiates through my chest, an ache of sympathy singeing through my insides as I imagine anyone going through that.

      “Morgan was bullied by a lot of the kids around here, simply because of who her mother was.”

      My stomach sinks.

      “I used to meet her up in the lighthouse tower.” He smirks. “You know the room.”

      Scoffing, I smack his chest. “Please, be serious. I want to know.”

      He chuckles, his fingertips skimming up my spine. “I had known Morgan my whole life, you know? She was my person. She was my best friend. The most innocent time of my life, ripped away when she was.”

      His Adam’s apple bobs, and I lean my head on his chest, listening to the beats of his heart while he continues.

      “Her mom grew a lot of flowers, but Morgan’s favorite were these roses. They were like this… deep purple, but from far away they looked pitch black. And every time we’d meet, she’d bring me one. Thanking me for being her friend.” He hesitates, his voice breaking when he speaks again. “As if she needed to bribe me to want to stick around.”

      “Anyway,” he clears his throat, looking down at me and pressing a kiss to my forehead, his brow rising. “None of that rings a bell?”

      My insides twist as I shake my head, not wanting to tell him that every time I dream, it’s of black roses.
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        * * *

      

      We arrested Paul Jensen, but can only hold him for forty-eight hours.

      Alex handled yesterday’s questioning, but to no one’s surprise, Mr. Jensen wasn’t cooperative. Kept his lips sealed and hasn’t said a single, solitary word since he’s been here.

      Not even trying to prove his innocence.

      Technically, we have nothing to prove his guilt either.

      But the arrest did what it was supposed to do. It calmed down the town enough for them to pack up their picket signs and go back home. And it let us bring in Paul to question. There’s a team going through the lighthouse cottage and the lands that surround it as we speak, but unless they find something solid, Paul Jensen will be a free man again in less than twenty-four hours.

      As I walk into the room, the same one that I first met Lincoln in a few weeks back, a tendril of apprehension winds its way through me, as if my soul is trying to warn the rest of me to be on guard.

      The heavy door slams behind me, clicking shut and echoing off the bare walls. My shoes clack, clack, clack, as I make my way to the metal table in the center of the room, nothing on it except for the weight of Paul Jensen’s stare as he watches me sit down across from him.

      My insides tighten and I shift in the seat, clearing my throat. I lay down the folder and rest my elbows on the table, looking up at him and forcing a smile on my face.

      “Hi, Mr. Jensen. How ya feeling?”

      His face stays blank as he stares at something behind me, his eyes unfocused and dazed.

      Okay, then.

      “You thirsty? Hungry?” I try again.

      Still nothing.

      Not that I expected anything less.

      Blowing out a breath, I lean back in my chair, chewing on the inside of my lip. “Yeah, you’re right. This sucks.”

      I take off my badge that’s clipped to my belt and toss it on the table, watching his eyes follow the movement, his gaze narrowing like the piece of metal personally offended him.

      “You don’t like cops,” I note. “It’s fine, I get it. With the ones you have to deal with in this town? Who could blame you.”

      He grunts and a flash of victory speeds through my chest.

      “But, you know what they say,” I continue. “When you’re down on your luck, you gotta find luck in the people at your side.”

      His gaze snaps up to mine. “What?”

      My eyes widen slightly when he speaks, my stomach jumping.

      I watch his facial features carefully as I repeat my words. “I said I don’t blame you.”

      He shakes his head. “You said ‘when you’re down on your luck…’”

      “Oh, yeah.” I smile. “When you’re down on your luck, you gotta find luck in the people at your side.” I shrug. “It’s true, you know? No one here besides me can help you, Mr. Jensen. And I want to help you.” I lean in. “Between you and me, I don’t think you did it.”

      His mouth is parted slightly as he stares at me, the color draining from his face, but he covers the action, sitting back in his chair, his features smoothing. “Where are you from, Detective?”

      “Portland.” I grin, hope flaring to life in my middle. He’s talking. “And you? Have you always lived here?”

      He nods. “You have beautiful eyes. I bet you get told that a lot.”

      My stomach cramps, unease billowing through me like a storm cloud. “Thank you,” I reply.

      “They from your mom or your dad?” He tilts his head.

      Nerves buzz beneath my skin. “The perfect mix of them both.”

      I smile when I repeat the words I’ve heard my dad say a thousand times—whenever someone would ask how my eyes were so icy blue when neither of theirs matched.

      Mr. Jensen’s gaze doesn’t leave me for long moments, and as much as I want to fidget, I force myself to stay still. To not cower beneath his stare.

      “I didn’t kill anybody,” he finally says.

      I blow out a breath. “The bodies on your property tell a different tale.”

      “Do you know how many stupid kids come out onto my property with no damn regard for personal safety or privacy?”

      I scrunch my brows. “I thought everyone was afraid of the lighthouse. Don’t they say it’s haunted?”

      “There’re no damn ghosts, Detective. The only things that haunt that lighthouse are my memories.”

      My stomach sinks, knowing I’m about to prod at his wounds. “I’m so sorry about your loss, Mr. Jensen. The town probably doesn’t make it easy on you, does it?” I shake my head. “Lots of people gave your wife and daughter a hard time, didn’t they?”

      His jaw clenches.

      “No one would blame you for thinking they deserved it.” I lift my brows. “For thinking they had sealed their fate with their actions.”

      His bottom lip trembles, but he clears his throat and the sadness washes away, almost like it was never there in the first place. “The only fate I’m interested in is being reunited with my family.” His voice breaks. “With my baby girl.”

      Emotion slams into my chest, hard and fast, my vision blurring as an image hits me so quickly my head spins.

      “Be careful out there, baby girl, yeah?”

      “Daddy,” I yell. “It’s fine! I’m just meeting Linc up at cliff’s edge.”

      He grins, his sandy brown hair blowing in the early morning breeze. “Look out for your mom while you’re there? You know she likes to pick flowers and roam.”

      Bitterness coats my insides, my bottom lip sticking out. “I don’t want to.”

      “Baby girl,” he sighs. “She’s still your mom. She’s just a little lost. And when you’re down on your luck, you’ve gotta find luck in the people at your side.”

      My eyes grow wide, my heart seizing in my chest as I stare across the metal table at Paul Jensen.

      Morgan Jensen’s father.

      And the man who was just in my memory.
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      I can’t remember the last time I woke up from a sporadic night’s sleep feeling rested. But as I stretch my arms above my head, pouring coffee into an oversized mug, my body feels almost reenergized.

      Maybe it has something to do with waking up to Morgan in my arms, soothing away her fears as she wrangled herself from a nightmare.

      Maybe it was going down on her after, trying to erase the questions and pity swirling in her gaze. The way she seemed to crack wide open for me, surrendering her body as if she expected my tongue to solve her problems.

      I was more than happy to oblige—there’s nothing like a hearty breakfast to start your day, and I’d die with Morgan’s thighs wrapped around my head if given the chance.

      Whatever it is that’s going on with us, I know at least that much. And having her in my bed, in my arms, brought me a sliver of the peace I’ve been chasing for almost twenty years.

      I try not to read too much into it, willing to put my theories on the back burner for now if it means keeping her to myself a little longer.

      “I’m not saying she cured my insomnia,” I say as I walk around my kitchen island, setting the steaming mug down on the counter.

      “Really?” Daisy drones, lifting her head from where it’s buried in her arms. “Because that’s what it sounds like you’re saying.”

      I smirk, pushing the mug toward her. She wraps her fingers around the ceramic, bringing it to her lips for a sip. “It’s just easier to sleep with someone lying next to you.”

      Daisy scoffs. “Tell me about it.”

      Her tone is bitter, and she rubs at her left eye with her fist, putting the mug back down. I bite into a protein bar and lean against the fridge, watching as she tries to revive her tired body.

      Charlie’s asleep in the collapsible playpen in the corner, with Monet snoring in front of it, head resting on his paws. When I got back from dropping off a crate-full of fresh lobster at Heinz’s Grocery on the mainland, he’d been squalling in my sister’s arms as she stood on the porch, thrashing the way only a baby can.

      If I’m appreciating the quiet now, I can only imagine Daisy’s relief.

      “I thought you and Gabe were doing better,” I say, chewing. “At least, you haven’t called me to complain in a while.”

      “We were. He’s been a lot more hands-on with Charlie, and certainly seems interested again in the bedroom.” I wince, and she shrugs, dropping her face into her hands. “You asked.”

      “Not for details.”

      She peeks at me through her fingers, groaning. “I don’t know, Linc. He’s working these crazy long hours, him and Oliver trying to solve this serial killer case before the Portland detectives do, like it’s some kind of race. The extra money from overtime is nice, but I miss having a husband.”

      A ball of unease lodges in my throat, and I toss the protein bar wrapper into the garbage can, folding my arms over my chest. “Gabe’s working with Klepsky? Does the captain know?”

      “I doubt it. You know that man’s oblivious when it comes to his team’s faults.” She shakes her head, flattening her palms against the counter. “Otherwise, Pops might still be alive, and you might not have ever lost little Morgan Jensen in the first place.”

      Sadness twists in my gut, tangling with my insides until I can’t distinguish one from the other. Scrubbing a hand over my jaw, I exhale, trying to expel the negativity and replace it with the warmth I felt just moments ago.

      But, like everything else in this life, the goodness is fleeting. Dust slipping through my fingertips, unattainable no matter how hard I try.

      A mirage, constantly waiting to be overtaken by something bigger. Bolder.

      Something bad.

      The sinister feeling takes root in my chest, black clouds darkening blue skies, and I leave my sister in the kitchen while I shower and shave, wishing there was a more concrete way to ward off the shit that drives me crazy.

      When I walk back into my bedroom, the universe provides me with an answer to my request.

      Morgan’s sitting in the middle of my mattress with her legs crisscrossed, hands gripping her knees tight. She looks nervous, spooked almost, and the thought that something’s bothering her scratches at the depths of my soul.

      I don’t know if it’s the case, or her interview with Paul, or something else entirely, but I fucking hate the uncertainty bleeding from her pores.

      With a towel wrapped around my waist, I ease the door shut, smirking when her eyes pop open and a small gasp falls from her lips.

      “If you wanted to see me naked, killer, all you had to do was ask.”

      She rolls her eyes, tucking her hair behind her ears. “Is that all I have to do?”

      Her eyes drop, roving over the exposed skin of my chest, and I wonder if she’s trying to memorize my tattoos. Ink them on her brain the way they’re engraved into my skin.

      The way her presence is imprinted on mine.

      I inch closer to the bed, my heart skipping emphatically inside my chest.

      “Please wouldn’t hurt your chances,” I rasp, arousal coiling like thread in my stomach, heating my blood as it tightens.

      Morgan licks her lips, tilting her chin up. There’s a brief flash of something I can’t quite place as she stares up at me, but then she’s shifting forward and blinking it away before I have a chance to read into it.

      Shuffling on her knees to the edge of the bed, she reaches a hand out, hooking a finger in the edge of the towel.

      My fingers flex on the knot holding it together. “Morgan…” I start, aware that Daisy is probably still in the house.

      Shaking her head, she tugs, pulling me closer until her breasts are perfectly in line with my dick, stiffening by the second.

      Goddamnit, she’s a vision on her knees before me.

      Exactly the way I imagined, those icy eyes feigning innocence as she works harder to disrobe me. Her free hand joins, all four fingers curling around mine to pry me off the terrycloth, but I don’t let go yet.

      “You know what I want to hear,” I say, desire making it damned difficult to speak as it expands, wrapping around my neck in a punishing grip.

      She nods, blowing out a breath. “Please, Lincoln.”

      My name on her lips, like a whispered prayer to her maker, is my undoing. Releasing my hold on the towel, I reach up to gently tangle my fingers in her hair, grasping the roots tight and tipping her head back so she’s looking right up at me.

      “Something’s bothering you,” I murmur, tracing the outline of her lips with my thumb.

      Her hands pull the towel away, and I bite back a hiss at the onslaught of chilly air against my flesh. “We can talk about it after.”

      “Isn’t this what you were just getting onto me about the other day?”

      My hips jerk inward as she wraps her fingers around my shaft, the tips just barely touching as she begins stroking. I curse under my breath, intensifying my hold on her hair, and she grins wickedly.

      “Yes, but I didn’t get to say thank you for this morning.”

      She lets go of me for a split second, dropping her body so her hands and knees are holding her up on the bed.

      “It wasn’t a favor,” I say, sliding my hand from her hair down her spine, leaning in to glide over her perfect ass as it strains against the fabric of her black dress pants. “You don’t ever have to thank me for pleasing you, sweetheart.”

      She glances up, eyes wide, and a slow, sexy smile spreads over her face.

      “I want to,” she insists, sitting back on the bed. Just enough to unbutton her pants and shimmy out of them, kicking her legs free before resuming the same position, baring her ass to me as she pushes it into the air.

      My finger slips under the lace of her thong, snapping it against her skin, and she reaches for me again, running her thumb over my slit as arousal bubbles from it.

      She sucks the digit into her mouth, laving her tongue all around, and rips it out with a pop, not once dropping her gaze.

      I groan, my body feeling like it’s been set on fire, all of my nerve endings in a constant battle between combustion and convulsion.

      “Well, don’t keep me waiting,” I tell her, flexing my hips so the tip brushes her lips. “You want it so bad, prove to me you deserve it. Suck it down that pretty throat and make me come.”

      Her eyes widen for a second, electricity blazing in the irises, but then she’s diving in, opening her mouth and taking me all the way. I choke up at the sensation of her warm, wet mouth enveloping me, her tongue flat as it glides along the underside.

      “That’s my girl,” I croon, my head falling back as my control begins to unravel.

      Humming, she works me faster, laving her tongue over my veins and suctioning like she’s trying to drain me.

      My hands go back to her head, holding without guiding as I let her set the pace; truth be told, if I help at all, I’ll be blowing my load in about three seconds, and that’s just embarrassing.

      She gags a little as the crown breaches the back of her throat, her hand coming up to provide a barrier at the base of my dick; she pulls back slightly, drool pooling from the corners of her mouth onto her hand, and for a second I think she’s going to remove her mouth completely.

      Instead, she draws in a wet breath, spits, and spreads it along my length before covering me with her mouth again. She hollows out her cheeks as she sucks and bobs and my balls draw up, almost back into my body.

      “Jesus, fuck.” My dick throbs, release barreling through me like a shotgun blast, and I tap on her nose to get her to look up at me. I suck in a breath, gritting my teeth at the erotic sight. “I wish you could see how fucking perfect you look with my cock down your throat.”

      Her mouth widens into a grin, her fingers slipping down to massage my balls, and she pops off for a second, reaching behind her for her phone on the mattress.

      “Take a picture,” she says, and I swear I almost come right fucking then.

      I swallow, grabbing the phone hesitantly, my body aching with the need to let go. “Are… are you sure?”

      She nods, licking a path from my sac to my tip, before blowing on it. “I trust you.”

      My stomach tenses, the muscles clenching so hard that I feel like I might pass out.

      I trust you.

      Three simple, little words, and yet they shake the foundation of my being as they leave her lips.

      When I swipe for the camera on the screen and angle it just as she brings her mouth flush with me, eyes on mine, I’m still not entirely sure I deserve it.

      Blinking up at me, she continues her ministrations, gurgling each time I hit sloppy, wet resistance.

      “You feel so good wrapped around me.” I tilt my head back, squeezing my eyes shut as euphoria pours over me. “Gonna suck me dry, aren’t you, sweetheart? My sinful girl wants me to come.”

      She hums, her muscles contracting, and my fingers tighten on the phone.

      I watch her through the lens, satisfaction worming its way through me at having her on my own private display, her performance heightened by the naughty way we’re cementing the moment.

      Gritting my teeth, a harsh breath shakes out of me.

      “Ah, fuck, Morgan. Coming,” I roar, attempting to pull free, but she wraps her hands around my waist, digging her fingers into my ass and keeping me in place.

      A painful groan wrenches from deep within my chest as I release inside her throat, convulsing as she swallows around me, her muscles milking every last drop of cum from me.

      For the first time in my life, I fucking black out, stars racing across my vision as this woman shows me what heaven feels like.

      I’m not even consciously taking pictures anymore, don’t even realize I’m holding down the button for infinite snapshots, until she slides off me and opens her mouth, showcasing her reward.

      “Swallow it,” I command, my tone gravelly. Exhausted. I take a couple more photos as she snaps her mouth shut, her throat vibrating as she obeys, and I toss the phone aside, pulling her up and throwing us onto the bed.

      “Well?” she prompts, nestling against my chest. I cock an eyebrow, struggling to right my breathing. “Deserving, right?”

      A hoarse laugh falls out of me, and I pinch her ass, pulling her chin up to press a kiss to her lips. I can taste myself on her, and I fucking love it. “Absolutely.”

      It’s not until we’re starting to drift off that I remember how she looked when I first came into the room, and the fact that I don’t know what’s going on with her bugs me. Maybe more than it should.

      I roll so I’m hovering over top of her, and pin her arms up above her head. “Let’s talk about what’s bothering you now.”

      She sighs, looking past me. “I talked with Paul Jensen today.”

      My nerves draw tight. “And?”

      “And he said something that got me thinking. It freaked me out, and so I was wondering if you’d be able to tell me more about his daughter?”

      Grunting, I flop onto my side and push into a sitting position, clasping my hands together in my lap. Her eyes rove over my chest again, pausing on my rose tattoo, and I nod, eager to figure out more for myself. “What do you want to know?”

      She hesitates, chewing on her lip as she raises her gaze to mine. “What can you tell me about the night she disappeared?”

      I grin, relief at her cautious curiosity warming something inside me, and hold my hand out. “Why don’t I show you?”

      We get dressed quickly and come out of the bedroom to find Daisy passed out on the sofa, then head outside. I shove a life jacket over Morgan’s head before she takes a step on the dock, and she glares.

      “Safety first, killer,” I say, ignoring her irritated huff as I start down the wooden path. After helping her onto the boat, I haul myself over the side and walk over to the storage bench where I keep my lockbox.

      Except, when I peel back the plastic cover, the box is gone.
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      “What do you mean ‘it’s gone’?” I ask, peering over his broad shoulder into the empty bin.

      Lincoln rips his hands through his hair, tugging at the roots while he paces back and forth. “I don’t know, nobody even knows that it exists. I…”

      He stalls mid-step, slowly turning toward me, his eyes wide and his body stiff as a board.

      “What is it?”

      He swallows, and my eyes follow the motion, having the strangest urge to walk over and breathe in his scent. Now that I’ve given in to whatever this is between us, it’s becoming difficult to stay away, which is odd because I’ve never been particularly touchy-feely.

      Or maybe I’ve just never been touched by the right person before.

      “Remember when you asked me if I knew of any people who might have a grudge?”

      I roll my eyes, crossing my arms. “Are we back to this? I’m telling you, Lincoln. Something isn’t right.”

      “Yeah, well… I forgot a name.”

      My brow raises, surprised he isn’t arguing the topic. “Oh?”

      He nods. “Oliver Klepsky.”

      My mouth drops. “The cop?”

      “Yeah.” He scratches at his chin. “We used to be buddies back in the day, but… he’s a dick. If anyone wanted to get me off this island, I’d bet money on it being either Jordan or him.”

      I suck in a breath, my body vibrating to life at the new information. “And Jordan Thomas has never been on your boat.”

      Something sparks in his eyes. “But Klepsky has. He was here earlier, when forensics was dusting for prints.”

      My stomach cramps. “Are you saying you think Officer Klepsky is the Fate Reaper?”

      “I don’t know what the hell I’m saying. But my shit shouldn’t be missing.” He points to the lockbox. “No one even knew. “

      “But why would he take a box of souvenirs?” I ask. “Ones of me—of Morgan?”

      Lincoln’s eyes widen slightly at my almost slip—one that I’m not even convinced I believe—but he doesn’t press.

      “He was in some of the photos.” He shrugs, rubbing at the scruff on his jaw. “They were Sunday school pictures.”

      My insides freeze. “Does Klepsky still go to church?”

      Lincoln’s mouth parts on an exhale, shaking his head slowly. “No. Not anymore. But back then? He practically lived there.”

      My mind whizzes a thousand miles a minute, trying to slot new pieces into an empty puzzle, but not being able to figure out where they go. “Were you guys treated well when you were there?”

      “I wouldn’t know. Preacher Cartwright never really liked me.” He smirks. “Said I talked back too much.”

      “I’m shocked.” I stifle the grin that wants to break free, anticipation lighting up my insides. “I need to go find Alex.”

      I start to move but pause, spinning back around, disappointment settling in my stomach like a lead weight. “Look… I still want to know about Morgan, I just—”

      Lincoln’s smile dims as he waves me off, moving to the lip of the boat and hopping over the rim. “I get it. This is more important.”

      He reaches his hand out, and I place my palm in his, wishing that we weren’t wearing gloves and I could feel his skin on mine. I step gingerly over the edge, expecting him to let go, but he doesn’t, and a small smile teases my lips as he links our fingers together and leads us up the dock and back to his cabin.

      As we stomp over the brittle leaves, the cold October air whips across my face and I wonder if I should feel guilty, finding something that makes me as happy as Lincoln does in this moment, when we’re in the middle of trying to solve a murder.

      But self-care is important, and I can’t pour into other cups if my own is empty.

      And I won’t lie, it’s nice having him work with me instead of against me.

      “Carina,” Alex’s voice floats through the breeze, and I grin as he comes into view, standing at the top of the hill leading to Lincoln’s house.

      His eyes flick to where my hand is held tightly in Lincoln’s grasp, but other than the clenching of his jaw he doesn’t comment, and I don’t remove my palm or say anything in my defense, even though my chest burns with the need to comfort him; to let him know that he’s still important. He still matters, even when I can’t give him what I know he wants.

      Alex moves his gaze from where we’re locked together up to our faces. “I was just coming to get you.”

      “I thought you were at the precinct.”

      “I was,” he huffs. “Fighting with fucking Klepsky, who wants to hold Jensen for another forty-eight hours on some bullshit charge.”

      My insides curdle. “We actually were coming to find you about Klepsky.”

      Alex’s body stiffens. “We?”

      “Did she stutter?” Lincoln snaps.

      Alex’s face flushes, and I throw my free hand up in the air. “Stop. This is more important than whatever pissing contest you two want to have.”

      “Tell the hero.” Alex waves at Lincoln.

      I sigh. “What were you coming to get me for?”

      Alex’s eyes flare, his hands resting on his hips. “Sandra Wilkinson found me at the precinct, desperate to talk. She has… a lot to say.”

      Lincoln chuckles. “The day Sandra stops talking is the day she’s dead.”

      I tilt my head, looking between them. “Who’s Sandra Wilkinson?”

      “Preacher Cartwright’s secretary,” Lincoln says. “And the organ player for the Sunday morning service.”

      My brows shoot to my hairline as I stare past them, searching for where she might be. “And she came to us?”

      Alex nods. “Yeah. She seems spooked.”

      “Where is she now?” I ask, stepping away from Lincoln and taking back my hand.

      Alex points to the cabin. “Inside.”

      Lincoln huffs. “You left her alone in my house?”

      “She’s with your sister.”

      Lincoln replies, but I’m already halfway up the hill. If she knows things about the church and she’s ready to talk, I’m all ears.
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        * * *

      

      Sandra Wilkinson is an older lady with graying hair and a dimple in her cheek. She goes to the hairdresser every Saturday for a nice blowout and to “catch up on the town news.” She also has two grown children who moved away from the island the second they turned eighteen, and haven’t visited once, no matter how many times she’s tried to convince them to come back home.

      I know all of this because within the first few minutes of meeting Sandra, she told me herself.

      “Listen, between you and me,” she says, her eyes bouncing toward the closed door of Lincoln’s bedroom. “I just can’t stand the thought of something nefarious happening again in this town.” She takes a sip from her steaming mug of tea that Daisy made her, her leg bouncing sporadically beneath her floor-length floral skirt.

      “What’s more nefarious than a serial killer?” Alex asks, moving forward until he’s standing right next to where we’re sitting.

      Annoyance winds its way through my middle and I glare at him. “Not helping,” I mouth before dragging my eyes back to where Sandra perches on the edge of Lincoln’s unmade sheets. Heat rushes to my cheeks when I think about why they’re unmade, but she refused to talk in front of everyone, and it was easier to bring her back here than move Lincoln’s sister and his nephew.

      “I just mean, I don’t want people to be upset anymore,” she retorts. “All I’ve ever tried to do was keep the peace in this town.”

      “Ma’am,” I say. “Trust that we’re doing everything in our power to make sure all of you are safe.”

      “Do you have reason to believe that Jensen would be targeting your group of church friends?” Alex cuts in.

      “No,” she shakes her head. “And listen, I know everyone’s convinced themselves that it’s that crazy buffoon Jensen. But I…”

      “You don’t agree?” I ask, my interest piqued.

      “I did,” she says carefully, taking another sip of tea. “But that was before Tracy. Now I don’t know what to believe.”

      “So, you don’t think it’s Mr. Jensen?”

      She shakes her head, her lips smacking. “I mean… Tracy was always very nice to Paul. Even when everyone else wrote him off. I can’t imagine he’d have reason to murder her!”

      Her voice rises to a shrill level, and I place my palm over hers, trying to keep her calm. The mug in her hand sloshes hot liquid over the sides as she jerks. “Ouch,” she hisses. “Shoot.”

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      She waves off the burn, nodding. “I’m fine, I’m fine. I’m sorry, I’m just… I don’t like this. I can’t sleep.”

      “Do you know anybody who would?” I continue. “Want to hurt Tracy Cartwright, I mean.”

      Her body stills, her eyes drooping as they coast between Alex and me. “I’ve only ever tried to keep the peace,” she repeats, her voice trembling.

      My stomach rises and falls like a roller coaster and I lean in, knowing that we’re right on the edge of something big.

      I can feel it.

      She licks her lips and raises her head to the ceiling, mouthing silent words as if in prayer.

      And then she looks back down, her eyes dark and her lips pulled tight.

      “Preacher Cartwright?” she says. “He’s not the man everyone thinks he is.”
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      Halloween usually makes me antsy.

      It’s the anniversary of the night my entire life shifted on its axis, catapulting me into a world of misery while I mourned a life that could’ve been.

      So, when my mother recruits me for party setup, I usually take her up on the offer with no resistance, more than happy to have something to distract me, at least temporarily.

      Right now, though, my sister’s pacing is making me wish I’d declined.

      Daisy moves from one end of the kitchen to the next, rocking Charlie to sleep over her shoulder as she tries Gabe’s cell for the billionth time.

      “He promised, Linc.” She pauses, pointing a French-tipped nail in my direction, tugging on the end of the braided red wig she has pinned to her head. “Said he’d be here for the party, so I didn’t look stupid as one-half of a couple’s costume.”

      I adjust the timer on the fog machine, glancing at the forest-green evening gown she has on. A sequin pops off as she begins pacing again, slamming her phone down on the counter with a groan.

      Now I’m wishing I’d gone to the precinct with Sloane and Alex after they spoke with Sandra Wilkinson, though I certainly don’t envy that conversation. Whatever she said was enough to send the two detectives into a frenzy, though, because I haven’t seen either of them since.

      I also know they haven’t released Paul Jensen yet from custody, and I can’t help wondering if what she told them proved his guilt.

      “You’re dressed as a princess,” I point out, trying to ignore my own annoyance with her husband. The less he’s around, the more she gripes to me, as if I have any sort of control when it comes to what he does with his time.

      If I did have that kind of influence, I definitely would’ve discouraged the whole cop thing.

      “Princess Fiona,” Daisy whines. She seems dangerously close to stomping her foot on the ground, and I smirk at how fitting the outfit is. “Without my ogre, I’m just a redhead in a cheap dress. Girls with dark hair should not go red, Lincoln. I look like fucking Annabelle.”

      “The creepy doll?” I ask, shuddering at the memory of watching the horror film a few years back. Pushing to my feet, I switch on the machine to test it, watching fog slowly roll in around my feet, and switch it off, turning to look at her. “At least you went easy on the makeup. Definitely more princess than possessed Barbie.”

      “Annabelle isn’t a Barbie,” she grits out, pausing to hold a hand up and shake her head. “No, you know what? Not explaining that to you again. You’re just trying to rile me up, and it’s rude.”

      Smirking, I cross my arms and lean back against the countertop, letting my gaze work around the downstairs of our mother’s house. Paper bats dangle from light fixtures on the ceiling, decorative pumpkins adorning tables while real ones line the front hall, and the smell of kettle corn already fills the air.

      Festivities are technically underway, with my mother set up outside as the Scarecrow from The Wizard of Oz, greeting folks as they arrive on her property.

      But no one’s arrived just yet, and part of me wonders if the spirit of Halloween is a little less attainable this year because of the serial killer running loose.

      That thought irritates me, reminding me about the fact that my lockbox is missing.

      Everything I own that ties me to Morgan Jensen, to my innocence, was kept safe in that box, and now it’s just… gone.

      As if it never existed in the first place.

      And since Klepsky has been completely MIA today due to some sort of training demonstration in Portland, I haven’t had the chance to figure out if he took it.

      Well, not if—there’s really no denying that he’d have taken the box, considering he’s the only person aside from myself and the guests I’ve personally allowed to step foot on my boat recently.

      Of course, Jordan Thomas is a solid contender, as well—I wouldn’t put it past him to have snuck on board any of the times I was busy chasing my lust, running errands for my panic-stricken mother, or trying to figure out what the hell’s going on with this town.

      They didn’t say having enemies would be easy.

      It’s not like I need the contents of the box. After spending the last two decades pouring over every newspaper clipping, every photograph, every eyewitness testimony from the Jensen girls’ last days, I’ve pretty much memorized all the evidence I have pointing toward Morgan’s survival.

      Problem is, I can’t prove it without something concrete.

      No one believes a “gut feeling,” even though they’re often more right than not. And I’ve felt in the core of my soul since I was eleven years old that Morgan’s disappearance didn’t add up.

      But how can I convince her if all of my memorabilia—things that might jog her memory—are missing?

      “Hey,” I say after a prolonged silence, drawing Daisy’s attention from her phone. She glances up, raising an eyebrow as she waits for me to continue. “You haven’t seen anyone hanging around my boat lately, have you?”

      “What do you mean? Like… teenagers trying to pull a prank?”

      “No.” I snort. As if. “I don’t know. Like a car passing by more times than is socially acceptable, or hooded figures rummaging through my shit. That kind of thing.”

      “Did someone rob you?” she asks, clutching Charlie closer to her chest.

      I roll my eyes, although it pains me to be nonchalant about the issue. “Not exactly. I’m just trying to make sure I’m secure, with everything that’s been going on.”

      She nods. “That’s fair, but no, I haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary.”

      Crossing the room just as our mother opens the front door to yell “let the party begin,” Daisy pauses at the bottom of the stairs, a thoughtful expression settling over her features. She turns, glancing at me, lips pursed.

      “That’s the scary thing, isn’t it?” She widens her eyes. “Four women are dead, and not a single person can point out anything unusual that may have facilitated any of their murders. No clear motives, no strange phenomena, nothing. Almost as if whoever’s behind it all is just existing right beneath our noses.”

      “You think it’s someone that hasn’t been looked into?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I have no eyes on the case. I’m just saying I think anything is possible.”

      The first guests push open the front door and begin filtering in; I shift my foot, flipping the fog machine back on as Daisy disappears up the stairs, her braid swishing across her back with each move she makes.

      Soon, my mother’s house is pulsating with life; the entirety of the island seems to have been packed inside, the promise of candy and prizes luring them away from the general sense of gloom that has a choke hold on the place.

      I’m sipping a beer, throwing darts in the garage with Isa and Archer when Morgan pushes her way through the crowd, making a beeline for me.

      My breath catches in my throat as I drink her in, noting the cat ears tucked into her hair and the black formfitting latex suit she has on.

      The outfit clings to her like a second skin, and as multiple eyes rake over her body, bitterness burns in my gut, the urge to take her upstairs and hide her away from the rest of the party completely overwhelming.

      Isa lets out a low whistle at my side, then elbows Archer in the ribs like he’s the one who made the sound.

      “I’m sorry to say, but your girl cleans up good,” Isa purrs, taking her turn and throwing her dart.

      Archer reaches up, tying his shoulder-length coppery hair into a loose bun. They’re dressed up as low budget Shaggy and Velma, the green and purple swapped for the characters. “Lincoln Porter has a girl? Guys at the seafood market owe me money, then. They were sure you’d die alone.”

      “I wish I was dying alone right now,” I mutter, pushing off the wall just as Morgan reaches us. She stops just short of me, and I keep my hands at my sides, afraid of what I might do if I touch her now.

      “You came,” I say when she’s close, letting my gaze drag slowly over her form.

      Shifting on her feet, I can see the faint blush staining her face. Want to add to it.

      “Alex’s orders. He said he didn’t need me to help wait for Klepsky at the station, and that it’d be good to have a police presence at the biggest party of the year.”

      Pausing, she tries to pull at the latex suit, but it doesn’t give even a little. “Remind me to never again borrow clothes from your sister,” she says, gripping her biceps with both hands. “I feel extremely out of place right now. You’re not even in costume.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “I’m not?”

      “Sexual deviant is not a costume,” she says, laughing.

      I take a step forward, and the sound dies on her lips. Our hips brush, and I know she feels me against her.

      With a smirk, I reach behind me and yank the cuffs from my back pocket, dangling them from my thumb. “Undercover cop, sweetheart. Be careful who you go around calling a sexual deviant. Some people might take that as an invitation.”

      She grins. “Maybe it is.”

      Tipping my head back, I groan, one of my arms wrapping around her waist and pulling her to me. A tiny, feminine gasp escapes her as her soft curves fit against the stony planes of my body, and I smother the wave of satisfaction that her surprise gives me.

      “Can I get you a drink? Something to eat?” I ask against her hairline.

      I’m not sure if it’s normal to want to be connected to her at all times, but the second she’s close, I can’t seem to keep away. The same force that initially repelled me against her seems to be driving us together now, as if all it took was a little compromise.

      And with the chaotic state of the rest of the world raging on around us, it’s nice to have her as a constant, maintaining that shred of balance.

      She shakes her head, leaning into me. “Do you think I could talk to you? In private?”

      “Uh-oh.” I pull back, widening my eyes. “Breaking up with me before we’re even official? I should’ve nicknamed you heartbreaker.”

      “This is serious, Lincoln.” Shoving at my chest, she drops her hand down to mine, tugging me away from the throng of people and back into the house.

      She leads me down the main hall to the powder room, pulling me inside, leaving the door open. Leaning against the sink, she lets out a breath, gripping the marble counter with her fingers.

      Her voice is quiet, subdued, when she finally speaks.

      “Sandra Wilkinson was really freaked out by everything going on in town,” she says slowly, eyes rooted to mine as the words leave her lips. As if she’s expecting me to protest the conversation.

      I nod once, lifting a shoulder. “I think that’s fair. My ma’s torn up about it too. It doesn’t help that there’s no clear motive or target.”

      “All the victims so far have been church-goers. Specifically, part of the congregation that exists in the same social circle—the preacher’s wife, and her closest friends. Not obviously calculated to a point where you’d make an initial connection, aside from the Latin that’s been carved into each of their stomachs. But that’s where the similarities in the victims end.”

      I crouch down, sitting atop the closed toilet as Morgan works through different scenarios in her head. The cogs inside her brain start shifting, pieces of a puzzle coming together, even though she can’t quite see the full picture yet.

      “What if these women are being picked off, one by one, and the common denominator is the church itself?”

      My eyebrows draw in, trepidation slicking down my back like rain. “You mean like a hate crime? Against… Christians?”

      “No, not that.” Blowing out a breath, her eyes blaze as she works through her thoughts, sifting and deciding what information to pass along, and what needs to stay in her brain to cook longer. “Sandra mentioned something about Preacher Cartwright ‘not being who people think he is.’”

      “Sandra says a lot of things.”

      “The church doesn’t exactly have a great history between parishioners and young congregations,” she says.

      “That’s Catholicism—”

      “That’s organized religion. People in powerful positions manipulating the weak and vulnerable.”

      Tilting my head to the side, I squint at her, trying to fill in the blanks but coming up short. “What’s your point, killer?”

      She rolls her eyes up to the ceiling, then drops them back to me. “You said Oliver Klepsky was really involved with the church when he was young, right?”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “We all were. There wasn’t much else to do on the island.”

      “Well, what if…” She trails off, teeth sinking into her bottom lip, and shakes her head. “What if Preacher Cartwright did something to the youth at church? Something… evil?”

      I blink, confusion rising to my chest, flooding the cavity with its questions. Unease ripples along the surface of my skin, setting my pores on fire as I think back to my time spent in church.

      Vacuuming the stage and folding pamphlets for the next service, it seemed like Cartwright was hardly even around back then. We saw Tracy more than anyone else, and she was always quick to leave us to our individual tasks, shuffling from room to room with fresh cookies and a kind smile.

      A woman like that doesn’t marry a monster.

      Right?

      Snapping out of the memory, I shake my head. “No, no way. I’d have known if Cartwright was doing something. I was always around, for fuck’s sake.”

      But even as I say it, I know that’s not exactly true.

      There was always a little blue-eyed girl in need of my assistance or companionship, and I refused to deny her myself for even a second.

      Leaving someone like Klepsky unprotected.

      As my stomach flips violently, I toss a quick glance out the door, my heart skipping a beat when I catch a flash of a buzz cut and police uniform.

      “Well,” I drawl, getting to my feet and yanking her with me. “Why don’t we go ask?”
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      I’m convinced my circulation is completely cut off and that’s why I can’t feel my legs.

      But when I showed up to The Porters’ house, Daisy stopped me at the door, baby on her hip and red wig in place, telling me that under no circumstances was I allowed to make an appearance out of costume.

      Luckily for me, she had one from a couple years back.

      I argued, but she was adamant, and to be honest, the Porter women are a force to be reckoned with, and I have enough on my plate.

      I’m anxious to find Officer Klepsky and see what he knows. But I could tell Alex didn’t want me around, and like usual with this case, we decided to split the duties, one of us staying at the station and the other coming here.

      An unofficial search.

      Klepsky was the one spearheading the campaign to hold Jensen for another forty-eight hours—illegally, I might add.

      But that was shot down quick. The Skelm Island PD is already making it difficult enough as it is for Alex and I to uphold our reputation, no way in hell we’re adding holding someone without just cause to the list.

      So as of tomorrow morning, Paul Jensen will be a free man.

      My gut sours thinking of the people in town who were close to rioting until we took him in, and what they’ll do when they realize we’ve let him go.

      I can feel the tension in the air, as if the town’s energy is winding tight, a single crack in composure and everything will come spewing out like lava, burning us all on its way down.

      The lighthearted banter with Lincoln is helping, but it doesn’t wash away the feeling that’s sparking against my skin.

      “Let’s go ask him,” Lincoln says, his fingers grabbing mine as he pulls me across the room.

      I open my mouth, about to ask him what he means, when Oliver Klepsky comes into view, standing in front of the snack table in full uniform as if he hasn’t been missing all afternoon.

      My eyes take him in, noting the way that even though he’s in a roomful of people, he’s standing off to the side, completely alone, his left hand resting on his gun holster, almost like he’s trying to exert his power.

      I can’t believe I didn’t think of questioning him sooner.

      He’s always in the way, extremely difficult to work with, and seemingly on edge.

      He claimed that no one was able to look up a Latin phrase, knowing that Stoll would trust his word.

      He’s constantly impeding the investigation, making Alex and me look incompetent, when really, it’s been him throwing road blocks this entire time.

      But something whispers in my mind that Klepsky isn’t methodical enough to take down the women in town and carve into their bodies without getting caught.

      Klespky looks over as we approach, his spine straightening, fingers tensing on his holster. “What are you supposed to be?” he sneers at Lincoln.

      His hate is so potent it’s a visceral thing, poisoning the air and anyone who breathes it in. Lincoln said they used to be friends, but looking at them now, I can’t imagine that to ever be the case.

      What could Lincoln have done that was so bad?

      “You can’t tell?” Lincoln smirks. “Thought pigs were supposed to be the smartest of the food chain.”

      Klepsky’s teeth grind, and I jab my elbow into Lincoln’s side. Him being a smart-ass is not going to help the situation.

      “Hey, Oliver, can we talk for a second?” I ask, trying to push a lighter tone in my voice.

      His gaze snaps to me. “We’re not on a first name basis, Detective. And I’m busy.” He sniffs before rocking on his heels and staring past me.

      I tilt my head, irritation bubbling in my veins. “Funny, nobody told us you’d be here to keep an eye on things. Could have saved myself the trip.”

      “We don’t report to you,” he hisses, his gaze peeking at me before going back to the crowd.

      Lincoln huffs out a laugh.

      “Well.” I purse my lips. “You kinda do.”

      Klepsky scoffs, turning to face me fully. “You’re a real bitch, aren’t you?”

      Lincoln’s body stiffens, and he moves before I can blink, Klepsky’s hand in his hold, bent at a ninety-degree angle. “Watch your fucking mouth,” he snaps.

      “Fuck,” Klepsky whines, his face scrunching in pain as he sinks to his knees.

      My eyes widen, desire pooling in my stomach at Lincoln’s protective nature; at the way he’s able to control the situation with a simple flick of his wrist, bringing a grown man to his knees.

      I reach out, rubbing my fingers up and down the flannel sleeve of his arm. “Linc, it’s fine.”

      It’s the first time the nickname has flown off my tongue, but it doesn’t feel unnatural. It feels good to say it. Lincoln looks over at me, his eyes softening. He drops Klepsky’s hand and moves back to me, an innocent grin on his face.

      Klepsky shuffles to a standing position, gripping his hand to his chest. “Dick.”

      Lincoln spins around and points at him. “Call her a bitch again and I’ll break it.”

      “I should arrest you for assault on an officer,” Klepsky replies.

      “That’s fine.” Lincoln nods. “But if I’m going down for assault, I’m sure as fuck making it worth my while.”

      I prod at Lincoln’s chest. “Go… over there or something,” I say, pointing at the punch table in the corner.

      Lincoln shakes his head. “No fucking way.”

      I blow out a breath, frustration at everything building inside of me like a geyser, unhinged and untamed. “Please, I don’t have time to deal with a pissing contest. This is important.” I move my eyes to Klepsky. “I need to talk to you about the case.”

      Klepsky’s lips thin. “Not with him around. He isn’t even a cop.”

      Lincoln runs his hand down the back of my hair, leaning in to press a kiss to my temple. “I’ll be right over there, watching everything he does.”

      He walks away, my heart swelling at his words, and I bring my gaze back to Klepsky.

      “Have you been telling him confidential information, Detective?” he whistles. “That could get you into deep shit.”

      A laugh bubbles in the center of my chest at the fact that this incompetent man is trying to make me seem like I’m bad at my job. “Look.” I lean in close, my patience fraying like loose ends of a blanket. “We can either talk here, or I can pull out my cuffs and cause even more of a scene, and you’ll answer my questions at the station. Which one will it be?”

      His eyes widen, his hand splaying across his chest. “Wait, you’re questioning me?”

      I shrug. “I follow any and all leads, officer. Surely, you understand.”

      He blows out a deep breath, his gaze scanning behind me before he gives a slight nod.

      “Good. Tell me about the church,” I say.

      His face hardens. “I don’t know shit about the church, haven’t gone there since I was a teen.”

      “And why is that?” I press. “Rumor has it you used to live and breathe the place. What changed?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re trying to insinuate.” His eyes narrow. “I used to love it and then I realized that I didn’t. People can change.”

      “Can they?”

      He clears his throat. “Maybe you should quit badgering me about something that happened when I was a kid and look at your boy toy again. It’s his traps everyone keeps showing up in.”

      I jerk back, my brows rising. “You seem to have quite the problem with Lincoln. Why is that?”

      “Am I being questioned as a cop on this case, or as a person of interest?” His voice is incredulous.

      I lift my shoulders. “Just a friendly conversation.”

      “This is bullshit,” he snaps.

      “Oliver,” I sigh, well aware that ever since Lincoln touched him, we’ve had the eyes of everyone at the party on us. “Just tell me a little bit about the church, and I’ll let you enjoy the rest of your night.”

      His gaze scans the room before meeting mine. His hand runs over the top of his head, and even from where I’m standing, I can see the tremble.

      He’s shaken up.

      Or he’s nervous.

      “I don’t want to talk about that,” he finally mutters, breaking our stare.

      My gut clamps down. Sandra didn’t say much, but she did tell us that back in the day, the preacher’s hands got a little loose with the kids, and she thought maybe it was somebody mad at them for letting it happen.

      Klepsky turns to walk away.

      “Did Preacher Cartwright ever hit you?” I ask.

      His body freezes and he slowly spins back around, his eyes blazing as he stomps toward me, stopping when the tips of his shoes hit mine.

      My chest twists and my fists clench, but I hold my ground.

      From my peripheral, I see Lincoln moving back over, but I place my hand out to the side, palm facing out, hoping he understands I’m telling him to stop.

      “You should worry less about my past with the preacher,” Klepsky says. “And focus more on the whispers about you around town.”

      My stomach tightens as I lift my chin. “We’re not talking about me.”

      He tilts his head. “Aren’t we?”

      My nostrils flare, and I swallow over the knot in my throat. My senses are in overdrive, a burning ball of anxiety rolling in my gut. “The Monster Mash” plays in the background, but other than that, it’s so quiet you could hear a pin drop, and I know without looking that we have the attention of every single person in the room.

      “Meet me at the station,” I hiss. “So I don’t embarrass you in front of all these people.”

      Oliver smirks, his beady eyes slowly trailing down my form before glancing over at Lincoln and winking.

      “I’d worry more about yourself, Morgan Jense—” His voice is loud, and he shakes his head, his hand coming up to cover his mouth. “Oops. I mean Sloane.”

      And then he turns around and saunters off, and I’m stuck in place, my insides tossing like a ship in a storm, listening to the gasps of everyone behind me, the whispers rising in volume until they’re so loud it feels as if they’re imprinting on my soul.
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      Every cell in my body is screaming at me to run after Klepsky and beat his face to a pulp. Humiliate him in front of the entire town the way he just did to Morgan, and make him regret showing his pinched little face in my mother’s house.

      We all watch him stalk off, leaving Morgan stranded in the middle of the room like a ship lost at sea.

      A hand grips my elbow, fingernails digging in the second I start in Klepsky’s direction.

      “Don’t you dare go after that boy right now, young man.”

      My jaw clenches, and I frown at my mother. “I should fucking kick his skull in.”

      She pushes a piece of her straw wig away from her face. “That girl right there is one dirty look away from a complete meltdown. Do you want to make the night worse for her?”

      Morgan’s face flushes as she glances around the room, her cheeks flooding with the scarlet stain of embarrassment. Slowly, she spins in a circle, immediately seeking me out, and she plasters a massive smile on her face as she walks over, shoulders pushed back and spine straight, as if Klepsky’s claim hasn’t visibly rattled her.

      It’s not any different from what I’ve been saying, but I suppose the thought just became a little more concrete. The fact that other people are thinking the same thing about her origin adds credibility to the notion, and that’s a much harder pill to swallow when you can’t write everyone off as insane.

      “Are you okay, dear?” My mother asks, gripping Morgan’s bicep in one hand and giving a gentle squeeze.

      She looks up at me, something broken and lost flashing in her eyes, and I want nothing more than to reach out and yank her into my embrace. Keep her vulnerability tucked close to my chest, where it can’t hurt her.

      “I’m okay,” Morgan says, her smile wavering slightly. Anyone else might not catch it, but I see the twitch at the corner of her lips. “Do you mind if I borrow your son for a minute?”

      My mother releases Morgan’s arm and reaches behind me, shoving me forward; I catch myself before toppling over, steadying my weight with a hand on Morgan’s waist.

      “Of course, you two. Go, have fun.” Wiggling her eyebrows, my mother grins. “But don’t miss the pumpkin lighting! Skelm Island Weekly predicts it’ll be spook-tacular!”

      Rolling my eyes, I drop my hand, linking my fingers with Morgan’s as she draws me through the crowd and up the stairs. My eyebrows arch as we get to the top and pause.

      “Which room?”

      “Are you planning on having your way with me, Catwoman?”

      She doesn’t reply, tugging me farther along and picking the first door on the left; coincidentally, the one that used to be mine, although now it mostly doubles as storage for Gabe and Daisy’s shit. My old bed is pushed into the corner, fresh flannel sheets stretched out across it, as if my mother was expecting company.

      Or maybe this is where Gabe’s been sleeping.

      My eyes flash around the room, looking for signs of life, but for the most part, all I see is cardboard boxes stacked on top of each other, taped shut.

      Morgan pushes the door shut behind us, then whirls around, crossing her arms over her chest. “What the hell was that?”

      I cock a brow, tilting my head. “What was what?”

      “You attacking Klepsky like that. The second you stepped in, he shut down, and now he knows something is up with him and the investigation. You might’ve just ruined my entire case.”

      The accusation stings, causing irritation to filter into my bloodstream, heating my skin. “I was defending you, Detective.”

      Her mouth mashes into a firm line. “I didn’t ask you to do that. I’m perfectly capable of handling myself. Been doing it twenty-eight years without your help. It’s certainly not the first time someone on the force has called me a bitch.”

      My fingers curl into fists at my sides. “So, just because it’s happened before, and you managed, I’m supposed to be okay with it?”

      “Yes! I’m not the little girl you think I am. I don’t want, or need, you to protect me.”

      Throat tight, I take a step in her direction, trying to get ahold of the rage buzzing through my veins before reaching out. Not because I’m afraid I’ll hurt her, but because I’m afraid of detracting from the conversation.

      Because we’re back to this, and even though Klepsky just outed her in front of everyone, it’s clear she still doesn’t believe it.

      “I’m not her,” she says, the last syllable breaking. She digs the heels of her palms into her eyes, shaking her head. “I can’t be.”

      Taking a gulp of air, I release it slowly, stuffing my hands into my pockets and rocking back on my heels.

      “Halloween night, eighteen years ago. My mother convinced my father to let me go trick-or-treating, even though I’d been grounded after sneaking onto his boat. She told him that since I’d already made plans to walk the neighborhood with my friends, it was rude to the parents who’d rearranged their schedules to cancel. So, I pulled on my vampire costume—I was one every year—and hopped in my pops’s truck so we could go pick up Morgan Jensen.”

      Her throat bobs, and she takes a step back as I advance again, bumping against the door.

      Nausea spreads like a parasite through my stomach, collecting in my throat as I recount the memory. It’s one I’ve skirted around for two decades, the edges sweeping my brain and keeping it fresh without displaying the full picture.

      “We’d been driving that route to the lighthouse all my life, but that night it was storming, and I remember this sick feeling dropping into the pit of my stomach. Pops even had to pull over at one point to let me vomit in some bushes, it was that powerful. At the time, I hadn’t realized it for what it was; a premonition. Everyone just assumed I’d eaten some of Simone Fairchild’s expired buffalo chicken dip, but I think my body knew something was wrong at the Jensen house before we even arrived.”

      Another step forward, and now I’m just inches away from her. My teeth grind together as I stare down into those eyes, letting them steal my breath as I tell the story.

      “That’s how in tune I was with Morgan. Her pain, her sorrow, her happiness… all of it was mine, too. A single soul stretched between two bodies. And when we got to the lighthouse, that tether felt one-sided. Empty, as if the opposite side had been severed at the point of contact.”

      Pain flares in my chest as the story crests, flashes of red and blue filling my vision. The caution tape wrapped around the lighthouse, my mother’s sobs drowning out the thunder overhead and the angry sea lashing against the shore.

      The little Converse sneaker caught on the wire fencing around Mrs. Jensen’s garden, still tied as though it’d been ripped off its owner.

      My stomach cramps as I move forward still, my hips pinning Sloane’s against the door. She sucks in a soft gasp, her hands immediately coming up to push at my chest, but once they’re there, they don’t move.

      Neither of us moves for a second.

      “I think that was worse for Paul than anything else—worse than even him being implicated, the fact that the woman he loved was gone, and there wasn’t anything he could do about it.”

      I pause, my hand lifting, fingers tangling in the ends of Sloane’s hair. “There were whispers going around, of course, that Paul killed them. That Cindy’s condition became too much for him, so he put them out of their misery. But… they never found a body, and so nothing ever came of the whispers. They just floated around town, polluting the air with their implications, tainting the soul of a man who’d just lost everything.”

      My hand slides from her hair to her neck, cupping behind her ear. I toy with the headband she has on, that magnetic field pulsing between us, stronger than ever. There’s a hint of recognition in her eyes, a fierce sheen that I feel in my bones, and so I decide to push further.

      To prove what I already know, even if I can’t quite explain it.

      “They sat me down with a grief specialist some time after her disappearance and tried to get me to open up about my feelings. I’d stopped sleeping, stopped eating, stopped living. Thoroughly depressed at age eleven. But I didn’t know how to explain what it was I felt. How do you tell adults that you’re missing a limb when it was never physically attached to you in the first place? How do you explain heartbreak that young?”

      My hand trembles as I smooth my thumb over her skin.

      “I know you don’t believe me,” I rasp, sadness and desire and everything in between solidifying in my throat, making it hard to speak. “And I don’t have receipts to prove it. But this, between you and me? Is all the evidence I need.”

      Taking her hand, I press it against my chest the same way I did days ago, letting the chaotic beating of my heart bleed into her palm.

      “There’s something deeper here that neither of us can explain. Something… ethereal, almost. I felt it the second you walked into that police station, and I tried to mask it with animosity. Tried to ignore what my body was screaming.”

      Morgan licks her lips, and gives the tiniest shake of her head, though her eyes never leave mine.

      “You feel it, too, don’t you?” I whisper, bending so our mouths are lined up, but we aren’t kissing. Not yet. “In your soul. Fuck what everyone else in the town wants to say, or what Klepsky said downstairs. None of them matter. You know I’m telling the truth.”

      Tears well up in her eyes, and she blinks quickly, pushing them over the edges.

      Instead of granting me reprieve or assuring me that she no longer thinks I’m crazy, she slides her hands up my chest, locks them behind my neck, and yanks me down to her.

      When our lips collide, it feels like an explosion; passion and heat drive us together, the sloppy sounds of our mouths tangling and our harsh breaths filling the room.

      My arms snake around her waist, hands roving beneath her ass and hauling her into my arms. The latex sticks to my skin as I press her into the door, and she shifts her hips, clawing at me, trying to bring me closer.

      Slipping my tongue into her mouth, I tease and caress, plundering the way I’m about to do over every other inch of her body.

      Her fingers grasp at the ends of my hair, pulling tight, and I yank back on a groan, the bite of pain sending a jolt of white-hot electricity up my spine.

      “Fuck,” I say, my voice laden with lust. “Again.”

      She pulls harder, grinding her hips against my dick, and part of me wants to strip her bare right here and fuck her against the door. Let everyone outside listen to me claim her.

      But I have something else in mind, so instead, I twist toward the bed, continuing the sensual assault on her mouth before dropping her onto the mattress.

      Landing with a grunt, she pushes the hair from her face and leans back on her elbows, blinking up at me, seduction darkening her features.

      “If we do this, again, there’s no going back.” I raise an eyebrow, my heart clamoring against my chest. “If you’re mine, I’m not going to be able to sit around and let someone disrespect you.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I don’t—”

      “I don’t care if you think you need it. You’ve got my protection, regardless.”

      Besides, I think I might need it more.

      After a beat of silence, her chin falls, the smallest nod. Her acceptance.

      “Take off your costume,” I tell her, sweeping my gaze down over the skintight suit. My hand goes to my cock, cupping myself as she reaches up behind her head, obeying me silently.

      I lose track of my breathing, watching her sit up and gently peel the material away, inch by agonizing inch. With each new stretch of skin she reveals, my heart beats a little faster, my mind spinning like it’s caught in a maelstrom.

      “Lay down with your head on the pillows, and your hands above your head.”

      Scrambling clumsily into position, her stomach tenses under my perusal, lashes falling heavily onto her cheeks as she watches me, watching her. Slowly, I pull the handcuffs from my back pocket, stalking toward the bed like a predator zeroing in on its prey.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      Her words are a barely audible whisper, but she may as well have said them with her lips wrapped around my cock. It jerks behind my jeans, and I feel moisture pool at the tip, soaking a spot into my boxers.

      She licks her lips when I kneel next to her, cupping her knee with one hand. Sliding my fingers up, I trace a path over her soft skin, mesmerized by the goose bumps that pop up, revealing her secrets to me.

      My thumb ghosts over one pebbled nipple, and she sucks in a sharp breath, back arching at the contact and relaxing when I continue my ascent.

      The metal cuffs are heavy in my fingers when I snap one open, securing it around Morgan’s wrist, dragging the chain through the headboard. I latch the other side around her other wrist, tugging to make sure she’s comfortable, but can’t break loose.

      I pull back, running my hand down over her chest, kneading her breast. “You look so perfect like this. Handcuffed to my bed, completely at my fucking mercy. Where should I begin?”

      Her hips shift when my fingers dip between her legs, chasing friction. I swirl around her clit, delving into her folds and back up, spreading her arousal around the throbbing nerves.

      “Use your words, sweetheart.”

      Teeth sink into her bottom lip, and she jerks when I push a finger inside, curling upward. “Please, Linc.”

      I raise an eyebrow, shrugging as I drop down, throwing her legs over my shoulders. “If you insist.”

      Using my fingers to spread her wide open, I dive into her pussy like a man devouring his last meal on death row. She tastes sweet, her flesh like tangy silk on my tongue, and I moan into her, quickly losing myself as she trembles around me.

      Her thighs press against my ears, squeezing, and I use my nose to rub her clit as my tongue spears inside of her, fucking her tight little hole until she’s squirming, moaning, begging me not to stop.

      “Oh… oh, my god,” she chants, the metal clanking against the headboard as she tries to gain some sort of purchase with her fingers.

      “Goddamn,” I say, adding a second finger; her walls convulse, pulling me in, and I feel my own arousal coiling tight inside me, raring for an explosion. “You’re so sweet. So fucking sinful.”

      I glance up, my cock weeping as I watch her come undone, grasping futilely at the chain keeping her in place.

      A rush of wetness floods my mouth as I close down around her pussy, licking and sucking and drinking until she’s a quaking mass of flesh on the verge of tears.

      Before she’s even finished spasming, I pull away and shuck off my clothes, tossing them onto the floor and climbing back on top of her, desperate to share the next release.

      My cock bobs free, and I grab the base, pumping once, twice, three times as I stare down at Morgan’s sweat-slicked body. Her chest heaves as she tries to catch her breath, and then I’m pushing her legs as wide as they’ll go, knees touching the mattress, her glistening, angry cunt on display for me.

      “I should take a picture of you, just like this,” I say, taking my crown and rubbing it against her clit; she whines, pinching her eyes closed, ultrasensitive now that she’s just come.

      “Yes, do it. I want to see,” she cries out.

      I tsk, bringing my tip to her entrance, pushing in just slightly. Enough so she feels the loss when I pull back out, repeating the process. “You’re a fucking dirty girl, aren’t you, sweetheart? I bet you’d love if I filmed this. Let you watch how you get off on my tongue. On my cock.”

      Her eyes are ravenous as she nods, and my heart swells up inside my chest, deliciously gone for this woman.

      “Too bad my phone’s on the floor; that’ll have to wait. I need to fuck you,” I say, dropping her calves over my forearms and lining up with her; one sharp punch of my hips forward, and I’m buried inside her wet heat, so close to coming already that I can feel my resolve unraveling.

      She tenses, her walls immediately clamping down around me, making me dizzy. I watch the muscles in her stomach contract as she fights off her orgasm, sure I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.

      I flex my fingers around her thighs, shifting so when I push back in, I’m hitting an even deeper angle. My balls slap against the crack of her ass, and I begin moving in tandem, not caring when the headboard begins smacking the wall in time with my thrusts.

      “Christ, you’re tight. Squeezing me so good.” I pick up the pace. “Tell me you believe me.”

      She gasps, eyes flying open. “Now?”

      “Right here, right now.” Sweat beads along my hairline, her pussy clinging to me like I’m its last hope. My orgasm scratches at the base of my spine, making my hands go numb, but I don’t stop or slow down. “When I come inside you in a second, I want to know there are no games between us. No secrets or lies or half-truths. Nothing crazy. Just you and me, baby.”

      “I don’t—” She cuts off abruptly when I shift, pushing her legs off my arms and using a hand to pin her hips to the mattress.

      The new angle nearly sends me over the edge, and she tightens impossibly around me, a flush creeping up her neck as a moan erupts from her throat.“Jesus Christ, okay. I-I believe you. Fuck, yes, please make me come, Linc. Please.”

      “Look at me, Morgan,” I say, relief flooding through me at her admission.

      She meets my gaze, and I fuck her hard, until my balls seize up and the air in my lungs escapes, bottoming out at the same second she collapses beneath the weight of resistance.

      Her pussy pulses around my dick, wetness spilling and dripping onto the mattress, and I feel my cum release deep inside of her, painting her inner walls like a French masterpiece.

      My body gives way, and I roll off of her, heaving a sigh when we disconnect.

      Elation notches down my sternum when I turn to undo the handcuffs and see my seed leaking from her; when she’s free, she reaches down, dragging her fingers through the mess, and brings them up to her lips, licking the digits clean.

      I groan, swooping in to kiss my taste off of her. “You’re unbelievable,” I say, trying to calm my racing heart.

      She grins lazily, although I see the hint of unease straining the movement.

      Almost like sex isn’t a miracle cure, and we didn’t actually make any progress just now.

      We lie like that in silence for a while before the music downstairs quiets down as guests begin to leave. I hand her a pair of football sweats from high school that I dig out of the closet, and we get dressed quickly, heading down to see if my mother needs help cleaning up the aftermath.

      Instead, we find a crowd of people huddled at the door, whispering as they stare outside. Morgan and I look at each other, and then we’re pushing through, shoving our way to the front.

      Daisy and my mother stand just on the porch, surrounded by a throng of people, as if guests started to leave and then decided against it.

      They’re all staring across the yard.

      “Ma?” I say, dragging a hand through my hair and hoping the scent of sex isn’t too poignant, “What’s going—”

      But nobody needs to say anything, because as soon as I turn my head, I see it.

      The little Honda parked in the driveway, nestled between a dozen other cars.

      Impossible to single out, unless you know what you’re looking for.

      And on the hood, another body. This time, the stomach’s been flayed wide open, innards strewn all about.

      I recognize the perfectly coiffed gray hair before I even see her face.

      Sandra Wilkinson.

      Dread bubbles in my gut, gurgling in my chest as I note the writing on the windshield.

      Signasti fatum tuum.
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      Halloween was three days ago, but other than Paul Jensen being proven innocent—since he was locked up in our custody during the time of the last murder—we aren’t much closer than we were.

      Alex and I have been sitting in the living room of Lincoln’s cabin all morning, pouring over evidence and trying to piece together enough information to make some headway; to find something to tie to Klepsky. Law & Order SVU drones in the background, and the smell of oily Chinese takeout is thick in the air.

      I sigh, setting down my chopsticks as I glance at the TV in the corner. “God, I wish solving cases was as cut and dry as these shows make it out to be.”

      Alex chuckles. “If only, huh?”

      Glancing at the clock on the wall, I realize it’s almost noon which means Sunday service will be ending. “Wanna head to the church and catch the preacher?”

      Alex nods, a grin breaking across his face. “Do we get to play good cop, bad cop?”

      I smile back. “You suck at being the bad cop.”

      He scoffs. “I do not.”

      “Facts are facts.” I shrug.

      He throws a wadded-up napkin at me and chuckles, standing up with his carry-out container and walking to the kitchen. I lean back against the bottom of the couch, my ass parked on the floor instead of the furniture.

      It’s nice here. And in the short amount of time that Alex and I have taken up residence, it’s become cozy enough to feel like home, which should be a red flag for me in itself.

      I’m already getting too attached to this place.

      Although, it’s lonelier than usual with Lincoln gone out on his trawl. He tried to skip, he’s been worried about the killer targeting me—and so has Alex—but duty calls, and at the end of the day, I’m a temporary fixture in his life, here for a single purpose, and he has a business to run.

      Besides, I’ve been using him as a distraction from the chaos in my brain, allowing him to drown me in orgasms so I can pretend like I’m not questioning every second of my life.

      “You okay?” Alex asks, plopping back down next to me and nudging my arm with his.

      Sighing, I rub my eyes with the palms of my hands. “Yeah, I’m fine, I just… I can’t wait for this case to be over.”

      He huffs. “You and me both.”

      The papers on the table crinkle as his fingers grip them, and he looks down before shaking his head and glancing over at me. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I smile through the ache that’s spreading through the center of my chest. “Which part?”

      He shrugs. “Any of it.”

      “Not really,” I mutter, picking up my water bottle and taking a sip.

      “Are you in love with him?” he asks.

      My stomach somersaults, and I choke, the water scorching down my throat and surging back up with my cough. “Who, Lincoln?” I finally rasp out.

      He tilts his head. “Come on, carina. Don’t do that. Not with me.”

      Guilt slams through my middle. “I’m not in love with him,” I start.

      His shoulders visibly deflate, relief coasting over his features.

      “But I could be,” I continue.

      My heart throbs against my ribs, but I soak in the pain, knowing I deserve to feel it—knowing that what I’m saying has to be hurting him worse. But I care too much about Alex to lie to his face. And after everything is said and done, he’s still my best friend.

      I look toward the ceiling for a second before setting down my bottle of water. “Have you ever just met someone and felt like you’ve always known them?” I splay my hand across my chest. “I don’t know… maybe in a past life or something?”

      He narrows his eyes. “That stuff isn’t real, Morgan.”

      “A few weeks ago, I would have agreed with you. But it’s like…” I shake my head. “The air thins, and your heart speeds, and everything goes topsy-turvy. And even if you try to fight it, your reactions don’t lie.”

      Alex purses his lips. He doesn’t believe me.

      “I’ve never had someone tie my stomach in knots just from a single glance before.” I lift my shoulders, exhaling heavily. “I guess I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “Like love at first sight?” he questions.

      “No. It’s more like—” My teeth sink into my bottom lip as I try to put into words the way Lincoln makes me feel. “I don’t think I know Lincoln well enough to be in love with him. But my soul aches for his, Alex. Whether I want it to or not.”

      His jaw clenches, his voice cracking. “And you’ve never felt that way with me?”

      Guilt hammers into my body, cracking my bones, making my mind scream at me to just lie to him. Cushion the break and preserve the space we’ve been lingering in for too long. But that’s not fair to either of us.

      I shake my head, a burn building behind my eyes, my vision blurring. “Not like this.”

      His nostrils flare, and he nods his head. “I get it. It’s fine.”

      “It isn’t,” I say. “I hate that I know how you feel... even though you’ve never said it.” I place my palm on top of his, my heart clenching tight when he pulls his hand away.

      “I hate that I can’t feel it back,” I whisper.

      “Yeah, well.” He sniffs, standing up and brushing down the front of his shirt. “So do I.”
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      We make it to the church just before the end of service, and as we walk into the chapel, people are already heading into the reception hall. Preacher Cartwright stands at the front of the room, receiving the members as they shake his hand and congratulate him on what I’m sure was another “perfect service.”

      As we make our way over, we pass Mrs. Porter who’s talking to Isa, and bouncing her grandson on her hip. She breaks away from her conversation and waves, a beaming smile on her face that sends warmth spreading through me.

      Preacher Cartwright’s eyes go wide as he takes in Alex and me approaching, but he continues to nod his head at whatever the lady who’s holding his hand says.

      We wait patiently until the rest of the line clears, moving his way until we’re standing directly in front of him.

      “Detectives, you missed the service,” he says as he smiles at another person walking by.

      “Shame,” Alex replies. “We always seem to show up right after the fun stuff. Church services, murder.”

      “Alex,” I hiss.

      He shrugs. “I’m just saying.”

      “Preacher Cartwright, do you have some time?” I ask. “We just have a couple questions.”

      He sighs, wiping the front of his hands off on the front of his black button-down. “Sundays are not really the best time.”

      “Neither was any other day this week.” I smile. “It will only be a few minutes.”

      His dark brown eyes lock onto mine, and the strangest sense of déjà vu washes over me. I brush it off as Alex places his hand on the small of my back and we follow Preacher Cartwright.

      A few people stop their conversations and stare as we head toward his office, but I straighten my spine, refusing to let them get to me. I’m here for a job, and that’s that.

      The second we walk into his office, my cheeks flush, heat racing through my veins as I remember what happened the last time I was here. I sit down in one of the chairs opposite his desk, my gaze not wanting to stay on the oak for too long, worried that my guilt will bleed through the wood and show my sins to the world. Although sinning never did feel quite so good.

      “So,” Preacher Cartwright starts, steepling his hands in front of his face. “What can I help you two with?”

      My mouth opens to ask a question, but suddenly I can’t do anything, my insides freezing as I’m thrown into a different time and place, my mind whirling in a tailspin until I’m dropped into a memory.

      “So.” Preacher Cartwright sits back in his chair, his hands sitting like a prayer in front of his face. “What can I help you two with?”

      My heart slams against my chest, but someone else’s fingers tighten around mine, sending a rush of comfort through me. I glance over, my tummy warming as I take in the rosy cheeks and shaggy hair of my very best friend.

      “Mr. Cartwright, sir. We were hoping you could help us.” His voice crackles as he talks, breaking from being high pitched to a low tone and then back.

      He’s getting so old and my gut cramps, worried that what my mom says is right. That once he goes to middle school in a couple years, he won’t want to be seen with me anymore.

      I shake off the feeling.

      Preacher Cartwright’s eyebrows shoot to his hairline but he doesn’t speak.

      “Morgan’s mom is, well, you know she’s sick. And if you could maybe just ask people in town to stop being so mean, we think it might help her feel better.”

      “Son, I’m afraid there’s nothing the church can do for her.” Preacher Cartwright leans back in his chair. “She needs to repent for her sins, and only then will God grant mercy upon her soul, and cleanse her of her evil spirits.”

      My heart spasms. “My mom’s not evil,” I hiss through my teeth.

      “Child, innocence is a blessing, but don’t speak to me with disrespect.” His big, brown gaze sears into me and it causes a burning ball to surge into my throat. I hate the way it feels.

      “She’s only sick because people like you won’t give her help. You torment her in the streets,” the boy snaps. “What the fuck kind of town is this?”

      “Watch your mouth.”

      “Maybe you and everyone else in this town should watch yours,” my friend retorts. “Lead by example and all that.”

      Preacher Cartwright leans forward, his fists slamming down on his desk. “Get out of my office before I call your mother and tell her what a bad boy you’ve been. If she won’t put the fear of God in you, maybe she’ll give me the honor.”

      “Detective Sloane?”

      I shoot up from my chair, my mind racing a thousand miles a minute, and my stomach churning so violently bile teases the back of my throat.

      How could I have forgotten that?

      But why can’t I remember?

      “Carina?” Alex’s voice is there, but it’s foggy, my insides twisting and turning until my lungs squeeze so tight I can hardly breathe.

      “You stay and finish this up.” I force a grin. “I’m not uh…” I place my hand on my temple, my vision blurring as my face heats. “I’m not feeling too great.”

      Alex’s features scrunch in worry but I can’t stand to stay here for another second, and I spin on my heels, throwing open the door and running into the hallway.

      There’s still people mingling over coffee and homemade cakes, but I push my way through, desperate to get outside, wanting to make my way somewhere that can give me answers.

      I need to call my parents. I need to find Lincoln.

      Just as I’ve thrown open the front doors, the cold air whipping me across the face, I slam into a hard body, my stomach clamping down and my heartbeat ramming into my ears. I jerk out of the hold, staring into Gabe’s face.

      “Detective? You okay?” he asks, his hands reaching back out and gripping my shoulders.

      “I…” I wipe my brow. “Do you know when Lincoln will be back?”

      Gabe’s brows draw in and he pulls me down the front steps and around the corner until we’re hidden away in a secluded corner on the side of the building.

      Oh god, oh god, oh god.

      “I think I’m gonna be sick.” I lean over, resting my hands on my knees and counting to three as I try to suck in lungfuls of air and calm down my racing heart.

      “What’s wrong? Do I need to take you to the hospital?” Gabe’s voice is high strung and pinched.

      I shake my head, forcing myself to look up from where I’m hunched over to meet his gaze.

      “Gabe, I…” A sob works its way up my throat as I face the truth for the first time since being here.

      “I think Lincoln’s right. I think I’m Morgan Jensen.”
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      My head lolls back against my seat, my hands going limp as I drape them over my steering wheel.

      I’m parked outside my mother’s house, having just gotten off the ferry after dropping my last batch of the season at an upscale restaurant near Portland.

      I don’t usually do the direct sales, preferring to deal with wholesalers and grocers, but they’d been willing to pay triple for my last catch, and considering how strapped I’ve been for cash flow lately, I was in no position to decline.

      Since I was on the mainland, I stopped at the bank, and I’ve been playing that conversation on a loop in my mind since I left.

      “You’ll be lucky if Porter Lobster Co. makes it past the winter,” the teller says, her thin brows arching sharply. “Frankly, I’m not sure how you’re still operating at all. You have no overhead, no stream of positive revenue, and your ROI is… well, frankly, sir, it’s abysmal. At best.”

      Scratching my temple with the back of my thumb, I exhale. “Even with the checks from the Wildlife Department?”

      She nods, turning the monitor around to face me. Bar graphs and expenditure reports fill the screen, the grim stories they tell flooring me. “While their restoration project is enough to keep you running, it’s not enough to keep you in business. You’re not profiting off what you’re bringing in.”

      I sit back in my chair, running my palms over my face. Dropping them to my lap, I look at her again, a storm brewing in my chest. “So. Four months?”

      Drumming my fingers on the dashboard, I grunt and cut the engine, slinging my coat over my shoulders as I slide from the cab. I know my mother won’t enjoy this conversation, but it’s far past due.

      The company needs to go.

      Jingling my keys, twisting the metal around my fingers, I head up the porch and yank open the screen door, an eerie feeling crawling over my skin as I recall the last time I was here.

      The Halloween party, the sex.

      The murder.

      People around town didn’t seem entirely surprised when they learned Sandra’s body was the next victim; apparently she’d been running around since Alta May’s death, concerned for her own personal safety.

      Then, when the next church-goer corpse turned up, her paranoia grew.

      Some people say she brought it on herself. That talking with the detectives angered the killer.

      No one was supposed to know she’d spoken to them, but there are no secrets in this town.

      And I can’t stop thinking of the crazed look in Oliver Klepsky’s beady little eyes, or the fact that he was MIA from the party when Sandra’s body showed up.

      If that’s not an implication, I don’t know what is.

      “Ma, I’m back,” I call, pushing open the door, pausing to wipe my boots on the welcome mat. The house is quiet—for once, I don’t hear Daisy’s complaining, or the baby’s crying, or my mother’s daytime soaps blaring from the television in the den.

      My gaze flickers to the window, double-checking that at least one of their vehicles is sitting out there, and then I move slowly down the hall, each footstep heavier than the last.

      Like I’m walking in quicksand, my stomach sinking before I have a chance to pull myself up.

      As I get closer, the smell of vinegar and Lestoil penetrates the air, and my nerves ignite while my mind races.

      Fear digs at the wound in my psyche, a million different scenarios playing out in my head like a movie reel, and I’m bracing myself for the worst as I round the corner, half expecting blood on the walls and a dead body discarded on the floor.

      What I find is so much worse.

      Jordan Thomas sits at the island beside my mother, nibbling on the end of a biscotto, chuckling softly at something she says. I don’t hear the words, because the blood rushing between my ears is too loud all of a sudden, blocking out everything else as my gaze finds his.

      “Ma,” I bite out, rolling my shoulders back. “What the fuck is he doing here?”

      “Lincoln,” she replies, her hand flying to the fake pearl necklace at her collarbone. “How many times do I have to tell you not to swear at me?”

      I scowl. “I’m not swearing at you, I’m swearing at the situation. Do you invite my enemies over for tea and cookies every day, or is this occasion special for all of us?”

      The kettle on the stove begins to whistle; my mother slips off her stool, walking over to remove the pot from its burner. She arranges two floral mugs on the counter, pouring the boiling water into each and then dropping a pinch of lemon and a tea bag inside, before returning to the island.

      One mug for her, one for Jordan.

      My stomach cramps.

      “Jordan just stopped by to offer his condolences,” my mother says, taking a sip of her tea. “Sandra’s funeral was today.”

      “Just wanted to see how you were holding up,” Jordan says, tugging at the hem of his black jacket.

      My eyes narrow, something violent pinching in my chest. “You didn’t bother stopping by after Pops died. Why start now?”

      She gasps, her lips flipping into a frown. “Lincoln.”

      “What, Ma? Am I wrong?” I cross my arms, the weight of my reality crushing down on my being, suffocating any good will I have left and turning it into something petty. “Pops’s best friend, and yet he skipped the funeral and ghosted us for weeks after, and then tried poaching me when I took over the company. When I refused, he retaliated.”

      Jordan scoffs. “I did no such thing.”

      “Three weeks after my first solo haul, two weeks after I declined your offer to join your little posse, I wake up to my traps floating in the ocean. Someone had cut the lines.”

      My mother’s eyes nearly pop out of her head, her gaze swinging to Jordan.

      He exhales, folding his hands on the counter. “Now, look—”

      “A few weeks after that,” I continue, rage fueling the word vomit, pushing it past my lips like a volcanic eruption, “I get a net full of dead fish. An entire fucking school of them, caught in the rope like they’d been waiting for me to bring them ashore. Poisoned fish, according to the Fish and Wildlife Department. They didn’t die of natural causes, or even pollution; someone killed them and deliberately set them in my path.”

      Now, Jordan laughs. “Where in the hell do you think I’d find the time to sit around terrorizing you?”

      “Well, you did tell me I’d regret messing with you. Even though any dumb fucker could see I was way in over my head and didn’t know what the hell I was doing. It’d been years since I’d gone out on a trawl with Pops; I hadn’t even been on the boat since I was a kid.”

      The plan had always been that the boat would go down with my father, but no one had expected him to “go down” so soon. There were no protocols set in place, his will had never been finalized, and my mother was about to be saddled with a sinking ship that was hemorrhaging money.

      So, when the time came to step up, I took my place, channeling everything I’d been taught as a kid into the business. Hoping by some miracle, my determination would help it stay afloat.

      Clearly, that’s not been the case.

      I walk forward, leaning down with my palms flat against the island, staring right into Jordan’s gray eyes. God, they remind me so much of my father.

      Crinkled and rough around the edges, worn from a lifetime of being unlucky.

      “You have an alibi for each of the Fate Reaper murders?” I ask suddenly, shifting all my weight into my hands.

      The crease between his thick brows increases. “You have something you want to accuse me of?”

      “Accuse?” I chuckle, shaking my head. “I’m just making conversation, Thomas. Isn’t that why you stopped by?”

      A muscle in his cheek jumps. “I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “So you say. But given you have a history of fucking with my work, I wouldn’t put this past you.”

      “Lincoln Dean Porter,” my mother hisses. “It’s a far cry between a few dead fish and a few dead bodies, don’t you think?”

      “Not really. Most serial killers start out with animals.”

      “Odd of you to be questioning me when that pretty little detective friend of yours hasn’t said a word to me.” He cocks a brow, taking a drink from his mug. When he pulls the dish away, he lets out a satisfied breath, the sound sending sparks of displeasure through me. “A little too much pillow talk, maybe? Getting too involved in official police business?”

      The way he brings up Morgan, as if she’s a weapon he can use to goad me into a reaction, makes my body vibrate with anger. It sizzles up my extremities, liquid fire igniting beneath my skin.

      “Don’t fucking talk about her.” Without thinking, my hand lashes out, snapping at the mug he’s holding; it slides from his grip, sailing across the room and shattering when it crashes to the floor.

      My mother’s gasp is almost as loud as the explosion of glass.

      No one moves for a second; I drop my hand to my side, and Jordan scrubs at his jaw as my mother lets out a sharp breath, raising a finger to point at me. I grit my teeth, preparing for the tongue lashing, but it doesn’t come.

      Instead, Jordan leans over and covers her palm with his, shaking his head. “Letty, the boy has a right to be angry—”

      “He’s angry at everyone and everything, all the damn time!” she explodes, snatching her hand away and throwing both into the air. Steaming liquid sloshes onto the floor as she gestures wildly, her dark eyes boring into me with a severity I haven’t seen since I was a kid. “Carries the weight of the world around on his shoulders, bottling up his every emotion, like that’s not what killed his father!”

      I open my mouth to protest, and clamp it shut, mulling over her words.

      She’s not wrong, although I’ve always felt justified in my state of being. Life’s been fucking unfair, and the majority of it, I’ve spent waiting for the other shoe to drop. Constantly on edge as I try to prepare myself for the next bad thing to happen.

      Because something always does.

      Pressing her hands to the sides of her face, my mother sighs, looking over at me. “Jordan told me that Porter Lobster Co. isn’t doing well.”

      And there it is.

      Her eyes glisten. “Why wouldn’t you tell me you were struggling?”

      Rocking back on my heels, I shrug, dropping my gaze to the marble counter. “It’s not your responsibility, Ma.”

      Silence.

      Then, “Jordan, would you mind letting me speak to my son, alone?”

      He nods, scooting from the stool and heading down the hall. A few seconds later, the front door opens, and then it clicks shut, the sound echoing off the walls around us.

      Rounding the island, my mother comes over, stopping when she’s standing directly beside me. She turns, leaning against the surface, and reaches a hand out, smoothing it over my chin and tilting my head up.

      It hurts to look directly into her eyes, because she and Daisy are the kind of people who keep their emotions stored there; just like Morgan, it’s like reading an entire chapter book when I meet their gazes, and right now we’re on the gut-wrenching climax of the story.

      My brain is screaming at me to retreat, find neutral ground for the rest of this conversation to take place, but I’m rooted to the spot, helpless.

      “You are my responsibility,” she says finally, giving me a little squeeze.

      “Well,” I say, bitterness coating my tongue, “that would’ve been nice to know back when I was trying to figure out how to keep Pops’s dream alive. But no, you and Daisy hated anything new that I did. Made me feel like an asshole, like I was shitting on his memory.”

      “You’re right,” she agrees, “and that was wrong of us. You needed our support, not our mockery. I’ll admit, part of the reason behind it is that neither of us know anything about lobstering, but I’m… willing to learn, if it helps you out.”

      My lips press together, a dull throb springing to life behind my eyes.

      “I know you took over the business to make your father happy, and because you didn’t want me to have to worry about any of that stuff. But if making my life easier means making yours miserable, I don’t want that.”

      I shake my head. “Ma, it’s fine. I’ll figure it out.”

      “How much longer do you have?”

      I hesitate, wrinkling my nose. “A few months. And that’s probably generous.”

      She releases me, walking over to where the mug broke, and bends down to start collecting the pieces. “I want you to reach out to Jordan again. In a few days, after he’s had time to calm down. He can help get us back on track.”

      I can’t deny the warmth that swells inside of me, a mixture of joy and relief that I’m finally starting to not feel like I’m completely alone in this venture any longer. But it’s dulled by the words she’s just said.

      “Ma, I can’t do that. Jordan and I hate each other.”

      “No, you’re hurt by each other.” She stands, scooping the glass shards into her palms and dumping them into the trash can in the corner of the room. “Hurt people lash out when they don’t know what else to do, and that lets animosity fester in gaping wounds. But you don’t hate anyone, and they certainly don’t hate you. Jordan came by today to see you, not me.”

      A knot coagulates in my throat as I consider this, thinking about the look of devastation that had been prevalent on Jordan’s face the day I said I wouldn’t be following in my father’s footsteps and joining his crew.

      It wasn’t a sinister look, either; more than anything else, his eyes had darkened with something that looked an awful lot like disappointment, but I’d ignored it in favor of fueling a rivalry, picking fights just to feel alive.

      Just because I could.

      “Okay,” I relent, willing to at least hear him out this time. I trust my mother.

      Sighing, she rests her forehead against my shoulder. “I knew your father would eventually cause problems for you. If he were here right now, I’d have my foot shoved so far up his ass he’d taste the leather.”

      “I’m just trying to make him proud,” I say, my voice catching involuntarily. Trying to find a shred of happiness in the midst of the cold, dark world we live in. Satisfaction that comes from within.

      “Oh, baby.” Pushing up on her tiptoes, she wraps her arms around my neck, pulling me into her embrace. “You already have.”
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        * * *

      

      I get back to my cabin after dark, having spent the entire evening going over a game plan to revitalize the lobster business. It’d mean attempting to utilize the boat year round, even when crustaceans are almost impossible to find.

      There’s no telling if the boat’s been submerged in the water too long to be worth saving at this point, but my mother insisted we at least try it.

      So, that’s what I’m doing. Letting her in.

      Monet barks from inside the house as I unlock the front door, pushing it aside and bending down to stroke the top of his head as I lock us inside. Morgan’s car was impounded for evidence the other night, so as I make my way through the house, flipping on lights as I go, I’m not expecting her to be sitting in the middle of my mattress when I go into the bedroom.

      A plethora of sketches I’ve drawn over the years are fanned out in a circle on the bed, and she studies them intently, like they hold secrets she desperately wants the answers to.

      In a way, maybe they do.

      I pause just inside, every single thought I have coming to a complete and perfect halt as my eyes drink her in for the first time in days.

      It was fucking torture, leaving her behind so I could do my last trawl, after the body that’d been planted on the hood of her car at the Halloween party. I spent ninety percent of the time worrying about her now being a target, wishing I could keep her glued to my side at all times.

      Wishing I could keep her safe, and then ignoring the implication of that thought.

      Wishing I could keep her, period.

      But I know she still considers herself a temporary fixture, and I’m trying to make my peace with that.

      My hand finds the doorknob, squeezing the brass in my palm as I open my mouth to speak.

      But she beats me to it.

      “You drew her.”

      My throat tenses as I walk in farther, taking in the scene the way you might a car wreck; somehow slowly and suddenly all at once, as if time stands still at the same rate it flashes forward.

      Fiddling with the edge of one sheet, she tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “This one’s my favorite. You did it right after she went missing, didn’t you?”

      Heart in my throat, I glance briefly at the page she’s referring to, knowing already which piece it is. The only one where the caricature’s eyes are exact—soft and focused, attainable yet somehow out of reach.

      The perfect opalescent blue.

      “I didn’t have any pictures of her for a long time. My parents confiscated the ones in our possession, afraid that seeing her might set me off, I think. Suggestion of one of my many childhood therapists. And the ones Paul had, he refused to give to anyone.”

      My eyes rove over the sketch, noting the frayed edges and lazy strokes, feeling a pang in my stomach. “It was the only way I could feel close to her after she disappeared. The drawings kept our connection, and then one day it severed completely because I went off to become a SEAL, and after that, the sketches were never quite the same.”

      “Would you draw me?” she asks. “When I leave?”

      The thought sours my stomach, nausea curdling like spoiled milk in my core. A reminder. “I’d never be able to do justice to the real thing.”

      I step closer, and she tilts her head up; her eyes are red and puffy, swollen like she’s spent the last several hours crying, though her cheeks are dry.

      She sniffles, and the sound unravels a piece of me I didn’t realize was still wrapped tight, the chains around my heart loosening until they’re falling into a metallic heap at her feet.

      “Jesus, Sloane. Are you okay?”

      She shakes her head, a tiny sob escaping before she has a chance to cover her mouth. It racks through her body, making her tremble, and I’m propelling myself forward, scooping her into my arms and onto my lap as she completely breaks down.

      Turning her head, she muffles her cries into the collar of my shirt, and for a while we just sit like that, curled around each other, letting our pain bleed into the silence.

      After her sobs are reduced to hiccups, she pulls back slightly, sucking in a lungful of air and wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

      “Alex and I talked to Preacher Cartwright today,” she murmurs, her eyes falling to where my flannel’s pulled up and folded at my elbow.

      Her fingers fall to my forearm, tracing the tattoos etched into my skin absently, and I tense beneath her touch. It’s freeing, the way she’s allowing herself this indulgence, even if I’m not sure exactly what it means.

      I also don’t like the idea of her going to that shady motherfucker without me.

      My arms tighten around her. “How’d it go?”

      “I kind of left before it got interesting.”

      “Oh?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “He was talking to us, and the second we sat down in that office, I had this vivid flashback—”

      “I’ll bet,” I grunt, attempting to lighten the mood a bit.

      She snorts, but the sound is hollow. “Please, Linc. This is… important.”

      Miming locking my lips and throwing away the key, I sit back against the headboard, and she settles beside me. She continues tracing my ink, and I wonder if the artwork helps calm her at all. If the slight distraction makes any of this easier.

      Whatever this is.

      “Anyway, he asked if there was anything he could help us with, and I suddenly remembered sitting in that very same spot with you.”

      I blink. “Yeah, last week when I ate—”

      “No, eighteen years ago.”

      Suddenly, my mouth is extremely dry, and I force my tongue between my lips, trying to create a tinge of liquid so I can form a sentence.

      “It was so real, you sitting beside me and giving Cartwright hell for mistreating my mother. Like I was watching a movie; the scene just came rushing back, smacking me in the face with a cold dose of reality.”

      I try to swallow, but I can barely fucking breathe, too focused on what she might say next.

      “I can’t explain it,” she whispers, giving a little shake of her head. “But… I think I believe you, Lincoln.”

      My hand finds her jaw, tilting her head up so I can stare directly into her eyes. “You’re her.”
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      As I sit on Lincoln’s bed, his artwork strewn around me, a flash of our first kiss hits my psyche; the time when he was drawing eyes that I thought were mine—that I thought were a mockery of my time with The Portland Dresser.

      But he wasn’t mocking me.

      He was drawing her.

      Morgan Jensen.

      I lean back against his pillows, trying to force my brain into another memory, part of me desperate to remember more and the other half of me aching to forget. I’m not sure I’m ready to handle what all of this means.

      Because it means I have no idea who I am.

      It means the foundation of people I’ve loved and trusted my entire life are not who they claim.

      It means that years are missing from my memory, and I’ve never even known they were gone.

      Lincoln’s weight settles on the edge of the bed, his hand coming up to rub under my jaw, and I choke back a sob, his touch sending a rush of comfort through my frazzled edges.

      I feel crazy.

      “Ssh,” he soothes, his thumb rubbing back and forth gently against my cheek. “It’s okay, sweetheart.”

      My fingers wrap around his wrist as I blink rapidly, wishing the tears would stop falling long enough for me to clear my vision and focus on something other than the confusion. “It’s not, Lincoln. I feel insane.”

      I blow out a stuttered breath, hiccuping over the emotion that overflows like a broken tap through my insides. “How do you go your entire life without realizing you’re missing a different one?”

      Another sob works its way up my throat, and my hands leave his to grab at my middle, trying to soothe the ache.

      “What did you remember?” he asks. “At the church.”

      “I don’t know…” I shake my head. “We were asking something about my m—”

      I stumble over the words, another devastating realization hitting me when the word mom is about to pass my lips. Because if this is true—if this is true—my mom isn’t who she says she is.

      How is that even possible?

      “My parents are good people,” I say instead.

      Lincoln’s posture stiffens slightly, his thumbs stuttering as they rub on my face, but he doesn’t withdraw the touch.

      “They’re not—they couldn’t do something like this,” I continue. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      He nods, his large hands moving from my cheeks to wrap in the strands of my hair, tugging me until my ear is pressed flat against his chest and I can hear every beat of his heart. I close my eyes, wishing like hell that I could force mine to match the rhythm.

      “When you asked me about my enemies,” he starts. “There was only one name flowing through my head. Jordan Thomas.”

      My brows pull in, wondering what this has to do with anything, but the sound of his voice is soothing, so I sink into his embrace and listen to what he has to say.

      “That man loved my father. And they worked together for years, a camaraderie that you need to have in Maine lobstering, otherwise you’re shit out of luck,” he chuckles softly. “But even though I knew how close they were, I was certain he was out to get me. I could feel it in my fucking bones. I was half convinced he was killing all these women and carving into their bodies as a personal message.” He huffs. “A vendetta that I created in my head because I didn’t want to admit that maybe the problem was me.”

      I sniffle, my stomach feeling sour from how violently it churns.

      “But…” he blows out a breath. “Turns out, if you don’t give people a chance to speak for themselves, you’ll never really know the truth.”

      His fingers caress the nape of my neck as he softly rocks us back and forth.

      “Only the narrative that you’ve created in your head.”

      “What’s this have to do with anything?” I rasp, my nose so stuffed from crying my voice sounds clogged.

      “It means you never really know a person’s intentions until you ask them to tell you.” He pulls back slightly, his touch sending tingles down my spine as his eyes meet mine. “Creating a thousand different what-if scenarios will drive you insane. Go talk to your family.”

      “What if…” I lick my dry lips, swallowing around the scream that’s scratching up my throat. “What if I don’t like what they have to say?”

      He smiles softly, his palm running down the back of my head. “Then you come back home, and you let me hold you through the pain.”

      Home.

      It’s ridiculous to hear him say it, but nothing has ever resonated so true.

      “What if it never goes away?” I ask again, my nose burning as more tears well in my eyes.

      “The pain?”

      Leaning into his touch, I nod.

      He puffs out his cheeks with his exhale. “It probably won’t.”

      “Great,” I try to joke. “Real inspirational, Lincoln.”

      He chuckles, his thumbs coming up to swipe away the wetness from my cheeks. “Deep wounds always leave a mark, killer. Some scar worse than others, and some don’t ever fully heal. They just scab over, muted and dulled until you prick them a certain way.”

      My chest throbs.

      “But there’s beauty in pain, baby.” His hands tilt my face until our gazes lock. “Your strength is in learning how to breathe through it; how to keep living even when it feels like you want to die.”

      His words sink into my skin and flow into my veins, marinating in my system and coating everything it touches.

      Still, I don’t want him to be right.

      I don’t want to hurt.

      I don’t want to have to feel this.

      Backing out of his reach, my breathing hiccups, the nausea swirling at the base of my gut like a cyclone.

      “I want to believe you.” I press a hand against my stomach. “But, I’m not her, Lincoln.”

      “You are—”

      “No, I mean up here.” I tap my temple. “I don’t know what she liked, or her favorite color. Or-or what her favorite foods were.” Emotion surges up my throat. “What it felt like to live in a lighthouse, or have the same friends since birth.”

      I wipe under my eyes so hard it pulls the skin. “I don’t know whether she was good in school, or if she was a daddy’s girl.” I pause, my esophagus burning. My eyes flick to the drawings. “If she was there with her mom the night she died.”

      “Morgan…”

      “No.” I meet his stare. “I’ll never be her, Lincoln. I’m just me.” I shrug. “And I’m afraid once you realize that...”

      His nostrils flare, his green eyes adopting a glossy sheen.

      “I don’t want to try and live as her ghost, when I can’t even live up to her memory.”

      Lincoln’s jaw clenches, his hands reaching out and grabbing mine, bringing them into his lap as he stares down at our fingers tangling together.

      “Morgan Jensen was my best friend,” he whispers.

      My heart clenches at the way he speaks as if she’s dead. As if he’s trying to accept it as fact even though we both know that technically, she is me.

      “She had this thing about her, you know?” he continues. “This fucking light that swallowed me whole. And when she went missing, a piece of me went missing too.” He lifts his eyes to the ceiling before bringing them back to me. “I’ve carried the weight of guilt on my shoulders every day for eighteen years.”

      He brings up my hand, pressing a kiss to the center of my palm, his lips brushing back and forth, his breath skating up my skin like a warm caress.

      “I loved her like any kid loves their best friend. Their family.” He slides his fingers from my wrist, up my arm, until he’s cupping my neck, his thumb tilting my chin until I’m staring in his eyes.

      “But I never loved her the way I’m falling in love with you.”

      My chest explodes, sparks igniting my nerves, my heart banging against my ribs like a drum.

      “I want you, Morgan. Every day. And every night. Every fucked up, annoying, smart-ass thing you say, I want it all. Not because of who I think you were. But because of who you are.”

      Tears stream down my face, the salty water trailing over my lips and dripping off my chin, but he doesn’t seem to care, tugging me into him until our mouths touch.

      And even though my emotions are ragged, my mind thrown in a thousand different directions, I sink into his kiss, letting Lincoln be the light that guides me through the foggy water.

      Because I’ve never felt home the way I do when I’m with him.
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      It’s the next day and while I’m still feeling like crap, I’m freshly showered, and have pulled myself together enough to make a quick trip to my parents and try to get some answers; something that will alleviate the chaos in my brain enough to let me focus on the job.

      I just got my car back from the impound lot, and I’m fairly confident I broke every speeding law in existence to make it here.

      And for the past thirty minutes, I’ve been sitting in the same position, my legs crossed on the dusty attic floor, my ass going numb, as I stare down at the papers I found in my mom’s old cherry oak chest.

      It tells me everything I need to know, and everything I wish I didn’t.

      Adoption papers, signed by Camille Sloane. My aunt.

      Medical records documenting CT scans, cognitive tests, and the real kicker: focal retrograde amnesia resulting from blunt force trauma to the temporal lobe.

      I stare numbly at the lines on the pages until they blur, not even bothering to look up when the attic door creaks open and the heavy footsteps of my parents walk inside.

      Immediately, I know that they know what I’ve uncovered.

      “Morgan,” my mom whispers, her voice shaky.

      I put my hand up. “Things are not okay.”

      Blowing out a deep breath, I raise my eyes to meet theirs. “I need you to tell me the truth.”

      Both of their faces are ghostly white, my mother’s hand covering her mouth, my father’s jaw clenching.

      I narrow my gaze, my stomach twisting until it feels like I’ll snap in half. I have never felt the need to question them on anything, yet suddenly I’m feeling so stupid that I haven’t.

      I hold the crumpled medical record in my hand, the burn of betrayal cauterizing my insides. “How could you keep this from me?”

      “We didn’t know what to say!” my mom explodes. “We didn’t know what to do. Cammie showed up on our doorstep, saying you had no home, you had nowhere to go. And I was—” She chokes on a sob. “I was desperate to have you.”

      “That’s no excuse,” I snap, the paper shaking in my grip. “Did nobody look for me? I don’t understand.”

      “Nobody knew who you were, Morgan,” my dad’s voice quivers as he speaks. “You were found by fishermen, floating on a piece of wood in the sea with an open wound on the back of your head.”

      “Bullshit!” I yell. “It’s the state’s job to reunite families. It was Aunt Cammie’s job. You expect me to believe she couldn’t do it?”

      My mom shakes her head, tears glistening down her cheeks. But I have no sympathy for her pain. Clearly they didn’t give a damn about anyone else’s when they kept me for themselves and called me their own.

      “Didn’t anyone care?” I ask. “Didn’t any of you think of the people that would be missing me? The ones who had to suffer losing a girl I spent my life not even knowing existed?”

      “We’re not perfect people, Morgan.” My dad’s hand comes up to rub my mother’s back.

      “Clearly,” I scoff. “I should report all of you, have you arrested. You basically kidnapped me.”

      My dad’s mouth turns down. “Now, that’s not…”

      “How did you know my name was Morgan?” I cut in.

      My mom hiccups, wiping the tear tracks from her weathered face as she moves to the chest behind me, flipping open the top and retrieving something silver. She holds it out to me, her hands shaking as she sucks in lungfuls of air.

      I grab it from her hold, my eyes soaking in the piece of jewelry; a necklace, the name Morgan engraved on the front.

      “We—we didn’t know for sure,” she stutters out, refusing to meet my gaze.

      Disbelief courses through my veins, feeling as if my life belongs in a soap opera more than in the real world I’ve been living.

      I’m a detective, yet I never questioned any of this. Never second-guessed the way I couldn’t remember most of my childhood, assuming it was normal to lose the memories as you got older. And those I did have were told to me like a story, helping me create false images in my head.

      “You disgust me,” I whisper. “I can’t believe you—”

      “Your aunt Cammie did,” my mom interrupts. “She—”

      “Oh, fuck Aunt Cammie.” I throw my hands in the air, jumping onto my feet. “She’s lucky she’s dead, or else I’d make her regret playing God.”

      My mom gasps. “Morgan Sloane.”

      “Jensen,” I bite back, my glare cutting through her like glass. The air grows deadly silent. “I think you mean Morgan Jensen.”

      Her mouth gapes open like a fish, and my father tilts his chin high, staring off into the distance.

      I cock my head. “What’s wrong? Didn’t think I’d ever find my real home?”

      Tossing down the medical records, I grip the necklace tight, brushing by them as I leave the room, afraid that if I stay I’ll do something I regret.

      They let me by, and I stomp down the stairs, a tornado of emotions whipping through my chest, making my vision darken like a tunnel.

      My first instinct is to leave, but my body shakes so violently I’m worried I won’t be able to drive, so I head to the kitchen instead, sitting down at the table and breathing deep, trying to re-slot old memories into new positions in my brain.

      I rest my head on the cool countertop, trying to lower my blood pressure and collect myself enough to go back to Skelm. After a few minutes, footsteps sound next to me, chair legs dragging against tile. I tense my jaw, not wanting to look and see who it is.

      “I’m not gonna sit here and ask for your forgiveness.”

      I don’t speak, even though the sound of my dad’s voice sends an arrow ripping through the ragged pieces of my heart.

      “But I am gonna ask for you to listen, even though I know I don’t deserve it.”

      I clench my teeth so tight the ache radiates down my throat. But I don’t lift my head. I don’t move from my spot.

      “When I met your mom—”

      I huff out a sardonic laugh.

      “Theresa,” he corrects. “When I met Theresa, she just… lit up the room. Had this way about her. She turned me down for weeks, and when she finally agreed to go on a date, she looked me dead in the eye and said if I wasn’t interested in having a big ol’ family, then I wasn’t the man for her.”

      My chest spasms.

      “There was nothing on this earth she wanted more than to be a mother.” He clears his throat. “But sometimes life doesn’t give you the things you want most.”

      From my peripheral, I see him slide something across the counter and I lift my head, glancing over.

      It’s an ultrasound, with blue ink and loopy cursive scrawled on the bottom.

      Connor.

      “What’s this?” I finally speak, my stomach churning.

      “When we got pregnant for the first time, it felt like heaven.” His lips purse, his finger tapping the top of the ultrasound. “And when I woke up in the middle of the night to our sheets soaked in blood, it was the closest I’ve ever felt to death.”

      My heart clenches, the fractured pieces shaking.

      His hand slides another photo over.

      Annabelle.

      “A year later.” He nods at the grainy image. “This time we didn’t know until our appointment.” He sniffs. “I don’t know if I can ever explain the feeling of waiting for a heartbeat that never comes.”

      My lower lip trembles as I stare down at the pictures, my throat swelling tight.

      He passes over yet another, his tongue running over the front of his teeth. “Two years after that.”

      Samantha.

      “Made it all the way to the third trimester with this one until one day the kicks just stopped.”

      I reach out, my finger caressing the handwriting.

      “We don’t know if they were girls or boys.” His voice breaks. “But we wanted to honor them. Wanted our angels to have names to go with their wings.”

      One more time, he slips a picture over, but it’s different than the rest.

      A photo of my mother in the hospital, her brown hair a mess on top of her head, her eyes closed and swollen, face broken into a thousand lines of grief. In her arms is a tiny bundle, wrapped in a white blanket with blue and pink trim.

      “This one…” The words are shaky. “This one we did know. This one… we got to hold.”

      I look over at him then, my chest feeling as if a claw has torn through its center and ripped out everything vital.

      His eyes are glossy, his hand coming up to run over his mouth. “Anthony Sloane. It wasn’t until midway through labor that we lost him.” His composure breaks then, his anguish streaking down in rivulets and dripping off his chin.

      “Your mo—Theresa. She’s strong. Resilient,” he says through the tears. “But you don’t ever stop grieving for the children you’ve lost. And when they go, pieces of you go too, until eventually, there’s nothing left.”

      “Dad,” I whisper, my insides aching as if my heart has been pulled from my chest and tossed on the floor.

      “Cammie and I, we’d take turns watching her. Checking in.” He glances at me again, his face scrunching up as his Adam’s apple bobs. “I just knew it in my bones, I could feel that she was trying to leave me. That she longed to be with our babies in heaven.”

      He wipes his palm over his mouth again. “But I’m selfish. So when Cammie told me about a new case she was called in for, a girl in a hospital bed with no family, and no memory. Well…” He shrugs. “Maybe that makes me a bad man. But I’m still a man, and I would have done anything to give my wife a family.”

      His hand reaches out and covers mine on the tabletop. I tense beneath the touch, my mind warring with my heart, the betrayal mixing with the sadness.

      “And you, Morgan…” He blows out a breath. “You gave me back my wife. You gave us our family.”

      My breathing stutters as I inhale, and I reach up, wiping my nose with the sleeve of my arm. “That doesn’t make it okay,” I whisper. “You should have been honest from the start. I deserved to know.”

      Standing up from my seat, I glance back down at the photos, a hollow type of numbness coasting over me, settling deep into my psyche. I walk past him, my chest pulling when I hear his sobs break free.

      “I don’t hate you,” I say, pausing at the door. “I love you too much for that. But I don’t know if there’s anything that can ever bring us back from this.”

      He nods, hanging his head, not willing to look me in the eye.

      And I don’t have anything else to say.

      So I turn around and I walk out the door.
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        * * *

      

      When I make it back to Skelm Island, everything inside of me wants to run straight into Lincoln’s arms, and have him soothe my broken heart. But I’m at the precinct instead, meeting up with Alex so we can talk to Stoll.

      Personal life will have to wait. But at least now, I know that I have a solid support system at my back, regardless.

      Lincoln’s falling in love with me.

      Is it fast? Yes.

      Do I care? Not really.

      I’m not a big believer in denying myself things that make me feel good, and Lincoln makes me happy, even when everything else is crumbling to dust.

      “I’m pretty confident Preacher Cartwright has a history of being a child abuser,” Alex says, his knuckles pressing into the oak of Captain Stoll’s desk.

      Stoll chuckles. “No kids have ever claimed that.”

      “Maybe not to your face,” Alex replies. “But the day of Sandra Wilkinson’s murder, she told us that up until a few years ago? He would take the boys into his office and she could hear the cries from outside of the door.”

      Stoll’s easygoing smile drops off his face, his chair creaking as he snaps forward. “Excuse me?”

      I attempt to calm the tossing and turning of my gut long enough to actively participate in the conversation. “It’s true,” I add. “She was worried about her safety because of it. Said every single one of the victims so far played a part in either covering it up, or turning the other way when it was going on.”

      Stoll’s lips turn down. “And what exactly was going on?”

      Alex lifts his shoulders. “According to Preacher Cartwright, nothing.”

      Stoll runs a hand over his shiny head, heaving a deep breath and leaning back in his chair. “Well, we can’t do anything on Sandra’s word. She was known to exaggerate, may she rest in peace.”

      “I think it’d be worth it to bring in some of the kids from back then,” I suggest. “I know Lincoln would be willing, and I’m sure Gabe would too.” I tilt my head. “Are there others that still live in town?”

      Stoll nods. “Most of them.”

      “Klepsky, too,” Alex adds. “We’ve been trying to talk to him for a few days now. Maybe you could convince him to be a bit more hospitable.”

      Stoll runs his tongue over his teeth before bobbing his head. “Yeah, that’s… that’s fine. Why don’t you go grab him.”

      “He’s here?” I ask, twirling around and looking through the thin windows that line the office door.

      Stoll shrugs. “He should be around here somewhere.”

      I nod. “Okay, I’ll bring him back.”

      Walking to the door, I grab the handle and twist, closing it softly behind me and then make my way down the short hallway and through the bullpen to where the officer’s desks sit.

      The blonde officer is perched on the edge of one, talking to a uniformed cop with brown hair, and I nod as I walk up to them. “Hey, it’s Kate, right?”

      Her smile drops as she looks at me. “Yeah, that’s right.”

      “Do you know where Officer Klepsky is?” I toss my thumb over my shoulder, pointing toward the hall. “Stoll wants him.”

      She waves her hand behind her. “He was here a second ago. But that’s his desk, so if he’s not there then I don’t know what to tell you.”

      My eyes glance to where she gestured, thanking her and then making my way over to it. It’s a light tan, the kind of color that reminds you of those tiny desks in grade school, and has a large calendar and a computer, with a few papers strewn across the top.

      I plop down in the small chair, spinning in a circle and wondering if I should wait for him to come back or leave him a note.

      There’s a notepad sitting just behind the keyboard and I grab it, deciding to head back to Stoll’s office instead. I smirk as I search for a pen, knowing it will irritate Klepsky to know that I marked his territory.

      There’s nothing to write with on his desk so I lean over, opening the first of two drawers that are on the side.

      Dozens of papers and miscellaneous items are stuffed inside.

      “Jesus, Klepsky. A clean space is a clear mind,” I mutter, shuffling through the items but coming up empty.

      Who doesn’t have a single pen at their desk?

      Closing the top drawer, I open up the bottom one, moving the stapler and two bags of rubber bands to the side before noticing a package of BIC pens in the back corner.

      Jackpot.

      I lean in farther, stretching out my arm to grab them.

      Just as my fingers grip the edge, something rattles.

      My forehead scrunches at the odd noise, a trickle of awareness shooting down my spine. I repeat the movement, hearing the same sound again.

      I suck in a breath, my eyes glancing up at my surroundings, but no one is paying me any mind.

      My stomach tightens as I move my hand back, shoving the odds and ends out of the way, surprise hitting my gut like a gunshot when I realize there’s a false bottom.

      My heart skips.

      Why the hell would he need this?

      My fingers run over the top, and then move to the edges, not really knowing where to grasp to make it come up, but after a few tries I get a good hold and it gives, making a loud snick as it does.

      There’s a few more papers underneath, and a bottle of whiskey. That explains the rattle. And the false bottom, I guess.

      Who knew Klepsky had a drinking problem.

      I go to put the wood panel back in place, but my gaze snags on something else in the corner, making me pause. Reaching back in, I grasp it and pull it out, realizing it’s a checkbook.

      Long and with damaged edges, as if someone ran it over with tires. There’s a deep stain on the front, turning the dark blue an even deeper shade. I squint my eyes.

      Is that… blood?

      My fingers skim along the top, my nose wrinkling at the texture of the dried liquid before coasting over a personalized engraving on the corner.

      Tracy Cartwright.

      A chill coasts over my entire body as I gasp, pieces of the puzzle slowly slotting together in my brain.

      My chest heaves as I stare at the name of the preacher’s wife, my hold on the book trembling slightly as I process what I’ve just uncovered.

      “Get away from my desk, Detective.”

      I slip the checkbook under my thigh as I slam the drawer closed with my foot, my eyes snapping up to meet the beady gaze of Oliver Klepsky. I cock my head to the side, swallowing over the sudden dryness in my mouth.

      “Hey, Klepsky. I was waiting for you.” I force a grin.

      “For what?”

      “I need your help remembering something, from back when we found Alta May.”

      His brows rise, his finger pointing into his chest. “You’re asking me for help?”

      “Yeah, no one else is around.” My smile is so strained it pulls the muscles in my cheek. “I just couldn’t remember,” I continue. “It was Gabe who brought in all the pictures from Lincoln’s boat right? No one else was out there until after us?”

      He nods slowly. “Yeah, Gabe took some pictures, and then I went and did a preliminary sweep before we brought everyone in for questioning.”

      My stomach shoots into my throat. “You were there before us? That wasn’t in the files.”

      “Oh?” His head tilts, his fists clenching against his sides as he takes a giant step back. “My mistake.”

      I stand up slowly from his chair, my palm pressing the checkbook into the seat as I do. He doesn’t miss the movement, and his gaze moves from my hands down to his desk drawers and back.

      “And the Latin…” I say. “It was you who couldn’t figure it out, right?”

      His jaw clenches, his eyes narrowing. “What is this?”

      I glance around, noticing for the first time that we have the attention of the room, and that Alex and Stoll have made their way out of the office and are standing in the corner of the bullpen.

      Slowly, I walk forward, reaching behind me and grasping my weapon.

      Klepsky takes another step back.

      The metal is heavy in my palms as I pull out my gun and aim it at his chest, my heartbeat whooshing in my ears. “Oliver, don’t be stupid.”

      His hands shoot up in the air. “Whoa, what the fuck is this?” His head swings around, but everyone just stares, the air so silent and thick you could cut it with a knife.

      “Alex!” I holler.

      Alex saunters over until he’s directly behind Oliver. “Yeah, carina?”

      My hands tremble as I hold my aim, but I don’t take my eyes off Klepsky.

      “If you look at Officer Klepsky’s chair, you’ll find a bloodied and damaged checkbook belonging to Tracy Cartwright.”

      “Bullshit,” Klepsky hisses.

      Alex’s brows shoot to his hairline, his gaze swinging to Oliver before he takes a step forward, reaching behind him and pulling out his handcuffs.

      “Oliver Klepsky,” I start, my heart beating in my throat. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be held against you in a court of law.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Stoll’s voice soars over the air.

      Still, I don’t dare take my eyes off Oliver.

      “Not much, Cap,” Alex says, grabbing Oliver’s arms and roughly twisting them behind his back before securing them in handcuffs. “Just arresting your boy here for murder.”
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      Way to just lay everything on the fucking line, Linc.

      My fingers scrub through my hair, droplets from the showerhead rinsing the shampoo from the strands.

      I can hear Gabe’s mocking tone already.

      Everything I said was true, I just hadn’t realized it until the words were breaking free from my chest.

      It’s the first time I’ve ever mentioned those three little syllables to someone who wasn’t family. First time I’ve felt them like this—deep in my soul, as if they’ve embedded themselves there for her.

      First time I’ve felt like I couldn’t breathe another second without saying them out loud.

      “There’s pain in beauty. Guts in glory. The risk reminds you that you’re alive.”

      My father’s words echo on a loop in my brain, his personal mantra acting as a balm to the part of me I’ve just ripped open.

      Panic prickles the hairs on the back of my neck, my mind already charging ahead and wondering what my admission means for us.

      My soapy hands roam down my abdomen, gripping my dick as I remember the kiss that followed.

      Her lips are a welcome distraction from the vulnerability raging like a tornado in my chest, tearing my heart to shreds, so I focus on that instead, flicking my tongue against hers and drinking the moan that comes after.

      She curls her fingers into the collar of my flannel, throwing a leg over my lap and shifting closer. One of my hands leaves her hair, snaking over the divots in her spine to cup her ass, pulling her so her center grinds deliciously against my cock.

      Then, the bedroom door flies open, and a muttered curse fills the air.

      We spring apart, like two teenagers caught in the back seat of a parked car. Morgan slides away from me, combing her fingers through her hair, and I grab a pillow and hold it over my lap.

      Alex stands in the doorway, a flat expression on his face. “Boy, am I glad this isn’t the room I’ve been staying in.”

      Clearing her throat, Morgan sits up straight. “Did you need something, Alex?”

      He just stares at me for a beat, and I look back, unsure if this is some sort of power struggle, or if he’s spacing out. Finally, his gaze swings over to Morgan, and he nods, shoving his hands in the pockets of his jeans.

      “I talked to Cartwright. Got fuck all out of him, but there’s definitely something shady happening at that church. I think we should talk to Stoll, see if anyone’s had similar complaints to corroborate Sandra’s story.”

      “Okay,” she says, nodding. “But I need to stop at home first.”

      So, the two left, and I spent the night reminiscing on all the time I spent actively avoiding Cartwright. Even though I was young, and he’d never laid a hand on me, there was a strange presence surrounding him that made me uneasy.

      Guilt stabs at my lungs, robbing me of air as I wonder what he did to the kids that stayed for youth group. If the rumors we heard back then about his predilection for young teens held some truth.

      Finishing up my shower, I towel off and head into the bedroom, pulling on a pair of jeans, a blue flannel, and a thick coat. My landline blares down the hall, and I roll my eyes, walking to it and planning to hang up.

      Gabe’s name flashes across the screen, and I exhale, punching the speaker button. “What?”

      “Jeez, who pissed in your cereal?” A pause, then he laughs, the sound so loud it cuts out for a second. “Just kidding, I know that was God’s doing.”

      My patience wanes quickly, an ache cropping up in my temple. “Are you calling again just to piss me off?”

      “Would you rather I come over to do it?” He chuckles. “Acta non verba, my friend. I’m a man of action. Don’t think I won’t.”

      I don’t say anything, wishing I could reach through the fucking phone and throttle him.

      “Anyway,” he says. “Just thought you might want to know I saw your girl leading Klepsky down to the detention center. From the precinct.”

      My eyebrows shoot into my hairline. “She arrested him?”

      “Dispatch said there was evidence tying him to the serial murders.” Gabe grunts. “Who’d have fucking thought?”

      Heart in my throat, I hang up quickly, scrambling to shove my feet into my boots, and jog out to my car.

      Twenty-three minutes later, I find myself on the courthouse’s front lawn with my mother, sister, and the rest of Skelm Island, watching as a police cruiser rolls to a stop in front of the building.

      The flags outside have been half-mast since the beginning of October, and when Alex hauls Oliver Klepsky out of the back seat, they serve as the perfect backdrop for the ensuing walk of shame.

      Camera crews line the sidewalk, capturing the—alleged—Fate Reaper’s detainment from every possible angle. Around us, the crowd begins to boo, a low hum almost blotting out the thunder crackling at the edges of town.

      My stomach rolls as Alex and Morgan flank Klepsky, one hand on each shoulder, steering him toward the detention center entrance, bypassing the courthouse doors.

      Fingers link through mine as I watch, my heart thrashing in my chest, and my mother scoots close to my side, squeezing tight.

      Daisy wraps her hand around my free one, at the same time, Klepsky’s eyes find mine in the crowd; we’re standing in the back, but that doesn’t seem to hinder him in any way.

      Almost as if he was expecting me to be here.

      A knot expands in my throat, its presence suffocating, as our gazes lock; my muscles strain, and I bite down on the tip of my tongue to keep from shouting something out. Not that I think he’d be able to hear over the throng, anyway.

      But what is there even to say?

      There are no apologies to be made, no magic spells that can rewind time and stop him from murdering five women.

      Allegedly, I remind myself, shaking off the irritation that accompanies the word. Why else would they have found Tracy Cartwright’s checkbook wedged in a secret compartment of his desk? Or Alta May’s heirloom emerald necklace in the trunk of his car?

      I’m not sure what I expect when our eyes connect. Remorse, maybe. An inkling of acknowledgment. Some sign that the boy I once knew still exists inside of him, buried beneath a mountain of anger and resentment.

      I don’t get anything.

      His dark eyes almost look right through me, as if I’m invisible and bear no consequence to his fate. A shiver ripples down my back, like a hot whisper caressing my skin, and I hold his gaze until the last possible second, waiting for an emotion to poke through.

      Beside me, my mother lets out a sniffle, and I pull my hand from hers, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and pressing my mouth to the top of her head.

      Daisy moves in, too, Charlie tucked against her hip, reaching around so we’re all tangled together.

      Klepsky’s eyes harden at the last second, and then the detectives push him through the detention center door, effectively severing any lingering thoughts or feelings I have toward him.

      And the only thing pulsing to life within me as the metal door bangs shut behind him is a dull sadness for all the lives ruined at the Fate Reaper’s hands.

      Even his own.

      Later, we’re watching the Channel Nine press conference, and I’m trying not to drool over how fucking good my girl looks, talking about her investigation and what eventually led them to Klepsky’s arrest.

      My mother invited Isa, Daisy, Gabe, and Jordan to my cabin as a sign of good faith, and she’s been helping me whip together a special romantic dinner for Morgan to help celebrate the solve.

      Her eyes are glued to the television as she stirs her special alfredo sauce, while Isa and Jordan sit at the dining table playing checkers, and Gabe has Daisy draped across his lap, his hand high up on her thigh as he squints at the screen.

      “Detective Sloane, can you say for certain that Oliver Klepsky worked alone when harming these women?” A reporter asks, pencil poised to take notes.

      Morgan keeps her spine straight, giving a simple nod when she speaks. “While the case is still pending the more scientific aspects, such as forensics and DNA matches, we feel confident in the decision we made today. The Portland Police Department doesn’t make arrests lightly, and all of the evidence and circumstances uncovered thus far point to a sole perpetrator.”

      “What was the significance of the Latin?” someone else asks.

      “Many serial killers leave pieces of themselves with their victims if they don’t collect trophies. A way to identify their crimes, or give them specific notoriety in the event their deeds are ever publicized.”

      “How do you propose the citizens of Skelm Island move on from these events? If we can’t trust the police,” a female reporter in a bright red pantsuit speaks up, talking to her recorder, “then who can we trust?”

      There’s a brief pause as Morgan purses her lips, considering her answer. She offers the reporter a small smile, tipping her chin up as she finds her voice.

      “I suppose that’s a valid question, especially considering the general public has a very strained relationship with law enforcement as it is. Even when they’re doing everything they’re supposed to.”

      She takes a breath, reaching for the cup of water on the podium in front of her, sipping slowly. Setting the cup back down, she exhales, her gaze shifting to look directly in the camera.

      At me.

      When she looks back at the reporter, her eyes are soft. The electric blue almost subdued, like the energy’s been tamed now that she’s solved her case.

      “Many people in his position will actively put themselves in the way, because they want the recognition. They want to be found out before their guilt destroys them. We can’t say yet for sure if that’s the case with Klepsky, but for now, I guess that’s my answer.”

      She sighs, gripping the podium with both hands.

      “You can’t trust everyone. But… a very wise man once said to me, a person will tell you everything you need to know about them. You just have to give them a chance to speak.”

      My heart stutters, and I feel five pairs of eyes on me. I shift, turning away to strain the pasta, and my mother hip checks me, chuckling softly.

      “That sounds an awful lot like something your father used to say,” she tells me in a low voice.

      I roll my eyes, focusing on the task before me as Morgan excuses herself and Alex takes over questions.

      Dumping chopped broccoli into a skillet with a pat of butter, I turn up the heat and begin sautéing them, working in silence while my mother adds more Parmesan to her sauce.

      “So, Detective Sloane...” I start, not sure how she’ll react to the subject.

      She brushes a curly, wayward hair from her face, nodding. “Is little Morgan Jensen? I know, dear. I was at the Halloween party.”

      For some reason, my fingers tremble as I continue cooking, fear singeing my nerves.

      Her hands pause mid-grind, black pepper falling from the shaker she’s holding. When she looks up at me, her eyes are shining. “You found her.”

      I swallow, nodding, and she tosses the pepper onto the counter and launches herself into my arms, almost knocking the skillet from the stove in the process. Her squeals pierce my eardrums, and she shakes me like a clogged ketchup bottle, her excitement washing over me.

      “I believed you all along, you know.”

      Daisy snorts from where she’s sitting on the couch, apparently eavesdropping. “No, she didn’t.”

      But I don’t care if she did or not—don’t care if anyone did.

      It doesn’t matter.

      The truth doesn’t change just because people choose to deny it.

      An hour passes, and the press conference drones on, but I kick everyone out, knowing Morgan will be here soon for the night I promised her.

      For the first time since we met, we’ll enjoy each other’s company without duress, and my cock’s raring to sink inside of her as soon as possible.

      I rush to the front door when a knock sounds, eager to get the evening started, but my chest deflates when I come face-to-face with Gabe.

      It’s just started raining, so there’s a dusting of droplets across his shoulders, and he reaches up with one hand, shaking the water from his sandy blond hair.

      “Too soon,” I say, hand already pushing the door closed again, but then he’s pulling his arm out from behind his back and producing a small metal box. I swallow, raising an eyebrow. “What’s this?”

      “Confiscated it from the back of Klepsky’s car,” Gabe says, shrugging. “That’s where they found Alta May’s necklace, and…” He unlatches the lid, opening the box just enough for me to view the contents. “And some of your drawings. I recognized them, so I checked it out of evidence for you.”

      Taking the box, I shove my hand inside, riffling through the contents. My heart races, a sinking feeling opening up in my stomach and trying to pull me beneath its surface.

      “This isn’t my lockbox,” I say, sadness getting caught in my throat. “And these aren’t all of my pictures.”

      Gabe frowns, eyebrows drawing in. “Shit. I’m sorry, man. He must’ve switched them out?”

      I nod, a strange feeling sprouting inside me, bracketing around my heart like a barbed-wire fence.

      Headlights flash as Morgan’s car pulls onto my property, and the rain starts beating down harder, mimicking my fast souring mood.

      “I’ve gotta get Daisy back to the sitter,” Gabe says, taking a step back, pulling the collar of his jacket around his neck. “I’ll look into it for you, okay? See if I can find the rest of your shit.”

      Nodding again, I move back into the doorframe, setting the box on a hutch in the hallway.

      Plastering a smile on my face, I cross my arms and lean against the wall, trying not to give much purchase to the thought that I’ve lost part of my childhood, for good.
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      Usually after a case gets solved and a killer gets put away, there’s a sense of relief.

      And although the trial hasn’t happened with Klepsky, and won’t for some time, I highly doubt anyone in Skelm Island will be willing to help him with his bail.

      He didn’t have alibis for the nights of the murders.

      Claims he was “drunk at home” and doesn’t remember most of the time.

      Between that, the checkbook, and finding missing jewelry of Alta May’s in the trunk of his car, we have enough to keep him in custody until the hearing.

      He’s a flight-risk, one hundred percent.

      And even through all of that, I don’t feel the relief that I normally would. Instead, I feel like a failure. Because Klepsky blindsided me. I thought he was connected, sure but I never actually thought he was the killer.

      I thought it was too obvious. That he was too dumb.

      Sighing, I lean back in my chair, grinning over at Lincoln who sits across the kitchen table. “That was so good, Linc.” I cock a brow. “You sure you made it?”

      He takes a sip of his champagne, stifling his grin.

      I haven’t had a single drink of alcohol since before the case started, wanting to keep my mind clear, but this is a celebration. And celebrate we did, the second I walked in the door, Lincoln had me stripped down and at his mercy.

      So the food got a little cold, and instead of dressing up for our first official “date”, I’m dressed down in nothing but one of his shirts; they’re so big they skim my knees.

      “I can’t believe you would doubt my culinary skills, killer.”

      I smirk. “What time did your mom leave after she was done?”

      He groans, throwing his head back in laughter. “Ah, damn, is it that obvious?”

      I lift a shoulder. “I may have been born on a day, but I wasn’t born yesterday.”

      He chuckles again and I stand up, moving over to where he sits and plopping down in his lap, resting my head against the crook of his neck.

      “How are you feeling?” he asks, pressing a kiss to the top of my head.

      “Honestly?” I say, chewing on the inside of my cheek. “I feel a little meh about the whole thing.”

      “Well, the town is about to erect a statue in your and Alex’s image, I’m pretty sure.” He shakes his head. “Fucking Klepsky. I can’t believe it.”

      I nod against him, taking comfort in the way I can feel the beats of his heart. “Crazy, right? I’m hoping we can get a psychologist in to talk with him.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah,” I cringe. “I feel kind of… bad? I don’t know. I just—we don’t know what happened all those years at the church, or what exactly Preacher Cartwright did. And he’s still just there. Living on, existing. Pretending like he’s a man of God, and giving all the good pastors out there a bad name.” I shake my head. “I don’t understand why Oliver would murder everyone who helped shield Cartwright from persecution but wouldn’t go after the preacher himself.”

      Lincoln hums, shrugging. “People process trauma in different ways.”

      Something taps at the back of my brain, but when I try to reach for it, it dances just out of my reach. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “So what now?” Lincoln says.

      “Now.” I blow out a breath, pasting a smile on my face. “I’m gonna do the dishes.”

      I stand up from his lap, grabbing the plates from the table and his hand pops me on the ass, the sting making my abs clench as I whirl around and glare.

      He throws his hands up. “Don’t look at me. You’re practically asking for it, bending over in nothing but my shirt.”

      I tsk, gripping the dishes in my hands and walking them into the kitchen, turning the faucet on and letting the water run over my hands until it’s warm.

      Heat trickles along my spine, rough palms wrapping around my waist as a body presses against my back.

      I smile, contentment rushing through me as I lean against him.

      His lips skim along the expanse of my neck. “Do you know how sexy you look when you’re in my home, wearing my clothes, and begging me to come over here and fuck you?”

      I giggle, pressing into him harder, feeling his cock grow hard as it strains against his sweats. “Is that what I was doing?”

      “Yep.” His teeth nip at my throat, sending a rush of desire through my core, settling between my legs. My hands rest on his forearms as they squeeze around my middle, my head laying back on his broad chest.

      “It’s what you’ve always done,” he continues. “Completely wrecked me for anybody else.”

      His palms trail up my stomach and cup underneath my breasts, his thumb and finger rolling my nipples through the oversized cotton tee. I let out a small gasp as tiny pinpricks of sensation flow through me, as if his touch is directly connected to my clit, making it ache for attention.

      “Lincoln,” I whine.

      “Yeah, sweetheart?”

      I reach back and grasp his erection through his pants, my hand wrapping around his thickness and rubbing it up and down in firm strokes, heat coiling in my stomach as I feel it grow beneath my palm.

      He groans, his lips working their way up my neck to nibble at my earlobe, sending tingles skating down my body.

      I spin around in his arms, and his hands move from my chest down to my ass, gripping it firmly, his hips grinding into me.

      “Do I get my dessert?” he asks, his fingers twisting in my shirt and lifting the material until it flies over my head and drops somewhere on the kitchen floor.

      “It’s my celebration. Where’s my dessert?” My hands sneak beneath the waistband of his sweats, and push them down his thighs, his cock bobbing out, swollen and thick, the tip glistening with precum.

      I dive down to my knees, my mouth watering to have a taste.

      There’s nothing I want more right now than to feel him in my mouth, his cock pulsing on my tongue as he comes down my throat.

      My pussy clenches as I grip his shaft, more drops oozing from his tip. I lean in and lick it off, a moan escaping me at the flavor.

      He fingers my hair, pulling back the strands and fisting them in his right hand, his left one caressing the side of my jaw as I open my mouth wide to take him in.

      “That’s right, sweetheart. Put your mouth on it.”

      I glance up at him through my lashes, my stomach tensing when I take in his abs and tattooed skin, his eyes blazing as they stare down at me. I suck him in slowly, relishing in the way he groans, the salty taste of him making my insides spasm and wetness drip down the insides of my thigh.

      “Fuck,” he rasps. I twirl my tongue around his silky skin, one of my hands resting on his thigh, the muscle twitching underneath my palm, and my other hand moving from where it was working the base of his shaft, sliding down until I cup his balls, manipulating the flesh while I suction my cheeks and bob my head up and down.

      A rush of power spins through me at the way I have this man buckling under my ministrations, and I double my efforts, wanting to feel him come apart completely. He pushes my head down, my eyes watering as I breathe through my nose and attempt to stop the gag reflex as his thickness dips into my throat.

      “Breathe, baby,” he coos, his fingers cupping beneath my chin. He continues to push in slowly until his hips are flush to my face. “Goddamn,” he groans.

      Pulling back, his dick pops from my mouth entirely, and I gasp for breath, strings of saliva connecting the edge of his cock to my lips, my lungs burning.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I don’t respond, moving back in again, my mouth wrapping around his length until I’m pushing myself down on him this time, starting a steady motion of deep throating him until I’m on the edge of passing out from the lack of air.

      Suddenly, his grip on my hair tightens, and he pulls me back until his cock pops out of my mouth. He’s so hard it physically throbs in front of me.

      He lets go of the strands, reaching down and gripping under my ass, his muscles flexing as he lifts, placing me on the edge of the counter as if I weigh nothing.

      There’s something so attractive about a man who can do that. Who can bend and mold you any way he desires, as if you’re just along for the ride.

      He leans in and kisses me, our tongues tangling, his breath sweet as it mixes with mine.

      “Fuck, you’re ready for me, aren’t you, sweetheart?” he rasps, rubbing his dick through my drenched pussy lips.

      The back of my head bangs against the cupboard door. “Yes, I need it.”

      He smirks, gripping his shaft as he slides the tip in a torturous motion, making my abs clench and my clit throb.

      “Ask me nicely.”

      My gaze narrows. “Please, Lincoln. Fuck me.”

      He leans in, his arm coming to rest on the cupboard next to my face, the black roses on his bicep moving as his muscles flex. His cock lines up with my entrance, his tip teasing the hole slightly until I’m desperate for him to fill me up.

      “I’m not going to fuck you, Morgan. I’m going to own you, just like you own me.”

      And then he slides all the way in, my walls stretching to fit him. He starts a punishing pace immediately, long full strokes in and out, his thumb rubbing in circles against my clit until I’m riding so high I swear I can taste the sky.

      “Tell me you’re mine,” he demands, his hand wrapping around the front of my throat.

      I moan, my eyes rolling into the back of my head.

      “Use your words, sweetheart.”

      “Yes, yours.”

      He fucks me harder, his balls slapping against my ass with every thrust, and it just takes one nip of his teeth on my collarbone until I’m breaking apart into a thousand pieces, shattering right in the middle of his kitchen, my limbs wrapping around him as I try to hang on. He follows soon after, pulses of his cum coating the inside of me, his cock jerking wildly as he groans in my ear.

      “Christ, killer,” he says after we’ve both caught our breaths.

      He leans his forehead against mine, our chests rising and falling in perfect harmony.

      “If I ask you to stay, would you?” he whispers.

      I smile wide. “I am staying.”

      He shakes his head, his tongue swiping across his bottom lip. “No, I mean…” His fingers tangle in mine and he brings them up to his chest, his heart beating like crazy beneath our hands. “Stay. In Skelm Island.”

      “Lincoln,” I whisper, my throat swelling until it burns. “Portland’s only an hour away.”

      He pecks my lips. “An hour too far.”

      My mind races a thousand miles a minute, wondering if I could. Wondering if it’s even something I’d want. Wondering how realistic it is for me to have both.

      My career and him.

      Cupping his face with my free hand, I press my mouth to his, my heart cracking in two. “I’ll think about it.”

      I pretend I don’t see the disappointment swirl through his eyes.

      And when we fall asleep that night…

      I dream of black roses.
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        * * *

      

      My hands are clammy as they rest against the steering wheel of my Honda.

      I twist the key out of the ignition and open my car door, standing up and staring into the distance. It’s unusually foggy for this time of day, even for Skelm Island. It’s in that odd space between day and night, when the sun dips beneath the horizon but the darkness hasn’t swallowed it whole.

      I squint my eyes, trying to see the lighthouse through the mist, but it’s too thick, and other than the lightning that streaks across the sky, visibility is nonexistent.

      Walking forward, the mist hugs me like it’s trying to sink into my bones, and it sends a haunting chill up my spine, so reminiscent of my nightmares I can taste the terror bleeding through my mind.

      I make my way up the gravel drive, the sound of it crunching under my shoes the only sign that I’m heading in the right direction.

      Part of me knows I should be heading to the cottage to talk to Paul Jensen.

      My father.

      It’s the whole reason for my visit, and it’s what I told Lincoln this morning that I was coming to do.

      But, I’m scared.

      So instead of heading toward a man I don’t remember, I move toward the lighthouse, hoping that if I step inside, it will jog another flashback. Let me piece together a little bit more of my missing memory, and maybe then I’ll feel more confident about talking with my long-lost dad.

      I make it to the back door, half of me expecting it to be locked, but the handle turns, opening easily. I walk inside, the air stale and icy as I look around at the small room that leads into the spiral stairwell up to the top.

      A shiver shakes my body, urging me to go home.

      I ignore it, walking to the center of the room and closing my eyes. And then I wait.

      For what? I’m not sure. Maybe for my head to throb and a memory to hit, the way it has before.

      A sharp crack sounds from outside, and my heart jumps into my throat, my eyes springing open, and my hand slapping against my chest.

      What the hell was that?

      But it only takes a second for me to forget all about the sound as my eyes zone in on the object in front of me.

      My stomach rolls as I stand stock-still, my brain telling my limbs to move, but my body not listening, remaining frozen in place.

      Because I’m staring into the vacant, unseeing eyes of Preacher Cartwright.

      He’s naked from the waist down and his genitals are completely mutilated, blood drenching every bit of his skin.

      I finally move, my lungs whooshing out a gigantic breath as nausea threatens to make me keel over. I cover my mouth with the back of my hand, bile rising up my throat.

      Regret fills me up and makes my face hot, feeling so stupid for not bringing my gun.

      But I didn’t expect to find this.

      My gaze is frantic as I scan the surroundings, noting that there’s no blood pooling underneath him, almost as if he was moved here after the fact.

      Set up on purpose for somebody to find.

      For me to find.

      But nobody knew I was going to be here.

      Except for Lincoln.

      My chest pulls tight, refusing to acknowledge the passing thought.

      I step closer to Preacher Cartwright, my eyes trailing down his corpse, and dread drops into the pit of my stomach as my eyes close, tears burning behind the lids.

      Because there’s a line carved in his abdomen.

      Signasti fatum tuum.
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      “Are you… smiling?”

      My fingers tighten at my nephew’s waist, the giggle that bursts from his belly making my chest feel lighter than ever. He kicks his feet, squirming on his back as he tries to escape me, and I bring my hands in the air, slowly creeping back and repeating the process.

      His squeals fill my mother’s living room, and I lean back on my heels, glancing up as Gabe saunters over. He drops down onto the leather sofa, kicking his feet up on the arm and dangling his head over the opposite side.

      “Who are you, and what have you done with my best friend?” he groans, rubbing his temple with the back of his hand. The scent of whiskey wafts over to me, and I wince, covering my nose with my bicep.

      “Christ, Gabe, did you sleep in a fucking distillery last night?”

      The only reason I’m watching Charlie right now is because Daisy had a shift at the diner, and Gabe’s been more MIA this week than a deserting soldier. And since it’s my off-season for work and my mother had a hair appointment, I was volunteered.

      If not for the fact that Isa’s seen Gabe pop in at Petey’s between shifts, we’d have probably assumed he was dead.

      The image sends an unwelcome shiver down my spine, making the hairs at the nape of my neck stiffen. Klepsky’s been in police custody for a week now, but it still feels too soon to even joke.

      I don’t want to think about what might’ve happened had the fucker not been caught. Who else he might have hurt—if my mother was on his list, considering her involvement at the church. Maybe he would’ve gone after Daisy by association.

      Or Morgan.

      Her bright smile flashes across my vision, and I lose myself to the memory of waking up to her every day since the arrest. How right it feels having her here every night, safe and warm in my arms, as if she’s where she’s always belonged.

      In a way, I suppose she kind of is. A wanderer who followed the stars and finally found their way home.

      I can only hope she decides to stay for good.

      “Et tu, Brute?” Gabe throws an arm over his face, as if trying to shield his eyes from the overhead lighting. “I was working late.”

      My lips purse. “Isa said she served you around midnight.”

      “Okay, I stopped in for a beer. Is that a crime?”

      I bite down on the inside of my cheek, not wanting to argue the semantics. I’m pretty sure drinking on duty is enough grounds to get you fired, but Captain Stoll would rather bury his head in the sand than address intoxication issues among his staff.

      Besides, if he fired Gabe, he’d have to fire a third of his boys.

      Isa said she didn’t overserve, anyway, so it’s not like a single beer is going to put Gabe, or anyone else, in danger. Now that the serial killer’s been caught, Skelm Island is back to its normal array of petty thefts and vehicular accidents.

      My stomach sinks, realization that I’m justifying his poor behavior making me nauseous.

      Charlie blinks up at me with his big brown eyes, innocently babbling, completely unaware that his father is going through something. He blows a spit bubble, shaking his hands in delight when it pops against his lips.

      Ignorance is bliss.

      “Morgan Jensen’s return and a serial killer’s arrest, all in the same week.” Gabe thumps a fist against his chest, shaking his head. “Who’d have thought the island would be thrown for a loop that big?”

      Of course, word’s started to spread about the lightkeeper’s daughter’s return. ‘Back from the dead,’ some people are calling her, although if we’ve learned anything over the last few weeks, it’s that the dead stay that way. Especially in this town.

      “I know. It’s fucking insane.”

      Reaching down, I wrap my hands around Charlie, hauling him up into my arms. He nuzzles his head in the crook of my neck, and I rub small circles on his back, the way I’ve seen my sister do. I study my best friend, a distant part of me wondering why he isn’t offering to take over right now.

      But I shrug it off, assuming he’s probably exhausted. From work or alcohol, I don’t know, but regardless, he’s in no shape to take care of a baby.

      “Do you ever think about the summer we volunteered to be lifeguards at church camp?”

      Swinging my gaze to Gabe, I lift an eyebrow. “Uh… not usually, no. I blocked out pretty much anything that had to do with the church, though. The second Ma said I could stop going, I stuffed those memories way down.”

      “It was nice,” he says, reaching for a red throw pillow, pulling it over his stomach. Clasping his hands on top of the cushion, he stares blankly up at the ceiling, resembling a patient in a therapist’s office as he continues. “I think that was the last summer just you and I spent together. I mean, Isa, Archer, and Oliver were all there, but they didn’t lifeguard with us, so it was almost like you and I were this unstoppable duo. Two peas in a pod.”

      I smirk. “Is this the part where you confess you’ve been in love with me for the last twenty years?”

      He blows out a broken laugh, shaking his head. “You wish, Porter. No.” Rolling onto his side, he glances down at his son, then back at me. “It was nice, not having to do it alone that year, is all. You… took a lot of pressure off of me.”

      “Pressure?” I ask, making a face. “Yeah, I’m sure it was real hard work being the subject of every little church girl’s sexual fantasies. Cry me a fucking river, dude. You were drowning in pussy in high school.”

      A cold silence descends between us, and he slowly rolls to his back, that blank look glazing over his eyes again. “I remember you whining that entire July about how no one wanted to listen to your theories on Morgan’s disappearance, or your explanation as to how you knew her father didn’t have anything to do with it. Guess you got the last laugh there, huh?”

      “I tried to tell you,” I say, stretching my legs out in front of me.

      He grunts, nodding. “Where is the lady detective, anyway? I heard she’s shacked up with you, even though her partner went back to Portland.”

      My shoulder lifts in a half shrug. “She said she wanted to talk to Paul. I imagine there’s… a lot to unpack between them. If I have a lot of unanswered questions, I can’t imagine the things she wants to ask.”

      “She remember anything about the night she disappeared yet?”

      I consider that, smoothing my free hand up over my forearm. “If she’s regained anything, she hasn’t told me. Not that it matters.”

      “No?”

      “She might be Morgan Jensen, but that little girl I knew eighteen years ago? She doesn’t exist anymore.” I swallow over the lump in my throat, my esophagus burning with raw emotion. “I guess she hasn’t for a while, but… it was easier to live in denial, thinking she’d come back the same. Like circumstances have nothing to do with how a person turns out.”

      Gabe doesn’t say anything, and I clear my throat, Charlie’s breaths growing even as they brush against my neck. “So, anyway. It doesn’t matter to me if she gets any memories back. I’m more interested in making new ones.”

      “Cute.” He grins, but the gesture doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “You gonna try to get her to stay then?”

      “I’ve asked. Waiting on a concrete answer.”

      “Ah, she’s making you work for it.” He pushes into a sitting position, slapping his hands on his knees. “Your sister never makes me work for anything. She’s always been easy to win over.”

      I snort, pushing to my feet at the same time he does. “I don’t know where she got that quality from.”

      Stepping forward, Gabe reaches to take Charlie from me, adjusting him so the now sleeping baby’s head lolls against his shoulder. He smooths a hand over the baby’s fuzzy scalp, kissing his hairline.

      “Her forgiveness is a welcome addition to the Porter name,” he says, a wry smile twisting his lips.

      Rolling my eyes, I take off toward the kitchen as he turns on his heels and heads up the stairs, saying he’s going to put Charlie down for a nap.

      I make a cup of peppermint tea, hoping it might help soothe the stomachache flaring in my abdomen, and head to the den to look over Jordan Thomas’s proposal to help revive the Porter Lobster Co.

      I lose track of time, pouring over the binder, and when I return to the living room, the sun is beginning to set. I half expect Gabe to be either passed out on the sofa or watching television, but instead I find it empty.

      “Gabe?” I call, my voice bouncing off the walls, no one to absorb the impact.

      Mug in hand, I head up the stairs, my nausea expanding into something fiercer with each step I take.

      Peeking into the room Gabe and Daisy share, I find that one empty as well, aside from Charlie’s sleeping form in the white crib against the wall. There’s no one in the bathroom down the hall, and I even peek into my mother’s room for good measure, still coming up short a best friend.

      My gaze falls to the first door in the hall; it’s slightly ajar, but completely dark inside, and my stomach knots up as I approach, bracing for Gabe to jump out of the fucking shadows and scare me like he did when we were kids.

      No wonder I preferred Morgan’s company over his, I muse silently, pushing open the door. My hand skims up the wall, finding the light switch and flipping it up, my body tense as it awaits an attack.

      But nothing comes.

      The door swings open easily, knocking into the wall, and I’m startled by how different the bedroom looks compared to the last time I was in here, fucking Morgan at the Halloween party. My skin heats at the memory, and I step over the threshold gingerly, careful not to disrupt anything.

      It looks like a tornado ripped through the area; previously taped boxes are torn open and thrown haphazardly around the room, some crushed and some shredded, their contents scattered over the bed and carpet as if each box regurgitated and left the mess for someone else to clean up.

      The bedsheets have been balled up and tucked between the bed frame and the wall, and there’s broken glass everywhere. I move in, careful not to make the mess worse, tiptoeing to inspect the window and see if there was a break-in.

      Pulling back the curtain, I find the window completely intact, and my mind starts racing, a million possibilities swimming through and trying to take root as an explanation.

      “What the hell…” I say, trailing off as I turn in a circle, pinching the bridge of my nose.

      Did… Gabe do this?

      My mind flickers back to Halloween night, and the brief thought I had about whether or not Gabe had been sleeping in the room because of the way the bed had been made up. It felt lived in, even if I didn’t spare the time to think too much about it.

      I had more pressing things on my mind at the time, like getting Morgan naked and fucking her brains out.

      But if Gabe was sleeping here, why would he destroy the room?

      Exhaling, I peek out the window, noting that his car is gone, guilt weaving its tendrils around my heart. Maybe he was more drunk than I realized, and I just fucking sent him on his way.

      Still, it’s not like him to leave without saying goodbye, so maybe something just set him off.

      Maybe I’m not at fault here.

      A scratching sound draws my attention, and I freeze up, anxiety flooding my chest and making my heart skip a beat as I glance around, sure I’ve somehow missed an intruder. Darting back across the room, I stick my head out the door, glancing up and down the hall.

      It’s totally still, the only audible sound Charlie’s heavy breathing in the next room. I sigh, thoughts of everything that happened at Halloween and before swirling around chaotically in my brain, making me hear things.

      Chest tight, I move to pull the spare room door closed, figuring that’s a conversation for whenever Gabe decides to show back up.

      Just as I’ve started out of the room, I pause, something shiny glinting from beneath the bed and catching my eye.

      Tapping my foot on the floor, I shrug. “It’s not like he’s ever been one to respect my privacy.”

      Shoving the door wider, I walk back into the room, crouching down and feeling blindly for the object. My fingers brush something cold and metallic, and my eyebrows knit together as I pull it out.

      Time seems to come to a complete standstill when I slide it into view, gripping the metal sides so tight that my fingers go numb.

      My breathing stalls out like my lungs have filled with wet cement, and my heart stutters a staccato rhythm in my chest, like a toy winding down.

      Running my thumbs over the smooth corners, I try to clear my throat and unstick my tongue from the roof of my mouth. Getting to my feet, I slowly set the object on the bed, blinking rapidly, as if that might make it disappear.

      My lockbox.

      A ragged breath tears out of me as I toy with the lock—a little golden buckle with my father’s initials engraved on it.

      Broken, like someone took a hammer to it so they could access the inside.

      “What the fuck,” I whisper to myself, shaking my head as I push back the lid, noting that the box is empty.

      Any sliver of hope I’d been holding on to that I might recover my photos and newspaper articles about Morgan Jensen vanishes as my eyes take in the hollow box.

      I deflate with the realization, my shoulder slumping forward.

      But then I glance up at the inside of the lid, apprehension raging inside me. Red flags erect in my head, trying to stop me from pulling at the tape, but then the items pop free.

      The first is a folded-up print of an ancient scroll; I smooth out the edges, scrunching my face up when I see the Latin scribbled on the page.

      Next, one of my pictures, this one of all us church kids, gathered around Preacher Cartwright’s aboveground pool, celebrating the man’s birthday. Or something. I can’t remember the exact occasion, only that nobody really wanted to attend.

      Our mothers made us, though, insisting we be hospitable; I’m standing up front with my arms around Morgan and Isa’s shoulders, giving the former a noogie while she tries to wiggle from my grip.

      Sweeping my eyes over the familiar faces, I spot Klepsky off to the side by himself, arms crossed over his chest and a vicious scowl marring his youth.

      It’s not until I see Gabe, though, that the nauseous feeling in my stomach grows, spiraling into an unmaintainable mass of fear and anxiety.

      I bring the picture up closer, taking in his scrawny body—and the preacher standing right beside him, one hand clamped tight around Gabe’s bare shoulder.

      Cartwright’s smiling, the gesture stretched so thin, it’s almost possible to see right through him.

      But Gabe’s not.

      In fact, his face is impassive. Blank and unseeing, a lot like the Fate Reaper’s corpses.

      Too much like them.

      Dread settles like an anchor in the pit of my stomach, pieces of a puzzle I didn’t even know I was putting together slotting into place.

      The constant disappearing act.

      His presence at every single crime scene, as if anyone’s just that lucky.

      “I took French in high school,” Gabe says after a beat, glancing up at us from where he’s crouched beside Sloane’s car. “Remind me of Latin’s significance?”

      “It’s only the entire basis for our country’s legal jargon,” Sloane says, crossing her arms over her chest. “Not like that’s pertinent to your job or anything.” She arches a brow, eyeing his badge. “Officer.”

      “Also,” I say, pointing a finger at him. “You did take Latin. Private tutoring with Preacher Cartwright, remember?”

      “Ah, yes. So we could ‘properly annotate ancient scripture.’ Must have repressed that horrible experience.”

      The photo slips from my fingers as I blink from the memory, my mind firing through a dozen different scenarios, collecting signs like little bread crumbs.

      An ache so deep and visceral lances through my chest that I have to steady myself on the mattress.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” I say, reaching into the box for the last item. The petals are shriveled, somehow preserved after all these years, but I’d recognize the flowers anywhere.

      Black roses.
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      My mind races a thousand miles a minute as I try to figure out how this could have happened. What we missed—what I missed—that had us arresting an innocent man.

      My fingers grip my cell as I pull it from my pocket, but when I glance down, I realize there’re no bars.

      A boom of thunder sounds on cue.

      Must be out from the storm.

      Great.

      I knew Klepsky was too obvious.

      But if he isn’t the killer, why did he have so much evidence against him?

      Unless…

      Someone planted it.

      Still, it just doesn’t make sense why anyone would go through the trouble of framing someone else; first with Lincoln and then with Klepsky, only to continue the murders after an arrest has been made.

      But then I think about all of my other cases, and disappointment roots itself in the center of my chest. The killer’s playing games.

      Trying to make me feel stupid.

      With one last look at Preacher Cartwright, I spin around, moving toward the door to head back to my car and get somewhere so I can call this in.

      The sun has fully set now, the moon shining off the fog that blankets the area like a curtain. I can barely see three steps in front of me, the air so thick and moist it sinks into my skin and douses my insides, making every breath harder to come by.

      Anxiety pricks me like needles as I make my way to the car.

      Crack.

      My heart skips at the sound of a branch breaking in the distance.

      “Hello?” I ask, squinting my eyes to try and see in front of me.

      Silence.

      My stomach tightens painfully, my senses going on high alert.

      I take another careful step forward, my head leaning to the side as I try to make out a shape, or…  anything.

      “Hello?” I yell out again.

      It’s quiet other than the waves crashing in the distance, and I breathe deep, counting to three and trying to find my center.

      I’m only spooked because there’s a dead body and no cell service.

      But then another sound crashes through my eardrums, a crunch of brittle leaves, and my heart stutters in my chest.

      There’s someone here.

      And it sounds like they’re coming from the direction of my car, although it’s hard to say for sure with this weather.

      My fists clench as I spin around and head in the opposite direction, hoping that maybe if I walk far enough, I can get at least one or two bars on my phone.

      Anxiety swirls deep in my gut, making my nerves fray and I quicken my pace, stumbling over loose gravel and small twigs.

      Another sound from behind me, this time closer, and my heart surges, slamming against my ribs.

      My lungs burn from sucking in mouthfuls of cold air, and adrenaline mixes with the fear that’s pumping through my system as I resist the urge to look around and try to see if anyone’s there.

      When I hear heavy footfalls slapping the ground behind me, I let go of my reservations and break into a sprint, my stomach cramping and legs burning.

      My foot stumbles over something round, and I trip and fall, searing pain radiating up my ankle. Shit, shit, shit.

      I wince as I try to stand, collapsing back down onto the ground, my teeth biting through the skin of my cheek to hold in the grunt of pain. Small pebbles scrape along my palms as I drag myself forward, ignoring the way the loose dirt stings the fresh scratches on my forearms.

      The sound of waves comes closer, and I realize I must be close to the edge of the cliff. My breathing stutters, my insides curdling.

      The only place to go is down.

      Only this is no dream, and I know I can’t jump. There’s no bed of black roses to catch me, only the icy, raging water and the sharp, rocky shore.

      The footsteps get closer, my ears straining against the noise. And then they stop, and I lift my hands to cover my mouth, too scared to even breathe.

      “Nowhere left to run?”

      The line is so familiar it smacks me in the chest, whooshing the air from my lungs and throwing me into a memory.

      “Nowhere left to run?” A skinny boy with sandy blond hair appears through the fog, and I take small steps back on my feet, my heart throbbing from the exertion of being chased.

      “Gabe… stop it. This isn’t funny anymore,” I say, my hands splayed in front of me.

      The corner of his mouth tips up, a manic look filtering through his gaze as he steps close.

      I move back, bits of gravel flying from under my shoe and crumbling down the side of the steep cliff.

      “No, it isn’t funny, is it?” he snaps.

      “What’s your problem?” I twist around, panic pouring through me as I realize if I move anymore, I’ll fall.

      He has me cornered, with nowhere to go.

      “You, Morgan. You are my problem,” he spits.

      My brows pull in, confusion and fear mixing like poison in my blood. “Is this because Linc didn’t let you come with us to the lightroom?”

      “He never lets me come!” he yells, his foot kicking out at a rock, sending it flying into the distance.

      My eyes widen. I’ve never seen Gabe like this—so angry.

      “And he never stays. You two just go running off into your stupid little lighthouse, never caring about what happens to the rest of us.”

      “It’s not my fault your mom makes you stay at church.” I swallow, my eyes bouncing to our surroundings. I need to figure out how to calm him down. “Gabe, you can… you can come play with us if you want. I’m sure Linc won’t mind.”

      He huffs out a laugh, shaking his head as he pulls something from his pants pocket. As he steps closer, I see it’s a large kitchen knife, the metal glinting as he moves toward me.

      Terror surges through my insides as I push my hands out farther in front of me. “You’re gonna be in so much trouble once your parents find out about this.”

      He cackles, a high-pitched laugh, so loud it grates against my ears. “My parents don’t give a damn about what happens to me,” he hisses.

      Something cracks in the distance, and both of our heads snap to the side.

      A pretty woman with tangled brown hair steps through the fog, a bouquet of deep purple roses in her hands, so dark they look almost black.

      “Mom,” I whisper, relief rushing through me.

      Her head tilts as she takes in the scene, her milky blue eyes resting on me and then Gabe, before looking down at the knife in his hand.

      She doesn’t seem scared—which isn’t surprising—my mother is so far gone in her head she doesn’t even recognize me half the time.

      Gabe groans, throwing his head back. “Just great. Here come the Jensen’s, ruining everything as usual.”

      “What is wrong with you?” I scoff, narrowing my eyes, resentment at someone talking badly about my family making the words spew from my mouth. “You’re awful. I don’t know why Linc even wants to be your friend.”

      His gaze hardens, and he lunges forward, the knife outstretched in his hand. I scream, my arms flying out again to brace for the impact.

      It all happens in slow motion after that.

      My mom running in between us, the blade lodging deep into her middle.

      Horror washes through me. “No!”

      Shock slides over every nerve in my body like ice, until I’m frozen in place, helpless to do anything but watch as my mom’s fist loosens, the bouquet of roses falling to the ground, petals breaking off the stem and scattering as she sinks to her knees.

      Gabe stares down at her, his eyes wide and his mouth slightly parted, as if he can’t quite believe what it is he just did. His gaze keeps bobbing from the knife that he’s still holding back up to my mother’s face. “Holy shit,” he whispers.

      Tears stream down my face, my stomach splitting open with a pain so strong it blurs my vision. “Mom,” I force out between sobs, my body finally reacting to my brain and moving toward her. “Mommy, please.”

      She looks at me, and I swear to God her eyes are the clearest they’ve been in years, the icy blue penetrating through to my soul.

      “Morgan,” she whispers. “Run.”

      I snap back to the present, my mouth gaping in horror and a splitting pain pounding between my eyes as I stare at Gabriel Wilson, making his way toward me slowly through the fog.

      “It was you,” I say.

      He smirks, hands on his hips, his shirt splotchy with red stains. “I was really, really hoping it wouldn’t come to this.”

      I scoot back on my butt, tension wringing my muscles tight, knowing I have nowhere else to go. I glance behind me.

      His gaze follows my line of sight, his lips tilting up. “Poetic, isn’t it?” His footsteps stall as he chuckles. “Oh, that’s right. You don’t remember.”

      My stomach drops to the ground.

      “You know, I really thought I made sure you were dead.” He shakes his head, pulling a gun from the waistband of his pants. “Mistakes of a thirteen-year-old, I guess.”

      His grin widens until it splits his face, his hand moving in front of him, as if he’s writing a note in the air. “Note to self: a rock to the back of the head and thrown from a cliff does not guarantee death.”

      “Yo-You…” I stutter, my brain trying to wrap around the information overload. “You killed my mother.”

      He nods, his eyes sparking. “So you do remember?”

      I swallow around the knot in my throat, my brain trying to figure out how the hell I’m going to get myself out of this situation, and trying to come to terms with the fact that Gabe outsmarted me at every turn.

      I didn’t even think of him.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” he sighs. “She wasn’t supposed to be there. It was only you I needed gone.” His eyes narrow into slits.

      I tilt my head. “And you killed all those women?”

      “Those women reaped what they sowed.” His voice is flat, his eyes hollow as he stops right in front of me, crouching down, the gun dangling between his legs. “I thought I had moved on from it.” He shrugs. “But you know what they say about repressed trauma.”

      I suck in a breath, the puzzle coming together in my brain. “Preacher Cartwright?”

      Gabe’s jaw tenses, his gaze growing glassy. “That sick bastard was living on borrowed time, anyway, may he rot in hell.” He spits on the ground. “Pedophile fuck.”

      A rock sinks in my gut. “He molested you.”

      A tear tracks down Gabe’s cheek, and he leans his head to the side, cracking his neck, before lifting his hand until the barrel of his gun rubs against his temple. “I will never let my son go through what I did.”

      I latch onto the emotion, hoping I can keep him talking long enough to figure out how the hell I’m going to escape this situation. “Gabe, I can’t… I can’t imagine.”

      “No. You will never understand what it’s like,” he speaks through his teeth. The tendons in his neck strain and he taps the barrel of his gun to his temple again, tears pouring steadily from his eyes. “Years of mental torture. Years of staying after Sunday school to ‘help.’”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek, my stomach churning.

      “Years of watching Lincoln fucking Porter walk away and spend time with you, instead of staying behind with the rest of us.”

      Another piece clicks into place. “That’s why you tried to frame him?”

      His nostrils flare, his eyes narrowing. “He’s always had it so easy, always gotten everything he’s ever wanted.” He snaps his fingers. “Like that. The ‘town golden boy.’”

      A maniacal laugh fills the air, and my chest squeezes painfully.

      “It isn’t fair. And the one thing I thought I took from him, Well.” He smiles, waving the gun at me. “Here you are.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “No.” He shakes his head, running his free hand through his hair. Even from a few feet away, I can see the trembling. “But you will be.”

      And then he raises his gun in the air and pulls the trigger.
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      My stomach churns violently as my fist meets Paul Jensen’s front door, the surface bowing from the sudden impact. I don’t wait to hear footsteps on the other side, the rapping of my knuckles against wood a mechanical, repetitive motion that I can’t pull myself out of.

      Anything to temporarily numb the panic settling into my bone marrow.

      Gabe is the fucking Fate Reaper.

      Gabe.

      My sister’s husband, my nephew’s father.

      My best friend.

      I don’t need to know the motive behind it, or see any more evidence; it’s a truth I can feel in my soul, scraping its venomous talons down my back and filling me with revulsion.

      Why the fuck didn’t I see it before?

      The door swings open, Paul’s irritated face appearing; he reaches up, grabbing my hand before it can land a punch to his face, shoving me back with a grunt.

      “You mind, boy? Some people use the nighttime to sleep, you know.”

      A stuttered breath wrangles out of my chest, and I push past him, my eyes scanning the cottage’s front room. It smells like pine and cider, the plaid sofa across from the fireplace the exact same one he’s had the last twenty years. My foot catches on the massive black bear rug in the middle of the room, and I stare down at it, remembering how much Mrs. Jensen hated the thing.

      Pain twists like shackles around my heart, and I whirl on Paul as he comes up behind me. “Where is she?”

      He blinks, his face contorting with annoyance. “Where is who?”

      “Morgan,” I snap, reaching out to grip his shoulders. Trying to keep myself from losing my last vestige of sanity. The longer I go without knowing she’s safe, the more I can feel my brain unhinging. “Your daughter? She said she was coming up here to talk to you.”

      “My…” Paul’s eyes narrow, and he wrenches out of my hold, walking over to a hutch next to the front door. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Cut the shit, old man.” I walk over, pulling open a drawer and grabbing the first overturned picture frame I touch. Yanking it out, I hold it up, practically mashing it into his face. “Detective Sloane is your daughter. Don’t act like you don’t know that.”

      He stumbles back, snatching the frame from my hand. “I don’t…”

      His eyes go wide as he takes in the photo, roving back and forth over Morgan’s ten-year-old face.

      A single tear beads on his bottom eyelid, and he reaches up, batting it away with a wrinkled hand. “I had my suspicions, but I didn’t… didn’t want to get my hopes up.”

      “Well, congratulations,” I say, starting to pace around the house, renewing my efforts to find her, even though my gut says she isn’t here. “Now where the hell is she?”

      “She hasn’t been here.”

      He doesn’t stop looking at the picture.

      Fear slides up my throat, hot like bile, and I drag my hands through my hair, pulling tight as I try to think. I know she wouldn’t have lied, not when she was so determined to get answers and figure shit out, but… where the hell would she have gone?

      A bolt of lightning cracks against the night sky, illuminating the fog through the window, and I freeze, my breathing growing shallow when I see the lighthouse.

      The door is wide open.

      My stomach tenses, anxiety knotting in my organs, and I swing my gaze to Paul. “You been in the tower today?”

      He frowns. “No. You’re the only one who ever goes up there.”

      Embarrassment heats my cheeks for a split second, with the realization that he’s been aware of where I’d been disappearing to all these years. But I shake it off, squaring my shoulders as I head back outside.

      “Not the only one.”

      My steps are heavy as I stalk across the yard, my chest tightening with each crunch of leaves beneath my feet.

      I can feel Paul’s presence behind me, a shadow casting beyond me each time the lightning flashes in the sky, and I have a moment of déjà vu, remembering the last time I was here, searching for Morgan.

      “She can’t have gone far,” Paul calls, staring out past the lighthouse, the hesitation in his voice revealing that even he isn’t convinced.

      My pops claps his hand over my shoulder, squeezing through the black cloak of my vampire costume. “We’ll find her, kid. Don’t worry.”

      I nod, knowing that if anyone can, it’s Skelm Island’s premiere lobsterman. Tears sting my eyes as I look up at him, but I clear my throat, trying to will them away.

      Porter men don’t cry.

      Crouching down, my father meets me at eye level, his big hands resting on my neck. “Don’t give me that, Linc. I don’t want your damn tears. They don’t help in these situations.” He brings one hand down, his dark eyes holding mine as he taps a finger to my chest, arching his brows. “You look in here, and you focus on that little glimmer of happiness. That sunspot on your heart with her name on it. You feel it?”

      Biting my lip, I suck in a strangled breath, warmth radiating beneath his touch. The kind I only feel when she’s around.

      I nod.

      “Good. Until that feeling’s gone, don’t you dare give up hope.”

      Stepping into the tower, it’s that feeling I try to focus on, tethering myself to the way my heart calms at the thought of her, as if my body just knows. I’ll find her.

      Still, the feeling slips away the second we spot Preacher Cartwright’s mutilated corpse, damn near unrecognizable, covered in blood and carved to bits.

      Vomit teases the back of my throat as I stare, Paul skidding to a halt beside me, both of us taking in the Latin etched into the man’s chest.

      Signasti fatum tuum.

      You have sealed your fate.

      “What the hell?” Paul hisses. “A copycat? For Christ’s sake, I thought—”

      My heart rages in my ears, blood rushing between them as I recall my earlier conversation with Gabe.

      I told him she’d be here.

      “Not a copycat,” I deadpan, taking a step back out of the tower. “Gabriel Wilson is the Fate Reaper, and I think…” I suck in a breath, every muscle in my body aching. “I think he had something to do with Morgan’s disappearance.”

      My voice breaks on the last word, even though the conviction I feel in the claim is steady. Why else would the black rose have been there in the lockbox?

      The sound of a gunshot ricochets through the air, and my mouth dries up, my tongue swelling as my anxiety skyrockets.

      Paul whirls around, eyes darting from left to right, and I walk behind him, shoving him back toward the cottage.

      “Go,” I tell him, desperation scratching my throat. “Call the fucking cops.”

      He doesn’t have to be told twice, and the second he’s out of range, I jog to the other side of the lighthouse, peering through the fog as the ocean rages below.

      A sob echoes on the wind, drawing my attention to the cliffside; I squint, relief barreling through me as I make out two shadowed figures, one standing, the other stretched out on the ground.

      My stomach plummets. Two figures.

      Clenching my jaw, I slide along the side of the lighthouse, the white brick cool against my side as my coat rides up. My breathing is ragged, too loud as I approach, and I can only hope the wind covers the sound.

      I’ve done extractions before. Overseen operations far more dangerous than this, fighting for my life as bullets whizzed past my head and I bled out from knife wounds.

      But I was never in love with the victim. Didn’t know how badly the emotion could cloud your judgment, and as I press myself harder against the building, I’m physically repressing the urge to dart over and launch myself on top of Morgan.

      Plus, I’m not sure about Gabe’s mental state, or his intentions here. I need to play it safe.

      Even if every nerve ending in my body is screaming at me not to.

      I’m not losing you a second time, Morgan.

      As I reach the end of the wall, I plaster myself as close as possible to it, studying the scene before me; Morgan’s flat on her ass, clutching her ankle as she tilts her head up at Gabe.

      He’s monologuing in a low voice—too low for me to make out the words.

      But he’s distracted, which is good. A gun dangles from his hand, and he spins it around, clearly comfortable with the fact that Morgan’s subdued. Rookie mistake, letting your guard down.

      I wait for him to turn his back and push off the wall as he stares out over the ocean, sprinting in his direction; just as I’m about to reach him, though, a beam of light splits the sky as the tower turns on for the first time in two decades.

      Gabe spins around at the same time, arms outstretched, and the pistol whips across my face before I have a chance to dodge it; the taste of copper floods my mouth, and I see stars as my head jerks to one side, knocking me to my knees.

      “Lincoln,” Morgan screams, the sound making my ears ring.

      “Goddamnnit,” Gabe shouts, launching himself backward, slipping on the edge of the rocky shore. He rights his footing, shaking off his surprise, and glares up at the lighthouse. “I thought that thing was broken.”

      I spit out a mouthful of blood, rubbing my jaw as I push back to my feet. “What the fuck is going on, Gabe?”

      He looks at me, tilting his head. “If you’re here, that must mean you already figured it out.”

      I don’t glance in Morgan’s direction, already feeling my resolve unravel as she whimpers off to the side. If I see her distress up close, I won’t be able to contain myself.

      Steeling Gabe with a look, even as he points the gun in my direction, I frown. “You’re a killer now, Gabe? That’s not like you.”

      “Clearly, you don’t know me, then.” He laughs, the sound hollow and broken. “Although, I guess I can’t be surprised, considering the only person you’ve ever fucking cared about was little Morgan Jensen. What the fuck did she have that was so great, hm? How come she was more important to you?”

      Frowning, I shake my head. “Jesus, Gabe, she was my best friend.”

      “I was your best friend first,” he snaps, waving the weapon. “But when she came along, it was like you two were part of this exclusive club, and no one else had access to it.”

      My eyes flicker to her for the briefest second, assessing for visible damage, and then back to him.

      “She didn’t even have to ask for your help, and you’d just give it to her. Morgan had a bully? Oh, Lincoln Dean Porter to the fucking rescue. Where the fuck was my help?”

      “I don’t…” A lump lodges in my throat, and I shake my head. “I don’t know what you mean. What did you need help with?”

      “Jesus Christ, are you stupid or in denial? Why don’t you ask Detective Sloane about the little present I left her in the lighthouse?”

      Morgan blows out a breath. “He killed Preacher Cartwright.”

      “I know. I saw.” My brows furrow, my brain trying to make sense of everything. “Are you trying to send some sort of message?”

      Gabe laughs maniacally. “Yeah, I guess you could say that. Death to fucking pedophiles.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut tight, I try to block out the immediate surge of guilt that rears like a tidal wave in my gut, flooding my nervous system and breaking me in half. When I open them again, Gabe’s standing a little bit closer, a malicious grin stretched over his face.

      It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen from him before, and I can’t help staring harder, trying to find a semblance of the man I grew up with.

      The husband and father I know.

      The friend I’ve loved.

      “Didn’t know Cartwright liked to get handsy? Oliver and I did. Every time you ran off to do fuck-knows-what with her,” he says, aiming the gun at Morgan, “that fat fucker would bend us over his desk, shove us onto our knees. Make us repent for giving him sinful thoughts, and then tell us we’d burn in hell if we ever told anyone. Real piece of work.”

      My throat burns. “I didn’t… Jesus, fuck. I didn’t know.”

      “Of course you didn’t. Oliver and I kept our mouths shut, and the women at the church who suspected did everything in their power to sweep it under the rug.” His face pales, eyes blazing. “Not even the time I came out of his office with blood streaked across my mouth and ran into his wife, did anyone say anything.”

      “Blood?” Morgan chokes, and Gabe’s eyes volley to her, his stance unmoving.

      “He didn’t like back talk,” Gabe whispers, and a sharp pang lances through me, a canyon of despair threatening to crack open and drown me. “If the back of his hand didn’t shut you up, any of the objects he shoved down your throat… or other places… would.”

      “Oh, god,” Morgan sobs, leaning over with her head hanging. Retching fills the air, and Gabe turns away, disgust marring his features.

      But more than that, I see sadness. A terribly broken man standing before me, convinced he’s at the end of his rope.

      “Cartwright got what he deserved.” I take a step in Gabe’s direction. He doesn’t seem to register the movement, too lost in his thoughts. “But what about the women you killed?”

      “Lies of omission.” His voice is flat. “I refuse to let my son grow up around women who don’t protect their kids the way they should.”

      My chest throbs, his words slicing right through me. Fuck, how am I going to tell Daisy?

      “You tried to frame me,” I say. “Why?”

      “You already did your service, protecting Morgan. I wanted to save my son from the same fate.”

      “Of being molested—”

      “No, of coming up short in your life. If a person isn’t Lincoln’s number one priority, their needs don’t matter.” He glances up at the sky as thunder rolls in. “I thought getting rid of Morgan would fix that, but clearly I only ever made it worse. No one has ever mattered to you more than she does.”

      “You’re right.” My eyes find hers as she drags her hand across her mouth, and that warm feeling flares inside my chest, residual hope springing up even as we face potential death. “I’m in love with her. And killing her won’t change that.”

      Sighing, Gabe rocks back on his heels, scratching at his temple with the gun. Then he brings it back down, aiming the barrel at my chest. “Guess I should start at the source, then.”

      “It’s really hard to repair a friendship after an attempted murder,” I say, something in me still trying to reach out for him. “What does it solve, Gabe?”

      “It’s not always about resolution,” he replies, shrugging. “Sometimes, it’s about extinguishing the pain.”

      “Gabe.” My voice is pinched, nervous. Distraught. “I didn’t know. I wouldn’t have… fuck, I would’ve done anything to keep you from being hurt. You have to know that.”

      The plea doesn’t seem to register, though; his finger flicks the trigger, a shot blasting through the air at the same time as Morgan’s horrified shriek, and I brace myself for the impact, hoping it somehow misses important organs so I can still get Morgan out of here.

      But the pain never comes; blinking, I sweep my hands down over my chest, inspecting for a wound, afraid that maybe shock is keeping me from feeling it, but find nothing.

      Aside from the dull ache in my cheek, I’m completely unharmed; my chin snaps up as Gabe shouts a curse, dropping the gun from his hand as he falls to the ground, fingers wrapping around his thigh.

      “Fuck,” he screams, applying pressure as blood spurts from the hole in his jeans.

      I whirl around, afraid that maybe we missed an accomplice, but instead meet Paul’s steely gaze as he creeps toward us, his rifle tucked beneath his chin.

      Relief sags in my shoulders, and I launch forward as sirens blare in the distance, grabbing the discarded gun before Gabe can recover. I train it on him, my breaths ragged as they tear from my chest.

      Morgan’s broken sob cuts through the air, and I swallow, unwilling to take my eyes off Gabe for even a second.

      Paul nods toward his daughter. “Go,” he commands, pointing the rifle at Gabe as he continues howling in pain.

      My stomach cramps as I watch my best friend curl into himself, tears streaking down the sides of his face, my heart being flayed wide open as his agony bleeds into the cold air. I’m frozen, helpless, and fucking broken as reality pours down on me.

      I failed him.

      Something else presses into me, a massive weight crushing my chest with its intensity.

      Anger.

      The longer I stand here watching Gabe writhe in agony, his cries echoing off the cliff, the less attached I become to his pain.

      It morphs, the realization that I wasn’t there for him, into something feral, a cancer ravaging my body. Because—how the fuck was I supposed to know?

      I was eleven years old, for God’s sake.

      Granted, maybe I could’ve paid more attention. Maybe I could’ve stayed behind, discovered what was going on and put a stop to it.

      But that wasn’t my fucking responsibility.

      Instead of getting help or finding a way to heal, Gabe succumbed to his demons. Murdered people in retaliation and tried to pin the blame on me.

      And even though I wasn’t one of the Fate Reaper’s victims, Gabe Wilson still managed to ruin my life when he removed Morgan from it.

      So, while pain and pity throw a party in my throat, resentment builds in my chest like a geyser, exploding, forcing me to turn away from his form in search of something good.

      Morgan’s hiccup draws my attention, and as red and blue lights glare against the night sky, I scramble back, tossing the gun past us, and over to her, immediately collecting her into my embrace.

      I smooth the damp hair from her face as she buries her head in my neck, her tears soaking the front of my shirt as she clings to me.

      “He killed my mom,” she whispers, her teeth scraping my skin as they chatter. I hug her closer, covering her with the flaps of my coat, trying to bring warmth back to her icy skin. “He came for me that Halloween, and she threw herself in the way.”

      “Did he tell you that?”

      She shakes her head, pulling back just enough to look up at me. My hands frame her face, thumbs caressing her cheekbones. “No, I remembered.” Sniffling, she lays her hand over my heart. “She saved me.”

      “Of course she did,” I murmur, deliriously happy to have her in my arms. “She loved you, sweetheart.”

      Another sob racks her body, and she breaks down as the police storm the area, Captain Stoll leading the charge. Gabe’s pinned to the ground by two different officers, and they ignore his cries, roughly handcuffing him and dragging him to his feet.

      I keep Morgan’s face in my hands until long after they’ve gone, letting her presence ground me to the moment. When they haul Gabe off, Captain Stoll takes Morgan’s statement, and then moves on to the cottage where Paul’s disappeared, telling us we’re free to go for now.

      We drive home in silence, fingers interlocked over the console of the car, and my heart shatters into a million more pieces when I pull into my driveway and see Daisy pacing on the porch. Monet whines at her from inside, and she freezes when she sees my headlights, placing her hands on her hips.

      “Shit,” I mutter, putting the car in park.

      Morgan glances at me, pressing her lips together. She doesn’t say anything, just leans over and presses a kiss to my fingers; I close my eyes, trying to imprint the feel of her lips on my skin, and then shuffle out of the car, carrying her inside.

      She insists she can get ready for bed on her own, saying her ankle is just a little twisted but manageable, so I leave her in the bathroom and walk back outside to Daisy.

      Sitting in the rocking chair, Daisy strokes Monet’s fur, a small smile on her lips as he lays his head in her lap.

      “Where’s Charlie?” I ask, my throat constricting.

      “With Ma.” She doesn’t look up at me, dragging a hand through her brown hair. Silence ebbs around us, the soft slapping of the waves against the dock the only sound for miles, making me uneasy.

      “I got a phone call,” she says finally. “About…” Her voice catches, breaking on the end of the sentence, and she leans forward, holding her stomach as she hunches over. “It was him, wasn’t it?”

      I don’t say anything. I don’t need to.

      She already knows.

      “I didn’t want to believe it,” she whispers. “But the signs were all there, weren’t they?”

      Again, I say nothing, watching as she begins rocking herself. Wishing there was something, anything, I could do to lessen the pain.

      But as a knot sticks in my throat, a hollow feeling settling in my soul, I know there’s no way to fix this. Not for her, not for me.

      “It’s not always about resolution. Sometimes, it’s about extinguishing the pain.”

      “He was broken,” I offer quietly, dropping to my knees beside the chair. Monet sniffs at me, pushing his snout against my shoulder.

      “Yeah, well. Now, so are we.”

      Daisy and I sit there like that for a while, sorrow digging into our skin like roots pushing into the earth. We don’t speak, our hands inches away, both of us trying to find some sort of comfort in our new reality.

      It’s not until she leaves, and I head back inside to Morgan, wrapping myself around her half-asleep form in bed, that I find it.
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      “You’re sure?”

      My stomach slowly unravels from the knots it’s been in since I made the decision a week ago to resign.

      I nod.

      Sarge blows out a breath, running a hand over his graying black hair. “Well, good. I was gonna have to place you on administrative leave anyway.”

      My mouth pops open. “For what? I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Sarge narrows his eyes. “You were sleeping with one of the suspects.”

      I cringe, sitting back in the chair and crossing my arms. “Technically, I didn’t sleep with him until after he was cleared.”

      “Semantics.”

      I shrug. “Not really.”

      Sarge sighs, running a hand through his hair. “Word on the street is you have amnesia.”

      “Ugh,” I groan, rolling my eyes. “It’s a nonissue.”

      His brows shoot to the sky. “Nonissue? It’s front page news, Sloane. You’re the talk of every national news station from here to California.”

      I point at him. “That is not my fault.”

      The corners of his lips lift as he stares me down. “Are you trying to start a fight?”

      My mouth curls up. “Habit.”

      Over the past three weeks since Gabe was arrested, I’ve had a lot of time to think about my life. About my priorities. About where things stand and where I want to go.

      And I don’t know much, but I do know that nothing in life is ever guaranteed, and if you don’t cherish every moment, you could miss out on something great. Being a homicide detective is what I’ve always wanted. I lived for my job because I was always searching for that something.

      But what was lost has now been found.

      So, I don’t feel that way anymore.

      Maybe I’ll regret my decision, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned from this career, it’s that life can be snuffed out in the blink of an eye. And I’d rather spend the time I’ve got making memories with the people I love.

      I stand up from the chair, leaning over the desk and stretching out my hand. “It’s been an honor to work with you, sir.”

      Sarge places his palm in mine, squeezing. “You’re a hell of a detective, Sloane.”

      Emotion lodges in my throat, and I nod before spinning around and walking to the door.

      As soon as I open it, Alex straightens from the other side, a sheepish grin lighting up his face. “Carina.”

      I scowl at him, shoving him playfully by the shoulders. “Eavesdropper.”

      He chuckles, slinging an arm over my shoulder as we walk across the bullpen and to the entrance of the Portland precinct.

      “So, you’re leaving for real, huh?” he asks, the grin dimming on his face as he pushes open the metal doors, allowing me to go through first.

      I twist to face him as I slide my arms through my coat, an ache spreading through my chest. “I don’t really know why I’d stay.”

      His hand flies to his chest. “Ouch.”

      I roll my eyes to try and stem the tears, but they tease my lower lids anyway. “Oh, please,” I choke out. “I’ll be like an hour away.”

      He nods, shoving his hands in his pockets as he stares at me, pursing his lips. “You gonna come back?”

      I lift my shoulders. “I’m gonna take this opportunity to see what life has to offer. I went almost twenty years without ever knowing my real home, you know?” I pull a maroon knit cap from my pocket and shove it on my head, relishing in the way it immediately spreads warmth over my ears. “I need to figure out where I belong.”

      Alex tsks as he stares at the ground. “Ah, carina. We both know where you belong.” He walks over to me, his fingers tipping my chin up until our gazes meet. “And as much as I wish it were here with me…”

      His words trail off, and my chest throbs as it twists painfully.

      A tear trails down my cheek and his thumb brushes it away, his lips forming a small, closed-mouth smile. “No tears for me. I’ll be alright.” He tilts his head. “Your life will probably suck without me in it every day, but…”

      I giggle, wrapping my arms around his waist and pulling him into a hug, closing my eyes as I feel his embrace wrap around me.

      It’s bittersweet knowing that someone who’s been a permanent fixture in my life for so long is going to be relegated to day trips and phone calls. A part of me is terrified that we’ll lose touch, but deep down, I know the separation will be good for us.

      Help any unresolved feelings dissolve into dust.

      “Caruso,” a voice shouts from the doorway. “Sarge is asking for you.”

      Alex turns around, waving him off. “Yeah, yeah. Tell him I’ll be there in a second.”

      He spins back, his fingers chucking under my chin one more time before backing up a space. “I love you, Morgan, whatever the hell your last name is. Promise not to forget me.”

      My eyes well as a burn spreads behind them, and I force a smile through the sadness. “Not in a million years.”

      “Not even if a rock smacks you in the back of the head?” His brow raises.

      I huff out a laugh, my hands going to my hips. “God, you are so inappropriate.”

      He starts jogging backward as he winks. “I’ll see ya when I see ya.”

      And then he disappears into the building.

      For a long time, I stand in place, until my nose goes numb and my legs start to ache, staring up at the precinct doors; at the place I was positive I would be spending the biggest chunk of my life.

      It’s bittersweet, but I can’t find it in me to be too sad.

      After all, Skelm Island has always been my home.

      I just forgot about it for a little while.

      Two hours later, and I’m back on the island, a sense of peace washing over me as I drive through the main road in town, passing Petey’s bar, and the diner where Daisy waitresses.

      The media have finally dispersed, leaving a quiet atmosphere behind, a lot less chaotic than when the news first broke of Gabe being the Fate Reaper.

      I haven’t been back here in two weeks, after making sure Gabe was staying locked up until his trial, I headed back to Portland to tie up my loose ends. I briefly thought about visiting my parents while I was there, but… not yet. Maybe someday.

      After a lot of therapy.

      Excitement makes me jittery, my fingers tapping out a nervous rhythm on the steering wheel. I didn’t tell Lincoln I was coming back at all, and he has no idea I’ve decided to stay.

      Not being with him for the past two weeks has been difficult.

      I never knew what it felt like to have a second half; to long for someone when they’re not around. Someone to share the small moments with, the random thoughts, and the exciting feats.

      But with Linc, I want it all.

      I just hope he was serious about wanting me to stay.

      My phone dings from the center console and I glance at the screen when I roll up to a red light.

      Letty: He just left my house, honey. Had to threaten bodily harm to get him to leave, stubborn ass.

      I smile, imagining just how difficult it probably was. Ever since Gabe’s arrest, Lincoln’s been a permanent fixture at his childhood home, not wanting to leave his sister.

      At least, that’s what he says. But I feel his anguish too. And while I don’t know what to say or how to make it better, I’m glad I can stand at his back, and help prop him up when the weight of grief makes him stumble.

      The urge to drive straight to his house is strong, but there’s one other place I need to go first.

      The lighthouse.

      Nerves race through my veins, my stomach tossing as I pull down the familiar gravel, driving all the way up until I’m right next to the cottage door.

      I haven’t come here before now, and maybe that’s crappy of me, but the thought of facing him… it’s hard.

      Part of me is terrified he’ll expect me to be something I’m not. Someone I no longer am.

      I turn the engine of my Honda off and slowly stand from my car, staring at the front door, fingering the keys. My insides twist with anxiety as I make my way up to the door and knock, the wood rough beneath my knuckles.

      Silence.

      I knock again, rocking back on my heels, trying to keep some warmth in my bones while I stand in the cold.

      After a few more minutes, disappointment sinks like a lead weight in my chest and I turn around to leave.

      Maybe another time.

      I’m almost back to my car when I see a figure in the distance, making their way down the walkway, and then across the rocks and grass that separates the lighthouse tower from the cottage.

      As they get closer, I realize it’s him.

      Paul Jensen.

      My father.

      I stuff my hands in my back pockets, my heart banging an uneven rhythm against my chest as he notices me and shifts direction, moving with slow and steady footsteps until he’s standing a few feet away.

      For a couple moments, we both just stare.

      I open my mouth to speak but close it again when I realize that I have no idea what to say. The truth is that for as much as I may be biologically his, I don’t remember him.

      And I’m not sure if I ever will.

      His ears are tinged pink from the cold, and a small smile pulls at the corner of his mouth, his white hair skimming across his jaw in the breeze. “Well, damn. It’s about time you came out here.”

      Warmth weaves its way through my chest. “I wasn’t sure if you’d want to see me.”

      “Ah.” He bobs his head, taking a few steps closer. “I’ve been waiting eighteen years to see you.”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek until the skin breaks. “I don’t remember. I-I’m sorry I don’t. I wish I did,” I rush out, my face flushing.

      He nods again, his eyes calculating as they lock on me. “Well,” he starts, his hand coming up to rub at his scruffy jaw. “Let’s not worry about that. I’d rather get to know who you are now.”

      Relief flows through me, bubbling up my throat. “I think I’d like that.”

      He twists around, glancing at the cottage before looking back at me. “You wanna come in?”

      I follow his gaze, but the thought of walking inside my childhood home sends panic careening off my edges. “I do, but I…” My fingers twist in my key ring, making the metal jingle as they clank together.

      “Too much?” He tilts his head.

      “It’s just a little overwhelming.” I wince as I say it. “I’m sorry.”

      He lifts his hand, waving me off. “Stop apologizing, Morgan. You’ve got nothing to be sorry for. Not a damn thing, you understand?”

      I swallow, the motion scratching my throat, and I nod. “Maybe we can try again tomorrow?”

      A smile creeps over his face, his white teeth gleaming, his eyes sparkling with a glossy sheen. “I’d really love that.”
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        * * *

      

      The second I pull into Lincoln’s driveway, his front door flies open, his broad frame filling up the doorway. Heat flares deep in my abdomen as I take him in, his black and gray flannel rolled up to his elbows, displaying the tattoos that decorate his forearms, his hands gripping the top of the frame. His black hair is a little longer than normal, a piece of it falling in his eyes, his green eyes sparking as they take me in.

      I’m vibrating with excitement. I never knew two weeks could feel like a century.

      Slamming the car door behind me, I saunter up the sidewalk, my stomach jumbling with butterflies as I walk up the front steps and stop in front of him.

      “Look what the cat dragged in,” he says.

      I spread my arms out, a beaming smile breaking across my face, mirroring the one on his. “Damnit. You knew I was coming, didn’t you?”

      He shrugs. “Ma may have talked.”

      I shake my head, laughing. “She’s a traitor.”

      He reaches out, gripping my waist and pulling me flush against him. “Ma is a very loyal woman. She just knew the only way to get me here was to promise me my favorite thing.”

      “Oh?” I ask, my palms rubbing his chest as he wraps me up in his embrace. “And what’s that?”

      His cold fingers slip beneath the waistband of my pants, teasing the skin and he leans in, pressing his lips to mine. “You,” he whispers.

      He starts to pull back but I press into him again, rising on my tiptoes and slipping my tongue in his mouth, desperate for his taste after going so long without. He groans, moving his hands down to my ass and squeezing.

      Breaking away, I smirk at him. “You’re not sick of me yet?”

      His eyes grow serious, one of his palms moving to brush down the side of my face. “Killer, I could stare at you every second for the rest of my life and it still wouldn’t be enough.”

      My heart stutters.

      I love this man.

      “Well, good,” I sigh. “Because I’ve decided to stay.”

      He sucks in a breath, his body stiffening against me. “Don’t fuck with me.”

      My hands slide up his chest until my arms wrap around his neck. “Now, why would I do that?”

      He laughs, his arms tightening around my middle and lifting me off the ground, my feet dangling as he spins us around.

      Throwing back my head, I let out a shriek, a lightness fluttering through my insides.

      He sets me back down, my body sliding against his as I find purchase on the deck.

      “I won’t lie, it’s been sad as fuck around here lately. But I think you’ve just made me the happiest man alive.” He bends down, pressing his mouth back on mine.

      I hum. “I love you.”

      He smiles against my lips. “About time you admitted it.”

      My hand smacks his shoulder. “Say it back, dick.”

      He laughs, reaching up to cup my cheek, his eyes locking onto mine. “Morgan. Killer. I fall more in love with you each time you look my way. And it will be the biggest honor of my life to continue loving you every single day.”

      Tears well in my eyes, my palm rubbing against my chest. “Be still my heart, Lincoln Porter. You are a poet.”

      “And you’re mine.” He smirks, dragging me into him and pressing a kiss to my lips. “Don’t you forget it.”
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        Two Years Later

      

      

      Isa and I stare at the spot between my nephew’s eyebrows, watching as purple welts against his pale skin. Neither of us moves, afraid that if we spook him, he’ll blink and realize he’s supposed to be in pain.

      So far, in the thirty seconds since he fell off the tire swing, he’s done nothing but stare back, his doe eyes wide and trusting.

      And maybe it wouldn’t be cause for panic, except any other time, we can’t get him to stop talking.

      A slight pang slices through my sternum when I think about the pair they remind me of, but I stuff it down deep, unwilling to be the one to sour the party tonight.

      Besides, I’m used to being haunted.

      And it’s always the eyes.

      Blowing out a breath, I drag a hand through my hair. “Great, I think he’s broken.”

      Isa shoots me a dirty look, reaching down to pull Charlie into her arms. “You can’t talk about toddlers like that, Linc. Jesus.”

      “What? What did I say?” I reach out, smoothing my thumb over his soft forehead, trying to assess the area around the site. “If he’s concussed, technically that would make him broken.”

      “No, it’d make him concussed.” She turns away, heading up the front walk to my mother’s house, taking the porch steps two at a time. “God, I can totally tell you spend eighty percent of your time talking to fish.”

      “Lobsters,” I grunt.

      I follow her into the house, her dark curls bouncing against her back as she heads into the kitchen where Alex and my mother stand behind the stove, cooking together.

      If you’d have told me two years ago that the brazen Italian cop would eventually become one of my closest friends, I’d have spit in your face.

      It certainly wasn’t anything I intended; in fact, the day Morgan told me she was staying on the island, I silently rejoiced at the prospect of not having to watch him pine over her anymore. A few weeks after she moved into my cabin permanently, though, I could tell the pace at which her entire life was changing had become overwhelming.

      So, against my better judgment, I proposed Alex take her for an impromptu night on the town—not our town, obviously, since it would’ve been over at Petey’s, but in Portland.

      My only rule was that he not let her out of his sight.

      He’d one-upped me, documenting their time together by sending me pictures through the night; at the comedy show they attended, then again when they stopped for drinks at the Four Seasons, and finally on the ferry ride home.

      She looked free again, as if she’d just needed a break from all the changes. And when he dropped her back off to me, I invited him in for some of my father’s best scotch.

      We settled into silence, sipping from our glasses, until I flipped on the television and the highlights from a Patriots game came on. I cocked an eyebrow, daring him to protest, but his eyes had been glued to the screen.

      Now, we watch every game together.

      Isa plops Charlie down on the counter, running the faucet and sticking a rag beneath it. She wrings it out, pressing the fabric against the toddler’s forehead, and my mother turns from her pasta dough with a horrified expression on her face.

      “Good Lord,” she says, dusting flour off on her pants and rushing over. She smooths a hand over Charlie’s head, streaking his hair with white. “We left him with you two for ten minutes.”

      “Don’t look at me,” Isa says, holding a palm up, then pointing at me. “Lincoln’s the one who said he was old enough to use the tire swing.”

      I frown. “I didn’t say to put him on by himself.”

      She opens her mouth for a retort, but then we hear the front door open, two deep voices bouncing off the walls as Paul Jensen and Jordan Thomas make their way inside.

      There’s a foil-wrapped package tucked under Paul’s arm, deer meat for the jerky Alex is going to help him make later, and a six-pack in the other.

      Jordan’s wearing the foam head of the lobster costume my mother bought for him; it matches the fisherman outfit she found at a Halloween boutique in Portland, a couple’s theme if I ever saw one.

      I just wonder if she thinks none of us knows.

      Not that I’m particularly eager to ask; I don’t really need to know who my business partner’s sleeping with.

      Especially when it’s my mother warming his bed.

      The two men set their belongings down on a table in the corner, glancing around at the Gothic decor my mother set out. True to form, she refuses to let what happened two years ago deter her from celebrating the holiday in my dad’s honor.

      Only now it’s a much more intimate affair.

      “Whoa,” Jordan says, gripping my shoulder in his hand. “What’d we miss?”

      “Can babies get concussions?” Isa asks, letting my mother sweep Charlie into her arms.

      “I think anyone can get a concussion,” Alex answers, stirring something in a stockpot. “Are his eyes shifty?”

      My mother frowns, gripping Charlie’s chin as she tries to look into his eyes. “He’s a toddler, dear. They’re always shifty.”

      “How hard did he hit the ground?” Alex turns off the burner, walking over to inspect the damage. He squints at the bruise, pursing his lips.

      “I don’t know,” Isa says, chewing on her bottom lip. “Medium hard? But he didn’t really react at all, so…”

      Alex bends down so he’s eye level with Charlie. “Where’s it hurt, bud?”

      As if working on some sort of delayed timer, Charlie’s eyes crinkle at the corners, big, fat tears pooling behind his lids. He points to his forehead, choking on a sob.

      To my surprise, Alex reaches out, taking him from my mother as the cries explode, pushing him up on his shoulder as he moves away from the crowd.

      He moves into the corner of the room, speaking softly in the toddler’s ear even as his screams become deafening, patting Charlie’s back until he starts to hiccup instead.

      “Wizard,” my mother whispers, smirking as she goes back to flattening her dough.

      “You some sort of baby whisperer?” I raise an eyebrow, taking the beer that Paul silently hands me.

      Alex shakes his head, chuckling. “Something like that.”

      The kitchen settles down a bit after that, and I move off to the side with Paul, who reaches into his pants pocket, pulling out a little black box.

      I press my lips together. “Uh… I hate to break it to you, Jensen, but I’m kind of already in a relationship with your daughter.”

      He guffaws, rolling his eyes, and it sends a spark of warmth through my chest to see him so fucking happy. His own relationship with Morgan is strained, something they’ve been working at over the last two years, but I can tell they’re both happier because of it.

      It’s amazing how much changes when you find the pieces of you that’ve been missing for so long. Even more when you didn’t know you were missing anything in the first place.

      And if she’s not in a place where she’s ready to repair the one with her adoptive parents, whom I have only met once, then I’m glad she at least can have this. Whatever it is.

      It’s better than nothing.

      I take the box from Paul, turning it in my fingers before pushing the top open, revealing a stunning silver ring with a massive, pale-blue gemstone in the middle.

      “Just like her eyes.” I swallow, my chest burning with emotion.

      “It was her mom’s.” Paul smiles down at the ring, tears rimming his lids. “I know you said you wanted to get her something new when you asked, but I found that last week when I was cleaning out the attic, and figured…”

      He cuts off, clearing his throat, and shrugs.

      I grin. “You did good, old man.”

      “Where is Morgan, anyway?” Isa asks, squealing into her beer when she sees the ring. “Oh, my God! That’s freaking gorgeous. She’s gonna die when she sees it.” Grimacing, she squints up at me. “Sorry, poor choice of words.”

      Isa and Morgan picked up right where they left off twenty years ago, the two falling into old patterns, their friendship blossoming as if it never paused in the first place. It’s hard to find fault in her when I know she brings my girl as much happiness as she does, so I ignore her comment and try not to let her excitement make me nervous.

      I’m almost positive Morgan will say yes when I ask her to marry me, but that isn’t stopping the sweat from lacing my palms or calming the erratic thumping of my heart.

      A few seconds later, Daisy comes traipsing down the stairs, her hair piled in a messy bun on top of her head. She stops short when she sees Alex in the corner, rocking her son, and her face hardens, brows drawing in.

      “What the hell, Lincoln?” she snaps, folding her arms against her chest. The air in the room stills, eggshells appearing beneath our feet the way they always do around my sister these days.

      My mother always says that anger is sadness’ stepsibling, and Daisy’s channeling her personal grief into being insufferable. She’s a ticking time bomb, and we’re all stuck waiting for the inevitable explosion.

      “I ask you to watch Charlie for half an hour, and he already has a bruise, and has been passed off to a near stranger?”

      She stomps over, ripping the toddler from Alex’s arms; for some reason, he just stares at her as she gives him the stink eye, completely unbothered by her sour attitude.

      “I’m not really a stranger anymore, tesorina,” he grumbles, and she rolls her eyes, turning away to face me.

      I narrow my gaze at him, wondering what the fuck that was about, but I don’t have time to dwell because Daisy’s snapping again.

      “I hope you’re better at consoling your catatonic girlfriend than you are my child,” she hisses, setting Charlie on her hip.

      The room falls so silent, you could hear a pin drop. My face heats, a lump forming in my throat, making it hard to breathe.

      “What are you talking about?”

      Daisy shrugs. “She’s been upstairs freaking out for the last half hour. I don’t know what her deal is.”

      I glance around the room, and everyone’s looking back with subdued expressions. “What?” I say, unable to form anything but monosyllabic words, panic seizing my gut.

      “You’d better go talk to your girl.” My mother nods at the stairs.

      My heart battering against my ribs, I shove the ring in my pocket, turning and booking it up them, pushing open the door to my sister’s bedroom with all of my body weight.

      I stumble inside, finding Morgan propped up in bed, Monet’s head resting on her stomach. She’s staring at the wall, petting him absently, and the scene makes my muscles clench tight, fear threading through me.

      “Hey, killer,” I start, shutting the door softly behind me. “You okay?”

      She licks her lips, swiveling those glacial blues to my face. “Uh… not really, no.”

      I walk over, perching on the edge of the bed, putting my palm on her knee. “Want to talk about it?”

      A strained laugh tumbles from her mouth, and she shrugs. “How do you feel about kids?”

      My face scrunches up. “They’re noisy, sticky, and very fragile. My cabin isn’t exactly equipped for additions, either.”

      “Oh.” She huffs, pushing into a sitting position. “Well, that’s just great, Lincoln. What am I supposed to do, then?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what if I get pregnant, you… you...” She exhales, exasperation coloring her face, throwing her hands up in the air. “You ignoramus.”

      My eyes widen, and a snort tears from my chest. “Yikes. We need to work on your insults.”

      Her hand finds a pillow, and she chucks it at my head; I deflect the attack, laughing, and scoot over, pulling her into my arms.

      “Are you trying to tell me something?” I ask, my hand dropping down, palm splaying across her stomach.

      She tenses, eyes going wide. “Oh, god, no. I’m just… thinking out loud here.”

      “So, panicking.”

      After she resigned in Portland, Morgan spent the majority of her time here working on herself and following the Fate Reaper’s trial. When it continued to be postponed, she decided she missed the thrill of being a detective and went down to the precinct to see if Stoll had a spot for her.

      He put up a good front, but the rumor around town is that he was actually hoping she’d join his squad.

      Not that I give much thought to rumors.

      If I do, then I’m forced to take a look at the ones I ignored for years. And when I do that, my guilt becomes all-consuming, necrotizing my heart from the inside out.

      Because no matter what I’ve gained in the time since, I can’t forget all I’ve lost.

      But damn, if this woman doesn’t make it a little easier.

      “It’s just… I’m starting this new job, and all of these people are gonna remember me as the girl who encroached on their territory, and… put their friend behind bars.”

      She winces, her fingers tracing along the tattoos on my forearm. “They already don’t like me, what if something happens, like I get pregnant, and they resent me even more because I have to take a leave of absence, or fuck up a case because I’m too busy worrying about my kid?”

      “Do you even want kids?”

      “I…” She sighs, dragging her hands over her face. “I don’t know. I’ve never even thought about it.” Peering up at me through her lashes, she purses her lips. “Do you?”

      “I wouldn’t mind popping one out of you.”

      “Ew.” She scrunches up her nose.

      “But if you told me you never wanted any at all? I’d be okay with that, too. I just got you back, sweetheart. The less I have to share you, the better.”

      She hums, considering this. “Accidents happen, though. And what if I decide I do want them someday?”

      “Then you’ll have as many as you want. Stoll can take his complaints up with the state labor department.”

      I press a kiss to her temple, sliding my hand up over her heart. “Regardless, there isn’t anything you can do to fuck up the job. Outside of kids, any number of things could go wrong. But Stoll offered you the position because he knows you can do it. Probably solve cases in circles around his other detectives. What’s he gonna do, fire the girl who helped take down the town’s most prolific serial killer? You put Skelm Island on the national map, sweetheart. The press alone did wonders for business.”

      Chewing on her lip, she stays quiet for a moment, and I know she’s thinking about last week’s verdict.

      Guilty on all counts.

      Swallowing, I push down the bubble of emotion welling in my chest—the same one that flares up every time I think about him, a mix of sadness and disgust that I struggle to let go of.

      But I’m working on it. For now, it’s just something I live with, a constant stirring that reminds me of how quickly everything can change.

      Morgan sighs. “If I ever want to make captain, I don’t want to be butting heads with him—”

      “You won’t.” I tap her nose, dipping down to taste her lips. “I think Stoll might surprise you.”

      “And you?” she asks, her voice pinched, as if she’s afraid of the answer. “You, the most stubborn man in the world, are willing to go along with anything now?”

      I hum, reaching into my pocket, pulling out the black velvet box and twirling it in my hand. “I don’t know, killer. I think I might surprise you, too.”
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