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        After making her choice between Dylan and Hunter, Cookie James’ love life is finally in order. And now she’s ready to enjoy a little girl time. A bonfire on the beach seems like the perfect outing… until her mother Rain heads off for an outhouse break and finds a dead body instead. When Cookie calls Hunter for help, she finds herself in the middle of another murder investigation and the two men in her life. This time she has her hands full, dealing with a budding relationship, a cranky ex-partner, and a crime involving an old pirate treasure. Even more so when the stakes are raised and someone close to her is kidnapped. With everything on the line, Cookie has to solve the murder and make sure everyone else makes it out alive.
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      “Ah,” Cookie James said with a deep sigh, warming her half-frozen hands near the crackling flames of the bonfire. “I needed this.”

      “You needed this?” Her best friend, Scarlett Quinn, playfully hip-checked her as they both perched on an old wind-stripped tree trunk on the beach. “Unless I’m misremembering, you’ve got a certain, very-hot someone eagerly awaiting your call. So I can’t even begin to imagine what you’re doing out here with us instead.” She waved her hand at the two women sitting across from them, Cookie’s mother Rain and her best friend Winter.

      The chatter and giggling from the other side of the fire ceased, and both women glanced up.

      “Oh, she’s right, sweetie,” Rain assured Cookie with a huge grin. “You know if I had a choice between being out here with you girls or holed up somewhere with the likes of Dylan Creed, well… I love you all, you know that, but—” She shrugged. “That man is so hot he’s scalding. If you ask me, you’d better jump all over that and brand the heck out of it before someone else gets any clever ideas.”

      “Gee, thanks, Ma.” Cookie shook her head, sending her long, thick mane of auburn hair whipping about her. “Don’t mind me while you drool all over the guy I’m dating.” She smiled to herself, unable to muster any real outrage. Her mother’s penchant for speaking her mind was one of her best and possibly worst traits. Cookie was used to her mother’s antics and loved her for it, but there’d been several occasions when Rain’s inability to remain tactful had gotten her into some interesting situations. And Dylan had been on the receiving end of Rain’s inappropriate remarks more than a few times.

      Dylan Creed, the local all-around-fix-it guy was by anyone’s measure smart, hot, sweet, funny, and dangerous. But the best part was, he was all Cookie’s.

      He’d made his intentions pretty clear a month or so back, and after plenty of angst she’d finally accepted his offer a few weeks ago, on Christmas Day. Which was why her best friend and her mother were both needling Cookie about being out on the beach drinking with them instead of curled up somewhere with her new boyfriend.

      “Dylan’s not going anywhere,” Cookie said, confident in her assessment. Dylan wasn’t the type—he was the strong, silent, loyal sort who never failed to turn up when she needed him. “It’s all pretty new with us, and I want to take it slow, ease into things. And he’s okay with that.”

      Her mother snorted. “He’s willing to put up with it, you mean,” she stated, a grin creeping across her face. “Because really what he wants is to ease into something else entirely.” She giggled at her double entendre, and even Scarlett laughed while Cookie groaned and buried her face in her hands in order to hide just how much she was blushing.

      “I just needed a night to clear my head,” she insisted from behind her hands. “It’s not all about Dylan, either. There’s been a lot going on, lately.”

      Which was certainly true. When she and her mother had fled to Secret Seal Isle from Philly and taken on new identities, Cookie had thought she was escaping her old FBI life of excitement and bringing down bad guys once and for all. But since she’d arrived on the island, she’d been right in the middle of one long parade of theft, kidnappings, drugs, and murder. Sometimes she thought Philly was probably the quieter, saner option.

      Cookie peeked out from behind her hands and found Scarlett, Rain, and even Winter nodding their agreement.

      “It’s okay, CJ,” Scarlett assured her, wrapping an arm around Cookie’s shoulders. “We’re here for you. And you deserve to unwind a little and just chill out.” A wicked grin sprouted across her lovely face. “That way, the next time you do see Dylan, you’ll be in a much better position to jump his bones and really work out the kinks.”

      Cookie slapped her best friend on the shoulder. “You’re all terrible, awful people,” she muttered, but she couldn’t help a smile. It really was nice being out here on the beach at night, just the four of them, not another soul around for miles and miles. It was cold out, but the night was perfectly clear with the stars twinkling overhead as far as the eye could see, and they’d gathered enough driftwood to build a nice big bonfire that was keeping them toasty warm.

      The bottles of wine they’d brought along weren’t hurting, either.

      “I need to tinkle,” Rain announced, sitting bolt upright on the cooler she’d claimed as her seat and then nearly toppling over backward. Both she and Winter burst into loud giggles.

      “Me too,” Winter agreed after she caught her breath, her long, snow-white braid swaying behind her. “All that wine’s gone straight through me.” She rose to her feet and helped Rain up as well. Both women were noticeably unsteady.

      “Well, there’s an entire ocean right there,” Scarlett pointed out, waving a hand in the water’s general direction. “Pick a spot.” Which was pretty funny, coming from Cookie’s law-abiding, attorney best friend. Especially since both her mom and Winter stared like Scarlett had just suggested they walk across broken glass.

      “You want me to wade out into freezing-cold water just so I can pee in it?” Rain asked, eyes wide. “I’m not nearly drunk enough for that!”

      “It’s either that or go behind a rock or something,” Cookie said, peering about. There weren’t a whole lot of rocks out here. Or much of anything else except a whole lot of water and sand.

      “Don’t be silly,” Rain said, pointing to a shack off in the distance. “I’m going over to the boathouse.” And with the exaggerated dignity of the very drunk, she turned as if in slow motion and began walking in that direction.

      “That’s a boathouse?” Cookie stood too, frowning as she tried to make out more details about the old building her mother was heading toward. “I thought it was just some old shed or something.”

      “It’s not much more than that, really,” Winter said. “It’s been there for decades but hasn’t had a boat inside for ages. However it does have a working light, running water, and a toilet. Lots of locals use it for a hangout—and makeout—spot.” A few years back, Winter had moved to Hancock, the small town on the mainland right across the water from Secret Seal Isle. Her tea shop had already been well established there when Cookie and Rain had arrived. Evidently she’d used some of that time to learn the local lore.

      Winter waved and hurried to catch up with Rain. Cookie stayed where she was a moment, still on her feet, and Scarlett rose to join her.

      “We’re following them, aren’t we?” Scarlett asked, and Cookie nodded. The amount of trouble Rain and Winter could get into when left unsupervised was practically legendary. And even though this should be just a simple restroom break, Cookie knew better than to leave them to their own devices.

      She and Scarlett followed the two older women, albeit at a slightly slower pace. “You doing okay?” Cookie asked her best friend as they walked. “You’re not exactly your usual perky self lately.”

      “I’m fine,” Scarlett insisted with a quick shrug. Then she sighed and shook her head. “I’m okay,” she corrected. “Just—I don’t know.” She crooked a half smile and slung her arm around Cookie again. “You know I love you, right? And this has been great, living together and getting to hang out again every day—especially since I don’t have to worry about shoving your dirty clothes off my bed every night.”

      “Hey, it wasn’t every night,” Cookie protested, but she was laughing as she said it. They had met and been roommates in college, and they’d been best friends ever since. But she frowned as she processed what Scarlett wasn’t saying. “You sound like you’re saying good-bye.”

      A chuckle escaped her friend’s lips. “This is why rooming with you was tough sometimes,” she pointed out, “because you could always tell when I was lying or just not saying something. Like that time I broke your lamp, remember?”

      “Nobody would have believed that some random frat guy broke in on a panty raid and bumped it off the table,” Cookie argued, rolling her eyes. “Especially since none of our panties were missing or even out of place.” She gave Scarlett a sidelong glance. “So you’re leaving?” She felt a sharp pang of regret.

      After college she and Scarlett had drifted apart, at least geographically—her to Quantico and then the FBI regional office in Philly, Scarlett to New York. They talked regularly, but only saw each other maybe once or twice a year. Ever since she and Rain had moved out to the island, however, Scarlett had been a regular visitor. And then she’d surprised them by showing up last month with a plan to stay for a while.

      It sounded like “a while” was about to be over.

      “I don’t know yet,” her best friend said as they neared the boathouse, which looked just as old and rundown up close as it had from a distance. “I haven’t decided.” She shrugged. “But I’m starting to get antsy. This has been fun and relaxing, but you know how I get when I have too much time on my hands.” Cookie had to nod at that. Scarlett hadn’t been built for the slow-paced life, and a few days into any vacation she started coming up with activities to keep herself busy. “I think it may be time to go back to work soon.”

      “What about Daphne?” Cookie teased. “Think she’s going to be happy to give up the reins again?” Daphne was Scarlett’s law associate, and she’d been in charge of the firm in Scarlett’s absence.

      That provoked a snort. “She’d better be,” was Scarlett’s reply. “Or she’s going to get a quick reminder of who’s the boss.” She smiled. “It’ll be fine, really. Daphne was just telling me that she was a little overwhelmed by it all. She’s been doing great, and I’ll probably wind up giving her control of a few things once I’m back, but I think she’d be happy to have me there to handle the problems again.”

      “You were always good at that,” Cookie agreed. There was a reason people had called them “Fire and Ice” back in school, and it had been only partially due to her own red hair and Scarlett’s blond. But mostly it was because Cookie was all emotion when she got riled up, whereas her best friend became eerily calm and cool when the tension ratcheted. It was part of why they made such a great team. “I’ll miss you,” Cookie blurted out, and wasn’t surprised to find tears pricking at her eyes.

      “Oh, I’ll miss you too, CJ,” Scarlett promised, tightening her grip. “And you know I’ll visit. And call. And all that.” She laughed. “But hey, I’m not gone yet, right?”

      “Right.” Cookie swiped the tears away before they could freeze on her cheeks. She glanced at the boathouse. “Are Mom and Winter still in there? How long does it take to pee, anyway?”

      “Well, they did have a lot of wine,” her friend pointed out. Her eyes glinted with mischief. “But you don’t really think that’s all they’re doing in there, do you?” She mimed puffing on a joint, and they both laughed, knowing she was probably right.

      And that was precisely when a familiar scream split the night, coming from the battered old building directly in front of them:

      “COOOOKIEEEEEEEE!”
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      Cookie barreled through the badly hung door in two seconds flat, Scarlett right behind her. She blinked, trying to adjust her eyes to the dim lighting within, and peered about. “Mom?” she called, one hand outstretched to keep from running into anything.

      Someone grabbed her arm, and Cookie froze, forcing herself to not automatically twist free and tackle whoever had laid hands on her. A second later, her mother’s voice rang in her ear as she hugged Cookie tightly.

      “Oh, it’s awful!” Rain gasped, her head buried against Cookie’s chest.

      Not for the first time, Cookie felt as if their roles had been reversed, with her as the protective parent and Rain as the fragile, needy child. “What happened?” she asked as she wrapped her arms around her mother and stroked her hair. “Are you okay? Where’s Winter?”

      “Here,” the older woman replied, emerging from the shadows like a wraith, her pale face and staring eyes only adding to the spectral impression. “I’m okay,” she promised, stopping almost close enough for her toes to brush Cookie’s. “We’re both okay. Just a bit of a shock, is all.”

      Judging by the woman’s glazed expression and nearly monotone delivery, Cookie judged her shock to be somewhat more than “a bit.”

      “I thought it was a skunk,” Rain said, her words still muffled. “That’s all. Just a skunk. Winter said we’d need a tomato sauce bath, if it was. Then I said we could probably get away with marinara, and at least then we’d be sorta spicy, but that fra diavolo would be too much because if it got into our eyes it could burn. We didn’t think that pesto would help at all, and alfredo⁠—”

      “Mom,” Cookie interjected as gently as she could.

      Rain let out a soft sob.

      Cookie peeled herself free far enough that Rain had to glance up and meet her eyes. “It’s okay, Mom,” Cookie promised her. Rain didn’t look injured, nor did Winter, but Cookie didn’t want to take any chances. “It’ll all be okay. But I need you to tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I said it couldn’t be a skunk because we’d have smelled it by now,” Winter offered, not sounding any less disjointed than her friend. “I thought it was maybe a raccoon. They can get pretty big, and they’re smart… smart enough to open a door for sure.” She shuddered a little. “It wasn’t a raccoon.”

      “Then what was it?” Cookie asked, studying each of the older women in turn. “And where was it exactly?”

      Both of them turned and pointed toward the far dark corner of the room.

      As she marched carefully, cautiously in that direction, Cookie took stock of the situation. The boathouse was a single long room, with a rough plank floor and crudely shingled walls. The ceiling was a sturdy thatch of beams, however, and the one window was installed tightly enough to only let in a general sense of cold rather than a piercing draft. A lone bulb hung overhead, swaying gently and casting enough light to softly illuminate the sink and toilet occupying one corner. Something dark huddled on the floor in that corner of the otherwise empty room.

      Cookie moved forward, wishing she had thought to bring her gun. It figured the one time she wasn’t armed she found herself itching for the cool metal beneath her fingertips. But the evening was supposed to be a nice, relaxing night out with friends, stargazing with a few glasses of wine. She hadn’t expected to need a weapon for that. But the shape in question was perfectly still, and she knew she wouldn’t require her gun.

      A hint of something familiar in the air caught her attention, and she slowed long enough to take a deep sniff. Then, despite the fact that she and Scarlett had just been discussing this exact possibility mere moments ago, Cookie fixed her mother with a baleful gaze. “Really?” she asked. “You came in here to get high?” She shook her head. “I can’t figure out if I’m more upset that you lied or annoyed that you thought you had to hide it. It’s not like you ever have before.”

      “It wasn’t a lie!” Rain contested hotly, either too mad to remember how upset she was or recovering surprisingly quickly from whatever it was that had spooked her. “I really did have to tinkle.”

      “Fine,” Cookie said, letting the argument drop as she stopped a few inches away from the shadowed mass. She squinted, trying to make out whatever it was in the corner, but the light just wasn’t bright enough. Her boot tapped against something that clattered dully, and she glanced down to see a long stick rolling across the planks of the floor.

      “We poked it,” Rain called from her side of the shack. “We found that stick and decided to poke it and figure out which of us was right.” She shuddered. “Turns out we were both way, way off.”

      Cookie’s training taught her to never assume, and even though she suspected her mother and Winter had come across another corpse, she dropped into a crouch so she could fumble around for the stick without taking her eyes off the shape before her. Cookie finally found it, got a decent handle on it, and leaning forward a little, used it to poke the shape. The mass shifted slightly then fell to the side, landing with a flat flopping sound upon the floor and exposing a hand right at her feet. A human hand, large and wrinkled and discolored. And very clearly dead.

      “Right,” Cookie announced, straightening up so quickly she almost got dizzy. She dropped the stick and turned to face her mother, Winter, and Scarlett, who were all peering at both her and the body behind her with mingled fascination and revulsion. “Everybody back outside. Time to call in the cavalry.”

      “Hunter?” Scarlett asked, and Cookie shook her head, trying to keep from grimacing.

      “No. Last I heard, he was out of the country,” she replied, astonished that she was even suggesting this. “We need to call Deputy Swan.”

      Her three companions all stared at her like she belonged in the psychiatric ward. And, hearing the words herself, Cookie could hardly blame them.
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      “Okay, explain this to me again,” Scarlett asked quizzically, keeping her voice down as they watched the squad car come skidding down the beach, sand spraying from under its tires as the car slid over the damp surface. “This guy’s an idiot.”

      “Agreed,” Cookie replied just as quietly. “But he’s the local law, right?”

      “So are you,” her friend said.

      Cookie shook her head. “Watkins deputized me, but only for special situations.”

      “Like a dead body?” Scarlett asked pointedly.

      “Maybe, if it turns out to be foul play,” Cookie answered. “But if it’s just natural causes or something along those lines? Not really my thing. And Swan already gets pissy whenever I flash a badge, so I figured I should throw him a bone.” Of course the last time she’d done that, he’d wound up wrecking his squad car, nearly taking down the town Christmas tree, and letting a trio of dangerous art thieves-turned-murderers get away.

      “Looks like you’d be better served throwing him a clue,” Scarlett said, her hands on her hips.

      Her friend had a point, and Cookie could hardly argue. She turned her attention back to Swan and winced as she watched him brake to a stop, the car spinning sideways and producing a tidal wave of sand that sprayed grit all over them.

      Spitting sand from her lips, Cookie already suspected she’d made a mistake.

      “What’s the problem, ladies?” Deputy Swan bellowed as he stepped out of the car. But none of them answered—because they were too busy staring.

      Scarlett was the first to recover the power of speech. “Are you… wearing a bathrobe?”

      If Scarlett had expected the island’s lone deputy to be embarrassed by her question, she couldn’t have been more wrong. Instead he straightened, puffing out his chest and lifting his head. “That’s right,” he answered proudly. “Neat, ain’t it? It’s a special collector’s edition.”

      Cookie eyed the deputy’s bathrobe, covered with images of spaceships, robots, aliens, and men and women with blasters and glowing light sabers. Why anyone over the age of ten would voluntarily buy, let alone wear, a Star Wars bathrobe in the privacy of their own home, much less out in public, was beyond her. But instead of acknowledging his statement, she asked, “Aren’t you cold?”

      “Naw,” Swan answered, hands going to his hips in what might have been a very manly pose if not for his doughy frame, equally soft features, and odd attire. “I can handle it,” he said, despite the fact that his teeth had started to chatter. “So, you said something about a body?”

      “Right in there,” Cookie answered, pulling the boathouse door open and stepping aside so he could ungallantly rush inside. She followed him in, shutting the door firmly behind her. No need for her mom or Winter to have to witness it again.

      Swan spotted the body right away and made a beeline for it. “Hmm,” he grunted once he’d gotten close and had nudged it with his boot. “Hang on.” Reaching into the bathrobe’s pocket he pulled out a small flashlight and switched it on. A surprisingly bright beam of light shot forth, almost like a light saber itself—which Cookie guessed was probably the point—and he grinned as he directed the light toward the body, playing it over the man’s face.

      It was a face Cookie recognized and knew had been handsome, even in its advanced years, before the mottling death had turned his features blue. A scratch marred his left cheek and there were dirt stains on his white thermal shirt.

      “Fleet Defoe,” Swan declared, straightening and shutting off the light before pocketing it again. “Poor old sod. This is his boathouse—well, his and Lester Margolis’s. They built it together when they were just kids.” He scratched at his chin. “Probably had a heart attack in the middle of the night. Too bad.”

      “Wait, that’s it?” Cookie asked, stepping into his path as the deputy turned back toward the door. “You aren’t going to investigate?”

      “Investigate what?” he replied, his thick lips twisting into his customary sneer. “Not everything is a conspiracy or a drug bust or a kidnapping ring, Miss James. Sometimes it’s just an old guy whose time is up.”

      “If he was having a heart attack, what’s that scratch on his face about? And why is he all dirty, like he’d been rolling around in the woods?” she snapped back, her temper fraying as it always did when she was forced to deal with Swan and his lazy, preconceived notions. “You don’t think that’s suspicious?”

      “Nope. He probably caught himself on a hook or something while he was out fishing,” Swan replied, shouldering past her to reach for the door. “But go right ahead and poke around if you like. I know you get off on that sort of thing.” He tossed the remark back over his shoulder as he stepped outside and headed for his car.

      “Come back here and I’ll poke you with something,” Cookie grumbled under her breath as she followed him out. She watched as he hurriedly climbed back into the squad car, revved the engine, and peeled out, spraying them with sand all over again. “Jackhole.”

      “So, that went well,” Scarlett commented as they watched the cop car laboring to flee the beach. “Now what?”

      “Now we call Hunter,” Rain stated. Then she backed up a step at Cookie’s glare. “What? That’s what you always do.”

      “Not this time,” Cookie replied through gritted teeth. She shoved her hair back out of her face, spitting out sand. “This one I’ll handle on my own.”

      She pointedly ignored the way the other three exchanged glances. And they very carefully didn’t ask any more questions as she dug her phone out and called Jared Delgado, Hancock’s medical examiner, to tell him she had a body she needed him to come out and retrieve.

      So much for taking a break.
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      “So?” Rain asked as soon as Cookie came traipsing down the stairs the next morning and dropped into her customary chair at the table. “What’s the plan?”

      “Plan?” Cookie blinked up at her, hands halfway to the coffee pot that sat in the middle of the table, steam rising up from its spout. She smiled gratefully at Scarlett as her friend nudged the pot closer. After pouring the steaming, near-black liquid into her cup, she took a long sip, her eyes sliding closed in contentment as the hot coffee hit her system and the caffeine provided a welcome jolt that finally kicked her brain into gear. “What plan?” she repeated, cautiously eyeing her mother.

      “Why, for investigating poor Fleet’s death, of course,” Rain replied, smiling brightly as she set the tray of fresh, hot biscuits down next to a plate of crisp bacon and one of scrambled eggs. “You did say last night that you were going to handle this one yourself, didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” Cookie agreed slowly. She wasn’t fully awake yet and usually required all of her wits about her when her mother was being devious, as she clearly was right now.

      “So you must have a plan on how to go about that without calling anyone else in,” her mother continued, settling into the seat across from Cookie and blinking big, bright eyes at her.

      Cookie could tell that this was a trap, but at this early hour she couldn’t quite see how, so she decided the best response was to tell the truth. “I thought I’d start by going to see Fleet’s friend,” she said, reluctantly setting her coffee down after one more sip so that she could load her plate with eggs, bacon, and a freshly-buttered biscuit. “What’s his name? Lenny?”

      “Lester,” Rain corrected. “Lester Margolis.” She slapped the table with one hand and pushed herself up back on her feet. “Good. I’ll go get ready.”

      “Huh?” Cookie just stared at her over the egg-laden fork already halfway to her mouth.

      “Well, I’m coming with you, of course,” Rain explained gently, like when she’d informed Cookie she was going to accompany her to her first day of kindergarten some twenty-odd years ago. “You’ll need help, and I know this town and its people a lot better than you do.”

      “No.” Cookie frowned and tried again. “No, thank you.” Her attempt at discouraging her mother’s involvement was better, but still not great, so she went for a third attempt. “Look, Mom, I appreciate the offer, I really do, but⁠—”

      “You need a partner,” her mother cut her off, her tone surprisingly firm. “After some of the things that have happened to you since we’ve been here, there’s no way I’m letting you run around playing Nancy Drew all on your own.” Which was a fair point, actually. Cookie had already been shot, drugged, tossed in a freezer—for such a small, sleepy, out of the way place, Secret Seal Isle had proven to be surprisingly dangerous. Still, that didn’t mean Cookie wanted her mom playing ride-along.

      “I’m trained for this. I’ll be careful,” Cookie promised, setting the fork down so she could focus more clearly. “You don’t need to worry.”

      But Rain shook her head, bright-orange hair swaying with the motion. “Not good enough,” she stated. “You need someone with you. And if you won’t let me go, I guess I’ll just have to call…” She let that sentence trail off, but the threat was all too clear. She’d find a way to get in touch with Hunter, something Cookie definitely didn’t want her to do. Not after she’d rejected his offer to move to Philly with him just a few weeks ago. And Cookie knew her mother would do it, too. Rain had never been one for idle threats—as more than one of her teachers had discovered after parent-teacher conferences, much to their chagrin.

      “Fine,” Cookie said with a sigh. “You can go talk to Lester with me. But that’s it.”

      “Of course, dear,” her mother agreed in that tone that clearly indicated that this was only the start. Then she whisked off back to the kitchen, saying something about cinnamon buns. After she’d gone, Cookie turned and glared at Scarlett, who had stayed silent during the entire exchange.

      “Thanks for the help,” Cookie said, but her friend just laughed.

      “I learned a long time ago not to get in between the two of you,” Scarlett pointed out. “Besides, she’s not wrong—on either count. And you know it.”

      “I know.” Cookie sighed and reached for her food again. She really shouldn’t be out investigating anything without a partner. Though Rain was hardly the person she’d choose to back her up. Too often her mother was a walking trouble magnet. “I just wish she wasn’t quite so pleased about it.”
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      “He’s what?” Lester Margolis demanded, eyes wide, dark skin going pale. “That can’t be.” The old man staggered back a step, and for a second Cookie worried they were about to cause a second death. But the older gentleman recovered, reaching out and pressing a hand against the wall for balance. They had found Lester at his house, the residence next door to Fleet’s and located just a few hundred feet to the west and slightly inland from the boathouse.

      Lester had already been up and puttering about on his front porch when Cookie and Rain had arrived, apparently adjusting a row of buoys that were hanging from netting strung up on the railing. Since she didn’t trust Swan to do his job, Cookie had felt she needed to inform the man of his best friend’s death.

      “Fleet, dead?” Lester muttered, staring off into space. “I can’t believe it.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Cookie told him. She noted a bruise along his jaw, and wondered if he’s gotten it in a fight. One with Fleet perhaps… But considering Lester’s reaction to his friend’s death, she believed he was genuinely surprised.

      The sound of her voice seemed to bring the old man back to himself, and he turned toward the still-open front door, pushing it wider and waving them through. “Come on inside,” he told them, and Rain quickly slipped into the house without comment—one of the only times Cookie had ever seen that happen. Cookie followed, and Lester came last, shutting the door behind them to keep out the cold.

      His home was cozy, everything a little threadbare but comfortable, and all kept neat and tidy, Cookie noted with approval. It was nicer than she’d expected from someone she knew to be a lifelong bachelor in a small fishing town, and she accepted an invitation to sit on the large leather sofa without hesitation.

      “What happened to him?” Lester asked as soon as they were all seated. “Was it the cancer that finally got him?”
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