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        Cookie James thought she was going to make things right with the island’s hottest handyman when she approached Dylan Creed at his favorite fishing hole. But her attempt at a peace offering doesn’t go so well when it leads to the discovery of a dead body.  Even worse, it requires a phone call to the reason Dylan is so aloof with Cookie--FBI agent Hunter O’Neil.

      

        

      
        When Hunter arrives, he’s quick to enlist Cookie’s help as

        he takes the helm of another murder mystery on Secret Seal Isle. And soon enough, sparks fly, making it clear the case isn't the only thing Hunter's interested in. But when Cookie’s meddling mother and her concerned best friend interrupt Hunter's plans for an evening tryst, Cookie turns to the one thing she does best--solving the crime.
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      “There,” Cookie James said, studying herself in the full-length mirror on the back of her door. “Nice, but not too nice. He definitely won’t think you’re trying too hard.” She was wearing soft, worn-in jeans that clung to her curves, a formfitting T-shirt, and a snug, cozy hoodie. Her long, thick auburn waves were pulled back into a loose ponytail, and she’d applied only the most basic makeup. No jewelry. And no gun—definitely no gun.

      If that didn’t convince him that she hadn’t been waiting to bump into him, nothing would.

      Taking a deep breath, she pulled open the door and stepped out into the hall. As she headed downstairs, she ran through possible opening lines in her head.

      Oh, hey, Dylan! What’re you doing here? No, he’d see right through her. She knew exactly why he was at her inn. Now that it was well into fall on Secret Seal Isle, the weather had finally turned from merely crisp to downright chilly, and they’d asked Dylan to flush the radiators and get them working properly. Actually, Cookie had called but gotten voicemail, so she’d left a message. Dylan had then texted Rain to confirm that he’d come out to the inn this morning. Since it was past ten, Cookie figured that meant he’d be well into the work and thus unable to cut and run when he saw her coming.

      Their relationship, or rather their lack of one, was making her crazy. It had only been a few months ago that he’d told her he was seriously interested in her. They’d even gone out on a date or two. Okay, sure, the last one had been cut short when they’d found that lobster trap full of drugs. But after she and her former-partner,  Hunter O’Neil, had solved the drug-runner case, Dylan had completely stopped speaking to her.

      Well, she was way past done with that.

      Cookie reached the ground floor and paused. She heard her mom puttering around in the kitchen but nothing else. No telltale banging and cursing like she’d expect from a man hard at work on a recalcitrant heating system. Where was he?

      “Hey, Mom,” she called out as she stepped into the kitchen.

      “Oh, hey, sweetie,” Rain replied, turning away from the oven, a tray of just-baked cinnamon rolls in her oven-mitted hands. “Want one?”

      “Absolutely!” Cookie snatched one of the gooey breakfast pastries off the tray, juggling it from hand to hand until it had cooled down. Then she took a tentative bite, checking the temperature before really digging in. The sweet icing melted on her tongue, and she let out a low moan of satisfaction. Although her mom could be a total flake at times, and a bit of a drama queen to boot, Rain really knew how to cook.

      “Where’s Dylan?” Cookie asked around a mouthful of cinnamon-spiced dough. Her mom just stared at her, clearly uncomprehending, so Cookie waited until she’d chewed and swallowed before trying again. “Where’s Dylan? I thought he was coming by this morning.”

      “Oh, yes.” Rain’s eyes widened, and her cheeks flushed as she glanced down at the tray, then over at the kitchen counter, and finally at the back window—anywhere but at Cookie. “He did. He got here early.”

      “Early?” Cookie’s eyes narrowed. “How early?”

      “Um, around six,” her mother answered. She shrugged and went for a lighter tone. “Fortunately I was already up. You know me and my dawn meditation. He said he wanted to get a jump on things because the fish were biting today and he was thinking of giving them a run for their money. I told him he’d be better off getting the jump on you, but for some reason he ignored my advice. I swear, if you two would just do it already⁠—”

      Cookie cleared her throat and swallowed the urge to tell her mother to stay out of her love life… or lack of one, as the case may be. “So he already flushed the radiators?”

      “He did!” Rain clapped her hands together. “He said it’d take a few hours for them to warm up, but by this afternoon we should be toasty warm. I’m going to invite Hale over for some hot yoga later. Only we’ll be heavy on the hot and light on the yoga, if you know what I mean.”

      “Yeah. I think I’ve got it.” Cookie fought back a grimace and wished for some brain bleach to wipe her mind clean of the image of her mother and the much younger island courier she’d taken up with recently. Instead she concentrated on the cinnamon bun in her hand, then turned and set it down on the island behind her. She knew that if she took a bite now she’d likely choke, considering her heart was caught in her throat. It appeared Dylan was still avoiding her. No. She was sure of it, because he didn’t do the radiator in her room. She frowned then started to smile as she replayed what her mother had said.

      “So he went fishing, did he?” She glanced at the window, studying the sky and putting together a mental checklist of what she’d need. “I’m going out for a bit, Ma.”

      Dylan wasn’t the only one who could get a jump on something… or someone.
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        * * *

      

      Forty minutes later, Cookie hit the brakes and coasted to a stop. Secret Seal Isle wasn’t all that big. The inn was located near one end, at the island’s highest point, with the town sloping down from there to the water’s edge. Meanwhile, the opposite end had been claimed by the artist colony that inhabited the island every summer. That left the middle as a sort of no-man’s land, a swathe of rugged hills dotted by a few isolated houses here and there. A lot of it was beach, since the island narrowed in the middle, and there were plenty of little coves and inlets.

      Fortunately, Dylan had told Cookie which one of those was his favorite place to go fishing. And the beat-up old pickup truck sitting here along the side of the road just before the small, broken-down wooden bridge confirmed this was still his go-to spot.

      Cookie hopped off her bike, leaned it against the side of the truck, and pulled the thermos and paper bag from the bike’s front basket. She hadn’t actually been out to this place before, though she thought she remembered seeing it on a map of the island once. Glancing around, she studied her surroundings.

      The dirt road had split off from the main drag, curving out almost to the water, and then had run into a spot where time, wind, and water had cut right through the land, creating a gap wide enough to require a small bridge.

      Cookie knew from what Dylan had described that on the other side of that lonely bridge was a nice little cove, sheltered by a slight overhang and by the planks of the bridge itself. A perfect, little nook where a man could sit and fish and be alone with his thoughts, his fishing pole, and the waves.

      Unless someone snuck up on him and cornered him in his cozy little man-lair.

      Grinning, Cookie stalked across the bridge, determined to do just that.

      She hadn’t made any attempt to be stealthy—there wasn’t anywhere he could hide this time—so she wasn’t surprised when she descended into the cove and found Dylan watching her approach. He still had his fishing pole in his hands, but he was far from calm. The tension in his shoulders and face made it look as if he was ready to flee if she got any closer. Cookie had spent enough time with Dylan Creed by now to be able to read his expressions. And right now, his eyes were steely-gray rather than warm blue and his jaw was set, his face carefully neutral. It was a look that screamed, ‘I will be polite, because that’s who I am, but I really don’t want you here.’

      Well, too late now.

      “Hey,” Cookie called out as she approached, slowing her steps but refusing to stop completely. She held up the thermos and the bag. “I thought you might need something to warm you up out here.” She shivered, and not just for show—this close to the water, a stiff breeze was cutting right through her jacket. “I’ve got coffee and cinnamon buns, still warm.”

      It was an obvious peace offering, and when Dylan’s eyes crinkled at the corners she knew the gift had been accepted. Or had at least bought her a short reprieve. “Thanks,” he said, his gravelly voice sending a much more pleasant shiver through her. “That’s nice of you.”

      She shrugged. “I would’ve just poured you a cup back at the inn, but by the time I came down, you were long gone.” She deliberately glanced at the pole, the empty bucket beside him, and then out at the water. “I guess they’re really biting today, huh?”

      That at least got a slight quirk of his lips. “No, not particularly,” he admitted, reaching out to take the thermos from her. “But I had hopes.”

      “Yeah? Me too.” Dylan had brought a small folding stool for himself. But around the edges of the cove the last few steps of rock provided a decent makeshift seat of their own, and Cookie plopped herself down only a few feet away from him. She accepted the thermos-lid cup he offered her, nodding her thanks, and then passed him the paper bag containing the cinnamon buns. “You’ve been avoiding me,” she stated outright, watching him over her cup.

      She could see the flicker in his eyes as he debated how to answer, but after a second, his innate honesty won out and he nodded. “I guess so,” he agreed and took a sip of coffee straight from the thermos, then extracted a cinnamon bun from the bag and took a big bite.

      From the very first time they’d had lunch together, Cookie had loved the fact that Dylan wasn’t afraid to enjoy himself when it came to food—or, she suspected, much of anything else. A familiar tingle ran through her as she watched him devour the pastry, looking like a little kid who’d just been let loose in the candy shop. Out of courtesy, she gave him a second to swallow before hitting him with the big question. She cleared her throat. “Care to tell me why?”

      He took another swig of coffee. “I told you,” he said finally, speaking slowly as he carefully chose his words. “I wasn’t willing to pursue you if you still had feelings for someone else.”

      Cookie breathed in the salty ocean air and nodded. She remembered that conversation, and the reason it had occurred; namely, the embrace she and Hunter had shared after he thought she’d been shot. The embrace Dylan had walked in on. When he’d confronted her later about her feelings for Hunter, she hadn’t been willing or able to lie. Yes, she’d felt something for her former-partner. Yes, it was more than just animal attraction. No, she didn’t think it would lead anywhere. But Dylan had seen that as enough reason to call off whatever had been building between the two of them, at least until she had figured out what—and who—she really wanted.

      The problem was she hadn’t gotten any closer to figuring that out. The summer season had started right after that, with the artist colony opening again. The island’s population had suddenly doubled in size, and in addition to the artists they’d gotten a slew of tourists. And Cookie and her mom owned the only inn on the island. The good news was they’d had plenty of guests, which had really helped their ailing finances. The bad news was Cookie had been busy cooking and cleaning and handling the books and a million other little things. She hadn’t had a chance to see Dylan, not really, until just a week or two ago, when the season had finally ended.

      Nor had she seen Hunter. He’d gone back to the FBI field office in Philly after the drug case was closed. They’d talked a few times, but not about anything important. He hadn’t been back out since, and they hadn’t explored whatever had been going on between them. Which meant nothing was resolved when it came to her nonexistent love life.

      “Okay,” she said. “I get that you’re not willing to go out again until I’ve got a lock on this whole Hunter thing. But that doesn’t mean we can’t still be friends, does it?” She smiled at him over her coffee. “I like you, Dylan. I’m pretty sure you like me too. And we’re not in first grade, so let’s ditch the whole you’ve-got-cooties thing, okay?”

      That got him to laugh. “Did some boy do that to you in first grade?” he asked, his voice overly solicitous.

      “Damn straight. Jacob Coltrane, that little pimple.” Cookie shuddered at the memory. “Every time I even looked his way he shrieked and made some stupid anti-cooties sign with his hand.” A wicked grin stole over her face. “So I started deliberately brushing up against him whenever I could, looking his way, leaving my things on his desk. He was making that sign so often, it looked like he had epilepsy. They threatened to medicate him if he didn’t knock it off.”

      Dylan shook his head, though he was chuckling as he did. “You were horrible as a child, weren’t you?” He raised an eyebrow. “I guess that explains a lot, really.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him, and they both laughed. “See,” she said, “this is a lot nicer than not speaking to me, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” he agreed. “But still—”His fishing pole jerked and tugged in his hand, grabbing his attention as he focused on whatever was pulling its line taut. He was like a cat eyeing a mouse, his whole body coiled and ready for action as he quickly but carefully set the thermos down and gripped the pole with both hands, tugging it back, reeling in the line as he braced his feet for better support.

      The line caught and suddenly both the line and the pole snapped, resulting in a twang so loud it resembled a gunshot in the covered cove. Cookie jerked back, instinctively reaching behind her to the back of her jeans, but she was unarmed; a fact that made her edgy even as she chided herself for reacting to something as innocuous as a broken fishing pole that had disappeared into the dark water.

      Dylan, however, had leaped to his feet, the stool toppling behind him and the thermos tipping over, the remaining coffee spilling out to pool at his feet. “Damn!” he said softly as he moved toward the water’s edge and shrugged out of his heavy leather jacket.

      “What’re you doing?” Cookie asked, rising from her own seat and stepping closer to join him.

      “I’m going in after it,” he answered, reaching down to loosen and then tug off his boots. “Wait here.”

      “What?” She stared at him. “Dylan, it’s freezing out! That water’s got to be like ice. You can’t dive in there. It’s just a broken fishing pole—forget about it.”

      He glanced over at her. His face had taken on that hard cast she knew meant he’d made up his mind about something. “I can’t,” he replied, kicking off the second boot and then rummaging through his coat before extracting a small, slim black flashlight. “It’s my lucky pole.”

      “But it’s broken. There’s nothing lucky about that. Even if you do manage to find it, you’re still going to need a new one.”

      Dylan just shook his head. “You don’t get it.” He paused for a second, and when he spoke again his voice was quieter, more somber. “My dad gave me that pole when I turned ten, the first time he took me out fishing. Said his dad had given it to him.” His expression was bleak. “I don’t have much left from either of them now. It doesn’t matter if it can’t be fixed, I’m not losing that pole.”

      And, without another word, he dove into the water.
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      Cookie just stood there, staring in shock at the cold, dark water and the faint ripples that were the only indication that Dylan had just willingly leaped into its depths. And it was deep here. Except for the beaches, the island didn’t have any shallows. It had rocky cliffs that cut off like they had been sheared by an enormous guillotine and deceptive edges that actually plunged straight down into the water. That was why Dylan could fish in a spot like this, sitting right by the water’s edge. and still hope to catch anything bigger than a minnow. Because even here in this little sheltered cove, the water lapping at her feet was basically the ocean itself, with depths up to hundreds of feet.

      And Dylan had just disappeared into those same depths.

      After Cookie recovered, she began pacing. And cursing. Cursing him, cursing his lucky pole, cursing the ocean, and pretty much anything else that came to mind. But she was still alone in the cove, pacing to let off steam and also to stay warm, her hands jammed into her pockets.

      Then Dylan reappeared. She didn’t have any warning, no telltale bubbles or ripples—one second the water was smooth and the next, Dylan was bobbing in it, still submerged from the chest down. He glanced around, blinking water from his eyes, and finally spotted her as she rushed toward him.

      “Are you okay? Did you find it?” she asked, just as he said, “I need your help.”

      “What’s wrong?” Cookie asked, a jolt of fear making her momentarily forget the cold. “Are you hurt? Are you stuck? Come out of the water. Let’s get you dried off and warmed up.”

      But Dylan shook his head. “No, I need help,” he repeated and glanced at the water churning around him. “Down there.”

      “You want me to go in there?” she asked, horrified. “Seriously? For a fishing pole? I’m sorry, I feel for you, Dylan, but no way. It’s cold enough out here. I’m not getting in that! Not without a submarine.”

      “I found it. That’s not why I need you.” He lifted the pole out of the water and tossed it to her. Then he just bobbed there like he swam in icy water every day. And maybe he did. Cookie wasn’t even sure at this point. He raised one eyebrow ever so slightly, waiting.

      “Just tell me what you need.”

      “You have to see it.”

      “See it? You’re not getting out until I come in, are you?” she asked, resigned.

      “Unfortunately, no. I really do need your help.”

      Finally, she sighed. “This isn’t some sort of gag, is it?” She groped around behind her for the stool and righted it so she could sit down. “Maybe revenge for my cornering you out here?”

      “No,” he told her. “It’s definitely not a gag.”

      “Fine.” She untied her boots and pulled them off. “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she groused as she shucked the footgear, then she stood up to take off her coat and her hoodie. She hesitated at the button of her jeans, though, and looked over where Dylan was waiting.

      “I’ll turn around,” he promised, spinning in the water to do just that. “But you should take them off—they’ll weigh you down too much, and when we get back out you’ll want them dry.”

      “Uh huh.” She only paused another second before tugging the jeans down and stepping out of them. “Not how I pictured this moment in my head,” she muttered.

      “Me neither,” he said with a chuckle, still with his back to her.

      I’m glad he’s so amused, Cookie thought as she dipped a toe into the water and quickly pulled it back, shivering from the icy wave it sent racing up her entire leg.

      “Just jump in,” Dylan advised. “You’ll acclimate a lot faster that way.”

      “Bloody hell.” Cookie frowned, glared at his—very nice—back, and then before she could talk herself out of it, she took a deep breath and jumped in.

      Hundreds of tiny, sharp needles of cold stabbed her exposed skin, knocking the wind out of her. It was like every bit of warmth was driven out as the icy water enveloped her, wrapping her in a cocoon of freezing darkness. For just a second she panicked, thrashing and kicking, and opened her mouth to scream—but before she could, a light darted down toward her, and then Dylan was there, grabbing her shoulders gently but firmly. He didn’t shake her, he just held her, his presence calming her.

      “Cookie? You okay?” he asked.

      She focused on the waterproof light he’d somehow produced out of nowhere and nodded. “Yeah. I think so.”

      “Good.” He released his hold on her, only to turn and grab one of her hands so that he could tug her after him as he swam a short distance forward. Cookie followed, her eyes latched onto the lifelines that were his retreating back and the light he carried clamped between his teeth.

      They’d only gone about a dozen feet before Dylan ducked back under water, pulling her with him. He swam down maybe ten feet deep and shined the light on the rocky cliff.

      And that’s when she saw it resting right in front of them—a shape that Cookie instantly knew had to be a body.

      Dylan closed in on the shape, playing his flashlight over it and confirming her guess. They were looking at a man, though she could only tell that from the general build since the combination of depth, shadow, and water made it impossible to make out his features.

      What she could see clearly, however, was the cement block that had been tied to his ankles. It had landed on the shelf, and was anchoring him in place.

      After a second, Dylan tapped Cookie on the shoulder and gestured upward. She nodded, only now registering that her lungs were starting to scream for air. Dylan kept a hold of her hand as he launched toward the surface with powerful kicks, and Cookie imitated his movements, adding her own momentum to their upward flight. In only seconds, their heads were breaking the surface.

      “Okay,” Cookie said after she’d gasped in some much-needed air. “I can see why you wanted help. Only question is what do we do with him now?”

      “Are you still a deputy?” Dylan asked her. Sheriff Watkins had officially deputized Cookie when she and Hunter had been dealing with the death of Dickie Dungworth, and then again when they’d been handling the drug smuggling case. That had been only temporary, however.

      “No,” Cookie was forced to admit. She sighed. “Which means we have to call Swan.” She didn’t much like Deputy Swan and thought he was worse than useless most of the time. But he was the only law enforcement official on the island, and that meant they had to go through him.

      Dylan grimaced at the name but nodded his agreement and then led the way back to the lip of the cove. After pulling himself onto the dry rocks, he reached back to give her a hand out of the water as well.

      Cookie had forgotten about the chill of the water. She’d been too busy thinking about the body down below, wondering who it was and how it had gotten there. But the second she was on dry land she began shivering, her body suddenly reminding her that she had willingly immersed herself in freezing-cold water for several minutes.

      Dylan rummaged around in his gear for a towel, which she gratefully used to vigorously dry off as best she could. Then she pulled her jeans, hoodie, and jacket back on, too cold to be embarrassed about being mostly naked in front of him. Dylan had yanked his jacket back on as well, and once they’d both wrestled their feet back into their boots, he led her back to his truck, which he promptly started and cranked up the heat.

      “Okay,” he said once the truck was blasting hot air at them. “I guess I’d better make that call.” It was clear from his tone that he really didn’t want to.

      Cookie nodded. “You found him. So yeah, you get to call it in.” Besides, she figured Swan would handle it better hearing from Dylan than finding out Cookie had stumbled onto yet another crime on his sleepy little island. He’d learn about her involvement soon enough.

      While Dylan was busy talking to the deputy, Cookie couldn’t shake the feeling she had to make a call of her own. Swan wasn’t anywhere near capable of dealing with a homicide. If she didn’t notify someone, he was likely to muck up the investigation in record time. Sighing, she turned away from Dylan so he wouldn’t see what she was doing, pulled out her own phone, and quickly sent a short text.

      That, too, was something that would be clear soon enough. And when it was, she knew that Swan wasn’t the only one who’d be unhappy with her. Still, she didn’t feel as if she had much of a choice.

      She wasn’t surprised when the phone buzzed with a response almost immediately. The message itself, however, made her blink. She reread it to be sure she wasn’t imagining things. On my way. ETA four hours.

      Now how the hell, she wondered as she pocketed her phone again, is he going to manage that?
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      “Aw, hell, I shoulda known,” were the first words out of Deputy Swan’s mouth when he pulled up behind Dylan’s truck an hour later and ambled over to the driver’s side to speak with them. His eyes skipped right past Dylan to Cookie sitting beside him, and she had to fight hard not to laugh at the woebegone expression that overcame the poor deputy.

      “Hello, Deputy,” she managed instead. “Nice to see you again, despite the circumstances.”

      “The circumstances?” Swan leaned one arm against Dylan’s door and shook his head. “Miss James, every time I see you it’s a murder or a kidnapping or a smuggling ring. Why is that? I feel like you’re my own personal albatross. Or maybe just our island’s very own Grim Reaper.”

      “I don’t kill them, Deputy,” Cookie snapped, her temper already worn thin by the waiting, her half frozen limbs, and the whole situation in general. “I just help figure out who did so the criminals get what they deserve.”

      Unsaid, but hanging between them, was the suggestion that she was only involved because Swan was incapable of handling it himself. And considering how his cheeks reddened, he had apparently caught that subtext as well. Cookie wanted to feel bad about that, but she just couldn’t. Because Swan really was completely incompetent—at least when it came to dealing with major crimes like the ones he’d listed. She was sure he was perfectly fine at issuing parking tickets, directing traffic, and helping little old ladies find their missing dogs.

      Too bad this didn’t involve a schnauzer.

      Dylan pushed his door open, forcing Swan to take a quick step back. The deputy windmilled briefly before getting himself under control, and Cookie caught the quick half-smile that touched Dylan’s lips for barely a second before disappearing behind his usual calm, friendly mask. “I’ll show you where I found him,” Dylan offered, leading Swan down to the cove.

      Cookie chose to stay behind, luxuriating in the truck’s warmth. Despite being as dried off as she could really hope to get without a fresh change of clothes, she still shivered from time to time.

      It took a good half hour before the men returned, and she could see Swan shaking his head from the second they reappeared. Cookie opened her window a crack, sacrificing some of the truck’s warmth so she could hear what they were saying.

      “I don’t know how we’re gonna manage to get him outta there,” the deputy was protesting as they approached the truck. “I’ll probably need to get a winch up here on the bridge then send a diver down to rope ’im like some kinda stray calf.”

      Cookie was surprised that Swan—who she knew was a homegrown local, and as such, had probably never been within ten miles of a working farm—would know enough to make such a comparison. And she was equally appalled that he would think of this dead man as nothing more than a missing cow. She kept her mouth shut, however. She knew that saying anything to the deputy would just increase the tension between them.

      Dylan had no such reservations and opened his mouth to argue. “Look, I can—” he started, but Swan held up a hand, and shockingly, the gesture stopped Dylan in his tracks.

      “All due respect, Mr. Creed,” the deputy drawled, hooking his thumbs in his gun belt and sounding like a poor man’s John Wayne. He kind of looked like one, too, though not as good-looking. Or as trim. Or as commanding. “But this is a matter for the law now.” He released one hand’s grip on the belt to poke that same thumb at his chest, right where his deputy’s badge was pinned. “And me? I’m the law. So while I appreciate you bringing this to our attention, you just sit back and let us handle this, you hear?”

      Dylan’s hands balled into fists, and Cookie watched as he forced himself to relax them again, pressing them against his legs to keep them flat. “Yes, sir,” was all he said, but there was restrained fury in every step he took as he marched back to the truck and hauled himself inside.

      “I take it that went well,” Cookie offered after letting him stew in silence for a second.

      “That trumped-up little—” Dylan burst out, then visibly controlled himself. “Sorry.”

      “Ha, don’t be.” She snorted. “Trust me. I’ve called him things way worse than that. A few of them to his face.”
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