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      Amid the cacophony of pounding hammers and buzzing saws on Madras Island, Alex and Mimi stood at the railing atop the cliff and gazed at the waves gently lapping against the rocks below. Behind them and to the left stood the lab—a single-story block building that reminded Alex of a school she’d seen in a million of those television ads soliciting donations for children to attend school in third-world countries. This one, in not much better shape.

      Alex leaned her forearms against the bars as the sun dipped toward the horizon. The scent of saltwater hung in the air. Nothing will disrupt my happiness during this trip, no matter what! I need the relaxation before we head back to Massachusetts next weekend to orchestrate the Christmas Quilt Show. And getting a jet is high on my priority list.

      “Mimi,”—Alex sipped from the coconut-infused drink in her hand—“are you as happy as I am that we’ll soon have our own transportation back and forth from the island?”

      Mimi chuckled, her eyes twinkling with amusement as she sat down at the picnic table. “I never thought I’d see the day. Though, I still don’t plan on leaving the island . . .” She turned and leaned back against the rail, her blue, plaited ponytail swung over her shoulder. “. . . often. I plan to stay forever.” She flashed a crooked smile at Alex and fiddled with something in her hands. “If you’ll continue to have me of course.” Then she winked.

      Alex smiled fondly at the younger woman. She’s like the sassy little sister I never had. “What do you have there?”

      Handing it to Alex, Mimi squared her shoulders. “I made it with the new 3-D printer I bought.”

      Cocking her head and turning the plastic wedge over in her hand, Alex asked, “A door stop?”

      Mimi nodded, her attention diverted to the dog. “I thought we could use it to craft minor repairs too, that way we don’t have to wait for things to be shipped from the mainland. I printed a beaker holder too. It’s amazing.”

      Alex nodded, impressed, and handed it back to Mimi. “Great idea.”

      Kibbles sniffed around the statue of Nona, then circled around their feet, and a burst of energy transformed into a series of wild zoomies. The two erupted in laughter as they watched the pup’s comical display. “You’re a crazy little mutt!” Alex bent to ruffle the fur of the tiny black-and-tan chihuahua mix, but Kibbles avoided her owner with a quick sidestep and leapt across the small patch of concrete and hid under the picnic table. A cloud passed overhead and cast a shadow from the colossal stone monument of Nona that bore a striking resemblance to the Statue of Liberty—the only difference was that the statue of Nona held up a quilting square. Only a woman as charismatic as Nona could pull off leaving behind ten-foot-tall statues of herself!

      Mimi’s smile faltered, and her almond-shaped eyes drooped for just a split second before she composed her features again. “I’m sad that Nona is no longer with us, but I’m truly grateful that you and Hawk⁠—”

      “Woof, woof, woof!”

      “—and Kibbles, yes, how could I forget you?” she cooed to the dog before returning her attention to Alex. “I’m glad you’ve decided to make the island your home.”

      Even though they were finally ready to settle into living the island life, she still had a few responsibilities back on Spruce Street. As soon as renovations were finished on the new-to-her island home, they’d transition to Madras full time. “I feel the same. I have peace in my life, again. My dad is back . . .” Yes, her father was miraculously alive and well, but Alex’s heart ached that her mother wasn’t with him. Alex recently found out that they had faked their deaths when she was fifteen to protect her, their only daughter, but sadly she did eventually pass away within those years. “My relationship with Hawk is as strong as ever. I actually thought he was going to propose to me a while back . . . but it’s always something, isn’t it?” She ignored the pang in her chest and gazed out across the island. “It’s gorgeous here, and the house—It’ll be more than I could’ve imagined.”

      The ocean below teemed with sea life. To the south, rocky boulders shielded the beach, making it feel secluded and private. On the beach, she could walk along the sandbar that stretched out to what seemed like infinity, but in reality was just a couple hundred yards.

      “Do you think you’ll get bored?” Mimi asked.

      Alex turned, her back facing the cliff below. “You haven’t.”

      Mimi nodded, her bangs now had a quarter inch of dark regrowth, and the electric-blue color was fading. Shading her gray eyes, she peered out at the water, her high cheekbones accentuated by a light blush. “But I have my work here, managing the lab. There’s so much marine life to study, I can’t imagine running out of things to keep me busy.”

      Gazing at her dog, Alex smiled her heart’s smile. “The mysteries of the last year may be over, but Kibbles’s antics are a perpetual source of entertainment.” She winked, though it was more for herself. Maybe I’ll convince myself that I won’t get bored without all of the mischief and mayhem, or a high-profile job. Hmm . . . What will I do with my days? Quilt . . . A lot!

      The tropical breeze ruffled loose strands of hair on the back of Alex’s neck. Mimi glanced up then turned to her with an arched eyebrow. “Storm clouds are rolling in.”

      Alex crossed her arms over her chest. “I feel like you just jinxed us.”

      “Nah!” Mimi waved her arm in dismissal. “In all the time I’ve been here, we’ve not had a direct hit from a major storm. I guess we’ve been pretty lucky.”

      “Somehow that doesn’t make the jinx any better.” Alex picked up Kibbles and kissed the pup on the head. “No matter what, nothing will rain on my parade this week!”

      “Woof!”

      “See, even the dog agrees.”

      Joey—Alex’s adopted little brother, and the barista from Rise and Grind that Nona brought into their lives—approached. Kibbles struggled to get out of Alex’s arms. She moved a few feet and let the dog spring down into a patch of sand.

      Peering over the cliff, Joey pointed toward a peculiar sight about twenty feet down. “What are those things? They look like little meat blobs floating around by the rocks.”

      Mimi grinned, her eyes twinkling as she answered, “They call them wandering meatloaves. It’s a protected species of mollusk—they’re chiton, specifically.” She shrugged. “Not food, unless you’re an otter.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Alex gathered with the group for breakfast, the tropical sun spilling through the windows and laughter filling the room.

      “I may have had a few too many coconut drinks last night,” she admitted, and poured herself a cup of freshly squeezed orange juice. “Just juice this morning.” She raised her cup.

      Her dad, Brian, tall with dark-brown wavy hair like Alex’s, kissed her on the top of the head and sat beside her at Henrietta’s dining table. She hadn’t seen him in over twenty-five years and had seriously mixed emotions about the whole situation. Emotions that weren’t going to be unpacked all in this one week while they were staying in Henrietta’s guest rooms as renovations on the main house were being finalized.

      Around the table: her boyfriend Hawk, Henrietta, aka the island granny, and Mimi, all tucked into a hearty breakfast of scrambled eggs, ham, fried potatoes, and plantains.

      Pepper and Joey descended the stairs, Joey’s naturally curly hair matted, and he stretched his arms over his head. Pepper, cute as could be for a young lady in her early twenties, her corn-cob-colored hair was perfectly in place, tucked behind her ears, and bobbing around her shoulders as she popped into the last remaining seat at the breakfast table.

      “I guess I’ll eat in the sitting room.” Joey frowned and ran his fingers through his hair like a comb, and Pepper ignored his comment with a knowing smile but stood up from her seat and dragged him to the couch. Jinxy leapt onto the ottoman, and Joey stroked the cat while Pepper went back to the table where she prepared their two plates. The cat purred and playfully nipped at him.

      My whole chosen family, well most of it, in one place.

      Shaking herself from her happy reverie, Alex grinned as she glanced at her friends. “It’s your last afternoon here, what do you two want to do?”

      “I’m happy to relax in the sun some more before we have to go back to the chilly New England temperatures,” Pepper said, and Joey added, “I’m happy to do whatever milady wants to do.”

      “Milady?” Mimi laughed, adopting Joey like a younger brother, much as everyone else who met him did. “What’s gotten into you?”

      Joey shrugged, making goo-goo eyes at Pepper.

      Alex turned her attention to Hawk. “What’s your day look like today?”

      “I’m going to catch up with the finishing touches on the house since the contractors are arriving today.” He snuck a piece of ham under the table for Kibbles. “Then I can join you all on the beach.” He smiled, his pearly white teeth almost gleaming.

      “I saw that!” She flashed him a goofy grin. How have I been so lucky to have such a wonderful man in my life?

      Sitting at the end of the table, he stuck his foot out and wiggled his sandal. “Ready for the beach.” Hawk was notorious for texting her pictures of his feet on the beach. Today, and every day going forward, they could take pictures with both sets of their feet buried in the warm sand together.

      Pepper handed Joey his plate and a cup of coffee which he slurped eagerly, and the rest of the group cleaned up the breakfast plates—the decision to spend the early afternoon at the beach unanimous.

      “Hey, give us time to eat!” Joey set down the cup of coffee and dug into his eggs.

      Outside Henrietta’s island home—a two-story stucco building—the sunlit sands beckoned, promising a morning of relaxation and fun. Alex and Kibbles strolled toward the water’s edge, the waves crashing against the shore, providing a soundtrack to her new life. I’ll never tire of the sound.

      Beach chairs dotted the sand and surrounded the firepit, and Alex relaxed on a long, teak chaise-lounge. While they waited for Pepper and Joey, Kibbles frolicked endlessly in the sand and chased all the seagulls, leaving a trail of little paw prints in her wake.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Joey lumbered from his chair. Half his face was pink from the sun. “As much as I don’t want to leave, I’m gonna head in and finish packing. Maybe see if Henrietta needs anything.” He kissed Pepper on the top of her head as Hawk had done for Alex earlier.

      I really need to stop thinking of Joey as adorable. He’s a grown man.

      A seagull flew close by and he ducked, unnecessarily. “We need to head to the big island airport for our flight back to Massachusetts in a couple hours.” He squeezed Pepper’s hand and then dropped it.

      “You want me to come with you and help?” Pepper asked, raising her hand to shield her eyes as she peered up at his tall, lanky frame.

      “No, you stay, and enjoy every last minute in the sun. I’ll be back in a bit.” He winked at Alex on his way by.

      What was that all about?

      Pepper watched him go, with a contented smile on her face. “Gosh, I could stay here forever.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t! I need you to look after Spruce Street, we have a deal.” Alex laughed though she was dead serious.

      Pepper flashed Alex one of her signature dimpled grins, her fair skin turning pink from the sun as well. “I know. Don’t worry. I’ll hold up my end of the bargain.” Alex tossed the sunscreen to Pepper.

      In exchange for looking after the neighborhood, Pepper and Joey had moved into number 1 Spruce Street, Alex’s family home, and they had the run of the place. With Pepper’s store, Woof Gang Bakery, located on Main Street not a mile from the house, it was a perfect set up.

      Alex closed her eyes and let the warmth of the Caribbean sun bask over her face while Hawk and Mimi talked about the submarine’s updates from the money she’d received from fleecing the rich cruise ship patrons for donations. Alex’s ears perked up when she heard them referring to her ‘crazy idea’ to buy a jet, and build a runway on the island.

      Like I can’t hear them! She listened with half an ear, catching phrases like ‘pontoon plane’ and ‘our own helicopter’ instead of the jet-setting that she imagined doing in her own private plane. Being able to come and go at my leisure is the last piece to my complete freedom—traveling back and forth, hopefully less often, to the island whenever we need to, and no more feeling like a commercial yo-yo.

      This trip only afforded her a precious few days before she needed to head back to her hometown to oversee the 10th annual Christmas Quilt Show, and she was determined to enjoy it, no matter what happened.

      Suddenly, a silky melody drew near. The group collectively turned their attention toward the source, and to their surprise, Joey emerged from behind the dunes, holding a boombox over his shoulder. Henrietta followed him.

      Joey’s attire, a quirky combination of board shorts, flip-flops, and a bow tie over a casual button-down shirt, was entirely out of place, yet utterly endearing.

      What’s he doing?

      Alex exchanged a curious glance with Mimi who, wearing a halter top in lieu of her usual lab coat, shrugged her boxy shoulders.

      With a theatrical flourish, Joey set the boombox in the sand, and in one swift and deliberate movement, he dropped to one knee in front of Pepper.

      The atmosphere stilled with anticipation as he gazed up at her with earnest affection. Oh my gosh! How did I not know he was going to do this?

      “Pepper,” Joey began, his eyes gleaming and his voice steady. Pepper gasped. Her hand flew to her chest as Joey continued, “From the moment you walked into my life, everything fell into place. You’ve filled my days with laughter and my heart with love. Will you make me the happiest boy-man on this island and say yes to being my forever girl?”

      Pepper stifled a laugh, but Alex wasn’t so quick, and a chuckle escaped before she covered her mouth with her hand. She often thought of Joey as a boy-man too.

      Unveiling a small box, Joey exposed a simple yet elegant ring that sparkled, mirroring the twinkle in Pepper’s eyes.

      Alex smiled. I guess Hawk definitely won’t be proposing to me this week. He’d never want to steal their spotlight.

      Without hesitation, Pepper threw herself at Joey, her beach chair falling behind her, and they both tumbled into a joyous heap in the soft sand. Alex, gripping the arm of her own chair, prayed the ring didn’t take flight amid the celebratory chaos. They sat up, and Pepper, beaming, kissed Joey, then answered with a resounding, “Yes!”
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            RIPPED SEAMS

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex wiped at tears that were steamrolling over her cheeks. The conversation she was having with her dad was hard, but what he proposed was unbearable. “Alex, honey. Someone needs to take responsibility for the death of Eleanor Romano.”

      “But not you!” Alex shrieked and squeezed his hand as they walked along the rocky shoreline. Though she didn’t have all the sordid details of the kill-or-be-killed situation uncovered last fall when the bones of the mafia daughter were discovered, her Dad was the only one alive to tell the tale—Or take the fall.

      Kibbles howled, catching Alex off guard, and her father asked, “Doesn’t she normally bark three times for alarm?”

      “Yes.” Alex peered down at the small pup. “I’ve never heard her howl quite like that before.” Alex plopped down next to Kibbles, in the sand, not caring if her bottom got wet. She scratched the dog’s head and gazed out onto the horizon, the morning sunrise, a beautiful treat to be savored.

      When I first saw the beauty of the island, I never imagined it would be marred with conversations like the one I’m currently having.

      “Nona, your mother, and I all had a hand in that woman’s death, and there is no one else left to hold accountable.” Brian sat next to Alex, and Kibbles jumped into his lap. “If I don’t do this, then Remo Romano will always be a threat to you.”

      “He’ll be an even greater threat to you, in prison.” A prickly shiver ran down her spine. She felt grief, hard and heavy in her chest. She clenched her fists, her gaze hardening with resolve. The overwhelming surge of emotion that had brought tears to her eyes was now transformed into a fierce determination to shield those dear to her from harm. “I’ve only just got you back, Dad.” She leaned toward him, resting her head on his shoulder as he petted the dog and whispered soothing sounds.

      Brian breathed a contented sigh into Alex’s hair, “My greatest accomplishment has been protecting you from harm all these years. I have to continue that. Even now. Especially now.” He kissed the top of her head.

      Alex leaned away and shook her head vigorously. “This is madness! No one even knows you’re alive.” Kibbles startled at her outburst and trotted down the beach.

      “You know. And Hawk, Henrietta, Mimi—heck, everyone on the island knows I’m alive . . . All of you are now in danger because of me.”

      Alex took his hand, staring into his eyes, pleading from the depths of her soul and emotions. “I can’t just have a few months with you, and then what? I’m just supposed to live here in paradise while you’re locked behind bars, miserable, in danger, or worse—dead for real? No! I won’t have it.”

      Kibbles ran to them and barked in alarm, “Woof, woof, woof.”

      Brian stroked the anxiety-ridden pup feverishly.

      “Dad, no one is in danger.” She shook her hand, waving it urgently, trying to change his mind.

      “You’ll always be in danger as long as there’s a Romano alive.” Brian responded in a somber tone, his eyes fixed on the horizon.

      The water soaked the sand in front of them as the tide started to rise. Kibbles hopped over to her lap. “Shh, it’s okay, baby.” Alex stroked the patch of tan fur running down the canine’s head.

      Focusing back on her dad’s crazy—no—insane plan to turn himself in for the murder of Eleanor Romano, Alex pleaded, “You’ll likely also be charged with tax fraud, and I can’t even think what else. A dozen other charges for faking your death, and Mom’s, even though, rest her soul, she’s no longer with us.”

      “It’s only right that I own up to the crimes I committed, Princess.”

      “Woof, woof,” Kibbles barked her reply of ‘no.’

      “I’m a lawyer, I understand the value of that, but in this case . . .” Alex trailed off, warring with her own values. “What about the insurance fraud . . . And all the insurance money that has been put to good use for the Spruce Street neighborhood and the town of Salem, the theater in Mishap, Georgia, the biology lab here on Madras, the island where I’m building my new life.” She bristled. Nona had purchased it with the insurance money. Am I being too selfish?

      Alex had given Nona the insurance money to use at her discretion. Nona had opted to buy the island to protect it, and the habitat, from being destroyed, to protect endangered species of marine life that had once been in jeopardy of becoming extinct. Surely our actions here on the island outweigh this long-ago crime. “Your actions twenty-five to thirty-odd years ago may have had far-reaching consequences, but you need to think of the consequences now, for what you are proposing. NO!” she said with a finality. There would be no more talk of this. Nothing will ruin my happy life. I finally have nearly everything I have ever wanted.

      “We don’t have to decide right now.” Brian’s voice had a comforting quality.

      Alex responded like a petulant teenager, “We don’t have to discuss this ever again!” She stood, still holding Kibbles. “Henrietta will have lunch ready for us by now.” She hovered, waiting for him to acquiesce and stand up, and he did.
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        * * *

      

      In the dining room, Alex grabbed hold of Henrietta, the only elder female left in her life, and hugged her fiercely. She wasn’t a replacement for her mother’s embrace but a comforting reminder of the family Alex still had around her. As she held onto Henrietta, she felt a sense of strength and resilience coursing through her.

      Henrietta, a head taller than Alex, held onto her tightly. Stroking stray hairs from Alex’s eyes as she pulled away, Henrietta asked, “What was that for, dear?”

      “I feel guilty saying this, Hen, but I needed a hug from Nona.”

      Henrietta chuckled. “Oh, I know the feeling. She really was like a sister to me in the final years.” Her chuckling grew to a full laugh. “Imagine Mimi’s surprise when she catches me hugging the ten-foot stone statue of your gran out by the lab.”

      Alex began to laugh. The mood lifted, and Henrietta released her. “Thank you,” Alex whispered.

      “Okay, now let’s have lunch, shall we?”

      Brian, already seated at the head of the oval table, reached out a hand as Alex sat next to him. The sheer curtains over the window behind her billowed as the wind picked up.

      “Now this is what I’m talking about.” Alex guzzled her lemonade, her face puckered, then she winced, her hand flying up to her mouth as a sharp pain ran through her tooth.

      “I think I need a dentist. I can’t remember the last time I had dental work done, probably in my 30s.”

      “Leave me the number, and I can make an appointment for when you’re back in Salem.”

      “Thank you, Henrietta, but I couldn’t ask that of you.”

      “Nonsense, I’m the Island Granny. What else should I be doing?”

      Hawk quirked a bushy brow. “What exactly is the job of an Island Granny, Hen?”

      With splotchy pink cheeks and a slim hand, Henrietta waved him off.

      “Seriously.” He smiled genuinely at the aging woman. “Maybe I can take some of the workload off your shoulders.”

      Sitting at the opposite end of the table with a slight hunch in her back, she answered, “Filling out paperwork, setting up appointments, placing orders. Feeding everyone. Mostly for the students. It’s nothing really, but it gives me purpose now and again. I’m not sure what I’ll do once they are all gone again now that Mimi will be seeing all of the lab techs off the island for the holidays.”

      Alex crunched, enjoying the chicken salad sandwich Henrietta had prepared. “I’ll make the appointment this time. And, I think I’ll spend the day today sewing—That’ll take my mind off Pepper and Joey leaving.” She glanced down at Kibbles gnawing on baby carrots. “And give the seagulls a break from being chased all day.” She laughed.

      Sewing will keep my mood positive.

      “That sounds great. Why don’t you bring your machine to the dining room, then we can sew together,” Henrietta suggested. Her cheeks had returned to a normal pale shade.

      Hawk stood and then kissed Alex on the top of her head. “Now that’s a great idea, ladies. I have a honey-do list to accomplish.” He smirked.

      “I certainly didn’t give you that list,” Alex said, her cheeks flushing this time.

      With a quick nod, Hawk excused himself, Brian following behind him.

      Henrietta asked Alex, “What will you work on today?”

      “I have a paper-piecing project to finish, and a few sweater blocks left to stitch in my ugly sweater quilt, for the Christmas Quilt Show.”

      Henrietta’s eyes widened, and she began to clean up.

      “For fun, I’ve used Nona’s floral prints.” Alex chuckled to herself. “At least, I think they’ll be great for ugly sweaters!”

      Jinxy jumped onto the table and nuzzled Henrietta’s arm as she wiped the table. “Shoo.” She waved off the black cat but not before his tail wafted across her face, and she sneezed.

      “Bless you,” Alex called, as she trotted upstairs to her room—the room that used to be Nona’s.
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        * * *

      

      She placed a quilted mat on the shiny mahogany table before plonking down her hefty sewing machine atop it. “Where’s your machine?” she asked Henrietta.

      “I have an old Featherweight. It’s in the pantry on the bottom shelf. Can you manage my sewing case too? I have some mending to do.”

      “Of course.” Alex located the little black machine and the vintage sewing box that seemed like it matched the machine, black with tiny gold beads tufted into the top of it. That’s sweet.

      Alex hefted it up to the table, and Henrietta put down one of the place mats. “You know it only sews in one direction. Forward. It’s about all I can do at my age.” Henrietta smiled brightly, her teeth yellowed with age.

      Sounds like my life. Forward. That’s the direction we’re moving. Only forward.

      Alex nodded. She set up her cutting mat and supplies on one side, in the center of the large oval dining table. An iron and an ironing pad laid on the other. She and Henrietta sat at the two ends of the table.

      They each began to sew—quietly and comfortably, with no need for conversation. The rhythmic motion of the needle and thread weaving through the fabric was a soothing balm. Kibbles snored quietly in her little dog bed, while Jinxy groomed herself on a chair in the corner. For about an hour, they enjoyed each other’s company, the hum and thrum of their machines and the purr of the cat, a peaceful backdrop. Alex’s mind had gone blank of any greater worries—her only focus was making sure she sewed the pieces together in the correct order to make perfect little paper-pieced ugly sweater blocks for her quilt.

      Mimi rushed in, her tone shrill, and she spoke so fast even Alex had trouble understanding. Kibbles’s ears perked up. She jumped to her feet and barked an alarm call. Alex reached out her hand to calm the pooch.

      “Be calm, child. Speak slow, so my senior brain can keep up,” the octogenarian said to the short, barely, thirty-year-old whose brow was pinched at the top of her nose.

      “Sorry. Duncan missed the ship . . . and . . . Hawk needs you. There’s another letter from Nona.”

      Alex tossed down her sewing haphazardly and jumped up, causing her head to spin momentarily. She regained her equilibrium and flashed a glance at Henrietta.

      “Go, I’ll catch up.” Alex and Kibbles rushed out the door, and Mimi stayed behind to help Henrietta.

      Nona’s letters are always bittersweet. What now? Will this finally be the last one?
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            THE LAST LETTER, MAYBE

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex slowed her pace as she came upon Hawk at the site near the old school building that served as a break area, drop zone for supplies, and also housed the larger-than-life-size statue of Nona.

      “Hey Lex, there’s a letter from Nona in a crate of supplies from the ship,” Hawk said, using his pet name for her.

      Before Nona’s passing, she made a deal with a private small-ship cruise line to make a stop in the waters not far off from the island. It was part of an educational excursion as well as a money grab of donations and funding from its wealthy patrons. The cruise ship, Tranquility, the very one that they’d first traveled to the island on last year, had made its last trip of this season—to pick up the techs and drop a crate of supplies. They wouldn’t see the ship again until after the hurricane season.

      The only way on and off the island right now was by a hired helicopter to the big island, or by the tender boat docked on the north side of the island, which was technically capable of making the trip with no more than one or two people, but only in case of emergency.

      Hawk held out a crinkled envelope, and Kibbles barked madly at the letter.

      “One of these days, I’ll need an explanation on how Nona, or whoever, is managing to do this.” If I find out she faked her death too—I’ll . . .

      Alex slid her finger through the flap and tore it open. Inside, she found a small note card and a tiny piece of a map—stained and brown. Like it’s a hundred years old, or older.

      

      Dear Alex,

      This is my last letter, the last piece of yet another mystery. I found this old map piece in the sand one day when I was farting around the island. I have no idea what it’s from, likely nothing at all, but if you find nothing better to do one day, you can go hunt for pirates, or treasure.

      

      Alex chuckled at both the uncouth speak and the thought of hunting for pirates, or needing anymore treasure. She held the piece of the map and continued reading.

      

      Seriously, by now you will have collected all of the keys. They will open the bunker.

      

      “What bunker?” Alex muttered, and Hawk cocked his head, watching with a wry grin as she read the letter.

      

      I left a clue by way of the new statue. You’re welcome by the way! You also should’ve received the small box from Liam when you went to Mishap. You’ll need that too.

      

      You ARE the key. I know you’ve been asking: To what?

      To the secret society. You have a choice. You can either embrace it and then find a way to pass it on like I have, to you, or dissolve it and never think of it again.

      

      “Pass it on? To whom?” Her eyes welled unexpectedly, and she had trouble focusing on the scrolled words, in Nona’s familiar script. How can I forget about it, after everything she’s put me through? Alex held back her emotions as she read on.

      

      Protect those that need it. I bought this island to protect those little meatheads, and to ensure the land and waters remain untouched and preserved.

      ~Nona

      

      Alex frowned. “That’s no way to talk about the interns.”

      Hawk’s foot tapped anxiously on the ground. “Well, are you going to tell me what it says?”

      Alex handed him the note, then took the same pleasure watching his facial expressions as he digested Nona’s cryptic message.

      “I’m sure she meant the mollusks, not the techs.” He winked. “Or both.”

      Mimi and Henrietta approached, and Hawk passed along the note.

      Standing so close, Alex could smell his tanned skin, his lotion all but sweated away. Their heads bent over the torn piece of map, no bigger than a postcard, she could feel his breath on her neck. “Where’s my dad? Maybe he has answers for some of this?”

      Kibbles wove around their legs in a figure-eight pattern.

      Hawk picked up the dog and scratched her head. “He went back to the mainland.”

      “Without saying anything to me? Why? How did he get there? I don’t remember hearing the chopper.”

      Hawk shook his head. His salt-and-pepper hair, in need of a cut, was parted to the side and slicked with sweat from the heat of the early afternoon sun. “He didn’t say, and it wasn’t my place to ask. He has his ways.” Hawk waggled his eyebrows.

      “Like always, being one step ahead of me, texting warnings when I’m in danger, or possibly carrying out Nona’s escapades this whole time?”

      He winked. “Yes, something like that.”

      She stewed on it for a minute. “Okay, I guess I can understand how this all must be really difficult for him,” she murmured, only half believing her own words.

      “He’s been living such a covert lifestyle for so long, and his sole mission was to protect you,” he replied gently.

      Her chest ached. Twice now he’s disappeared, and I haven’t been able to say goodbye. But Hawk’s words resonated in her heart, and her feelings aside, she really did understand that it was going to take time for them all to come to terms with their new realities. My dad is alive, had become her mantra, after believing him dead for the last twenty-five-plus years. And that’s what really matters now.

      “He prepared for a pig roast before he left.” Hawk chuckled.

      “Like the old days, on Spruce Street when I was a kid. Keeping us fed. At least the men in my life know their priorities.” She laughed.

      “Plus it gives Henrietta a bit of a break this week with all of us here.”

      “Priorities,” Alex muttered, and the wind whipped her hair across her face. She hadn’t thrown her hair up in a bun yet.

      Hawk stepped in close. “If you want to discuss priorities, there’s still the threat of Comare’s son, your old boss, Remo Romano—he could come after you. First his sister at your parents’ hands, and now his mother is dead—” Though these words were no more than a whisper, they were not pleasant words, and they were true. I’m glad he didn’t finish the statement. The fact that I was responsible is more than I’m willing to unpack here and now. Her former boss, Remo, was likely planning his revenge for the death of his mother who had tried to kidnap Alex, for who knew what malicious intent, only to be foiled by Alex’s dad, who, to her surprise, had been alive after faking his own death in order to protect Alex.

      She forced a smile. “I’m not going to think about that now. We have mysteries afoot.”

      “All right, detective, I suppose we should start with the bunker?” Hawk teased her. She looked up and Mimi and Henrietta were staring at them.

      “What?” Alex shrugged.

      Mimi threw her hands on her hips. “Are we starting with the bunker?”

      Alex groaned, then forced another smile. “Yes. That’s what we were just deciding.” They don’t need to know that there’s a potentially deadly threat still looming overhead. At least not until we have anything definitive.
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        * * *

      

      “Remind us what it says?” Henrietta asked.

      Alex read the words inscribed on the plaque, loudly, so Henrietta would hear from her position in the shade at a picnic table nearer to the lab building.

      

      Roam free through the sands of time, adventure lies beneath.

      

      “Get your shovels, gang!” Henrietta hooted, a personal fan hanging from her neck to keep her cool.

      Every day Henrietta reminded Alex of Nona, and Alex was deeply comforted by it.

      Mimi exited the double doors of the old cement-block building that looked like an old school, which housed the biology lab, shovels in hand.

      She passed one each to Hawk and Alex.

      “Where do you want to start?” Mimi asked.

      Hawk used the toe of his sandal to mark an ‘X’.

      “X marks the spot, or in this case, Nona is the spot.” Alex pulled an elastic from her wrist and wrapped her hair in a messy bun. “Makes sense that she set this statue right where we would need to look.”

      A palm-tree-encircled clearing sat next to the school, and a picnic table rested in the shade of one of the trees, with a view of the larger-than-life statue of Nona.

      “Makes sense—” Mimi started.

      “Yeah, Nona’s kind of sense,” Alex muttered. “I can’t imagine she’d want us to dig under the statue, doesn’t seem like a safe idea.”

      “The shade of the statue is pointing in front of it, let’s start there,” Mimi suggested and pointed to the ground. “This is sand, so the adventure must be beneath.” She pitched her shovel into the packed sandy earth in front of the statue, as not to disturb the earth underneath it.

      Together, they dug out the earth in front of the statue, Kibbles helping excitedly, and Henrietta resting at the picnic table, cheering them on periodically.

      I’m glad I wore my tennis shoes and jean shorts today, instead of a summer dress and flip-flops.

      The forgotten muscles in her arms, legs, and back protested against the unfamiliar strain due to her transition from an active lifestyle in New York City to one of leisure and sleuthing in Salem, Massachusetts.

      A thud. They hadn’t been digging more than five minutes directly in front of the statue. Wasn’t so hard to find.

      “Eureka,” Henrietta hollered, and Kibbles did zoomies, kicking sand up into a cyclone as she circled around the group and statue.

      Leaning on the handle of the shovel, Alex stopped to catch her breath. A warm breeze whispered through the air. Hawk offered her his handkerchief. She accepted the small, eighteen-inch square of fabric, though she wished for a more substantial towel to wipe away the sweat and sand that clung to her face. With a grateful nod, she dabbed at her forehead. Where’s Duncan? This would go so much faster with another set of hands.

      They rushed to dig harder and faster, finally revealing something shiny. Definitely the bunker that Nona had alluded to. “Did you know this was here?” Alex asked Mimi, whose loose hair was slick and clinging to her neck.

      She shook her head. “No, and I’m not sure how she did it either.”

      “It looks new. It’s shiny and futuristic. I expected it to be steel and rusty. Nona had to have had it installed, right?” Alex murmured.

      Mimi scowled. “How could she have? I hardly ever leave the island. I would’ve known.”

      Hawk swept away the remaining hard-packed earth—not quite sand or dirt—with his large, thick hand, the muscles in his forearm pronounced. He tapped on it. “It’s called a clam door. Made from fiberglass. I think they’ve been around for at least ten years or so.”

      “It looks like it belongs on the roof of a minivan or RV,” Alex said.

      Mimi asked, “Do you have the keys?”

      “No. I had no idea this”—Alex pointed down at the strange tan-colored bunker door—“is what we’d be doing today. I was happily sewing less than an hour ago.”

      Alex jetted back toward the house, less than a five minute hustle, to grab both the box Liam had given her during her trip to Mishap, Georgia, and the six old skeleton keys that she’d been enticed to collect over the last two years.

      Surprised by Henrietta, who had silently slipped back to the kitchen to make more sandwiches to revive their energy, Alex helped her. With the keys and a little wooden box no bigger than the palm of her hand in her back pocket, she carried two pitchers of lemonade. Liam’s words flashed through her mind: ‘it’s been hanging around a long while,’ as if that wasn’t cloak and dagger enough, but it was the ‘it won’t spoil’ that had always made her think there was some kind of mummified finger inside. Precisely why I never opened it before. And carrying it around everywhere I go, waiting for the right moment, has been so creepy.

      On their way outside, she held out her elbow for Henrietta, who solidly declined, carrying the sack of sandwiches. Alex set the drinks on the picnic table, then fished out the keys as Mimi and Hawk waited, staring at her expectantly. A sudden chill swept through Alex, leaving a lingering sense of unease in its wake. Here goes nothing!
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            UNRAVELING TRUTHS

          

        

      

    

    
      The vibrant contrast of the warm Caribbean sun and uptick in cool breezes sent a shiver down Alex’s spine. She deftly gathered the six enigmatic skeleton keys, each one an intriguing piece of the puzzle her life had become since leaving her career in law to move home and assume the mantle of the family—chosen family, as her biological family was nearly non-existent. Each key had different grooves, and they stacked atop one another to create a single, formidable key.

      Approaching the door with a newfound determination to solve this mystery, Alex, leaning forward, paused.

      “What’s wrong, Lex?” Hawk’s comforting hand on her shoulder was a reassuring gesture in the face of her uncertainty.

      “Nothing, I—” Alex hesitated, turning her face away from the sun, her eyes narrowing in determination. “I’m not sure I want to know what’s in the bunker.”

      Holding half a sandwich, Mimi, always lively, waved her hand in disbelief. “Say what?”

      A minuscule piece of her sandwich dropped, and Kibbles, ever watchful, nabbed it with lightning speed.

      You’d think he didn’t get enough treats at breakfast with everyone passing him food, even though they think I don’t notice.

      “Fine, fine.” Alex, in a fluid motion, bent once more, took a deep breath, and confidently inserted the intriguing key. Hawk stood resolutely beside her, a pillar of support, while the petite lab manager hovered in anticipation behind them.

      The lock clicked, but nothing happened. “I’m not sure what I expected,” Alex pondered aloud.

      “Maybe something comical to pop out,” Mimi said, her chuckle injecting a sense of levity to the scene.

      “Something like that.” Alex jiggled the T-shaped locking handle, and to everyone’s surprise, the door started to rise. Sand cascaded in like miniature waterfalls into the darkness below, and the air was charged with excitement.

      Hawk seamlessly switched positions with Alex. He pushed up the clam-shaped door, the pistons whooshing in a symphony as it fully opened on its own. Mimi stood on the other side of Hawk with Henrietta’s tall frame looming over her. Kibbles whined at their feet. Like characters in a silly cartoon, they all stood in silent unity. Their heads hovered over the opening, their collective gaze peering down an exposed flight of narrow, single-file concrete steps. Cool, stale air wafted up and out of the cavity.

      “There’s another door.” Henrietta’s observation broke the silence.

      “Even more modern and sophisticated than the clamshell bunker door,” Mimi added.

      Ignoring the little spitfire, Henrietta asked, “Do you have a key for that one?”

      “No. All I have left, that Nona told me about, is the box that Liam gave me.” Alex shook her head and pulled the box from her back pocket. The air charged with a mix of curiosity and unease as the group awaited the revelation concealed within the tiny box.

      Alex frowned. “I haven’t opened it, because I’m really hoping there isn’t a finger inside.”

      Kibbles sniffed at the air and then, expressing a clear sign of distress, let out a long whine.

      “Does that mean there is?” Henrietta inquired about the dog’s behavior, her eyes narrowing with concern.

      Alex, with a grimace, admitted, “I don’t know. Whining isn’t part of her training, at least as far as I know it’s only barking: once for yes, twice for no, and three times for alarm.”

      “Why do you think there’s a finger inside?” Mimi asked, her question cutting through the tension like a knife.

      Alex breathed deeply, releasing pent-up energy. “If you’d seen Liam’s lair, you’d understand. Poisoned darts and⁠—”

      “Okay, open the box, Lex. Let’s see what’s inside.” Hawk’s tone, soft and encouraging, prompted Alex to unveil the secret within the mysterious box.

      Don’t fumble this.

      Alex inserted a fingernail. Her nails, no longer manicured and painted, but rather chipped and dirty, dug between the lid and base of the small wooden trinket box. Struggling, she worked to loosen the top as she pried it open. She gasped.

      “What is it?” Mimi craned her neck forward.

      “It’s—” Alex started, but her words caught in her throat.

      Taller than all of them, Henrietta shrieked, “An eyeball!”

      “Say what?” Mimi asked, unfazed, holding out her hand in demand.

      Alex held out the box, but refrained from passing it to her.

      “That must be a retinal scanner.” Mimi, inquisitive and quick-witted, pointed her head downward and made a grab for the box. “Oh. It’s not real.” She confidently pulled out the eyeball and held it up.

      Thank goodness. Alex heaved a sigh.

      Mimi hesitated for a moment, clearly contemplating whether to hand the life-like orb back to Alex. “You want me to do it?” she asked.

      “No, I will. I’ve got this,” Alex said, exuding more confidence than she felt. She descended the steps into the dark and shivered from the cooler temperature. At the bottom, she blew out a deep breath and held the fake eyeball up to a panel. An infrared light beamed across it, and she heard another click. The door popped open. No door knob or handle. Undeterred, Alex pushed on the thick door. As it opened, lights flickered on and Alex, now with a better view inside, surveyed the surroundings.
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            WHAT’S WITH THE⁠—?

          

        

      

    

    
      Hawk reached down to help Alex out of the bunker. “What did you find?”

      Harsh fluorescent lights beaming overhead, showing the walls fitted with hooks and hanging hardware and only one framed map hung. A polished floor—shiny concrete, and a cold, unadorned ceiling. The entire room no bigger than a large bedroom—oddly spacious, yet claustrophobic at the same time. Monochromatic and sterile. A single mechanical unit perched in the corner. Air filtration, I hope!

      Alex, unable to mask the disappointment of her dashed expectations, said only, “Well, I found the map.”

      Hawk, with a questioning expression, tilted his head.

      “The little piece of the ‘treasure map’ that was in the envelope and letter Nona left,” Alex answered his unspoken question.

      “What was it a map of?”

      Alex shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe she was playing a joke? A wild goose chase this time? I don’t know, yet. Go down and see for yourself.”

      The absence of any furnishings is eerie.

      Before Hawk could make a move, Mimi was already eagerly popping down the concrete steps.

      Moments later, Mimi’s voice echoed from below. “It’s empty!”

      Hawk exchanged a questioning glance with Alex. Resigned, she shrugged. “It’s empty.”

      The air was cool but not damp, and had a slight smell of mildew. Maybe Nona didn’t bury it and it’s been here a long time? She could’ve just replaced the door, I suppose—that would explain why no one knew she’d buried it.

      Mimi emerged from the bunker, her face a mix of confusion and frustration. “Why would she hide a room down there with nothing in it? It doesn't make sense.”

      Hawk hustled down the stairs and returned moments later. He took off his Panama hat and wiped his brow with a handkerchief before folding it back up and stuffing it back into his pocket. He rubbed his temples.

      Alex, still grappling with her disappointment, sighed. “I was hoping for some clues, but this . . .”

      Henrietta chimed in from the picnic table, “Maybe it’s meant to be a storage room?”

      Storage for the secret society likely, but who knows what Nona was thinking? Like, why she bothered to bury it in the first place?

      “Maybe there’s hidden compartments, walls, or a secret door. We should investigate further.” Mimi started down the steps.

      After doing exactly that, the trio of disappointed amateur sleuths converged with Henrietta and Kibbles at the picnic table, indulging on the sandwiches and quenching their thirst with the tart lemonade. Alex said, “I think Henrietta’s onto something. Maybe it’s meant for the SOS. Why else would she put it here, be covert about its whereabouts, bury it, and then years later land a statue near it?” Alex pulled half of a chicken salad sandwich onto a cloth napkin provided by Henrietta. “I mean why else? Maybe I’m meant to bring it all here?” Alex wondered aloud of the artifacts and documents that detailed multiple generations of a secret society—the Society Of Six.

      It isn’t so bad, she mused. There’s nothing truly negative about all this, just unexpected. The whir of a helicopter overhead interrupted her thoughts, prompting her to hold down her food and napkin.

      “Sorry, I got caught up in all of this. Let me take care of the delivery,” Hawk apologized, his attention diverted. Alex shot him a questioning look, and as if he read her thoughts Hawk explained, “This chopper is expected. The supplies for the house, and a couple carpenters to finish the remaining work.” He winked, flashed her a dazzling grin and squeezed her hand reassuringly before he walked off.

      Kibbles began to follow him. “Kibbles, stay here, baby.”

      The group, momentarily distracted from their mystery, stood at a distance from the helicopter, just far enough to feel the rush of air from its descent. As the helicopter began to land, the wind picked up, sending sand swirling around and causing nearby palm trees to sway.

      “No!” Alex shouted, springing from her seat at the picnic table, her eyes fixed on the unfolding chaos with a hypnotic dread. The load of supplies swayed ominously in the sudden gust of wind. The cargo crate swung wide, a pendulum of impending disaster. With a sickening impact, it collided with the statue of Nona, sending it crashing near the entrance to the underground bunker. With a crack and a thud the stone hexagon in her hand snapped off with a few of her fingers. A sinister echo resounded.

      “Oh . . . sugar . . . honey . . . iced⁠—”

      “Henrietta!” Mimi interrupted her before the older woman finished expelling the drawn out profanity.

      Alex peered over at the two of them, Henrietta cocked her head back and mouthed, “What?” to Mimi. All of the blood had drained from Henrietta’s face as she stared at the statue catastrophe, her eyes as wide as a colossal squid.

      Ignoring the oldest and the youngest of the group, Hawk shrugged. “It’s a good thing the contractors have arrived.”

      The helicopter eventually landed the crate of supplies precisely where it was supposed to in the first place, then hovered over to the landing pad that was surrounded by thick scrub, and finally set down. A pair of rugged, yet ridiculously attractive men jumped out. Shoulder length, sun-bleached waves framed velvety-blue eyes, long noses, and identical square jaws. Alex did a double take. Each was wearing a leather toolbelt full of tools. Along with the supplies for her house, the helicopter brought two vetted, contractors—twins, Fred and Ricky-Bobby.

      Alex stared at the toppled statue, unbelieving. Kibbles howled at the top of her tiny lungs. “How will—?” Alex asked.

      Hawk shook his head at the crumpled statue with its four fingers snapped off. “Can it⁠—?”

      Kibbles barked her alarm call and peed on the stone hexagon.

      “Can’t deal⁠—?”

      Shielding her eyes from the wind, Alex, incapable of more than two-word half sentences because of the insanity that was a constant in her life, waved her hand, and before she turned to walk away, said, “I’m going back to my sewing.”

      Kibbles had stopped barking and followed on her heels. Alex repeated her mantra, like a self-help tape playing in her brain, as she walked back to Henrietta’s house, her movement lacking the hustle she’d had previously.

      Hawk’ll figure it out. He’s got the crew now, and they have ways. Everything will be fine after a few hours of mindless sewing. Nothing’s going to bring me down. I have everything I want and need.

      Alex actually hadn’t been to see the house since she’d come back—the completion of her new island-oasis home, just a day or two away. She gladly gave Hawk the reins to handle every detail—trusting his judgment completely. If anyone knew her desires, it was Hawk, the man who’d been by her side for the last dozen years—first, as a sort of co-worker for six years, him being a private investigator her law firm used; then as friend, helping her navigate through her family drama; and now as something more, a relationship undefined as of yet, but with a certain understanding. He knows me even better than I know myself. She smiled at the thought.

      “Wait up, Alex,” Mimi called out, causing Alex to pivot on her heels. Mimi, dressed in her usual punk rock style of concert t-shirt and ripped jeans, and Henrietta, her cheeks now back to her natural skin color, lagged behind Alex.

      Mimi tucked Henrietta’s aged hand into the crook of Alex’s elbow. “I’ve gotta check on some things in the lab. Well some-one, I should say.”

      Henrietta flashed Mimi a mock-glare that matched her tone. “Go, it’s fine, young lady. We’ve sewing to attend to.” Henrietta winked to Alex, a slight smile playing at the corner of her mouth.

      As they walked away, Alex made sure Henrietta had solid footing on the hard-packed sand trail leading back to the house.

      “What do you make of all that?” Henrietta asked her.

      “I’m not sure. Was that Nona rolling over in her grave?” Alex chuckled an empty laugh.

      “If it wasn’t, then she did afterward. You can bet on it.”

      “I feel emotional.” As Alex talked, she ticked the items off on her fingers one by one. “I was sewing which made me calm, then I was intrigued by the bit of mystery unfolding, tired from the work of digging out the bunker, nervous to find out what was in the box, thrilled it wasn’t a finger, and relieved it wasn’t a real eyeball, then disappointed to find the bunker empty, and now shocked at the chain of events with the statue. I need a nap!” Alex laughed, Henrietta joining in and Kibbles barking once in agreement. “Woof!”

      “I think you have a good handle on your feelings and emotions. That sure does sum it all up.” Henrietta paused and unhooked her arm as they approached the front door. “At least there isn’t a murder mystery to solve on top of it all.”

      “Henrietta!” Alex chided playfully. “Please don’t say things like that!”

      “Let’s have a little PTA bath to refresh and get back to the calming activity of quilting, shall we?” Henrietta waved Alex in through the door first and waited for Kibbles, who’d stopped to sniff something in a nearby patch of shrubbery. Alex snapped her fingers, and Kibbles bolted through the doorway then skidded across the polished hardwood floor. Her feet not finding purchase, the dog flew right into the unsuspecting cat, causing them to tumble and run off after one another in hot pursuit. She’ll be occupied for a while.

      Leaving Henrietta to freshen up in her downstairs bedroom ensuite, Alex trudged up the steps one at a time as if she had concrete in her shoes. The day started off with promise. In her room, Nona’s old room, Alex plucked her hairbrush off the bureau and ran it through her long, wavy hair. Strands of white peeked through the brown. Ugh, I need a haircut and a dye job. She moved to the bathroom and rinsed her face.

      Staring at herself in the mirror, she smoothed lotion on her ruddy cheeks. Too much sun. If I’m not careful, I’m going to age myself unnecessarily. In her late twenties, she’d recognized her mother’s familiar features in her own face, as she hit her thirties, she began to see her father’s reflection looking back at her, and now, in her mid-forties, her grandmother’s features surfaced in her plumping cheeks and wrinkling brow. She pushed the space between her eyebrows with her index finger. As if. That’s not going to magically smooth out the skin.

      She changed into a lightweight, purple sundress with alternating white and purple chevrons running across her bust. There, I feel much better already. She trotted back down the stairs with her sandals dangling between her fingers.

      Mimi awaited her with her arms crossed and a crooked scowl.

      Alex groaned. “Now what?”
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            EVERYTHING IS F-I-N-E

          

        

      

    

    
      At the bottom of the steps, Alex turned the corner, walking past Mimi, who answered with a sense of urgency, “We have a case.”

      Henrietta sighed.

      “Oh, gosh, who was killed this time?” Alex asked, her steps slowing as she absorbed the announcement. She sat at the dining room table in front of her sewing machine, her hand absentmindedly reaching for her quilt blocks.

      Mimi had followed Alex into the room. “No one was killed. But I’m a bit concerned with how you so casually address the death of a human being.”

      Alex shrugged, a hint of weariness in her gaze. “I’m sorry. I’ve just grown to expect it now. That is awful, isn’t it?”

      Alex placed two six-inch ugly sweater blocks right sides together and slipped them under the foot of her sewing machine. A few more rows to add on, and it’ll be done.

      Jinxy weaved between Mimi’s feet, the cat’s tail flicking playfully, and Mimi shooed the cat away with a gentle nudge of her sneaker. Kibbles, stationed in her doggy bed, emitted a half-hearted, “Wo-.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, it is refreshing that someone isn’t actively trying to kill me right now,” Alex remarked, her attention still on her sewing machine. She sewed the two blocks together and finger-pressed the seam open.

      As she reached for the next block, Mimi interrupted, with a high-pitched exclamation. “There’s a boat, grounded on the shore!” Mimi uncrossed her arms and sat. “I mean yes, I’m also glad someone isn’t trying to kill you right now, but someone is stealing our chitons.”

      Alex continued sewing the next seam. “You can handle that, can’t you, as the resident marine biologist? With Hawk, our private investigator? If someone needs help or is in distress the Coast Guard can handle that.” She cast a sidelong glance at Mimi, her eyes assessing the petite, young woman with her mile-long fake ponytail.

      “Well, y-yes, of c-course,” Mimi stammered, though her confidence was unwavering as she narrowed her eyes and jutted her chin out. “I thought since it’s your island, you would want to deal with it. If the mollusk population declines⁠—”

      “Mimi?”

      “—it’ll throw off the entire oceanic ecosystem.”

      “Is that even true?”

      “Yes! They are a source of food for other sea life as well.”

      Alex shifted her gaze to Henrietta, who was tight-lipped, a mischievous gleam flickering in her eye. “I’m not trying to be curt, Mimi, but I’ve had enough mystery. I would like to sit here and finish sewing my quilt blocks. I trust you to handle it.” Alex made eye contact with Mimi. “Sooo, unless the island is being invaded by pirates . . .”

      Mimi shook her head. “No . . . I don’t think so.”

      Alex pressed the new seam open with the iron and repeated the process with a new block. “You can take Kibbles if you need back up.” A subtle smile escaped her perfectly concealed expression.

      “Fine, I’ll have Duncan check it out,” Mimi conceded. She inhaled a deep breath through her nose then released it from between her lips as her shoulders straightened.

      Alex nodded, her fingers deftly working on the fabric. “Sounds like a great idea.”

      “By the way, Hawk wants you over to your house,” Mimi added with a smirk. She scowled and left the room.

      “You could’ve led with that!” Alex called, a mixture of amusement and exasperation in her voice as the screen door sprung shut. Her sewing would have to wait a little longer. She flashed Henrietta an apologetic look.
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      Alex stitched a few more blocks before finally, reluctantly, dragging herself away from her machine. She was both curious and resigned as she made her way over to the new house. Hawk sat on the front porch expectantly and pet Kibbles on the head since the tiny mutt made it to him ahead of Alex. “Hear you have a new case,” he said with a chuckle as Alex approached.

      “Yeah, pirates!” She shared his laughter as she settled on the steps beside him. The porch led up to the first floor of the two-story home, with wide porches spanning the entire length of the house on both floors and on both the front and the rear. The view is going to be to die for. Alex shivered. Why did I think that? “What’s going on over here?” She rubbed her bare arms, feeling the cool gust of wind pass, and she held her sundress down as they walked to the first-floor deck.

      “Don’t lean on the railing right there, it’s loose. I was going to tighten it up, but my screwdriver has gone missing,” Hawk cautioned.

      Alex widened her eyes, mockingly. “I told you this old structure was haunted. We should’ve just built a new house.”

      Kibbles barked once in agreement, and Alex waggled her brows to say ‘See, told you so.’

      “Nonsense, I probably just set it down somewhere. It’ll turn up.”

      “It’s not like you to misplace things, is it?”

      He shook his head.

      Her curiosity momentarily diverted as she peered through one of the windows into a great room that would soon serve as her sewing space. A dark shadow crossed the wall. “Did you see that? Is there someone inside?”

      “Shouldn’t be. Fred and Ricky-Bobby are working with the forklift to right the statue. We’ll have to call someone to fix the hand.” Hawk glanced in the direction of the ongoing construction with a rueful smile.

      I’m not sure if we should laugh or be offended that all but one of the fingers broke off.

      Kibbles nosed around some shrubs, marking her territory in a wide arc.

      Alex sat in one of the new Adirondack chairs, staring at the interior of the island. The lab building stood in the distance to the right atop the cliff overlooking the ocean, and Henrietta’s house on the far side of the island to their left. Brush and dunes marked the terrain between, bisected by Alex’s chosen location for a future runway—the three buildings formed a triangle. Yeah, the Bermuda triangle. As she took in the scene, a chill ran down her spine. “Can’t you feel it?”

      Kibbles perked up, casting a watchful eye over the landscape.

      Hawk sat beside her and peered at her expectantly.

      “The eerie vibe. I only get it when we’re over here by the house,” Alex explained, picking at her cuticle, an unsettling feeling lingering in her belly.

      He rested his hand over hers on the armrest of the chair. “The island’s history is rich with folklore, ask Mimi. Maybe that’s what you sense, or the weather—there is a storm out to sea.”

      Her eyes widened. “Storm? How big?”

      “Not to worry. It’s a small one.” He obviously realized she wasn’t mollified and added, “And not expected to come close to us at all.”

      Hawk gazed out over the island, and Kibbles bounded up the steps and jumped onto his lap. He laughed at the dog’s antics, scratching her behind the ears. “I believe.”

      She peered around nervously. “Do you think anyone washed up on shore with it?”

      “Unlikely.” He chuckled. “It’s just us. Don’t worry.”

      Kibbles licked his chin which was covered in a light stubble that made him even more irresistible.

      “What did you need me for?” she asked.

      Taking her hand, Hawk led her to the door. “Come inside.”

      He led Alex across the threshold, his brown eyes alight and a coy smile on his lips. The air was crisp and filled with the scent of fresh paint and the aroma of food. Kibbles trotted beside them, tail wagging. The spacious, unfurnished front room echoed with their footsteps.

      “Welcome to your island getaway.” Hawk grinned, his hand gesturing toward the dimly lit room.

      Alex’s eyes widened as she took in the scene. In the center of the room, a makeshift dining area had been set up with a table covered in a crisp white cloth. Candles of various sizes adorned the fireplace mantel, and their flames flickered off the bare walls. A bouquet of wildflowers served as the centerpiece on the table.

      “Wow, Hawk, this is amazing! It’s so thoughtful,” she exclaimed. “And just what I needed.” A genuine smile sprung straight from her heart to her lips, and she flushed. Her stomach growled, and she grinned as Hawk chuckled. She’d hardly eaten any of the sandwich Henrietta made earlier. “I can’t believe you’ve done all this for me.”

      “You look gorgeous.” Hawk spun her in a circle, making her dizzy in the best kind of way. When he wrapped his arms around her the world faded away.

      “Just a little something to make a different kind of memory from this afternoon.” He whispered her love language in her ear. “The kitchen is just about finished, so I whipped up something special for us.” —food!

      As if on cue, Kibbles scampered over to the table, dancing around on her hind legs. Hawk chuckled as the dog nosed around.

      “I’ve got your favorites,” Hawk said, pouring a glass of wine.

      “Pot roast?” Alex’s eyes pricked. He did this all without my knowing it? Ah, Crockpot! It’s the only way. And Henrietta, I’m sure. I guess I have been avoiding the house.

      “Woof!”

      He grinned. “Wait here.”

      Alex sipped her wine, glancing around at the progress. The room was still bright, though the sunlight was fading. She was greeted by the scents of roasting meat as Hawk passed through the swinging door into the kitchen.

      She didn’t have to wait long. He returned quickly with two oversized bowls of steaming pot roast dinner in one hand and arm, a doggy dish in the other, and a basket of bread tucked under his arm. Alex’s eyes grew wide as he balanced it all. He set the dinner dishes on the table, and her mouth watered as she peered at the thick gravy with large chunks of meat, carrots, potatoes, and onions. Kibbles stuffed her face into the dish he’d set down for her, lapping feverishly, and alternating between the food and water.

      Together, they sat at the table, the flickering candlelight casting a soft, romantic atmosphere, and clinked glasses.

      Alex laid her cloth napkin on her lap, resisting the urge to tuck it into the top of her dress. “Thank you,” she said sincerely, her gaze drifting around the room.

      The unadorned walls and exposed beams symbolized the blank canvas of their new life together.

      Hawk reached for Alex’s hand again, the heat of his touch grounding her in the moment. “Here’s to many more cozy nights in our island haven,” he toasted, his eyes locking onto hers, and she met his gaze. A calm spread through her chest—her uncertain future felt a little less daunting with Hawk by her side.

      Alex squeezed his hand, a subtle but unmistakable response to the warmth emanating from him. His lips curled into a gentle smile, and his eyes softened with a glimmer of happiness. The cool touch of the wineglass in her other hand contrasted with the warmth of their entwined fingers. Her heart swelled with gratitude for the man across the table, who had not only planned this special evening but had become her anchor in the whirlwind of changes in her life. “To us,” she said, “and the adventures that await in paradise.”

      Just then, the door burst open, and Mimi yelled, “The little meatloaves are going missing!”
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            TANGLED THREADS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Slow down, Mimi, and explain.” Hawk stood and offered his chair to the young woman who was sweating, clearly from running the whole way from the lab building. Alex gave him a sidelong glance, and he shrugged.

      Kibbles began barking in alarm, and Alex shushed her. “What is it?” Alex asked Mimi over Kibbles whimpering.

      Mimi used Hawk’s napkin to wipe her brow and neck, then sipped his water. She peered up at him. “Thank you, the temp is cooling, but it is still a long ways to run.”

      Alex stood and leaned against the doorjamb. No one else is getting in to ruin my perfect date. Kibbles shot to Alex’s side and huffed. The pup barked one last time before settling on Alex’s foot. Alex eyed Mimi carefully, waiting to hear the full story. Alex crossed her arms and picked at a hangnail, resisting the urge to huff herself.

      Mimi, having finally caught her breath, and drained Hawk’s water and wine, said, “The mollusks, they’ve gone missing.”

      Kibbles hopped up again, standing guard.

      “I spent the morning counting, and by my estimation, the population count is down by fifty percent.” Her eyes were wide and her expression expectant.

      “Okay, and . . .”

      “And this is your island, you need to do something about it.”

      “Woof, Woof.”

      Alex sat back down in her chair and picked up the dog. “Okay, Mimi, what would you like me to do?”

      Mimi’s nostrils flared. “I don’t think you understand how sensitive our marine ecosystem is here, Alex.”

      We’re not even at a point where I know enough to understand. Alex stroked Kibbles’s back and whispered soothingly to calm her.

      Hawk threw up his hand. “Wait just a minute, Mimi. Tell us what you suggest be done?”

      Alex lifted her wineglass from the table and drained it in a few large gulps before plunking the glass back onto the table. So much for a romantic dinner. “First, are you talking about the meatloaf-looking things over the cliff behind the lab building?”

      “Yes. Those are precious, living beings. And something, or someone, is wiping them out.”

      Hawk moved to Alex’s side. “Someone? Here on the island?” He bristled, and she felt the change in his demeanor. The dog’s hackles raised.

      This dog is so sensitive to mood changes and potential danger. Alex squeezed lightly, hugging the canine in her lap.

      Mimi flushed and tilted her head down. “Well, I don’t know. Maybe.”

      Alex shrugged.

      Hawk looked between the two of them. “What’s going on really?”

      Alex set the dog on the floor. “Well, we might have been invaded by pirates, but . . .”

      “Pirates?” Hawk questioned, then crossed his arms. “What are you two not telling me?”

      Mimi stood, not bothering to push in the chair. “We’re not being invaded by pirates. There’s a boat run aground on the sandbar.”

      “By the boulders?” Hawk asked.

      Mimi nodded her response.

      He eyed Alex like a schoolmarm. “Missing mollusks and a boat run aground, and no one thought to tell me?”

      “I was sewing!” Alex argued, and simultaneously Mimi said, “I was checking on the chitons.”

      “This is serious. If we’ve had, or could have, a ship hovering just off the island, we have no idea what kind of danger might be lurking. It could be your old boss, Remo, or someone he sent . . . another attempt on your life.” He reached for Alex, but she didn’t let him get to her—instead she walked for the door. Hawk followed, but she was out on the porch before he could stop her. The dog followed her and continued down the steps. Once outside, Kibbles sniffed around and, finding what appeared to be the perfect patch of ground, did her business.

      “I don’t think we should jump to any conclusions before we’ve investigated either matter,” Alex urged as she walked out onto the sprawling deck.

      Mimi shut the door a little too hard. “What do the two things have to do with each other? Why would they steal the chitons if they were after Alex? Or vice versa?”

      Alex leaned on the porch railing and then thought better of it. She glanced up at Hawk, who stood nearby, and he gave her a reassuring nod. She wasn’t sure what all was left to fix up on the home, though it looked near completion to her. “We can handle this. Logically, systematically . . . At least it’s not a dead body!” Alex quipped with a hint of levity in her voice.

      “Alex!” Hawk and Mimi chided simultaneously.

      Kibbles whined.

      “On an unrelated matter,” Alex said, and trotted down the steps. She scooped up the dog. “This is unlike her, to be so sensitive. With all the whining. I wonder if there is something wrong?” Alex held the squirming dog like a baby. “Are you okay my pretty pooch?” Kibbles wriggled until Alex set her down again, then shook herself off.

      “It’s dark, I’ll take Fred and Ricky-Bobby for a once around the island, and we’ll tackle the missing mollusks in the morning.” As if on cue, the porch lights flickered on.

      “Where’d that come from?” Alex asked.

      Hawk waved his hand. “Don’t worry it’s motion sensitive.”

      Alex quirked a brow at him. And he followed up with, “Probably just the wind.”

      Mimi crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine. I just hope they’re not all missing by then.”

      Hawk’s brows furrowed slightly as he spoke, his fingers tapping erratically against his thigh. “I’m sure everything’s fine, maybe they just wandered off shore,” he suggested, though the uncertainty in his tone betrayed him.
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            FINALLY STITCHING AGAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex sewed her blocks while Kibbles snored peacefully in her dog bed. Henrietta set out two plates of cheese and crackers, with sliced pepperoni and bread-and-butter pickles.

      A late night nibble. Yum. My favorite way to eat cheese and crackers.

      Henrietta rubbed her arms, then closed the dining room window. “Strange that it’s been so chilly in the evenings lately,” she murmured, and sat opposite Alex at the table, pulling an embroidery hoop into her lap.

      Alex tucked into the snacks in front of her. “I’m happy for a reprieve from the heat.”

      “So what’s all the buzz about?” Henrietta asked.

      Alex began sewing again. She stitched one seam, then moved the piece to the cutting mat, answering Henrietta. “According to Mimi, the mini meatloaves—the chitons, I guess they’re called—have gone missing.” She finger-pressed the seam open and placed another piece of fabric. Repeating the process of stitching, trimming to the quarter-inch seam allowance, clipping her threads, and then finger-pressing each time. “We can deal with it in the morning with fresh light. The waxing moon and house lights aren’t enough to explore properly.”

      Though with a new runway, there would be enough light to light the whole island. Even more reason for a jet, versus a pontoon plane or helicopter. I suppose then we’d have light pollution and wouldn’t be able to see the millions of stars in the endless sky over the ocean, Alex mused as she placed another fabric scrap over the last seam and stitched it down, then set it on the bed of the machine.

      Henrietta nodded absentmindedly while looping her thread into the fabric in the hoop and pulling it through again.

      Alex snacked, then sipped her lemonade. Her face puckered, and her eyes teared from the overly tart drink. “Hawk is taking the contractors to do a sweep around the island, because there’s a boat abandoned on the sandbar.”

      Henrietta’s head whipped up, and her eyes grew round with alarm.

      Alex wiped her mouth with her hand. “I’m sure it’s nothing. Hawk’ll take care of it.”

      Pausing mid pull, the needle in her hand hovering in the air, Henrietta exclaimed, “Pirates!?” Her expression was grim, and her wrinkled forehead creased even more than usual.

      “No.” Alex pressed the cutter button on her sewing machine, it whirred and clicked as it clipped the threads. Moving the patchwork to the ironing surface, she properly pressed the seams of her finished block.

      Henrietta tied off her thread and tucked the needle into the fabric as she explained. “Yes, modern-day pirates are real. But old boats do wash up occasionally, though it’s not common. Do you know how big the boat is? Was it a tender or a sailboat?”

      “I don’t know, no. Mimi didn’t say,” Alex replied. And I forgot to ask her. Seems I’m a little rusty with my interrogation skills.

      Alex plonked down in her chair. “Should we pack all this up or . . . ?”

      “No, leave it, I’m going to stay a little longer and finish this flower.”

      Wiping up the little slivers of cuttings, Alex tossed them into the waste basket. She turned off the iron. “I’m gonna head up to bed and relax for a bit. I think we’re in for a busy day tomorrow.” She texted Hawk good night and made her way upstairs.
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      Alex yawned, and stretched her arms over her head. Sleep had come easily, but it wasn’t without interference. She had dreamed of Johnny Depp-like pirates and ’50s-style, cartoonish, talking meatloaves, and she’d stirred from distant noise that she didn’t recognize on her otherwise quiet island. She cleared the sleep from her eyes and rolled over. “Good morning,” she greeted the lazy, wiry-haired mutt curled up on the pillow beside her. “Are you ready for a day of adventure?” Kibbles lifted her head but made no move to rise. Alex brushed her fingers over the dog’s back, rubbing her soothingly. “Are you okay, my friend? Should I call in a vet?”

      “Woof, woof.” Kibbles rose and stretched out her back, then her legs, her tail wagging happily.

      “Okay, but I know there’s something up with you.”

      “Woof, woof, woof.”

      Alex scooped the dog into her arms. “Tell me what you know?” If only she could speak to me in English! Kibbles squirmed out of Alex’s arms and trotted down the doggy steps to her water bowl.

      “Okay. It’s time to get up and face the day, whatever it may bring.” Alex brushed her wavy hair and plaited it. She threw on some capri yoga pants and an oversized t-shirt. She gazed at her reflection in the mirror and ran her fingers under her eyes—they weren’t quite dark, but they were puffy. She pinched some color into her cheeks, then went into the bathroom to brush her teeth.

      “Should we brush yours too?” Alex wiped her mouth on a towel, then dried her hands. The dog scurried under the bed. “I guess that’s a no.”

      Alex clicked her tongue. “Come on, let’s go. Unless you’re staying here?”

      “Woof, woof.” The door ajar, Kibbles bounded to it, then squeezed out while Alex kicked on her flip-flops. The pup thumped down the steps in front of her and paused, looking back. Alex nodded for the dog to continue.

      Downstairs in the dining room, Henrietta sat at the table with a muffin. The continental-style breakfast that laid on the buffet had been picked over. Alex peered up at the clock. “Good morning. I didn’t realize I would sleep so late.” She scooped some scrambled eggs onto a disposable plate and squirted a bit of ketchup next to them. She piled bacon strips and sausage links next to that and sat down, pushing her paper-piecing project out of the way.

      “You better eat fast, Hawk is waiting outside for you.” Henrietta smiled, a twinkle in her eye. Alex stuffed her mouth with eggs, ate a few pieces of the bacon, and Henrietta nodded. “Go, I’ll clean it up.”

      “Can he wait a few minutes?”

      The sly granny shook her head, not a hair out of place in her neatly combed-back, tight bun. “He’s been tinkering out there for a while now. Best not keep him.” She waved her hand at Alex.

      Alex peered down at the dog’s dish, fresh food splattered on the mat. She instantly knew the dog had been cared for, and she was grateful for Henrietta feeding both the humans and the pets. Guess we’re good to go.

      Kibbles waited at the door, tail wagging. Alex pushed the screen door open, and the dog bounded straight for Hawk, jumping at his legs to be picked up.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting. I had the strangest dreams last night . . .”

      His eyes said not to worry, and he picked up the dog. “I have a plan for the day. You and I can check out the ‘pirate’ ship.” He winked and held out his hand. She stepped into his arms, the dog sandwiched between them. His next words were whispered against her forehead between kisses. “I have the two contractors finishing the last few jobs at the house. They need to be done before the next helicopter comes. I don’t want to pay them for any extra days. And Mimi is going to shadow Duncan, just to make sure he’s not in on stealing the chitons.”

      “Speaking of, how is the mollusk population today?”

      They walked toward the beach side area, Hawk carrying Kibbles. “She reported the numbers are the same today as yesterday.”

      “How does she even know? Do they have them tagged, or numbered, or something?”

      “Trust me, she knows!” He chuckled. “She watches them when the tide goes out enough for the mollusks to be exposed and waddle around on the rocks. I guess they don’t move too much.”

      Hawk paused to let Alex in front of him, as the path over the dune thinned. And they walked single file for a few minutes until the beach area opened up in front of them. The boulders were ahead a few hundred feet and the sandbar just beyond that a couple hundred more feet. Hawk put the dog in the soft sand.

      “There must be something more scientific to her discovery than that?” Alex peered down as Kibbles nosed something in the sand by the water. “Hey, it’s one of the mollusks.” The dog barked at it and stared at Alex expectantly. “Good girl.”

      Alex nudged the little meatloaf into the water. “That’s odd. I’ve not seen them on the beach before. Maybe they’re migrating and getting washed up ashore?”

      “It’s possible. I don’t really know anything about them.” He shook his phone. “No signal yet this morning.”

      Cell reception was bad here on the island, but they were never without a signal for this long. Can I buy a satellite? No. That’s crazy. I’ll order more walkie talkies. We can live without electronics and be just fine.

      Alex kicked off her flops and walked in the gentle break of the water. They continued toward the boulders. “Look here. It looks like maybe a sea turtle laid its eggs.”

      She caught sight of the mast of a sailboat in the distance. “Well, that’s good news isn’t it?”

      “What is?” Hawk asked, leaning forward with a curious tilt of his head as he watched the dog play with a large crab that had grabbed its tail. The dog yelped and swatted at the crustacean with its paw, but the crab didn’t let go. Instead, Kibbles dragged it around in circles, attempting to catch it until it finally released her.

      Alex shrugged. “The sailboat. No sails. Means it’s probably not pirates—if it’s just an ordinary boat?”

      “I’d say, no, probably not old-school pirates.” He flashed her a light smile. “But it very well could be modern day ones. Hard to tell with the sails down. It’s probably just an unfortunate malfunction or such.”

      The thought of a boat breaking down or becoming inoperable in the middle of the ocean didn’t sit well with Alex.

      “No one has come for help,” Hawk continued. “Though we should check the shore for signs of people, and I’ll report to the Coast Guard whatever we find.”

      They climbed up and over the smallest boulder, passable by swimming in the water if you didn’t mind getting wet. Hawk offered Alex an outstretched hand to assist. They walked toward the sailboat on the sandbar, the beach and houses out of sight from this side of the boulders. The late-morning sun rose over the water to the east.

      “No signs of a lifeboat, people, or belongings?” Alex said quickly as they scanned the shore, looking for drag marks or signs of life.

      Hawk, in full private-investigator mode, scanned the area meticulously. “Let’s be cautious.” He held up a hand for Alex to stay behind him. “Just a precaution. Stay behind me.”

      Alex looked back over her shoulder. The dog played in the sand, hopping up and down and digging after something imperceptible to Alex at this vantage point.

      Hawk, his weathered face creased with concentration, squinted at the vessel in the distance. Meanwhile, Alex stood beside him, her hand cupped over her eyes in a futile attempt to block the glaring sun. She balked silently, realizing she’d forgotten her sunglasses.

      They proceed cautiously over toward the washed-up sailboat, its weathered hull a faded shade of blue-gray. Along the side, the name could barely be seen, obscured by layers of salt-and-sea spray.

      Waves lapped against the fifty-foot hull.

      Without hesitation, Hawk leapt aboard the vessel, his movements swift and decisive. Alex’s head swiveled, watching for unknown danger as she waited on the sandbar.

      Moments later, Hawk reappeared, waving her over. With fear momentarily squelched by anticipation, Alex climbed up and hurried across the deck. She followed him down the short set of steps.

      The cabin held remnants of a life interrupted—a map of the Caribbean on a table, an overturned chair, and a waterlogged journal lying open. Alex picked it up. “Storm hit. Lost control. Drifted off course. Supplies running low.”

      “Yikes, I hope it wasn’t a family.” She glanced around. “How long do you think it’s been adrift? What happened to the people who wrote this?”

      “I don’t know, I think we would have spotted it if it had been here a while. I don’t think there’s much we can do. No signs of life or clues. I’ll contact the Coast Guard.”

      Alex nodded and set the journal back in its place.

      “I’d feel better if we did another sweep, of the outer island and waters.” He nodded toward the stairs and held out a hand. “This could be an elaborate plan to distract us from something nefarious.”

      Alex grabbed his hand and squeezed, then she walked up the steps to the deck. When he emerged from below behind her, she asked, “Since when did our lives become about everything being ‘nefarious’? Surely, that’s all behind us now.”

      “Maybe.” Hawk jumped down over the side and held up both hands as if to catch her like a child, as she did the same. He whistled for Kibbles who dashed toward them, her big brown eyes alight and her tail wagging and spinning like a helicopter blade. “Let’s take the tender out and patrol the whole coastline.”
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            SURF, SAND, AND SLEUTHING

          

        

      

    

    
      When they got to the lab building, Hawk went inside to radio the Coast Guard. Alex delighted in Kibbles’s antics—doing zoomies and hopping around. “Well, you must be feeling better. Whatever it was, passed?”

      The dog darted into the building, and Alex followed her.

      They found Mimi in her office, her eyebrows drew together as their gazes met. “Nothing new to report here.” She got off her stool—with a mollusk carved into the wooden seat—and flopped into her worn, leather office chair and spun in a full circle.

      “We didn’t find any concrete evidence of anything really.” Alex brushed the pinkish, fuzzy leaf on a plant perched atop a tall filing cabinet—just one of the dozens scattered about the office. “Why would a person steal the chitons?”

      Mimi tapped a pencil on a desktop calendar that had the preceding days of the month X’d off. “I’m not sure. I was puzzling it out all night, and nothing I come up with makes sense.”

      Alex leaned against the vintage office desk Mimi was seated at. “How about the environment? We saw a few washed ashore near the boulders. Are they being caught in a current and washing up against their will?” Alex shrugged. She had a feeling they were missing something, but what?

      Mimi steepled her hands, her eyes distant as she thought. “That’s possible, but I don’t think it would account for the numbers, especially if you only found a few.”

      Hawk walked back in, an exacto knife in his hand wielded like a weapon.

      “What’s that for?” Alex pushed off the desk, her senses suddenly on high alert. Unease pricked across her skin. “Did you get through to the Coast Guard?”

      “No, still no service, and the radios aren’t working.” He scowled and looked around the room as if expecting an attack. “I don’t like it. Let’s take the tender and patrol the coast. I need to make sure we’re safe, until I can get through to the Coast Guard.” Hawk nodded past Mimi toward the lab area through the door behind her where Duncan worked.

      Mimi shrugged. “Nothing going on here that I can tell.”

      “Mimi and I were just speculating what could’ve happened with the mollusks.” Alex put a hand on Hawk’s muscular forearm to get him to relax. Nothing’s going to happen. We’re safe on the island. I have to trust that.

      Hawk walked to the door to the lab and peered through the venetian blinds over the door’s window.

      His mind appeared to be elsewhere, so it surprised Alex when he said, “How about algae or something in the water?”

      Mimi stood and sidled up next to Hawk. She grabbed the pull-cord for the blinds, and he snapped his fingers back quickly before she was able to catch them between the slats. Their banter was that of a big brother and an annoying little sister sometimes. Mimi chuckled. “If it was anything significant in the ocean causing it, we’d have seen evidence of it by now. Plus, the chitons eat red algae, so we run the risk of it becoming a problem if the population is decimated.”

      “Would you though?” Alex quipped, earning her a sidelong glance from both. She threw up her hands in mock surrender.

      Hawk palmed his impromptu weapon and exited Mimi’s office, joining Duncan in the lab. Alex peered through the window in the door, she and Mimi still in the office. Hawk spoke to Duncan, who had conveniently—or inconveniently—missed the last cruise ship of the season that took the lab techs back to the mainland for Christmas break. Only staying to help Mimi close up the lab.

      Hawk’s face was tight, and his jaw ticked as he spoke to the other man. Duncan smiled, but it came off as a grimace. Poor guy has no idea what he’s dealing with.

      “He looks familiar, don’t you think?” Alex asked as she scooped up Kibbles.

      Mimi shrugged, studying the interaction with narrowed eyes. “I think he’s related to someone on the ship. And for what it’s worth, I think he’s harmless.”

      “The cruise ship? Yeah that must be it.” Alex’s gaze roved over Duncan’s slightly chubby frame. He looks pretty harmless, but I thought the same thing about Jennifer, and she killed Nona! Alex rubbed the dog’s head and gave her obnoxious kisses. The small black-and-tan pup protested with whines. “You stay here with Mimi. Hawk and I are going to go out on the boat.” Kibbles squirmed and kicked with her short legs, and Alex let her back down.

      Alex opened the door between the office and the lab. Kibbles sniffed the stained, off-white floor tiles, heading toward Duncan. “Woof, woof, woof.”

      “What is it?” Alex and Mimi chorused.

      Hawk eyed Duncan speculatively while Kibbles continued her olfactory investigation. Underneath the technician’s table, she barked her alarm.

      “What’s she found?” Alex asked Hawk, crouching down to get a better look. He pulled out a large bag from under the table, gripping the cabinet handles for balance as he hoisted it to the high tabletop.

      Duncan pointed nervously to the bag. “That’s not what it looks like, I swear.”

      Hawk unzipped the wet collection bag, water droplets flicking over the empty table. Lowering his head, he peered inside, pulling out an unmoving, footlong meatloaf-looking mollusk.

      Hawk narrowed his eyes, his gaze directed at Duncan, demanding an explanation.

      “It’s just a . . . research sample. I was going to catalog it and speak to you about it,” Duncan explained, running his fingers through his red hair as Mimi’s skeptical gaze bore into him. The tension in the lab heightened. Her expression remained stern. “Research sample, huh? Why the secrecy? And why under the table?”

      Could he be the culprit, right under Mimi’s nose? But why?

      Hawk kept a watchful eye on the younger man.

      Duncan sighed, looking genuinely troubled. “I was checking the water to see if there was an algae bloom and found it dead near the shore. There isn’t—a bloom, that is. Otherwise, I would’ve reacted to it when I went into the water.”

      Mimi nodded. “You’d have a rash.”

      Duncan’s arms were bare, and his chino shorts showed off rash-free legs.

      Alex and Hawk exchanged a glance. The pieces seem to fit together. He’s been in the water, collecting the mollusks. Seems guilty enough, hiding them under the table.

      Learning in close, Alex asked Mimi, “You okay here with him?”

      Mimi whispered, “Yes, I believe him. He has no reason to lie. I’m sure it’s not what it looks like.”

      Alex nodded. Mimi might only be five feet, and one hundred ten pounds, but Alex was positive the petite lab manager could handle herself.

      I still have a feeling that something is amiss. Alex chewed on it as she and Hawk left the building, heading for the boat to do their island recon.

      Or so she thought. Instead of going to the stairs that would lead them down the cliff face to the dock, Hawk pulled her toward the middle of the island.

      “Where are we going?” Alex pulled her hand free and stopped.

      Hawk turned toward her and held up an exacto knife in explanation. “I’d feel a lot better exploring the island with something a little more substantial for protection than a crafting supply.” When he smiled, his eyes lit with humor.

      “It’s not a crafting supply.” Well, that particular one hadn’t been used as one. She couldn’t say she’d never used one in her quilting.

      He held out his free hand, and she slipped hers into it.

      They quickly traversed the distance to Henrietta’s house, and Alex stood staring out at the water while Hawk ran inside. He came out with what appeared to be an extendable pointer stick.

      She frowned, not sure what she’d expected him to retrieve as a more suitable weapon. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a collapsible baton. In the right hands, it’s very effective.” He extended the wand and lashed it through the air so fast it made a whipping sound. He gave her a tight smile. She relished in how safe she felt with him. He would never let anything happen to me. It was as true to her as the fact that the sky was blue.

      Down on the dock, the sun-bleached planks creaked beneath their weight as Alex and Hawk found clear signs of Duncan’s snorkeling expedition. Fins, a snorkel, a wetsuit, and ropes lay strewn haphazardly, revealing his recent underwater escapade. Gray clouds loomed overhead, blocking out the bright Caribbean rays.

      Hawk extended a hand, helping Alex into the boat with a steady grip.

      “Thank you.” Once she was on board, he untied the mooring lines, the boat rocking slightly in the gentle sway of the water. Hawk leapt into the boat with an agility that belied his fifty-plus years. He landed with a soft thud.

      The engine roared to life at Hawk’s command, sending ripples through the tranquil waters. The boat sliced through the ocean’s surface, leaving the dock and the suspicions at the lab behind.
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        * * *

      

      They’d swiftly navigated their way from the dock, past the lab, and around the sandbar and the grounded boat. Alex kept her gaze on the tree line just past the beach, watching for movement or any signs of life, but nothing stood out. They cruised past the imposing boulders, skirting the beach area where they sat by the fire most evenings. The familiar sights of the island unfurled as the boat glided through the crystal-clear waters.

      As they rounded the jungled side of the island, an area Alex had yet to explore, Hawk’s words of caution echoed in her mind. He assured her of the perils an outsider would face trying to access the island from that side—a venture bound to end in failure. The dense greenery and tangled vines concealed unknown tropical secrets in the uncharted territory.

      Circling back around to what Alex referred to as the front of the island, her and Henrietta’s homes came into view among the sand dunes, rocky beach, and weathered boardwalk. The boat’s engine hummed as it carried them toward the familiar area they referred to as the heart of the island. Hawk skillfully maneuvered, bringing the boat in and securing it to the smaller dock on the north side of the island closest to Henrietta’s. No more than a half hour had passed. “We’ve pretty much covered the whole of the exterior of the island. And I didn’t see anything suspicious.” Hawk scanned their surroundings.

      Alex hopped out, her flip-flops meeting the worn planks of the dock. “Are you suggesting that leaves the island occupants as the likely suspects?”

      Hawk joined her on the dock, a furrow forming on his brow. “I’d be surprised if anyone nefarious got through my vetting process.”

      “We know it wasn’t you, Henrietta, Mimi, Kibbles, or myself. So that would only leave three others that we know of.”

      “Do people eat them? Like some kind of strange delicacy?” Alex grimaced and stuck out her tongue as they walked by the twin contractors. Maybe Duncan has a twin on the boat? Her suspicions were still niggling at her about why Duncan looked familiar. She searched her mind for whom it could be, but after everything that had transpired over the last year, almost being killed several times, she came up blank now. I’ve been fooled by twins once before. When she’d first arrived home to Spruce Street she’d encountered Jennifer, aka Lilith—Kibbles’s previous owner—who had turned out to be the female twin of a young man she’d previously represented in a criminal case that she lost.
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            ROASTING ALLEGATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      That evening, Alex, Hawk, and Kibbles gathered around the crackling fire with Henrietta. Alex snuggled in the Adirondack chair with a quilt over her lap, a glass of wine and a belly full of s’mores. In an unusual twist, the contractors had shared the recipe for an alcoholic drink with Henrietta, called Pirate Punch.

      As the flames danced into the night sky, the Island Granny leaned back, her words slurring. “My speculation is Russian spies,” she announced, a tipsy grin on her face and marshmallow on her cheek. Her third glass of Pirate Punch was half empty in her hand. The roasting sticks were tucked a safe distance away.

      Alex exchanged a bemused glance with Hawk, who raised an eyebrow in the glow of the firelight.

      “Russian spies?” Alex chuckled then licked marshmallow off her finger.

      Henrietta nodded sagely, though her head wobbled. “Oh, absolutely. Think about it—spies are sneaky, and they’d want to keep an eye on things without anyone suspecting.”

      Rising from his seat, Hawk intervened, “All right, Hen, let’s get you back to the house. You’ve had enough of that Pirate Punch for one night.”

      Henrietta protested with a laugh. “I’m just getting started!”

      As Hawk guided Henrietta away from the fire, leaving Alex and Kibbles, Henrietta’s disjointed thoughts carried on the crisp night air. “Did you see that new 3-D printer Mimi has? We could make all kinds of pirate para-pher-nal-ia.” She slurred the last word. “I love that girl, but sometimes I wonder. Ooh, maybe she’s a double agent.”

      The sounds of their footfalls faded away as Alex pondered the elder woman’s words.

      What does Mimi need a 3-D printer for anyway? She made a doorstop, which is kind of ridiculous, but I have no idea what else she’d use it for. I hope she doesn’t plan on being frivolous with the funds I’ve allocated to her.

      Kibbles snored contentedly in Alex’s lap. The moon had grown by a sliver over the previous night’s.

      What would Henrietta be unsure of about Mimi? She’s the one who pointed out the missing mollusks. Surely, she wouldn’t be involved. Hen’s known her the longest. Besides Henrietta, Mimi had been on the island longer than any of the other biology lab personnel, and both of them longer than Alex. Alex chuckled. Maybe Mimi is a Russian spy.

      Hawk approached. “What’s so funny?”

      “I was just mulling over Hen’s words, and the thought of Mimi being a Russian spy lingered in my mind.”

      “Funny, but that’s highly unlikely.” He scooted his chair closer to hers and settled into it.

      Kibbles hopped out of Alex’s lap and into Hawk’s, claiming her spot with an affirmative woof. A moment later, Alex held out her hand, and Hawk intertwined his fingers with hers.

      “Nothing would surprise me at this point. What do we really know about her?” Alex mumbled, her gaze fixed on the rhythmic crash of waves against the shore, lit by the campfire.

      Hawk squeezed her hand reassuringly. “Everything! Don’t worry,” Hawk’s tone conveyed the smile on his face.

      Changing the subject, Alex asked, “How’s the house coming along? Almost finished?”

      Hawk chuckled. “You know me, all in good time. But yes, we’re nearly there. We’re still on schedule. A few more projects, and it’ll be your island paradise.”

      “Ours,” she said, and peered over at him as they sat by the fire, hand in hand, with Kibbles curled up in his lap. “We need to be out of here in two days in order to get back to Spruce Street in time to organize the quilt show. Even if we have to leave Mimi to handle the case of the missing mollusks, she and sober Henrietta can mend the mischief here.”

      “I’d feel better wrapping it up before taking off. As a precaution. In case there’s a bigger threat than we realize.”

      Alex chuckled. “Bigger than pirates or double agents? Maybe they’re not really missing?”

      “If any more go missing, we should put some cameras out there on the cliff face. So we can see what’s happening.”

      Kibbles stirred and jumped down. She scooted across the sand and behind a dune to do her business.
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        * * *

      

      A strong smell of roasting hog flooded into Alex’s open window, stirring her awake as her stomach emitted a hungry grumble. “Not now, it’s only breakfast time,” she groaned.

      Kibbles woke, sniffing the enticing aroma too. Alex scooted the dog off of her bladder and rushed for the bathroom. Taking a moment to brush her teeth, fix her hair, and dress, she emerged from the bathroom, freshly scrubbed and ready to start her day. She wore a pair of faded denim shorts that hugged her curves and a loose-fitting white tank top. She brushed her arms with lotion. She snapped a colorful hair tie onto her wrist and left her hair loose, the way Hawk liked it. Her natural waves cascaded down her shoulders, framing her sun-kissed complexion.

      Downstairs, Henrietta awaited in one of her signature, floral-patterned housecoats—this one sleek, and draped elegantly around her slender frame. In one hand, she cradled a steaming pot of freshly brewed coffee, its rich aroma wafting through the air, promising a comforting pick-me-up to start the elderly woman’s day. With her other hand, she held a crystal pitcher filled halfway with chilled orange juice for Alex.

      Henrietta greeted her with a warm smile. “Good morning, dear.” Then she poured a glass of juice. “Breakfast is almost ready. You hungry?” Hen asked, as she headed back into the kitchen.

      “When am I not? Starving. What’s cooking?” As she sat down, anxious to enjoy whatever Hen had made, Mimi burst in, the slam of the screen door resonating through the room. “More mollusks have gone missing!” Mimi threw her hands up in the air, her eyes fixed on Alex expectantly.

      Henrietta re-entered the dining room with two plates in hand. She glanced at Mimi, then silently set the plates down. Without uttering a word, she left the room, only to return with another plate.

      Alex refreshed Kibbles’s food and water bowls, then sat again at the table. “Where’s Hawk? We talked about it last night. He said if more mollusks go missing, he’s going to set up cameras near the lab and the dock to see what’s happening and to catch whoever is messing with the mollusks.”

      The tension lingered in the air as they ate their breakfast of pancakes and waffles. The clinking of cutlery against plates punctuated the uneasy silence. Alex couldn’t resist breaking the atmosphere with a half-hearted joke.

      “Henrietta thinks it’s you Mimi—she thinks you’re a double agent,” Alex teased, smiling at Henrietta, who raised an eyebrow in response.

      “Double agent? Well, I’ve always wanted a glamorous secret life.” Mimi sighed, putting down her fork. “Come on, this is serious. We can’t afford to joke about it.”

      “Well, you do have an air about you, Mimi,” Henrietta joked.

      Mimi shrugged, a mischievous glint in her eye. “I could tell you, but then I’d have to . . . make you brunch.”

      Henrietta shook her head, chuckling despite herself. “All right, enough with the espionage humor—or lack thereof. Let’s focus on figuring this out.”

      As they finished their breakfast, the weight of the situation seemed to ease with the levity injected into the conversation.

      The group headed toward the house, where they expected to find Hawk. Underneath the dappled shade of palm trees, the pit had been dug and the pig roast nearly finished. As they approached, the wind picked up, and dark clouds gathered on the horizon.

      Mimi told Hawk about the additional missing mollusks. “I’ve got some cameras in the work shed. We need to cover key areas,” he said without looking up from his task. “The lab, the docks, and maybe a few around the beach. Let’s set them up before this weather turns ugly.”

      Hawk and Alex grabbed the necessary equipment and headed out. Raindrops started to fall as they secured the first camera near the lab.

      We probably oughta start thinking about stocking the bunker with water and non-perishables, maybe some old quilts too, just in case.

      Hawk secured the camera in a discreet but effective location. Likewise, he strategically placed the rest of the cameras, and with the job done, they retreated indoors as the rains picked up.

      Henrietta and Mimi don’t seem too alarmed by the approaching storm. I guess this is par for the course. Just like in New England.
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        * * *

      

      Henrietta had transformed the buffet into a lavish feast, loaded with an abundance of delectable dishes. The pig roast, the centerpiece of the spread, glistened with succulent perfection, its skin crackling enticingly. Aromas of tropical spices and smoky barbecue filled the air. Trays of grilled vegetables, a bowl brimming with vibrant fruit salad, and another bowl filled with fluffy, fragrant coconut rice, awaited their hungry stomachs.

      The flickering fire in the sitting room fireplace added a touch of warmth, contrasting with the chill the rain brought. The wind whistled and drummed against the old wooden window panes.

      Alex raised a pressing question as they sat at the dinner table. “Where were the contractors last night?”

      Hawk pulled a hoodie on, then walked to the window. “I was with them late into the night, working on the house. It’s not them.”

      Alex furrowed her brow and patted the chair beside her for Mimi. “Okay, what about the lab tech?”

      “I was with Duncan earlier,” Mimi informed them, sitting in the seat next to Alex. “We’re each other’s alibi.”

      “So, it has to be someone off the island. Maybe modern-day pirates?” Henrietta’s smile spread ear to ear as she poured glasses of lemonade for everyone. She was obviously enjoying the unexpected excitement.

      Hawk sighed heavily, his shoulders tense, as he leaned his hands on the window frame, peering out. “It’s possible, but one of us would have noticed a boat.”

      “Speaking of boats, where’s the Coast Guard?” Alex asked.

      He turned to face her, and his expression softened slightly. “We probably won’t see them anytime soon. The guy told me they were up to their ‘hulls’ with calls.” He smiled. “Unless, of course, we have an emergency. Hopefully they’ll show up at just the right moment.”

      Alex nodded.

      “Speaking of emergencies, has anyone seen my big blue thermos? I had it out by the pig roast earlier today, and it disappeared,” Henrietta said, glancing around the group suspiciously.

      “I’m sure it’ll turn up,” Alex assured her. “Maybe one of the guys came upon it while thirsty, needing a drink.”

      The room fell into a thoughtful silence, broken only by the rhythmic drumming of rain and clattering of china as they filled their plates. The islanders pondered the mysterious disappearance of the little meatloaf-shaped chitons, while a storm of uncertainty brewed both inside and outside the cozy home.

      Alex nodded in understanding, but the unease in her stomach persisted. She glanced around the room, the warmth of the cozy home offering some solace.

      Alex found herself feeling less homesick than ever before. The camaraderie and the thoughtfulness of her father, Brian’s, pig roast filled her with a sense of belonging.

      Raising her glass, Alex offered a silent toast to her father, and then to the group for Henrietta, who had seen the meal through to perfection. In that moment, she realized that home wasn’t just a place—it’s a feeling, a sense of belonging and safety that I find in the company of my friends and chosen family.

      As she took a sip of her lemonade, her thoughts turned inward. Hawk is my home. My friends are my home. And soon, this island will be too. As the thought passed through her mind, she felt a sense of longing for Spruce Street. In that moment, the homesickness was like a shadow over her idyllic thoughts, casting doubt on the safety and security she had taken for granted here.
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            UNFINISHED BUSINESS

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, the rains had subsided, leaving behind a crisp and clear day. Alex and Henrietta had quilted late into the night. Quilting might not be high on anyone else’s priority list, but that didn’t remove the pressure she felt to get hers done for the Christmas Quilt Show. All of Alex’s ugly-sweater blocks were done, and all she needed to do was stitch them into rows and sew the rows into a quilt top . . . and then begin the arduous task of pulling all of the little papers off of the back. Her last thought before sleep had crept in, the night before had been: If I can’t find the time today to pull the papers, I’ll have to try to do it on the plane ride back to Salem.

      Now, determined, she ventured over to the lab to check on the surveillance cameras. Kibbles by her side, Alex walked down the ocean-blue corridor of the old block school-building-turned-biology-lab and smiled at the sea-life wall mural on her way into Mimi’s office. To her surprise, everyone else was already there when she and her canine companion arrived.

      Kibbles barked in greeting and received scratches all around from Hawk, Henrietta, and Mimi.

      “It’s about time,” Mimi scolded, checking her watch. “Bankers’ hours,” she teased Alex, with a sly grin.

      “Island life. What’s the rush?” Alex chuckled and walked behind Mimi’s desk to join them. My only rush is getting my quilt and house completed.

      As the small group huddled around the computer screen, their eyes scanned the footage from the cameras for signs of activity, but the images revealed nothing. The night had passed uneventfully for the sea life with no mysterious figures, suspicious movements, or boats caught on camera.

      Henrietta let out a frustrated sigh, and Kibbles did the same, plopping down on a spare wool blanket that Mimi had put down for a makeshift doggy bed. “Well, that’s a dead end. What now?” Henrietta asked.

      Alex continued to study the footage, her brow furrowed in concentration. “Does it look to you like there are more mollusks today? Maybe you and Duncan should do a recount?”

      Mimi crossed her arms and scribbled re-count onto the calendar pad in the box for the current date. Alex glanced at the other dates. Mimi had been keeping track. What does it mean if the population increased overnight? “Could they repopulate in just a day or two?”

      Mimi shook her head, shaking the seat in the equivalent of pacing. Then she finally said, “No. More likely, something scared them off, and they scattered? I’m not really sure of their daily habits. I’ve done some basic research on them, but we only monitor their presence, so far as to say ‘they are here’ year after year. We’ve been keeping an eye on them but had no reason to study their day-to-day activities or habits in this area of the Caribbean. There are a lot of fish in the sea, you know.”

      I really need to find out what they monitor, and what research they are actually doing here on a daily basis, but it’ll have to wait until the new year, after the quilt show. Once I hand off the show to Pepper, I can focus on the island going forward.

      “Well, maybe the culprits took the day off, why don’t we give the cameras one more day,” Alex joked, peering over Mimi’s shoulder and scrutinizing the monitor.

      Mimi shot her a pointed look from the corner of her eye.

      “Sorry, Mimi.” Alex quickly retreated a step back toward the wall. “I know this is serious. I’m just appreciative that this is a murder-less mystery for a change. I mean, can you blame me? In the last two years, I quit my job, moved home, my adoptive grandmother was murdered, my whole world was turned upside down, not to mention I’ve been attacked and kidnapped several times.” Alex shrugged, and her caramel-brown waves fell behind her back. “Missing mollusks, we can handle!”

      Mimi stood. “Where’s your sense of urgency, Alex?”

      Before Alex could answer, Henrietta replied softly, “I wouldn’t say that it’s murder-less just yet.” Her wrinkly eyes scrunched in concentration on the screen—where several seals were passing by the underwater camera below the cliff face, and it almost looked like they waved at it. Alex resisted giggling aloud.

      Her nose curled, and then Mimi shrieked, “Someone could be murdering these tiny defenseless creatures!” The unexpected volume of Mimi’s words at close range caused Alex to jump. She instinctively stuck her fingers in her ears, rubbing out the ringing that reverberated in her eardrum.

      Alex threw her hands up. “Okay, got it. More serious. More urgency.” She’s really passionate about this! If there was a doubt in my mind about whether she was guilty, it’s gone now.

      Hawk stood, leaning against a five-foot-tall filing cabinet, quiet and unfazed by the two of them bantering back-and-forth. “Let’s go one more night, and if nothing happens, maybe we can get into the water or get some special sonar cameras down there.”

      Mimi’s eyes grew wide, and she presented a mischievous grin. “I volunteer to do the recon.”

      Why is she volunteering to get in the dark ocean? And put herself in potential danger? No.

      With his arms crossed, and a shaking head, Hawk was clearly thinking the same thing.

      “We’re only here for one more day,” Alex reminded him. I never thought I’d be anxious to leave and get back home, now that I’ve made it to my island oasis full time. Nodding, Hawk plucked his Panama hat off the desk and tucked it onto his head. With the hat, button-down linen shirt, khaki shorts, and leather flip-flops, he appeared like the beach bum version of Humphrey Bogart. She half expected him to deliver one of the famous movie lines before he walked away.

      “Where’s he going?” Mimi asked after he had left.

      Alex shrugged her shoulders. “I have no idea what he does all day. But he’s here when we need him.” That was the truth, and one of the things she loved about him was that he didn’t hover—there was no need to check in all the time. She had no idea what he was doing minute by minute, or hour by hour. When he took a private investigative case, they were in contact. What she knew was that when they were together, everything that needed to get done, got done, and she felt absolutely safe from unknown threats. What more could a gal ask for?

      “You’re forgetting the urgency of all of the construction on the house. It all needs to be done and dusted before we head back to Mass. We can’t leave the contractors here, and I’m not going to bring them back again after the holidays.” Alex waved her hand toward the window, though they couldn’t actually see much of anything past the ginormous statue of Nona outside the building.

      Alex still didn’t know what the motive might be to steal the silly-looking creatures. “If you did the research, why do you think someone would be stealing them?”

      Kibbles stirred and sat by the door expectantly.

      Henrietta snapped her fingers at the dog. “I’ll take her out to do her business then take her back to the house with me while you two sort this out.” She pointed between Alex and Mimi.

      Kibbles chittered her contentment on their way out the door, and a mugginess flushed the office as the door swept closed.

      Mimi turned her small oscillating fan on. “You know I mean no disrespect, right? It’s just that the chitons are an ancient creature, and I would hate for anything to happen to the population on my watch, or when I wasn’t looking.” She grimaced.

      Alex rested her hand on Mimi’s arm. “Of course not, Mimi. I’m not easily offended, don’t worry. We’ll get to the bottom of this one way or another, and do what’s right for our sea-life friends.” She couldn’t help thinking of the popular, kids movie line—fish are friends.
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        * * *

      

      The evening passed without cause for concern. Alex and Hawk packed their suitcases for their flight back to Salem. Hawk opted to sleep in the lab dorms, instead of the new, renovated house, to keep an eye on things in there, and to make sure no one was sneaking out to mollusk-nap. The next day produced no signs of external invaders or clues, leaving them stumped. All was well on the island, as far as Alex knew, but they were no closer to solving the case of the missing mollusks. During a quiet morning breakfast on the beach with just the two of them, Alex and Hawk discussed their next steps.

      “Did you hear anything last night?” Alex asked, handing Hawk a mug of coffee.

      Hawk sipped his coffee, his gaze thoughtful as he considered the unfolding situation. “Just snoring.” He leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees. “I know we were supposed to leave today, but I don’t want to leave Ricky-Bobby, Fred, and Duncan here without us. How would you feel about postponing our trip home by a day or two?”

      Alex considered it for a few moments. If she could get word to Pepper, they could start the prep for the quilt show before Alex got there. And it will give me more time to get my quilt finished. “I think we can make it work. No more than two days though.”

      “Seems we, the humans on the island,”—he winked—“aren’t in immediate danger, so I ordered some sonar cameras. They’ll come with the Skipper when she picks up the contractors and Duncan tomorrow.”

      Alex nodded, basking in the morning sunlight. “Hopefully with the special cameras, we can catch something the regular cameras missed. We can cover more ground and keep an eye on the vulnerable spots. I still don’t understand the motive behind stealing the mollusks, if they’re not a delicacy,” Alex mused, her gaze following Hawk’s toward the horizon. The waves continued their rhythmic dance against the shore.

      Hawk sat up and cradled his mug in his big hands. “We’ll install the cameras and leave the next day. Mimi said her research has indicated the mollusks have valuable ink inside their teeth.”

      “Ink?” Alex’s brow creased as she cocked her head to the side. “In their teeth?”

      At the edge of the beach, Kibbles playfully darted toward the waves then expertly evaded the water that lapped at her feet.

      “I don’t know the specifics, but she told me it can be extracted and is very valuable.”

      Alex peeled an orange and tossed the peel among the remnants of their picnic breakfast. “Well that explains it. It must cost a fortune to get a tiny bit of something out of their little teeth. I wonder how many teeth they have?”

      Hawk shrugged. “I would think you’d need quite a few of them.”

      Alex popped a wedge of orange into her mouth and focused on a seashell in the sand as she absentmindedly used a toe to trace around it. “How does she even know they are missing?”

      “When the tide is low, more of the rocks normally teeming with them are exposed, and there are none, or a limited number.” His gaze turned thoughtful.

      “And this morning?” she asked, tucking the orange peels into her pocket.

      “The cameras didn’t detect anything unusual.”

      Their conversation ebbed and flowed easily like the rhythm of the sea. “So they’re coming in from underwater? Offshore?” Alex ate the last bite of orange and wiped her hands with a napkin.

      “That’s my best guess.”

      A seagull soared overhead, and it dove into the water to catch its meal, a fish wriggling in its beak as it passed. Alex shifted her attention back to Hawk.

      “The house is finished.” Hawk’s smile brightened, one imperceptibly crooked canine tooth catching the sunlight.

      “You could’ve led with that.”

      Alex threw her arms around Hawk’s neck, their lips brushing in a kiss that left them both breathless. Finally, a home. One I renovated to my needs, not inherited. It’s a definite step in the right direction.

      “Remind me to build you a house more often.”

      She smiled and playfully pushed his shoulder. “You don’t have to build me a house to get a kiss.”

      He sipped his coffee, and Alex held out her hand. “Come on, let’s go see it!”
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            IT’S NOT HAUNTED

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex shrugged on her sweater shawl as the breeze picked up. They walked hand in hand over the beach, through the dunes to the center of the island. Her home, the two-story structure, stood proudly, wraparound porches on each level inviting them to step into the cozy retreat. The gentle rustle of palm leaves provided a comforting melody.

      On the wraparound porch, they found several rocking chairs. “Your own slice of paradise.” Hawk led the way, opening the door to reveal the transformed interior. Of course, she’d already seen the front room with the oversized fireplace. The once weathered and worn-out space had undergone a remarkable metamorphosis. Sunlight streamed through newly installed windows, casting a warm glow on the polished floors and new walls. The scent of fresh paint lingered in the air as Alex and Hawk entered.

      “Alex, you remember Ricky-Bobby and Fred.” Hawk gestured toward the two contractors who were busy packing their tools. She reached out to shake hands with the twin closest to her. “You did an incredible job bringing this place back to life. Thank you.”

      He wiped some dust from his palm, and offered her his hand and a warm smile. “It was a pleasure working on your home. This island’s a special place.”

      Fred—or was it Ricky-Bobby?—nodded in agreement. “If you need anything else, just let us know.”

      “I’ll catch up with you guys later,” Hawk said, as the contractors bid their farewell. He turned to Alex, a glint of excitement in his eyes. “Ready for the grand tour?”

      Alex beamed, her heart swelling with gratitude. “Lead the way.”

      They started on the first floor, exploring the spacious living room, still empty of furniture. She had picked out a vibrant island-inspired decor. The large windows framed picturesque views of the surrounding seascape, inviting the outdoors in. The kitchen, though rustic in charm, was equipped with modern appliances. They climbed the grand staircase to the second floor—six bedrooms, three to the left and three to the right. All six would be dressed in island-themed linens. She got lucky the house was a big enough space for her whole chosen family to visit and stay comfortably.

      The master bathroom featured a luxurious bathtub and a window overlooking the dunes that surrounded the house.

      “Not haunted anymore?” she teased with a playful smirk.

      He drew her in, their bodies close. “It never was, although it is strange that my tools went missing,” he replied, gently kissing her on the forehead. “And one time, Fred swore he saw … never mind.” He winked at her, and Alex didn’t know whether he was teasing her or had cut himself off on purpose to prevent freaking her out.

      As they moved from room to room, Hawk shared stories of the refurbishing process, recounting the efforts that the contractors had invested in preserving the island’s charm while adding modern comforts.

      Finally, they found themselves on the second-floor porch. Hawk and Alex settled into a pair of lounge chairs, savoring the breathtaking view.

      “I can’t believe this is our home,” Alex whispered with gratitude.

      Hawk smiled. “It is. A place where you can find peace.”

      “We will find peace,” she replied.

      The rhythmic sounds of the ocean in front of them echoed the subtle cadence of their breaths, creating an intimate symphony between them.

      His gaze was warm on her body, and a gentle breeze tousled strands of her hair as the air between them crackled with the electricity of unspoken words.

      Without breaking the tranquility of the moment, Hawk reached for her hand, his touch sending a subtle thrill through her. Their fingers intertwined, forging a connection that transcended the physical. They sat in companionable silence as the sun rose high in the sky.
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      “Let’s head back to check in on Mimi and grab Kibbles. She’s really taking the missing mollusks to heart. Like it’s her fault or something.”

      I’d better grab a sweatshirt too. She rubbed goose flesh from her arms.

      Hawk stood and held out a hand for her—his palm so warm, she forgot about the chills.

      “Not that I can blame her, but it’s not like she’s responsible for all the creatures in the ocean.”

      Leading Alex back through the house, Hawk was quiet, as he often was, letting Alex ramble her thoughts out, casually nodding or quirking a facial expression in response. “After all this is over, and we get back from Massachusetts, I’m going to sit with Mimi and really dig in. Find out what they are doing here, and how I can better help them achieve their goals,” Alex continued as they walked out onto the front porch of her home. “And give them a name—like Madras Island Marine Biology Center, MIMBC. Ooh, wouldn’t it be fun if it could be MIMI, hmm, what could be the other I?” she mused.

      From the path in front of the house, she covered her eyes with her hand, blocking the sun, and peered back up at it. “It’s beautiful, Hawk, it really is. Great work.”

      Hawk motioned for her to go ahead of him, as the path over the dunes narrowed to single file. “I mean, it’s not like I’m responsible for all the creatures in the ocean either, just because I own the island.” Alex continued to speak her thoughts aloud, though she was sure he probably couldn’t hear her anyway. The path widened again, and they were side by side.

      “No, I don’t think you or Mimi are responsible for all the sea life, however it is our duty to protect what we can here.”

      “Yes, of course. I agree wholeheartedly. I just wonder if this is maybe bigger than us.” She saw his crow’s feet wink from the side of his eye and explained, “I’m not sure what I’m trying to say. I guess I’m left wondering who should handle it or even be notified. The Coast Guard is in no rush. And if it’s not one of us, and we have no evidence of anything really, what are we to do about it?”

      Instead of going straight into the old school building that housed Mimi’s office and the marine biology lab, Alex stopped and climbed up the mound of sand they had made from digging out the bunker. She wasn’t quite eye to eye with the statue of Nona, but close enough. “What are we doing here?” Alex muttered to the stone figure with the broken fingers. When no answer came, she started to climb down, and Hawk offered her a hand.

      A fierce gust of wind swept over them, catching Hawk’s hat and sending it tumbling through the air. They both lunged forward, bumping into each other in their comical attempts to catch it. After a chaotic chase, Hawk finally managed to snag the brim with his long fingers. Holding it triumphantly, they burst into a fit of laughter and collapsed against the railing by the cliffs. “Just like Nona to send a gust of wind, instead of a sensible solution.” The laughter settled into a chuckle.

      Hawk secured the hat firmly on his head and nodded, but his expression turned serious as he scanned the area below them. The playful atmosphere evaporated in an instant. As they stood by the railing, overlooking the dock below, Alex’s gaze had fallen upon something unusual on the dock. She squinted, trying to make it out, and her heart sank as she recognized the all too familiar form of a body.

      “Oh no,” she gasped and pointed toward the cliffside. “Hawk!”

      “I see. Let’s get down there.”

      They rushed into the building and ran straight by Mimi who was coming out of her office with Kibbles by her side.

      “What’s the rush?” Mimi howled behind them.

      “Woof, woof, woof.” Kibbles barked in alarm as they followed.

      Hawk dashed down the corridor toward the exit in the back of the building that led to the steps down to the dock. Alex followed closely behind Hawk, her heart pounding in her chest as they reached the landing. There, in a heap next to a tangle of rope, lay the lifeless body of Duncan, the lab tech. His clothes were wet, and his body was lukewarm to the touch when Alex checked for a pulse.

      “I don’t think he’s been here long,” she said as a chill ran down her spine. She swiveled her gaze around at the realization that the culprit responsible for this murder couldn't be far, and that a killer was now on the loose, lurking on the island somewhere. The playful breeze that had swept through moments ago now carried a sense of foreboding.

      “Now we have a murder on our hands,” Hawk muttered through gritted teeth.
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            WHAT’S GOING ON HERE?

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex held Kibbles in her arms, away from the crime scene, as she, Hawk, and Mimi huddled over the body. “He was definitely strangled, there’s rope burns,” Hawk observed.

      “He must’ve been out here trying to prove his innocence because you threw suspicion on him,” Mimi said to Alex.

      Alex furrowed her brows defiantly. “Or he was trying to warn his counterparts that we were onto their crew, before we set the sonar camera traps.”

      Hawk pointed to the rope precariously dangling over the dock. “Either way, we need to bag this rope before it ends up in the water.”

      “The killer left behind the murder weapon? That’s strange, don’t you think?”

      Hawk nodded. “Well, we can’t do anything with it here, forensics wise, but the authorities will want to examine it later.”

      Mimi nodded, already moving toward the stairs. The sun was nowhere to be seen. “We also need to bag the body and put it in the cooler.”

      A sense of déjà vu crept over Alex. Just like during the quilting calamity. Making use of the cooler drawers for more than just marine-life specimens—a young man’s body.

      Alex’s gaze shifted back to Duncan’s lifeless form, her mind racing with thoughts. “Surely the Coast Guard will come now.”

      But Mimi shook her head solemnly. “No, all communication is down. I was just heading over to let you know. There’s a storm brewing out at sea. Hurricane Hernandez.”

      “Hawk mentioned it the other day. But he said it was small.”

      “Well, it’s getting bigger.” Mimi grumbled.

      As the reality of their situation sank in, Alex’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Mimi, has anything else weird been happening?” she asked.

      Mimi hesitated, chewing on her lower lip. Her eyes darted back and forth, as if searching for an answer. “No. Not that I’m aware of . . .” She trailed off, her stare drifting back to Duncan’s body, then she quickly looked away and went inside.

      “That was weird,” Hawk murmured through a pinched mouth. “Did you know the ink Mimi told us about the mollusks being harvested for, is for 3-D printers?”

      Stunned, Alex responded, “And Mimi just got a 3-D printer.” Something isn’t adding up. Either Mimi is a phenomenal actress and really doesn’t care about the chitons, or she’s innocent and something else weird is going on. “I don’t think it’s her.”

      “Me either, but something is up.”

      Alex glanced at Duncan once more, a nagging sense of familiarity tugging at her mind. “He looks so familiar, but I can’t place him.”

      “He has a brother, in the security office on the cruise ship. Kane,” Hawk replied. “That’s why I don’t think Duncan’s involved.”

      “Kane? The ship’s security detail? Is he in on this scheme with Duncan?” Alex’s questions tumbled out in rapid succession. “Are they fraternal twins?”

      Hawk raised one brow at her last question. “No, just close in age. Why?”

      She grimaced. “I’ve been fooled by twins before. And we have a set of identical-twin contractors on the island.” I’m still not convinced that they’re not in on this also.

      Hawk shook his head. “I’m getting soft.” The muscle in his jaw twitched, and his brown eyes darkened. Combined with his few-day-old stubble, he actually appeared menacing. “Kane told me Duncan, his brother, was as clean as they come.”

      “Maybe he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time? Can we assume he’s innocent?” Alex asked. Kibbles whined, and Alex shushed and rocked the canine. “Why would he kill his own brother? That doesn’t make sense.” Sure, I didn’t like Kane, but I never had a reason to distrust him.

      As they stood there waiting for Mimi to return, Hawk frowned. “That’s a good question.”
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      After securing the evidence and storing the body in the lab’s cooler, Alex and Hawk gathered at Henrietta’s to discuss the new challenge they faced: the storm, and communication with the mainland.

      “I’ve seen my fair share of storms here on this island over the years.” Henrietta tutted as she went around checking the windows—the house had built-in shutters they’d need to close.

      “It’ll be best to leave the twins in the living quarters at the lab,” Hawk said.

      Mimi emerged, trudging into the sitting room clutching three satellite phones, one in each hand and one under her arm. She handed one to Henrietta. “The twins have been tinkering with back up motor on the sailboat that washed ashore. If they can get that running, they could use that to get off the island. Seems they have many more talents than just being great at construction.”

      “Batten down the hatches, as they say.” Henrietta put on a sweater and made for the front door.

      “I managed to get through to the Coast Guard,” Mimi announced, distributing the communication devices to Hawk and Alex. “They’re aware of the situation, but the storm is coming, so they advised us to hunker down. They’ll pick up the body and evidence after the weather passes.”

      Alex’s brow furrowed with concern. “Really?”

      Mimi nodded, her nostrils flared, eyes squinty, and brows pinched. “I explained everything we’re doing.” She flashed Alex a sharp look. “I am a trusted professional.”

      Alex raised a brow but didn’t say anything. There’s much more to this spitfire young lady than we know.

      Mimi flopped down on the rattan sofa. “They’ll send help as soon as the storm passes. Hen and I took some packages of bottled water and a few quilts to the bunker already. We’re planning to wait out the storm on the island.”

      Alex sighed, feeling the weight of the situation settling upon her shoulders. The sleek black cat jumped up on the ottoman out of the dog’s reach.

      “We have a case of missing mollusks, and now a dead body on our hands. Don’t you think we might be in danger?”

      “The cameras will be too late. Let me try to get the chopper in early and, at the very least, evacuate the carpenters off the island. Just in case,” Hawk said.

      Alex considered his proposal, her gaze drifting to the storm clouds gathering on the horizon. “We can’t let them just leave, what if one of them—or both of them—are in on it?”

      The dog made a running leap onto the ottoman as the cat bounced onto the next seat. Clearly they don’t sense any danger. But that doesn’t mean I don’t. “Should we leave too, or wait it out?”

      “You can hunker down in the bunker with us,” Mimi interjected with a hint of levity.

      Hawk hesitated, a severe crease in his brow as he stared at Alex, then glanced down at Kibbles swatting for the cat’s tail. “I don’t know if I want to take any chances.”

      Alex glanced around. “We won’t all fit in the tender. There’s six of us.”

      Kibbles barked in agreement, as if to say ‘What about me?’ and the cat hissed at him, batting a large paw back at Kibbles.

      “I’d rather be in the bunker than out on the ocean with ten-foot swells in a tiny tender.” Mimi crossed her arms, and Alex had to give it to her. I agree with that statement.

      Alex chuckled, but there was no amusement in it. “Six of us and a dog.”

      “We can. If we have to.” Hawk’s expression softened.

      As something akin to mischief flashed across Mimi’s expression, she proposed a solution that left Alex very skeptical.

      “I know how we can solve this,” she said with confidence, then paused for dramatic effect. “The sub.”

      Alex’s eyes widened. “No way. I’m not having you in a submarine, alone, in the dark ocean, with thieves and killers on the loose,” she protested, shaking her head. “Not to mention the danger of a storm headed our way.”

      Remaining undeterred, Mimi countered, “It’s the only way. I can record whatever I see from the sub.”

      Alex raised a very skeptical eyebrow. “How will you see anything? The lights of a submarine, even if it is the world’s smallest submersible, the lights will likely scare off the culprit.”

      “The sub has night vision. Alex, I already told you I’m a professional.”

      Henrietta had been closing the shutters around the outside of the house, each one darkening the room a little more. Hawk nodded silently to the women and went outside to help Henrietta.

      “Professional marine biologist, not a professional detective.” Alex waved her hand. “Besides, why didn’t we do this before there was a storm about to pass us?”

      Mimi shrugged. “I didn’t think of it until now.”

      They sat silently as Hawk caught up to Henrietta and helped her secure the shutters in place on the last remaining window.

      Hawk came inside, followed by Henrietta. Alex turned to them, desperation in her voice. “One of you please talk her out of this crazy idea she has. She wants to go out in the sub to see if someone is stealing the chitons from under the water.”

      She could be hurt, or killed, or lost at sea, or who knows what else. Alex turned back to Mimi. “Even if the criminals are crazy enough to try to steal mollusks with the storm pressing in overnight, what will you do if you manage to catch them in the act?”

      Mimi’s confidence didn’t waver. “If we can catch them, the Coast Guard will definitely come sooner.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense,” Alex countered, her frustration growing.

      “Sure it does,” Mimi replied with a confident nod. “We’re not in any immediate danger right now, other than the storm. But if we have the criminals in our grasp . . .” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      Alex sighed, torn between her concern for Mimi’s safety and the possibility of catching the culprits. “I don't like it.”

      As their debate continued, Kibbles and Jinxy darted around the room with playful abandon.

      “I’ll go,” Hawk said, but Mimi shook her head adamantly.

      “No way. You don’t even know how to run a sub. You’re not trained.”

      “You can give me a crash course,” he insisted, his gaze locking with hers.

      Fear of losing him in a submarine crash washed over Alex. “No!” Her eyes narrowed in frustration as she turned to Henrietta, silently pleading for support.

      I can’t let anything happen to Hawk, or anyone I love.

      Henrietta sat in her armchair, and the cat jumped up into her lap. “Okay, What are our choices?” she mused aloud. “One: we all leave in the tender now, before the storm. We can make two trips if we need to. Contact the authorities and hope they come to deal with it all after the storm.”

      Alex nodded, and Mimi shook her head vehemently and turned her nose up at the idea. “No. If the island is abandoned, the culprits will steal all of the mollusks, and we’ll have none if we leave them unprotected. Or worse!”

      “Or worse?” Alex uttered questioningly.

      Henrietta continued, “Okay, two: we stay to protect the chitons, then hunker down in the bunker until the storm passes.”

      Mimi shrugged resignedly.

      “Or . . . three: Mimi takes the sub out and catches the bad guys.” Henrietta’s face glowed with excitement, and a triumphant grin spread across Mimi’s face.

      “Yes!” She shot her hand up in the air from her position on the couch. “I vote three.”

      Alex exchanged a glance with Hawk, pleading for his intervention.

      “Well, what do you say, Alex? It’s your island, do we stay and defend our ecosystem, or leave it unattended and run for cover?”

      “You don’t have to put it that way!” Alex harrumphed and sat next to Mimi. She pulled a throw pillow from behind her and hugged it tight.

      I have to trust Hawk, he knows what he’s doing, and Henrietta has nearly enough life experience for both of us combined. I’m still not sure what’s going on with Mimi, but I have to admit, she’s our best option. The sub it is. Alex nodded. “Three it is.”

      Kibbles jumped up, barked once, and then licked Alex’s face. “I guess we have the plan!”
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      Mimi, with unwavering confidence, led the way to the dock in her scuba gear.

      “Where are you going?” Alex asked.

      Mimi gestured to the water, pulling out her respirator. “There’s a natural cavern that we’ve nicknamed the ‘Batcave.’ It’s where the sub is housed, but you can only access it by diving in and finding the hidden spot.”

      Without time for anyone to talk her out of it, she plunged into the water, and within minutes, the light from the submarine flashed as she maneuvered it to the dock.

      If I didn’t hyperventilate every time I put a scuba mask on, I’d go down and investigate that small cave and check out all the gadgets she’s tucked away down there.

      Mimi surfaced in the rust bucket—that was what Alex had always called it, because the exterior looked grim. Though Mimi had assured her the interior was fully equipped, and the vessel was in top-notch shape—thanks to the donation they’d received the previous summer after the quilting calamity.

      Well, it certainly needs a paint job. How do they paint subs? Like cars?

      Hmm . . .

      Mimi brought the submarine around toward Alex and Hawk. The interior of the one-person submarine was dimly lit, with flashing lights inside on the control panel.

      Alex watched as she checked the equipment meticulously. There’s no way Hawk would’ve been able to do this with a crash course.

      The three of them had donned their headsets, and Mimi spoke with Alex and Hawk as they peered over the glass capsule.

      “Ready to descend. All systems go.” She gave them a thumbs up. “I’m descending now.” Mimi announced through the comms device. She peered back at them through the porthole, as she entered the depths of the ocean.

      The waves lapped against the dock as Alex and Hawk stood, squinting against the glare of the sun reflecting off the water. Mimi had sunk beneath the surface in the submarine, and with each passing moment, the tension in the air thickened.

      “Can you hear me?” Alex called anxiously, holding her headset tight against her ears.

      “Loud and clear,” Mimi crackled through the receiver. “I’m going to explore.”

      As Mimi maneuvered the sub deeper, she disappeared into the darkness of the ocean. Alex’s heart clenched at the thought of her descending into the unknown depths.

      “You better hope they don’t have a bigger sub. Or torpedoes, or missiles.” Alex chuckled, though there was no humor in her statement. Are they the same thing? It doesn’t matter.

      Hawk’s pacing betrayed his nerves as his words broke through Alex’s thoughts, “Don’t take any unnecessary risks, Mimi.”

      “I’m fine. Don’t be a worrywart.” Mimi spoke in a whimsical yet reassuring tone. How does she do that? She can certainly handle herself, but that doesn’t make me any less worried.

      “It’s just like a video game,” Mimi added.

      Lines of worry furrowed his brow, casting shadows across his forehead, and his lips parted slightly, as if to voice a protest that remained unspoken. He evidently was feeling the weight of letting her do this as well.

      “You don’t think Nona left me without resources?” Mimi chirped through the earpiece. “I’ve been preparing this baby for battle for a long while now.”

      Unease lingered in the pit of Alex’s stomach as she eyed Hawk’s usually calm but now anxious movements. “Mimi! Do not engage with anyone or anything in the water,” Hawk urged loudly, piercing Alex’s eardrums.

      Then, silence fell, stretching into excruciating moments, and Alex began to panic. “Mimi, we can’t hear you anymore . . . Mimi . . . check-in,” she pleaded.

      And then, just as the silence became unbearable, Mimi’s tinny voice echoed. “Arm the torpedo!” she called out, sending a shockwave of disbelief through Alex. “What?!?” she and Hawk exclaimed simultaneously, Alex’s eyes widening in disbelief, and her jaw dropping open as her body tensed.

      Mimi’s laughter filled the airwaves. “Just kidding!”

      Alex threw her hand on her hips, her heart just about in the pit of her stomach as the tension coiled within her. She strained to hear any sign of Mimi’s surroundings, a series of clicks and grinding noises echoed through the radio.

      “I see something! I’m going dark,” Mimi announced.

      “Hawk, what does that mean, going dark?” Alex’s heart pounded in her chest, and her blood ran cold. “I knew we shouldn’t have let her do this!”

      “Tell us what you see,” Hawk demanded.

      Drowning out Mimi’s reply, the rhythmic thwump, thwump, thwump of helicopter rotors filled the air as a shadow fell over the dock, and Alex peered up to see a helicopter with SKIPPER’S SHIPPERS emblazoned on its side, hovering ominously in the air.

      The helicopter roared overhead, its cockpit lit up like a sparkle of fireflies on a June night in Georgia, casting a glow over the scene below. Alex’s mouth dropped open as it swooped dangerously close to the water, scattering the little chitons all over the place as the water turned choppy. The pilot’s work-booted foot dangled casually out of the cockpit. The sight was almost comedic, reminiscent of something out of a Pixar movie. Hawk chuckled softly, a wry smile tugging at the corners of his lips.

      From the cockpit, Skipper leaned out, her arm jutting into the air in a playful punch. “Don’t start this party without me!” she yelled over their comms.

      Alex raised an eyebrow. “Did she just fist bump the air? She’s nuts, but wild,” she muttered under her breath. “And how’d she break into our comms?”

      A mischievous glint in his eye told Alex the Hawk and Skipper had a comaraderie that she hadn’t suspected.

      Skipper flooded the area with light from her chopper, illuminating the surroundings with an intensity that bordered on theatrical. “You didn’t think a little storm was going to keep me away from the action, did ya?”

      “Who is this lady?” Alex asked rhetorically.

      Pacing with a grin on his face, Hawk was clearly amused by the woman’s antics as well.

      Meanwhile, Mimi’s voice hissed through the comms, cutting the tension. “I’ve got you now!”

      Hawk’s hair whipped around in the wind of the chopper. “Mimi, tell us what’s going on down there.” He shouted to be heard over the noise from the helicopter’s approach.

      “Seriously?” Alex grunted.

      Mimi’s response came swift and decisive. “There’s a mollusk marauder down here! I deployed the net.”

      Stopping dead in his tracks, Hawk’s eyes widened. He put his hand over his mic to block his next words from Mimi’s ears. “She really is equipped!”

      As Mimi’s words sunk in, a surge of relief washed over Alex. But before she could fully process the news, Mimi delivered another bombshell.

      “I caught him and his sea scooter,” Mimi announced, triumphantly.

      Alex waved the hair out of her face. “A scooter?”

      Skipper adjusted the spotlight over the water.

      Well, I guess we’ll be one step closer to solving the missing mollusk mystery.

      Mimi expertly maneuvered the submersible back up toward the dock, the vessel breaking the water’s surface with a triumphant splash. As it emerged, it brought with it not only Mimi but also hundreds of the missing chitons, a cascade of little balls spilling across the water.

      “The meatloaves!” Alex yelled, as she eyed them suspiciously. Instead of blobs of meatloaf, now they looked like gigantic pill bugs. The hatch door flung open, and Mimi popped her head out. A wide smile graced Mimi’s lips, her eyes shining with a fierce resolve and pride.

      Make that two steps closer, now that we’ve found the missing chitons.

      Alex pointed her finger, and Mimi’s gaze followed. Her eyes widened at the sight of the net overflowing with chitons. “Mimi, you saved the mollusks!” Alex cheered, pumping her fist in the air.

      Mimi beamed. “While I was down there, I saw three cages full of mollusks at the bottom of the ocean beneath the dock. I used the robot arm to release them.”

      Alex’s long hair blew wildly as Skipper landed the chopper, much more gracefully this time, in the hard-packed earth next to Nona’s life-size statue.

      Relieved, Alex let out a contented sigh. The tumultuous events of the day had kept her on edge, but seeing Mimi and the mollusks safe, eased the tension that had knotted her stomach.

      Hawk moved swiftly, seizing the mollusk thief as he tried to untangle himself from the heavy net. Hawk’s training kicked in as he wrestled the thief—and suspected murderer—onto the dock. His muscles strained against the combined weight of the man, net, and sea scooter as it threatened to drag him into the water. Hawk sliced through the ropes of the net. The man clung desperately to his sea scooter, refusing to let go even as Hawk struggled to pull him out. “Let go of the machine!” Hawk shouted, as he pried the man’s fingers loose from the sea scooter, sending it plummeting to the ocean floor below. Hawk’s grip tightened around the man’s arm, as he hauled him farther up onto the dock, his struggle causing Alex to fall back on her rump.

      Hawk popped the culprit right in the jaw. “See what you did? I told you to let it go!” The guy landed on the deck with a thud and was knocked out cold.
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            UNRAVELING THE MYSTERY

          

        

      

    

    
      Hawk reached out to help Alex to her feet. As she stood and brushed herself off, Mimi emerged from the submarine, and joined them on the dock. The last of the missing mollusks floated, scrambling toward the rocks, while Hawk subdued the culprit, pinning him down, his identity still hidden beneath a scuba mask.

      Hawk pulled off the mask, and Alex stepped forward to get a good look. “Who is he?”

      His face was unfamiliar. And based on the lack of response to her question, no one recognized him.

      “Who are you?” Hawk demanded.

      The man pressed his lips together and scowled, the muscles in his jaw twitching.

      Alex tossed a coil of rope to Hawk as Skipper joined them on the dock, her signature untied work boots thudding across the dock.

      “Glad you’re all relatively okay,” Skipper said, gesturing to the man and handing Alex an envelope. “Who’s this?”

      “He hasn’t told us anything yet, but we think he’s been mollusk-napping.” And possibly murdered Duncan. Alex turned to Skipper. “What’s this?”

      Shrugging, Skipper replied, “Letter from Brian.”

      “My dad gave you a letter? Is that why you came back to the island?”

      Skipper’s brow furrowed. “Yes. Well, no. I was supposed to bring a load of supplies but I couldn’t get hold of you all. I figured something was wrong. The storm switched directions and is headed straight for your island.”

      “Oh no! I’m glad you came back.” Alex shook her head and ripped open the envelope. She pulled out a single sheet of lined paper and read.

      

      Alex,

      I’ll always keep you safe, no matter what, but I will find another way. I promise, I won’t do anything rash until we speak again. Be safe, Princess.

      ~ Dad

      

      Momentarily soothed that at least she didn’t have to think about her Dad’s demise right now, the now conscious and struggling man drew Alex’s attention away from the letter as Hawk and Mimi secured the man’s hands behind his back then hauled him to his feet.

      “How much time do we have?” she asked Skipper.

      “Not much. I think that storm’ll be on us by nightfall.”

      Alex hung her head. Some sunny, happy vacation this is turning out to be. “Do you know how bad it’s going to get?”

      “Right now it’s just a category one, but they expect it to become at least a two.” The culprit struggled against Hawk’s hold as they started up the steel steps on the side of the cliff.

      “Category one or two is like seventy-five to one-hundred mile an hour winds, no?”

      Skipper nodded.

      Good thing Mimi and Henrietta started filling the bunker with supplies. And we already started to close the storm shutters.

      Mimi led the way, and the others followed closely behind.

      Once they reached the top, Mimi threw her hands on her hips. “We need to get a confession out of this guy.”

      “You need to go stow the sub, Mimi. Storm’s a comin’,” Skipper warned.

      Henrietta joined them at the top of the steps. Surveying the scene, her eyes reflected concern. “Is this the mollusk thief?”

      “Appears so,” Alex replied.

      “We need to get to the bottom of this,” Mimi said firmly. “Whatever it takes.” She wagged her finger and headed back down toward the submarine.

      As they stood in front of the lab building, illuminated by the shadow of the nearby statue, the helicopter on the other side, Hawk turned to Skipper. “Thank you for coming back.” His voice was devoid of emotion, and his eyes held a faraway look. “Will you take the women back to the mainland?”

      Skipper nodded without hesitation. “Consider it done.”

      “No way! I’m not leaving without you,” Alex protested, grabbing Hawk’s arm as if she could anchor herself to him with will alone.

      The first few raindrops pattered against the metal roof of the lab building, and a stiff wind sent a chill through the trees. Alex shivered. “Maybe we’d better get inside.”

      Alex held the door for Hawk and the alleged murderer, and Henrietta muttered, “I’m not leaving the island.”

      They ducked inside the building to get out of the cold and huddled near the door. “Where’s Kibbles?” Alex asked.

      Henrietta waved her hand. “Back at the house, she’ll be fine.”

      Moments later, the contractors emerged from the dorm room.

      “What’s going on?” Fred asked—or was that Ricky-Bobby?

      Hawk nodded toward their prisoner. “We suspect this is the guy who killed Duncan and has been decimating the mollusk population.”

      The man hung his head and didn’t speak, his dark, wet hair forming a curtain over his eyes.

      “Okay, here’s the plan,” Hawk explained. “Ricky-Bobby and Fred have been working on the abandoned boat, and they got it running this afternoon. They’ll take it back to the mainland. Now.” Hawk nodded, and the twins said a very brief goodbye, shouldered their bags, and ducked through the rain toward the sandbar and the abandoned boat. “Skipper’s going to take you two and Mimi off the island. I’ll stay here and deal with this guy and ride out the storm.”

      Skipper thumbed toward the helicopter. “Let’s go ladies. Oh, do you need to get your purses first?”

      “I’m not going anywhere. We can’t leave you here with a murderer.” Alex and Henrietta spoke in unison, asserting their commitments to staying put.

      Hawk scowled at them. “It’s not safe to stay.”

      The rain began to fall in horizontal sheets outside, adding to the tension in the hallway of the lab building.

      Reminds me of New England weather!

      Hawk’s tone cut through the air with urgency. “If the storm is going to hit us then Henrietta and Mimi both need to go,” he demanded, leaving no room for argument.

      Henrietta jerked her head stubbornly. “I hate to sound like a child, but you can’t make me.”

      But I can. Though Alex resisted getting into the middle of it. At least now he wasn’t arguing for her to leave without him.

      Hawk sighed in frustration. “Fine, but we need to get the tender and the bunker ready.” He flicked raindrops from his hair. “We can’t all fit in the chopper. So if it starts to get bad, I’m going to insist you ladies go in the chopper, and I’ll stay in the bunker until the Coast Guard comes.”

      “If it gets much worse, I won’t be able to get the chopper off the ground,” Skipper cautioned. “It’s getting iffy as it is with the wind. We need to go now.”

      “I haven’t changed my mind. I’m not leaving,” Henrietta said as a massive gust of wind knocked over a palm tree about fifty feet away.

      Skipper scowled at the black clouds. “Looks like we’re already past the point of no return. Put me to work.”

      Alex nodded in agreement, her mind already racing with plans. “Let’s split up. We can cover more ground that way,” she suggested, her voice steady despite the rising tension. “Hawk, you take the prisoner to the bunker. Skipper and Henrietta can outfit the bunker with supplies.”

      “Ricky-Bobby and Fred already secured the shutters on Alex’s house, so that’s one less thing we need to worry about.” Hawk ran a hand through his damp hair, his mouth pressed in a firm line.

      “I can check on Mimi’s progress and prep the boat, fill up the fuel and whatever else is needed.”

      Skipper shook her head, pointing toward the angry ocean. “I’ve seen that tender. There’s no way we can make a sea escape in that. It would be a death sentence.”

      Dread twisted in Alex’s gut. But then there’s really no getting off the island.

      “She’s right. The bunker is our only option,” Henrietta said. “Skipper and I will go get Kibbles and grab supplies and meet everyone at the bunker.”

      We just have to hope the bunker holds and doesn’t flood.

      Just then, Mimi returned from securing the sub and hurried behind Skipper and Henrietta toward Hen’s house to help gather supplies. Hawk hauled their prisoner toward the bunker while Alex followed behind him.

      As they rushed toward the bunker, the man didn’t put up a fight. Guess he knows his best bet is in the shelter of a bunker with us. 

      The bunker! We can’t even access the bunker without the six-key key thing and the eyeball to bypass the retinal scanner. Alex ran back toward the house. “Hawk! I have to go get the box for the retinal scanner,” she called out, her heart pounding.

      He glanced over his shoulder at her and nodded. “Okay, run.”

      And she did. She passed the women, Skipper with multiple camp chairs slung over her shoulder and arms full of supplies. Henrietta was already half-rolling, half-dragging a massive, bulging suitcase of supplies behind her. 

      “Do you guys need anything else?” she called over her shoulder.

      “We’ve got it all, Mimi is grabbing the dog and the cat,” Hen said.

      Alex made it to Henrietta’s house and bounded up the stairs to the second floor, the shutters banging against the house already. She riffled through her nightstand drawer, finding the eyeball and scooping up a flashlight and a couple of loose batteries with it that she threw into her old messenger bag.

      “Alex?” Mimi’s distressed voice came from downstairs. The kitchen. Alex slung the bag over her shoulder and rushed down to help.

      “What’s going on?”

      Kibbles paced the kitchen floor, and Mimi lay on her stomach, her arm splayed out in the gap beneath the kitchen cabinets. She peered up at Alex with glassy eyes. “Jinxy is under the cabinet and won’t come out.”

      Her fear is probably scaring the cat. “Take Kibbles, I’ll get Jinxy.” Then she pushed the glass eyeball into Mimi’s hands. “Go! Hawk needs it to get into the bunker with the prisoner.”

      Alex dropped onto the kitchen floor and used the flashlight to find the terrified feline as Mimi scooped Kibbles into her arms and ran out. Alex set the flashlight down, the beam trained on the cat.

      “Here kitty, kitty,” she crooned, trying to coax the cat from his hiding place. She reached toward him, and he hissed at her.

      The power blinked off then back on. Oh no. Come on, kitty, we’ve gotta go.

      “Come here, Jinxy,” she purred, then remembered Henrietta coaxed the cat with tuna one time during a thunderstorm. Please let there be an open can in there. Alex leapt to her feet and threw open the refrigerator door. She glanced around and spotted what she was looking for, grabbed the container, and dropped to her stomach again. She trailed the stinky fish in front of the cabinet, and the cat hesitantly lifted his nose into the air, sniffing.

      The power flashed off and didn’t come back on this time.

      “Come on, Jinxy,” Alex murmured. She kept the edge of the dish in her hand, and as soon as the cat started eating, she snatched it from beneath the counter. “Gotcha.”

      She hoisted the cat into her arms and wrangled it into her bag, then grabbed the flashlight and ran out into the torrential rain.
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            HUNKER DOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mother Nature had begun to unleash her fury upon the island, roaring like a beast and flinging debris in every direction with wild abandon.

      How did the storm get here so fast? Alex rubbed the bottom of her bag to soothe the agitated cat. You better not ruin my new bag you sassy cat! She ran past the forklift, its metal frame groaning ominously in the gale. The wind intensified, pelting her with tiny grains of sand, snatching at her clothes and whipping her hair into a frenzy. The scared feline struggled in Alex’s bag, his claws sinking into her stomach as she clutched the quilted bag to her chest in front of her.

      Finally, she reached the bunker where Hawk waited for her at the entrance.

      “Get in,” Hawk yelled. He held a hand out and helped her down the steps.

      Before Hawk could get the bunker door closed, Kibbles, in a fit of nerves, leapt from Mimi’s arms and bolted between Alex’s legs, up the steps, and disappeared in the maelstrom outside.

      “Kibbles!” Alex’s cry was lost in the roar of the storm, her heart pounding with fear.

      Mimi sprang into action. “I’ll get her!” she shouted over the howling wind. Without a moment’s hesitation, Mimi dashed past Hawk who was holding the bunker’s hatch cover, and ran out into the storm, her blue, braided ponytail streaming behind her like a banner of determination. Alex’s stomach dropped, and her heart raced even faster as her friend vanished into the chaos of the storm.

      Inside the well of the bunker, Hawk struggled to maintain his grip on the hatch door, the wind howling like a banshee. Skipper and Henrietta were settled in camp chairs on one dry side of the bunker, and their captive was bound—at ankles and wrists—on the floor on the other. Alex deposited the cat in Henrietta’s lap and walked up the stairs to help Hawk. Rain lashed at her face, stinging like needles as she fought to help Hawk keep the door from being torn off its hinges.

      “We can’t hold out much longer,” Hawk shouted, straining with effort. “We’ll lose the door!”

      Alex shook her head, her throat tight. Why did Kibbles just bolt like that? And Mimi. I’ll never be able to forgive myself if something happens to them. “We can’t close it,” she cried, barely audible over the tempest. “We can’t leave them out there!”

      Rainwater poured down the steps toward the bunker room. “Mimi?” Alex yelled out into the storm in vain.

      Henrietta stepped behind Alex, the cat in her arms screeching as it clawed her.

      “Get back, Hen, before we lose the cat too!” Alex urged, grabbing the wiggling cat before he could escape too. Oh no you don’t! Not after what I went through to catch you the first time.

      “We can’t leave the door open much longer,” Henrietta exclaimed, her eyes darting to the encroaching water.

      Alex’s heart pounded in her chest as she glanced at Hawk, pleading silently with him not to close the door. “We can’t close it, we have to wait for them.”

      Hawk’s expression was grim.

      The situation worsened by the minute. “We might have to.”

      A gust of wind roared and the door slammed shut, as if making the decision for them and leaving them in pitch blackness. Alex cried out in dismay, “No!”

      Jinxy yowled and, now that the door was closed, Alex put her down and flipped on the flashlight. Hawk secured the latch from the inside, and the hatch cover clattered against its supports. Alex’s chest tightened, and a surge of anxiety washed over her for leaving Kibbles and Mimi out in the hurricane. I can’t bear the thought of anything happening to them.

      Hawk’s shoulders slumped in defeat as he met her gaze. “It should’ve been me,” he muttered, his voice filled with self-recrimination. “I should’ve been the one to go after the dog.”

      “But we needed you here to help with the captive. I should’ve gone.” Alex stepped into Hawk’s arms, needing his comfort now more than ever.

      He kissed the top of her head and squeezed her tight. “She’s tough—both of them.”

      Alex shined her flashlight around the bunker, which was full of blankets, bottles of fresh water, and food.

      “Mimi’s a double agent, remember?” Henrietta said with a sad smile, attempting to lighten the mood. “She’ll find the dog and a safe place to weather the storm. Don’t worry.” Alex grimaced and pulled up a folding chair between Hen and Skipper. The cat caterwauled in distress, bouncing off the walls.

      Henrietta patted Alex’s hand. “Mimi is smart and resourceful. Have faith.”

      As they waited in tense silence, hoping and praying for their friend’s safety, Alex clung to Henrietta’s words.
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            LET ME OUT, I HAVE TO PEE!

          

        

      

    

    
      The interior door had shut them inside as the storm continued to rage outside with wind howling and rain hammering against the bunker door. The tension hung heavy in the air, each moment dragging by like an eternity.

      Alex fussed over Henrietta with nervous abandon. She tossed a blanket to Skipper, then unfolded one over Henrietta. She pushed a case of water over to her, so she could put her feet up. The floor by the entrance was covered in a thin layer of water, making the concrete slippery. Though the air was fresh, it was cool. Too cool for shorts and a crop top. If Nona’s purpose was to house the Secret Society possessions, she could have at least made the bunker waterproof. Maybe she had something else in mind? Like keeping us alive from hurricanes!

      “Stop fussing. I’m not going to put my feet up at a time like this.” Henrietta snapped her fingers, calling the cat over to her. Jinxy jumped up on her lap and turned in circles before settling. Perching on the older woman’s lap like a protective statue.

      The bunker must not be level, because the back half of it is dry, while the front has a growing pool of water.

      The culprit sat propped in the back corner in the dry part of the bunker, his eyes closed. I wish I knew his name, so I didn’t have to keep calling him ‘the culprit’ or ‘the murderer’ in my head.

      Suddenly, a loud thud reverberated through the bunker, and they let out a collective gasp as everyone jumped in alarm. The cat flew off Henrietta’s lap once again. “What was that?” Alex asked, and glanced around the dimly lit space.

      Henrietta offered a smile, though her expression betrayed a hint of concern. “I’m sure that’s not the least of it. It’s going to be a jumpy night if every bang and thud has us on edge.”

      “It could be Mimi, trying to get back in.” Alex suggested, though she knew in her heart that was unlikely. There’s no way we can open this door in these winds.

      Henrietta flashed her a look of exasperation.“What if we have to pee. This old bladder won’t last forever.” She chuckled.

      Despite Henrietta’s attempt at levity, with each passing moment, Alex’s thoughts were consumed with concern for Mimi and the dog, alone out in the storm. She shivered, as the temperature dropped inside the small room. She pulled a quilt over her own lap. They’re both under my charge. I can’t lose them.

      Outside, the sounds of the storm’s unrelenting ferocity made them jump as things crashed against the bunker door. Rainwater seeped through the small ventilation shaft, trickling down the wall of the bunker in rivulets and puddling near the door.

      This is the worst bunker ever! Panic gripped Alex’s chest as she wondered if the bunker would flood, if Nona had truly known what she was doing when she had the bunker and the ventilation system installed. Wouldn’t they have covers, or rain caps, or something?

      The steady drip, drip, drip of water echoed ominously in the confined space. Henrietta fumbled with a lantern, and a dim light illuminated the small room. Alex exchanged worried glances with the others. Hawk remained standing, though his eyes betrayed his stoic demeanor. The cat, with wet paws, circled Hawk’s legs nonstop as Henrietta tried to call the feline back over to her.
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        * * *

      

      Hours dragged by, each moment weighed down by the relentless battering of the storm. Anxiety gnawed at Alex’s nerves, her heart pounding in rhythm with the drumming rain outside. I don’t think we did enough to protect the homes. All that hard work Hawk put into the new house, for nothing.

      Alex peered around at the bunker’s occupants. Hawk had finally given up his pacing and sat in a chair between the ladies and the murderer, giving them a semblance of safety. Sometime in the middle of the night, Alex had dragged her chair over by him, and Henrietta and Skipper had dozed off.

      She’d draped a quilt over their prisoner a couple of hours ago. Now his shivering had stopped, and he’d fallen into a fitful sleep. As much as her friends probably felt he deserved to suffer, Alex didn’t like his misery being at their hands.

      Hawk yawned and stretched, making eye contact with her. “Did you get any sleep?”

      She waved her hand, palm down. “Kinda. Not really.”

      “So, should we hash out what we know?” Hawk asked.

      I love hashing out cases with him. “Yes, we’ve got nothin’ but time.”

      “The mollusks first went missing the same day the sailboat washed up on shore.” Hawk rubbed his eyes and leaned forward, placing his hands on his knees. “Or was it the day before?”

      “I can’t remember,” Alex admitted.

      “I’m trying to find a link between this guy and Remo Romano. I just don’t see how . . .”

      Alex bit her lip. “I’ve been worried about the Romano link too, but I think you’re right. I don’t think they’re related. This was a crime of opportunity. So, you think the sailboat that Ricky-Bobby and Fred left on belongs to this guy?”

      Hawk nodded grimly. “I do.”

      “And we found Duncan’s body strangled on the dock. But it would’ve been you if Remo was behind the plot.” Hawk’s jaw clenched, as if the idea was unbearable.

      Alex shivered, and Hawk adjusted her quilt, making sure it was tucked around her.

      “But why kill Duncan?” It didn’t matter how many cases she solved, Alex never understood the motive behind murder.

      “Greed, probably,” Hawk replied, his lips pinched into a thin, sexy, kissable line.

      Woah, where’d that thought come from? We’re in a bunker with a bunch of people including a murderer for Pete’s sake!

      “It was self-defense,” their mollusk marauder said, the first words he’d spoken since they’d captured him. His voice was scratchy, likely from disuse, and he cleared it, then continued, “He was trying to kill me. If the storm doesn’t bury the evidence, you’ll find his knife beneath the dock. And I have a bandaged cut on my stomach from where he cut me.”

      Alex and Hawk exchanged a skeptical glance, but Hawk turned the man and gave a good yank on the zipper of his wetsuit. The guy struggled to pull it down over his shoulders, eventually bearing his upper body and midsection. They saw a makeshift bandage tied across the guy’s abdomen, stained in blood.

      “What’s your name?” Hawk asked.

      “Patrick,” the man replied, then clamped his mouth shut.

      Hawk stood, and loomed over him. “Do you work for Remo Romano? Did he send you here to kill someone?”

      Alex tensed. If Remo’s found me here, I don’t know where I can possibly go to get away from him.

      “Who?” Patrick questioned, brows furrowed in confusion.

      Oh, thank heavens, maybe it’s not Remo after all.

      Hawk put a hand on Alex’s shoulder, squeezing gently, conveying their shared relief. “How did you get involved in this whole thing?” he asked the guy.

      Patrick’s gaze darted to the water bottles and back, and Alex got up to fetch one. Hawk took it from her hands, unscrewed the cap, and held it up to Patrick’s mouth. “Talk first.”

      Patrick shifted uncomfortably, avoiding Hawk’s intensity. “Look, I’m no assassin,” he protested. “I don’t know anyone you’re talking about. I’m just a guy with a boat.”

      Hawk’s brow furrowed in disbelief, but before he could respond, the culprit continued, “I would’ve gotten away with it if our boat hadn’t washed up on that sandbar and the engine quit.” His gaze flickered nervously around the small, dimly lit bunker as he confessed.

      “I worked on the dock, loading cargo on the cruise ships. When the season was over, Kane, Duncan’s brother, approached me about some quick, easy money. All I had to do was use my dad’s sailboat to load some cargo. It wasn’t until my boat broke down that I even knew what we were doing was illegal. He made it sound like they were just fishing. When I found out and threatened to tell you guys, Duncan came at me with a knife.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you kept gathering the chitons after you killed Duncan,” Henrietta said from behind them. “I might’ve bought your story if not for that. And if you were innocent, when your boat broke down, you would’ve sought us to help you. You didn’t. Instead, you hid and went to Duncan in the cover of darkness.”

      Alex nodded, impressed. Very astute observations. Maybe she had learned a lot about sleuthing listening to Nona’s stories.

      The muscles on Patrick’s jaw twitched, and anger brewed in his dark eyes.

      Hawk folded his arms over his impressive chest and stared down at their captive. “Explain.”

      “Okay, what I told you was mostly true. When Kane approached me, I thought they were asking me for help with a fishing trip. They told us we would sell the catch and split the profits. When I got out here, and my dad’s boat started having problems, I radioed Kane. He told me that if I got caught we were all going to jail. I didn’t know if you guys were in on it, so I hid. I left the journal out, as a ruse to throw you off. But I’ve been trying to fix the motor when no one was around with random tools I found around the island.”

      “Well that explains where my tools went.” Hawk shook his head.

      “Hey, are you the one who stole my tuna sandwich?” Henrietta asked, shuffling out from under her quilt. “And my thermos!”

      Everyone was awake now and listening to Patrick’s story.

      “Yeah. I had to scavenge food. Sorry about that. For what it’s worth, it was a good one. I like it with the relish, nice touch.”

      Alex narrowed her eyes at their captive. “That still doesn’t explain why you kept stealing the meatloaves—the ah, mollusks.”

      “While I was working on the boat, Duncan’s brother radioed me again, he said if I didn’t bring the mollusks back with me, he would meet me at the docks with the police. My plan was to steal your boat and make a clean getaway, but the storm rolled in so fast.”

      With a firm hand, Hawk offered the water to the culprit, who eagerly gulped it, causing him to choke and splutter water down his front. Hawk stepped back but his eyes remained trained on the guy. Hawk pulled the water bottle away and narrowed his eyes as he leaned in closer. “What do you need the mollusks for?”

      “What are you going to do with me?” he countered, then tightened his lips. Hawk scowled at him menacingly, his eyes narrowing.

      I wouldn’t mess with Hawk if I were you, guy.

      Obviously realizing the same, Patrick confessed, “For the ink in their teeth—it’s big money. But I didn’t know they were yours.”

      “Didn’t know they were ours? They’re not ours, but they’re certainly not yours to steal, either.” Alex shook her head. “That’s the darndest thing I’ve ever heard!” She crossed her arms. “What kind of poaching ring is this?”

      “Well, at least we managed to release the missing mollusks,” Henrietta remarked, obviously trying to lighten the mood in the bunker as she stroked her cat nestled snugly into the quilt on her lap. “It’s a victory in the midst of all this chaos.” Despite her attempt at optimism, her gaze flickered uneasily toward the tied-up culprit, a shadow of concern crossing her features. “What are we going to do with this guy?”

      That’s a great question. Alex perked up as the noises outside began to abate. “I think it’s finally passing.” She looked to Hawk for reassurance. The howling wind had given way to an ominous quiet as they had been interrogating Patrick. They all remained still and quiet, their ears toward the bunker door.

      “All is quiet.” Henrietta broke the stillness, “Do you think it’s safe?”

      “Watch him,” Hawk said to Alex, then went to the interior door. Pulling it open with both hands, he then climbed the narrow steps. Skipper followed behind him. Hawk’s hand hovered over the latch to the outer door. With a deep breath, he pushed open the bunker door slightly, and a rush of water gushed in and trickled down the steps, creeping toward their captive—bound and sitting on the floor.

      A sense of dread settled over Alex. The exterior door had lifted slightly, but no light came in. He didn’t open it.

      “It won’t budge,” Hawk grumbled.

      “We’re trapped in here!” Alex muttered. Her mind raced with possibilities, her thoughts swirling like the storm that had passed outside. “A tree maybe?”

      Hawk and Skipper collectively pushed on the door with all their might, evidenced by their grunting noises.

      Henrietta suggested, “That loud thud we heard . . . what if it was the statue? If it fell from the force of the helicopter, it was likely blown down by the storm winds.”

      “We sealed ourselves in here. A tomb,” Alex muttered, as a final sense of impending doom crashed over her, hitting her like a ton of bricks. “Leave it to Nona to be our demise.” She laughed without humor. “How will we get out? No one knows we’re down here. The contractors are gone. Who knows if Mimi made it.”

      “We’re stuck for now.” Hawk walked up to her, his gaze softening as he met her eyes. “But Mimi is still out there,” he said gently. “I’m sure she made it to safety with the dog. Help will come. I promise.”

      But even as he spoke the words, doubt lingered in the air, a silent reminder of the precariousness of their situation. Trapped underground with no means of escape, the only thing they could do was wait for rescue.

      “Soon, I hope,” Henrietta squealed. “I gotta pee!”
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            WHO SAVES THE DAY?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        MIMI

      

      

      Mimi didn’t have to chase Kibbles around for more than a few minutes until she finally captured and calmed the agitated pup. Then, Mimi went straight to a closet located in the heart of the lab. She and Kibbles hunkered down there as the howling wind and pounding rain played an ominous symphony that reverberated through the halls. Water seeped under the door, dampening the floor, but fortunately, flooding didn’t breach her hiding spot.

      After what felt like an eternity, the roaring wind gradually subsided, replaced by an eerie silence. The pair emerged from the closet, her heart racing with adrenaline and Kibbles panting for fresh water. She surveyed her surroundings, the dim morning light filtering through the windows revealing the aftermath of the storm.

      She held on tight to the pooch, making her way through the school. She stopped at the mess in her office. The roof missing in the far corner and water dripping in at a constant pace added to the standing water across the floor. Might as well have flooded! The fridge still in place, she wedged the dog under one arm and tugged on the door to get it open. Pulling out a water bottle, her eyes pricked at the sight of broken pots and her precious plants floating around in a foot of water. With a sigh, she righted her favorite stool and set the dog on it. Cupping her hand, she poured water into it and held it out for the dog to drink. Once Kibbles had her fill, Mimi slugged the rest of the water. She picked up the dog and squeezed her gently, then waded out of her office, carefully avoiding the floating debris and watching her steps.

      Finally, reaching the exit of the lab, Mimi pushed open the door and stepped outside. The sun shone brightly on the scene that greeted her—chaos and destruction. Fallen trees littered the ground, branches strewn about like discarded toys. Puddles of water pooled in every crevice.

      Despite the devastation, Mimi felt a surge of determination coursing through her veins. With a sense of purpose, she set off into the storm-battered landscape, ready to assess the damage

      Mimi raced to get outside, Kibbles on her heels. At the exit, she commanded the dog to “Stay!” but Kibbles barked twice in a defiant response, refusing to stay behind.

      Mimi sighed. “No, you listen to me. I’m the boss. And I say you stay here.” She looked around for an excuse.

      Kibbles growled.

      “Some of the puddles out there are probably deeper than your legs are tall.” Mimi chuckled as she left the building with the dog trailing beside her.

      She approached the ledge overlooking the chitons’ habitat, the mollusks clung, undeterred by Mother Nature’s wrath, to the rocks.

      The picnic table was gone. Likely washed to the beach or out to sea. Her heart sank further at the sight of the fallen-over statue that blocked her friends’ exit from the underground bunker, and the tree debris that partially obscured the statue. “Shoot! I can’t get in. And they can’t get out.”

      With a heavy heart, Mimi set out to survey the island and find something to use to rescue her friends. Everywhere she looked, devastation met her gaze. The beach on the north side was littered with clothes, couch cushions and all sorts of household debris. The small boat dock was no longer intact, the whole dock was broken off halfway down the length of it.

      She trudged up to Henrietta’s house and found the roof partially blown off. The shutters had been obliterated, only a few still hanging precariously. Without their protection, the windows on the second floor were shattered by the force of the wind, and now open to the elements—the bedrooms!

      “Have mercy! This place is a wreck.”

      She slogged her way over the muddy dunes toward Alex’s house. She raised her hand to shield her eyes from the sun. The sky was clear, as if nothing had ever happened. “Oh my gosh!” Her heart clenched at the sight of the once-sturdy structure, now slid off its foundation and washed up on the sandbar, partially submerged in the ocean. Its exterior was beaten and battered just like Henrietta’s house.

      “Thank goodness the contractors took off in the sailboat when they did,” she muttered under her breath, her thoughts turning to the famous scene where the house landed on the legs of the witch. The house would have crushed the boat, for sure. Oh gosh, I hope they made it safely back to the mainland?

      She scanned the area—the forklift! It was wedged against the boulders.

      As Mimi stared at the battered machine with broken windows, a sense of foreboding washed over her like a tidal wave, the realization sinking in that they were truly on their own in the aftermath of the storm. With a silent prayer, she ran over to the machine, her heart pounding in her chest.

      She climbed into the cab of the small lift. Please work! Her fingers trembled as she turned the key. The engine rumbled to life, and Mimi let out a relieved sigh. “Thank you! Now let’s hope it’ll do the trick.”

      Mimi maneuvered the forklift through the debris-strewn landscape, forging her way over dunes and around fallen trees, a slow process having to move debris as she crawled the machine carefully toward the bunker. Every bump and jolt sent a shiver of anxiety down her spine.

      Finally, she reached the bunker, and Mimi tried to lift the statue, but it was too heavy with the tree debris. She jumped out, and Kibbles barked her alarm. Mimi dragged the biggest of branches and palm fronds out of the way, then tried again. She stared at the statue, figuring the best way to handle it, she didn’t have straps or anything to right it, and she ultimately decided to try and roll it off the bunker door. The stone statue ground against the clamshell door of the bunker with a screech, and the forklift groaned under the statue’s weight, but eventually, it shifted enough to expose the bunker door. Mimi then, used her hands to shove the sand away from the edges, and Kibbles joined in the digging.

      When the door was finally free of debris, Mimi pulled on it. At the same time it pushed open, nearly knocking her off balance. Hawk’s face appeared in the halo of light, followed by Alex, Skipper, and Henrietta. With a yowl, Jinxy burst through the open door and disappeared behind a dune.

      Hawk helped each lady out of the bunker then closed the door. “We’ll keep Patrick in there until the Coast Guard comes.”

      Relief flooded through her as she greeted them, hugging each one in turn, including Skipper.

      “Oh no, where’s Kibbles?” Alex scanned the area, her brow furrowed in concern.

      Mimi’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “She’s with me. Don’t worry.”

      Suddenly, Kibbles emerged, her tail wagging excitedly as she proudly dragged a large knife by its handle, in her mouth.

      The dog dropped it, and with a nervous laugh, Hawk picked up the knife and petted the little black-and-tan mutt on the head.

      Then Alex scooped up the dog and ruffled her fur. “Kibbles, you found the the knife,” she cooed, showering the dog with affection. “Though you shouldn’t play with knives, naughty girl.”

      “Kibbles get’s all the praise? I’m pretty sure I saved the day!” Mimi exclaimed, laughing.
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        * * *

      

      They rushed off to survey the devastated remains of the island and their homes. Alex’s heart sank at the sight of the destruction wrought by Hurricane Hernandez. “Holy . . . the hurricane took my new house!” she exclaimed, her voice trembling with dismay as she watched waves crash against her house lodged on the sandbar.

      Henrietta echoed her sentiments, her voice heavy with sorrow. “Mine too,” she lamented, surveying the wreckage.

      Hawk’s expression was grim, his brow scrunched in a deep furrow, creating a shadow over his piercing eyes. His jaw was set in a firm line, the muscles clenched tight as he surveyed the scene. “It’s not safe,” he cautioned.

      But despite the devastation, Henrietta walked around. “I don’t have much, but I would like to save what I can,” she declared, her voice resolute as she began gathering her belongings scattered among the debris.

      “There’s my chopper, but the rotors are gone,” Skipper said, arm linked with Henrietta’s as the two began salvaging pieces of fabric.

      “Sorry, Skipper,” Alex apologized. “Whatever your insurance doesn’t cover, allow me to pay for, okay?”

      Skipper nodded, patting Henrietta’s hand.

      “I know!” Henrietta exclaimed, holding up a quilt square. “I’ll make a hurricane quilt with all the pieces we save.”

      Alex chuckled. “Great idea. Turn lemons into lemonade. Though, I guess I won’t have a quilt for the Christmas Quilt Show this year.” Alex snuggled into Hawk’s embrace. Kibbles ran in a circle around their feet.

      Trash was scattered everywhere. The screen door lay off its hinges.

      Inside Henrietta’s home was, waterlogged furniture overturned, photo frames shattered, and all of their belongings strewn about the once-flooded rooms. A layer of sand covered everything on the floor.

      Henrietta moved to gather her possessions in her arms. She paused, staring at her sewing machine which sat atop the dining table, just as she’d left it.

      “Figures!” Alex grouched, as she discovered pieces of her own sewing machine, broken and smashed amid the wreckage.

      Henrietta pulled a quilt out of the water. “At least your quilt is in one piece.” She handed it to Alex with a sympathetic smile. “Just air it out and let it dry.”

      “Oh thank goodness!!!” Alex cheered, taking it from Henrietta. “The paper is going to be a beast to get out,” she admitted ruefully. “But it certainly does make for a unique story to put on the label.”

      “And to tell at the quilt show,” Henrietta added.
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            THE CHITONS ARE HERE TO STAY, BUT I MUST GO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ALEX

      

      

      The beach bore witness to the aftermath of Hurricane Hernandez’s wrath—debris littered the shore from the destructive force of nature. Alex and Hawk stood at the railing atop the cliff, as they had days ago. The water and rocks below teemed with the curious meatloaf-looking, meatloaf-shaped creatures.

      Hawk pointed below. “Mimi said there are a couple different species of chiton down there, which is slightly unusual but not abnormal.”

      “I wonder what they feel like?”

      “They have hard shells, plates, so they’re definitely not squishy like a meatloaf,” Hawk replied, then he made a disgusted face.

      Alex leaned over the railing slightly. “You don’t like meatloaf?” she asked. Hawk instinctively reached out to grab her, and her heart raced when his arm wrapped around her waist. He shook his head.

      “I’m glad they’re back where they belong.” She chuckled, and added, “Under Mimi’s charge.” How could I have doubted her?

      Hawk nodded. “It was curious how they all, almost instinctively, made it back to this exact spot.”

      Leaning over the railing, she strained to see details. “When they spilled from the net in the shape of balls, all curled up, I couldn’t believe my eyes.” She stared down at the fascinating creatures. “Isn’t it interesting how they cling to the rocks.” She watched a gentle wave splash against the cliff face. “When the waves hit them I expect them to get washed away.”

      The wave dissipated, and he pointed to one slogging along the rocks. “They have a muscle, a foot that they use for locomotion and adhesion.”

      She flashed him a ‘How do you know all this’ look, and he answered with a grin. “Mimi told me all about them.”

      “I get how some of them look kind of like little meatloaves, but to me they look like they have giant caterpillars wrapped around them, like they are fuzzy.” She laughed at a passing thought, and when Hawk looked at her expectantly she said, “Meatloaves wrapped in caterpillars, how strange.”

      Hawk flashed an empathetic smile. “The ‘ink’ for 3-D printing is actually a rare mineral, don’t ask me to tell you the name of it. But it’s normally found in rocks. Because they eat the rocks, or eat off of the rocks—I don’t know—the mineral was discovered in the chitons’ teeth. That discovery led to the invention of a bio-inspired ink used in printing hard materials.”

      Alex, teasingly mocked, “Bio-inspired? That sounds like something Mimi would say. Maybe when things return to normal she can clue us in on all of her ‘chiton’ knowledge.”

      She peered at Hawk. He looked tired, and the creases by his eyes seemed deeper than she’d ever seen them. I never stopped to think about how protecting me from constant danger was affecting him. She reached up and placed her palm on his cheek, and he leaned into her touch.

      She stood on tiptoe to brush her lips against his, and he wrapped an arm around her waist to deepen the kiss. She was so grateful for this man by her side.

      When they broke the kiss and she dropped her hand, he caught it with his. His dark gaze captured hers, and he brought her hand to his chest and placed it flat over his heart. “Alex, I keep waiting for the perfect time to ask you this, but the longer I wait, the more I realize there is no such thing as the perfect time. I can’t wait any longer to start my life with you.”

      Alex’s breath caught, and she put her free hand to her mouth as Hawk fumbled in his pocket and produced a ring box. His gaze searched hers as he dropped to one knee in front of her. “I know I’m not always great with words, but I love you, Lex. Will you be my wife?”

      Alex laughed, and looked at the ring—a brilliantly white, round solitaire diamond, that was at least two carats. It was gorgeous and perfect. Exactly what she would’ve chosen for herself. Hawk knew her so well. She dropped onto her knees in front of him and wrapped her arms around his neck, laughing and crying into his shoulder. “Yes,” she whispered. Then louder, “Yes!”
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        * * *

      

      As they watched the Coast Guard complete the grim task of carrying Duncan out in a body bag, the weight of the devastation hung in the air. They hadn’t shared their news with anyone yet, but the ring was tucked snugly on her left hand, a much happier weight.

      Maybe I’ll just continue to think Duncan tried to kill the bad guy to stop the theft of the precious mollusks. That’s a bit naive. It’s very likely it was his job to take out Patrick once the job was done . . . or once the job went south.

      The coastguard led Patrick off in handcuffs.

      Suddenly, Hawk’s hand found hers, his grip firm and reassuring. “We’ll get through this, Lex.” His voice was steady with conviction. “Together.”

      With the warmth of his hand, and Kibbles’s soft fur against her neck, she felt a glimmer of hope.

      His phone chirped. Now that the storm had passed and they had service again, it hadn’t stopped, nor had hers. His expression darkened as he read the notification, his eyes narrowing. “Kane’s been apprehended. I’m sure his schemes went far beyond mollusk thievery, with the cruise ship, Tranquility, serving as a cover for his nefarious activities.”

      Kibbles squirmed in Alex’s arms, and she put the pup down. “The mastermind behind the illicit operations, like the wizard behind the curtain, pulling the strings and making everyone else do his dirty work.” She exhaled sharply.

      Hawk pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ll feel better when you two are back on the mainland.” He gazed at her lovingly, then glanced down at the dog relieving herself on a mound of dirt and trash that hadn’t been there the day before, and chuckled. He turned his focus back to Alex. “The Coast Guard helicopter is about ready to take you, Kibbles, and Skipper back to the mainland.”

      Skipper’s unlaced boots scuffed and thumped across the concrete pad as she approached.

      Alex peered around. I have no idea where the picnic table went.

      Hawk’s eyebrows knitted together as he glanced at Skipper. She ran her hand through the back of her mullet. “Other than the missing rotors, your helicopter seems to be untouched,” Hawk said.

      “Barely a scratch on the decals,” Skipper assured him. “It’s the strangest thing. Like the storm carved a path right over the chopper but not around it.” She surveyed their surroundings. “Can’t say the same for your house, unfortunately.”

      Alex picked up Kibbles and turned back to Hawk. “I’m sorry to leave you here to deal with this, but I can’t stay another day. I have to get back for the quilt show. We have a special guest coming in, and everything must be perfect, according to Nona’s standards.”

      “Of course. Don’t worry. I’ve got this. Mimi and Henrietta can handle all the phone calls and paperwork.” He winked. “And I’ll do the heavy lifting.” He grinned, and flexed his arm.

      Alex cocked her head. “You mean you’ll get a crew to do the heavy lifting?”

      “Yes, yes.” He gestured for them to move toward the waiting helicopter.

      Mimi wandered over, her head hung low.

      “What’s wrong, Mimi?” Alex asked. What isn’t wrong? Mimi’s home and office are all but destroyed.

      “I have a confession,” she murmured so softly, Alex almost didn’t hear her.

      Chills rushed Alex’s spine as she considered what Mimi could be confessing to. Please let it not be involvement with the mollusk thefts!

      Hawk wrapped an arm protectively around Alex’s waist. “What is it?” he asked, an edge to his voice.

      “I think this is all my fault.” A tear broke free from Mimi’s lashes and trailed down her cheek, leaving a clean track in its wake. “Kane and I—” A quiet sob caught in her throat, and she cleared it and tried again. “This summer, Kane and I started seeing each other. I told him all about the chiton and how interesting they were, just chilling here on our island, minding their own business. He was so interested in everything I had to say. I really thought I had finally found someone who would be as passionate about marine life as I was . . .” She swiped at her tears, shaking her head as she clenched her teeth.

      “He manipulated you,” Alex said gently. “This isn’t your fault. There’s no way you would have known he was going to⁠—”

      “But he carried out an attack on our island inhabitants, based on ideas that I inadvertently planted! I told him about 3-D printing and the mollusk’s teeth.”

      Hawk reached out a hand and squeezed her shoulder. “Mimi. You’re not to blame. Bad people do bad things. How could you have possibly known?”

      Mimi nodded and sniffled, making eye contact with Alex. “I promise, nothing like this will ever happen again. Please don’t fire me!”

      Alex stepped out of Hawk’s grasp and wrapped Mimi in a hug. “Who else would run the lab? And watch over these mischievous meatloaves?”

      Mimi gave a watery laugh and squeezed Alex tighter. “Thank you.”

      “Now, I’m counting on you to take care of Hawk here while I run back to Mass.” Alex tossed a nod in Hawk’s direction.

      She grinned. “Will do, Boss.”

      With a final salute to the destroyed life-size stone statue of Nona, Alex climbed aboard the Coast Guard helicopter, her heart heavy with uncertainty. I didn’t see that one coming!

      Hawk clapped the door after it shut behind her, and the blades whirred to life as the Coast Guard crew began their flight checks. With a grimace, Alex cradled Kibbles in her arms, peering out the window at her devastated island as the helicopter took off. “I have no idea how Hawk is going to deal with that mess,” she grumbled, staring at her floating house and said, “Build the next one on stilts! That’s how.”
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        * * *

      

      Alex nestled into her comfy chair, her feet resting on the ottoman as she wrapped herself in a cozy quilt. Outside her childhood bedroom window on Spruce Street, a week after their fateful encounter with Hurricane Hernandez, large, fluffy snowflakes drifted lazily by.

      Her pen scratched against the paper as she fruitlessly scribbled notes. Her mind raced with thoughts about the upcoming quilt show, the needs of the island, and her own uncertain future. She flipped through the binder, a relic left behind by Nona for the official running of the Christmas Quilt Show.

      I can’t clear my mind.

      She tossed the binder on the side table, and Kibbles jumped.

      “Shh.” She stroked the dogs back. “Everything’s fine. Go back to sleep.”

      With everything that’s happened, who would’ve expected my island and new home would be decimated? It all started so happily. Maybe I truly belong here in Salem?

      A knock came at the door. “Alex?” Pepper said softly but loud enough to be heard.

      “Come on in.” Kibbles jumped to attention, then stretched her legs and yawned.

      Pepper entered with a cup of cocoa. The smell of mint and chocolate wafted through the air. She carried it carefully over to Alex, huge marshmallows floating precariously on top of the steaming drink. Alex reached up to take it and set it down on top of the binder.

      Pepper perched on the edge of Alex’s bed, absentmindedly brushing her hand over Alex’s princess quilt. “Hard to believe just a few days ago we were all basking in the warm sun.” Pepper shivered and pulled the turtleneck of her sweater up, her hands tucked into her sleeves so that only the tips of her fingers were visible. “And now here we are in the middle of a wonderful New England snow storm.” She stood, and peered out the window, peeking through the box-pleat curtain.

      “Hard to believe barely two years ago, I was living in New York.” Alex laughed, tightening the quilt in her lap then picked up the mug of hot chocolate. She blew on it and took a careful sip. “And I’ve faced down several murders, thieves, and cons. Not to mention, becoming the owner and caretaker of a theater and accompanying troupe, as well as an island and biology lab.”

      “I’m really sorry about the island and the house.” Pepper tilted her head and her eyes softened as she smiled sympathetically.

      “I feel guilty having left so quickly.” Alex grimaced. “And I left the mess for Hawk to handle. It’s a little above and beyond ‘honey-do,’ don’t you think?”

      Pepper laughed. “Maybe a bit. I still can’t get over that you and Hawk are engaged!”

      “Yeah, he told me he’d had the ring in his pocket for months, waiting for ‘the right time,’ as if ever there is.” Alex grinned and looked at the ring, still unable to believe it herself. To an onlooker, her life might have seemed to be in shambles, but now she felt more solid than ever. With Hawk by her side, how could she feel anything but sure of the future.

      The heat kicked on. Alex sighed, and the tension in her muscles eased as she leaned back in her chair.

      “You can always go back this weekend. I can handle things for a few days.” Pepper pointed to the three-ring binder. “Nona had a pretty detailed plan in place.”

      Alex sipped the hot chocolate, letting the rich flavors warm her from the inside out. She picked up the binder again and handed it to Pepper. “As much as I can’t stand the yo-yoing back and forth to the island, I really don’t feel comfortable leaving it to others to handle.”

      Pepper flipped through the binder absentmindedly. “It’ll probably all be taken care of by the time you get back. But I can understand the need to be there.” Pepper flashed Alex a reassuring smile. “Honestly, I can handle things here for a few more days. You didn’t need to rush back, and you certainly don’t need to feel guilty about leaving again.”

      “I think I will go back, just for the weekend,” Alex assured. “It’s my responsibility, like Nona said. Regardless if I asked for it or not.”

      Nodding her head, Pepper’s tone was laced with empathy. “I understand completely.”

      “You know, Pepper, I was sitting here thinking about how I’ve spent so much time trying to get away from Spruce Street and the troubles I found here since I’ve been back. I thought the island oasis was the answer, but now it seems like Mother Nature has other plans.”

      Pepper shrugged. “Well, you do what needs to be done and, when you get back, we’ll see what patchwork perils we find during the upcoming quilt show.”

      “Pepper!” Alex laughed.
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      Patchwork perils and a scrap of betrayal. Can Alex rip the case wide open before her bobbin runs out?

      Alex's life, like a holiday quilt, is intricately woven with surprises and challenges. A quilter is found dead under a quilt, just days before the opening of the 10th annual Christmas Quilt Show. Alex must clear her own family and friends before the new Mayor shuts the quilters down for good.

      Blizzard beware, can Alex solve the case and get back to Madras Island, or will she be snowed in for the holidays?

      Patchwork Perils is the irresistible seventh book in a series of Quilting Cozy Mysteries. This book will keep you wrapped in anticipation from the first stitch to the final seam. If you enjoy captivating mysteries, then you'll be enchanted by Kathryn Mykel's intricately quilted, holiday yarn.

      Buy Patchwork Perils to unravel a devious crime today!
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      Award-winning author of the best-selling quilting cozy mystery series:

      Sewing Suspicion - 2021 Indie Cozy Mystery Book of The Year Quilting Calamity - 2022 Indie Cozy Mystery Book of The Year

      Inspired by the laugh-out-loud and fanciful aspects of cozies, Kathryn aims to write lighthearted, humorous mysteries that play on her passion for the craft of quilting. She’s an avid quilter, born and raised in a small New England town.
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A NEW QUILTING COZY MYSTERY SERIES

        

      

    

    
      A crafty new series from award-winning author Kathryn Mykel stitches levity and suspense together with the charm of a fictitious small town on the coast of Maine, in this page-turning cozy mystery.
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        Be the first to receive exclusive information about the Heatherton Series here:

        https://authorkathrynmykel.myflodesk.com/readernewslettersignup

      

      

      
        
        Raining Quilts and Dogs: A Quilting Cozy Mystery

      

      

      
        
        Read the first 3 chapters:

        https://dl.bookfunnel.com/xjn5k680xg

      

      

      

      Will the roof cave in on Elizabeth’s new endeavor, or will she catch the murderer before she’s basted?

      

      Interior designer, Elizabeth Purdy has a notion to restore Saint Christina's Nunnery into a quilting retreat center but torrential downpours threaten to destroy the historic landmark before she even begins. When Elizabeth finds Heatherton’s favorite neighbor and retired private investigator, Mr. Jenkins, murdered, face down in a puddle, she realizes that Mother Nature isn’t the only villain on the loose.

      With the deed and keys to the old monastery in hand, Elizabeth is in a race against time to pin down the culprit before tensions rise like the flood waters in this quiet, oceanside town. The quilters just wanna quilt, the neighborhood pets are barking Maine-iacs, and the town is completely cut off from their emergency services.

      

      Support Raining Quilts and Dogs to uncover an unexpected crime today!

      

      
        
        https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/authorkathrynmykel/raining-quilts-and-dogs
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        Quiltload of Trouble: A Quilting Cozy Mystery

      

      

      Can Elizabeth clear her friends’ good names before they’re sent to the clink?

      

      Elizabeth’s efforts to restore Saint Christina’s are stalled. With the help of her fellow Sip & Stitch quilters, she must pin down the murderer before the pressure bilges in their oceanside town.

      

      Heatherton is buzzing with activity as the renovations on the library come to completion. The quilt raffle is sorely needed to help pay the final bills, but Councilwoman Kelly Kennedy is holding a grudge and wants the mayor to change the town’s by-laws to ban gambling, including raffles. A local fisherman, Caspian, owner of the Seafood Shanty, hauls up a boatload of trouble, and it seems he’s pulled in more than just the catch-of-the-day in his nets.

      

      Will Elizabeth catch the culprit, or will the new mayor’s fishy actions get them all in deep water?

      
        
        https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/authorkathrynmykel/quiltload-of-trouble
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