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ONE

Libby Holladay fought her way through the brambles to the overgrown garden. She paused to wave a swarm of gnats away from her face. The house was definitely in the Federal style, as she’d been told. Palladian windows flanked a centered door, or rather the opening for a door. The structure was in serious disrepair. Moss grew on the roof, and fingers of vine pried through the brick mortar. The aroma of honeysuckle vied with that of mildew.

She stepped closer to the house and jotted a few impressions in her notebook before moving inside to the domed living room. The floorboards were missing in places and rotted in others, so she planted her tan flats carefully. She could almost see the original occupants in this place. She imagined her own furniture grouped around the gorgeous fireplace. She’d love to have this place, but something so grand that needed this much repair would never be hers. The best she could do would be to preserve it for someone else who would love it. She itched to get started.

Her cell phone rang, and she groped in her canvas bag for it. Glancing at the display, she saw her partner’s name. “Hey, Nicole,” she said. “You should see this place. A gorgeous Federal-style mansion. I think it was built in 1830. And the setting by the river is beautiful. Or it will be once the vegetation is tamed.” Perching on the window seat, she made another note about the fireplace. “Nicole? Are you there?”

There was a long pause, then Nicole finally spoke. “I’m here.” 

“You sound funny. What’s wrong?” Nicole was usually talkative, and Libby couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard strain in her friend’s voice. “Are you still in the Outer Banks? Listen, I heard there might be a hurricane heading that way.” She dug into her purse for her jalapeño jellybeans and popped one in her mouth.

“I’m here,” Nicole said. “The residents are sure the storm will miss Hope Island. The investor is really interested in this little town. And we have the chance to make a boatload of money on it. It’s all in your hands.”

“My hands? You’re the one with the money smarts.”

Nicole was the mover and shaker in Holladay Renovations. She convinced owners to dramatically increase the value of their historic properties by entrusting them to Libby’s expertise. Libby had little to do with the money side of the business, and that was how she liked it. 

“I think I’d better go back to the beginning,” Nicole said. “Rooney sent me here to see about renovating some buildings in the small downtown area. He’s working on getting a ferry to the island. It will bring in a lot more tourism for the hotel he’s planning, but the buildings need to be restored to draw new business.” 

“I know that much. But what do you mean ‘it’s in my hands’?” Libby glanced at her notes, then around the room again. This was taking up her time, and she wanted to get back to work. “We’re doing the lifesaving station for sure, right?”

“Yes, I’ve already seen it. We were right to buy that sweet building outright. After you get your hands on it, we’ll make a bundle and have instant credibility here. I’ve started making notes of the materials and crew we’ll need. But I’m not calling about the renovations. I’m talking a lot of money, Libby. Millions.”

That got Libby’s attention. “Millions?”

“I stopped by the local attorney’s office to see about having him handle the paperwork for our purchase of the lifesaving station. Horace Whittaker. He’s got both our names on the paperwork now.” 

“So?”

“The secretary gasped when she heard your name.”

“She knew me?”

“The attorney has been looking for a Libby Holladay. Daughter of Ray Mitchell.”

“That’s my dad’s name.”

“I thought it might be. I’d heard you mention the name Ray, but I wasn’t sure of the last name.”

Libby rubbed her head. “Why is he looking for me? My father has been dead a long time—since I was five.”

“He died a month ago, Libby. And he left you some valuable land. In fact, it’s the land Rooney thought he had agreed to purchase. So we’re in the driver’s seat on this deal.” Nicole’s voice rose. 

Libby gasped, then she swallowed hard. “It’s a hoax. I bet the attorney asked for a fee, right?”

“No, it’s real. According to the secretary, your father was living in the Outer Banks all this time. And Horace has a box of letters Ray wrote to you that were all marked Return to Sender. It appears your mother refused them.”

Libby’s midsection plunged. Throughout her childhood she’d asked her mother about her father. There were never any answers. Surely her mother wouldn’t have lied. Libby stared out the window at two hummingbirds buzzing near the overgrown flowers.

“Do you have any idea how much money this land is worth?” Nicole’s voice quivered. “It’s right along the ocean. There’s a charming little inn.”

It sounded darling. “What’s the area like?”

“Beautiful but remote.” Nicole paused. “Um, listen, there’s something else. I met a woman who looked like you a couple days ago.” 

Libby eased off the window ledge. “Who is she?”

“Your half sister, Vanessa. You also have a brother, Brent. He’s twenty-two.”

“My father married again?” Libby couldn’t take it all in. This morning she had no family but a younger stepbrother, whom she rarely saw. Why had her mother kept all this from her? “What about my father’s wife?”

“She doesn’t seem to be around. But there’s an aunt too.”

Family. For as long as she could remember, Libby had longed for a large extended family. Her free-spirited mother was always wanting to see some new and exciting place. They had never lived at the same address for more than two years at a time.

“You need to get here right away,” Nicole said. “There are a million details to take care of. This is the big deal we’ve been praying for, Libby. You will never want for anything again, and you’ll have plenty of money to help your stepbrother. He can get out of that trailer with his family.”

The thought of buying her stepbrother’s love held some appeal. They weren’t close, but not because she hadn’t tried. “I can’t get away until tomorrow, Nicole. I have to finish up here first. We have other clients.”

How much of her reluctance was rooted in the thought of facing a future that was about to change radically? She never had been good with change. In her experience, change was something that generally made things worse, not better.

Her partner’s sigh was heavy in Libby’s ear. “Okay. Hey, want to see Vanessa? She’ll be here in a few minutes. There’s a beach cam out by the lifesaving station, and I’m supposed to meet her there. I’ll send you a link to it. You can see her before you meet her.”

Libby glanced through the window toward her car. “I have my computer in the car.” She tucked her long hair behind her ear and gathered her things. “What does Vanessa think about our father leaving prime real estate to me?” She left the house and started for her vehicle.

Nicole cleared her throat. “Um, she’s pretty upset.”

“I would imagine. What did you tell her about me?”

“As little as possible.”

“I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”

“I wouldn’t worry about them. She and her brother are fishing for info though. She mentioned lighthouse ruins and I asked for directions. She offered to show me, but I went out there by myself yesterday. I’m still meeting her today because I knew you’d want to know more about her.”

It sounded like a disaster in the making. “I have so many questions.”

“Then come down as soon as you can and get them answered. Wait until you see Tidewater Inn, Libby! It’s really old. It’s on the eastern edge of the island with tons of land along the beach. The inn was a house once, and it is a little run-down but very quaint. It’s hard to get out here. Until Rooney gets the ferry approved, you’ll have to hire a boat. You’re going to love it though. I love this island. It’s like stepping back in time. And I’ve even seen some caves to explore.”

“No road to it from the mainland?” Libby couldn’t fathom a place that remote.

“Nope. Boat access only.”

Her phone still to her ear, Libby opened her car door and slid in. The computer was on the floor, and she opened it. “I’m going to have to get off a minute to tether my phone to the computer. Send me the link to the harbor cam. Don’t tell Vanessa I’m watching.”

“When can you get here tomorrow?”

“It’s about two hours from Virginia Beach?”

“Yes.”

Libby doubted she’d sleep tonight. It would be no problem to be in the shower by six. “I’ll be there by nine.”

She ended the call, then attached the cord that tethered the phone to the computer. She would use the cell signal to watch Nicole’s video feed on the larger screen. Then she could watch and still take any calls that came in. Her skin itched from the brambles. She established the connection, then logged on to the Internet. No e-mail yet.

She owned property. The thought was mind boggling. No matter what condition it was in, it was a resource to fall back on, something she hadn’t possessed yesterday. The thought lightened her heart. She stared at the grand old home beside her. What if there was enough money from the sale of the inn to allow her to buy a historic house and restore it? It would be a dream come true. She could help her stepbrother. She could buy some Allston paintings too, something she’d never dreamed she could afford.

A woman pecked on Libby’s car window, and Libby turned on the key and ran down the window. “Hello. I’m not an intruder. I’m evaluating this gorgeous old place for the historic registry.”

The woman smiled. “I thought maybe you were buying it. Someone should restore it.”

“Someone plans to,” Libby said. What if it could be her instead of her client?

The woman pointed. “I’m taking up a collection for the Warders, who live on the corner. They had a fire in the kitchen and no insurance.”

Libby had only two hundred dollars in her checking account, and she had to get to the Outer Banks. “I wish I could help,” she said with real regret. “I don’t have anything to spare right now.”

“Thanks anyway.” The woman smiled and moved to the next house.

Libby ran the window back up and clicked on her in-box. An e-mail from Nicole appeared. She stared at the link. All she had to do was click and she’d catch a glimpse of a sister she had no idea even existed. Her hands shook as she maneuvered the pointer over the link and clicked. The page opened, and she was staring at a boardwalk over deep sand dunes that were heaped like snowdrifts. In the distance was a brilliant blue ocean. A pier extended into the pristine water. The scene was like something out of a magazine. She could almost feel the sea breeze.

She clicked to enlarge the video and turned up the speakers so she could hear the roar of the surf. Where was Nicole? The pier was empty, and so was the sea. A dilapidated building stood to the right of the screen, and she could just make out a sign over the door. Hope Beach Lifesaving Station.

Then there was a movement on the boardwalk. Nicole appeared. She smiled and waved. “Hi, Libby,” she said. The sound quality was surprisingly good. The sound of the ocean in the background was a pleasant lull.

Libby had to resist the impulse to wave back. Her partner’s blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail under a sun hat, and she wore a hot-pink cover-up over her brown bathing suit.

Nicole glanced at her watch and frowned. “Vanessa is late. Like I started to say earlier, I didn’t want to wait on her to see the lighthouse ruins, so I went out there alone. I have to show it to you. Wait until you see what I found. You’ll seriously freak! Hey, give me a call. This pier is one of the few places where my phone works. Isn’t that crazy—an entire island without cell service. Almost, anyway.”

Libby picked up her cell phone, still connected to the computer. They could talk a few minutes. Before she could call, a small boat pulled up to the shore. Two men jumped out and pulled the boat aground. Nicole turned toward them. The men walked toward her. There was no one else in sight, and Libby tensed when Nicole took a step back. Libby punched in Nicole’s number. She watched her friend dig in her bag when it rang.

When Nicole answered the phone, Libby leaped to her feet and yelled, “Get out of there. Go to your car!”

Nicole was still watching the men walk toward her. “It’s just a couple of tourists, Libby,” she said. “You worry too much.” She smiled and waved at the men.

Libby leaned closer to the laptop. “There’s something wrong.” She gasped at the intention in their faces. “Please, Nicole, run!”

But it was the men who broke into a run as they drew closer to the boardwalk. As they neared the cam, Libby could see them more clearly. One was in his forties with a cap pulled low over his eyes. He sported a beard. The other was in his late twenties. He had blond hair and hadn’t shaved in a couple of days.

Nicole took another step back as the older man in the lead smiled at her. The man said, “Hang up.” He grabbed her arm.

“Let go of her!” Libby shouted into the phone.

The man knocked the phone from Nicole’s hand and the connection was broken. The other man reached the two, and he plunged a needle into Nicole’s arm. Both men began dragging Nicole toward the boat. She was struggling and shouting for help, then went limp. Her hat fell to the ground.

Barely aware that she was screaming, Libby dialed 9-1-1. “Oh God, oh God, help her!”

The dispatcher answered and Libby babbled about her friend being abducted right in front of her. “It’s in the Outer Banks.” She couldn’t take her eyes off the boat motoring away from the pier. “Wait, wait, they’re taking her away! Do something!”

“Where?”

“I told you, the Outer Banks.” Libby looked at the heading above the video stream. “Hope Beach. It’s Hope Beach. Get someone out there.”

“Another dispatcher is calling the sheriff. I have an officer on his way to you.”

“I’m going to Hope Beach now.”

“Stay where you are,” the dispatcher said. “We’ve got the sheriff on the line there. He’s on his way to the site. Don’t hang up until an officer arrives.”

She had to do something. Anything but run screaming into the street. Libby looked at the computer. She could call up the video, save it for evidence. But the stream had no rewind, no way to save it. If she could hack into the site, she could get to the file. The police could save time and get the pictures of those men circulating. With a few keystrokes, she broke through the firewall and was in the code.

Then her computer blinked and went black. And when she called up the site again, the entire code was gone. What had she done?



TWO

Smog hung over the New York skyline and matched Lawrence Rooney’s mood. He studied the expansive view from his penthouse office on Fifth Avenue. The senator sitting in the chair on the other side of the gleaming walnut desk had better come through with the promised plum after all Lawrence had done for him.

Lawrence kept his attention away from the senator long enough to make sure the other man knew who was in charge, then turned from his perusal of his domain and settled in his chair. “You have news for me?”

Senator Troy Bassett tugged on his tie, then pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and blotted his damp forehead. “The city is like an oven today,” he muttered.

In his fifties now, he had once been handsome, but his blond good looks had been replaced by flab and gray hair. Lawrence had known him since they went to Harvard together. They knew each other’s weaknesses all too well. Lawrence had funneled a fortune into getting Bassett elected. But the rewards were coming—now.

“The vote?” Lawrence prodded.

The senator nodded. “Came through. The ferry system will be added next year.”

“Excellent.” Lawrence sat back in his leather chair. “I will have possession of the land by the end of the summer.”

“I thought the old man refused to sell it.”

“Luckily for us, he died.” How he wished he could have seen Ray Mitchell take his last breath.

Bassett lifted a brow. “Natural causes?”

Lawrence laughed. “Of course. We both know I like to have my own way, but I’ve never stooped to murder. I’ve found money talks well enough that it’s not necessary.” A smile tugged at his lips. “Though there’s always a first time for everything.”

“You’d met your match in Mitchell though. He was adamant.” 

“True enough. But his son has no such scruples. He knows when to take a good offer and run with it.”

“So he’s agreed to your price?”

Lawrence nodded. “He has. I was willing to go up another five million if I had to, but he didn’t know that. I got a bargain.”

“You always do.”

The door opened and Lawrence’s secretary stuck her head in. “Mr. Rooney, Mr. Poe is here to see you.”

“Excellent. Send him in,” Lawrence said. “Stay,” he told the senator, who had started to rise. “Poe will bring us both up to date.” 

Kenneth Poe, in a navy suit and red tie, strolled into the office. Every dark strand of hair perfectly coiffed, he was the epitome of a gentleman. His usefulness to Lawrence had grown in the past year. If Lawrence had been blessed with a son, he would have wanted the boy to be like Poe. Smart, ruthless, and handsome. He was nearly thirty now and still unmarried. Perhaps it was time to introduce him to Katelyn. Lawrence couldn’t imagine a better son-in-law.

“Sir,” Poe said, extending his hand. “Senator.”

The men shook hands, and Lawrence ticked another box in Poe’s favor. He knew how to act around power and had made sure to show respect to Lawrence first. The boy must have taken a class on sucking up. Lawrence liked it.

“I hope you have a signed bill of sale for me,” Lawrence said.

Poe settled into the other chair and casually propped one foot on the opposite knee. “Unfortunately, we’ve hit a snag.”

Lawrence frowned at Poe’s grave tone. “What kind of snag?”

“It’s serious.”

When Poe said something was serious, Lawrence paid attention. “How serious?”

“A young woman came to town. Very smart and nosy. She found the cave. I’m not sure if she saw the contents.” He glanced at the senator.

Lawrence pursed his lips. “We just need her out of the way long enough for us to get the land signed over. Can you put her in a safe place until we accomplish that?”

“It’s already done. But what if that causes even more problems?”

“If it does, we’ll deal with it later. I have a great deal of money riding on this, Kenneth. I won’t allow my plans to be derailed by a spelunker. Fix it.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll do my best.”

Poe’s best was usually spectacular. Lawrence dismissed his concerns and began to think about what he would do with the money that would come pouring in when he turned Hope Island into the next Myrtle Beach.
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The sailboat was sinking fast, and so was the sun. Two people flailed about in the water below. Chief Petty Officer Alec Bourne sat on the floor of the Dolphin helicopter with his feet dangling over the edge. “Take it lower,” he shouted over the roar of the rotors. His Coast Guard team received the call for help twenty minutes ago, and he’d prayed all the way out that they’d be in time.

The hurricane had veered and was going to miss them, but its outer band stirred up fifteen-foot seas, and the small craft below had floundered in the wind and waves. It heeled to the port by about forty-five degrees. This distress call was likely to be the first of several for the day.

Aircraft Commander Josh Holman nodded, and the helicopter hovered closer to the waves pounding at the boat. Alec leaned into the wind. The stinging rain struck his face, and he smelled the salty air as he waited for the signal from Curtis Ireland, his flight mechanic and best friend.

“Stand by to deploy swimmer,” Josh barked.

“Roger, checking swimmer.” Curtis slapped Alec’s chest.

Alec inhaled, then flipped the hinged buckle and released his gunner’s belt, the last piece of gear that held him in the helicopter. He shoved off the aircraft. The wind buffeted him on the way down. The waves slapped the air from his lungs and he submerged, then popped to the surface and struck out for the first of the people in the water.

A woman in the sea struggled toward him. When she reached him, she grabbed his neck and nearly took him under the water. “Calm down!” He pushed her away, then grabbed her from behind in the traditional rescue hold. She stiffened, then relaxed in his grip. He gave Curtis a thumbs-up, and the rescue basket began to descend toward them.

“You’re going to be okay,” he assured the woman.

“We hit a shoal,” she gasped, her lips blue. “We’ve been in the water for two hours.”

“It’s almost over.” He grabbed the basket and got her inside, then signaled to Curtis to lift her to the helicopter while he went after her husband.

Five minutes later he was back aboard the Dolphin too. Mission accomplished. The health service technician, Sara Kavanagh, began to check out the woman’s pulse and blood pressure. Both patients were swathed in blankets. They thanked Alec and his crew several times as the chopper veered back to the Coast Guard station, where medical personnel waited to attend the capsized sailors.

On days like this Alec knew he was right where God wanted him. There were other days when nothing went right, or when they lost someone they were trying to save.

He was smiling when he walked to the grassy picnic area of the station with his friends. Alec and Curtis had gone through training together. They were as different as two best friends could be. Curtis was the quiet, thoughtful one of the group. Though he came from money, he never flaunted it. Sara Kavanagh was the only female on their team. Her reserve kept the men at the station from making any inappropriate remarks, and she had earned their trust with her skills. He sometimes wondered if she and Josh Holman would end up a couple. Josh was a jokester and kept the rest of them laughing, but sometimes Alec thought he saw a special spark when Josh looked at Sara.

“You’ve got three days off, Alec,” Josh said. “Gonna leave the island and head for the casino so you can win big and buy me a Jaguar?”

“I think you’ll have to settle for a bicycle on what I have,” Alec said. “Me and Zach will go crabbing. I hear there have been some good hauls. Maybe I’ll make enough to build that back deck.”

Sara was pulling food from a sack. “How is Zach?”

Alec’s smile faded. He shrugged. “It’s only been two weeks. You know how it is with a teenager. One minute he’s got a head on his shoulders and the next he’s doing something so stupid you think he was raised under a rock. He’s sure glad to be back on the island though. He hated Richmond.”

“There are bound to be challenges. You’ve never raised a kid before,” Sara said.

“Darrell did most of the raising and I’ll figure out the rest. He’s all I have left of Darrell.”

The small plane crash had been only six months ago, and Alec still missed his older brother with a painful ache. Zach was the spitting image of Darrell at that age too. The kid was a handful for his grandparents, though, and Alec had taken custody two weeks ago. He should have taken him right from the start, but Alec’s mother had been adamant that the boy’s place was with them. And Darrell had named his parents as guardians.

His cell phone rang and he grabbed it. The station was one of the few places on the island where his cell worked. The call was from his cousin Tom, who also happened to be the sheriff on this rock. “Hey, Tom.”

“Sorry to bother you, buddy, but I’ve got Zach here in jail.”

Alec’s stomach plummeted. “What’s he done?”

“He and some of his friends took it into their heads to spray-paint graffiti on the school. I caught him with the paint. I think you should leave him here overnight. Might teach him a lesson.” 

The thought of his nephew in jail pained Alec, but he knew his cousin was right. “Whatever you think is best.”

“While I’ve got you on the phone, I need your help. A woman named Nicole Ingram was abducted out at Tidewater Pier.”

“Abducted?”

“The Virginia Beach police called me. Her business partner saw it all on the cam.”

Alec winced. “That had to have been rough.”

“She was hysterical, according to the officer who called me. She’s on her way here. Can I get your team to keep your eyes open on this one? The kidnappers took her in a boat.”

“Sure thing. You got a description of the woman?”

Tom gave it to him. “Oops, got another call. Don’t come until lunch tomorrow to spring your nephew.”

Alec ended the call and put his phone away. The others were looking at him with curiosity. “Zach’s in jail.”

“So we gathered,” Curtis said. “What’d he do?”

“Spray-painted graffiti on the school.”

“I did that once,” Josh said. “It’s a rite of passage to adulthood.” 

“I never did,” Alec said.

“Yeah, but you walk on water.”

Alec grinned at the familiar joke. Just because he didn’t drink or smoke, most of the other men thought he was some kind of saint. The truth was far different.



THREE

The trip to the Outer Banks was a blur, and Libby barely noticed the landscape, though she’d often wanted to go to the Outer Banks. She crossed the Chesapeake Bay Bridge. Route 168 turned into US 158 when she reached the Outer Banks. On her left was the Atlantic Ocean, and on the right she saw Albemarle Sound. The place felt like another world. She ran down her window to drink in the atmosphere of squawking gulls and murmuring surf.

By the time she reached Kitty Hawk, the sun had set. She parked in the Dock of the Bay lot and rushed out. Motorboats and sailboats gleamed in the moonlight where they bobbed in the dark water. There were few people on the dock at this hour, but they were tourists. She stopped everyone she met, but no one had a boat they were willing to use to get her out to Hope Island.

She found herself examining every man she saw, but none looked like either of the men who had taken Nicole. She saw a Coast Guard cutter in the distance and waved her arms, shouting for it, but it cruised on past without noticing her. How was she going to get to Hope Island tonight?

Now that she was here, her driving-induced fatigue fell away. When her stomach rumbled, she realized she hadn’t eaten since lunch. She was going to be here all night, so she got a bag of chocolate-covered peanuts from a vending machine and a cup of coffee. Both left her more jittery than before. She eyed the long stretch of water. Maybe a walk along the shore would calm her down. She sat on a rock and took off her shoes, then walked along the soft sand. The salty air cleansed her head, and she prayed for God to be with Nicole wherever she was. Who could have taken Nicole and why?

A boat horn sounded out in the water and the running lights flashed. She wandered out onto the pier and sat down with her bare feet dangling over the water. A fish splashed off to her right, and the sound of the waves rolling onto shore soothed her. God saw Nicole. He was in charge here. Libby had to try to cling to that fact.

With the adrenaline draining out of her, she yawned. Maybe she could sleep for a little while, then she’d find someplace to take a shower. But she sat with her eyes open through the long night. When the sun came up, she got up again and went in search of a charter.

She reached the top of the pier and smiled at a man and woman walking their dog along the beach. The dog sniffed her leg, and Libby stooped to pet it, a cute Yorkie. “You’re a sweetheart.”

The woman appeared to be in her forties. Her smile lines and straw hat made her look approachable. She wore khaki walking shorts and a red top. She smiled. “It’s a surprise to see you here, Vanessa.”

Vanessa. Her sister’s name. “I’m not Vanessa. My name is Libby Holladay.”

The woman’s smile faded. “Oh my dear, I’m so sorry. You look so much like a young woman I know on Hope Beach. Pardon me.” 

“Someone else told me that. Are you from Hope Beach?”

The woman brushed a strand of hair from her eyes. “I used to be. I taught school there for four years. Vanessa was one of my students. It’s amazing how much you two look alike.”

“I’m trying to find a charter out to Hope Island. Do you know where I might ask?”

“My husband and I are going there in a few minutes. We’d be happy to give you a ride.” She put out her hand. “I’m Naomi Franklin, and this is my husband, Earl.”

Libby shook hands with them. “That would be wonderful!” She’d been afraid of how much the charter might cost. “What time?”

“Right now,” Earl said around a toothpick in his mouth. “Our boat is the Blue Mermaid. It’s there.” He pointed to a big sailboat. I just have to fill the tank and pack the supplies we brought for our summer house.”

“She’s beautiful,” Libby said.

He beamed. “We’ve only had her a month.” He took his wife’s hand. “You can take her aboard, honey, and I’ll get the supplies.”

“What about my car?”

“It’s safe here. Just leave it in the lot. You can rent a car on the island. Pricey, but maybe you won’t need it for long,” he said.

Libby rushed back to her car and grabbed her suitcase, then locked the vehicle and joined them at the dock. Earl helped the women aboard, and moments later the sea spray struck her arms and was dried off by the hot sun.

She stared at the horizon. “How far to the island?”

“About half an hour. You have business in Hope Beach?” Naomi asked.

Libby hesitated. “My partner and I restore historical buildings and sell them. She’s been on the island investigating the idea of helping to restore the downtown area.”

“There are some beautiful old properties on the island. Many of them have fallen into disrepair, so you’ll have your work cut out for you.” Naomi tipped her head to the side. “You really do look like Vanessa Mitchell in a most astonishing way.”

Libby managed a smile. “They say everyone has a twin somewhere in the world. Have the Mitchells been there a long time?”

“Oh yes. The old Tidewater Inn is the matriarch of the place. Make sure you see it. Since you are into historical buildings, I’m sure you’ll be fascinated. It’s lovely. Ray Mitchell’s dad bought it in the thirties and raised a big family there. Ray bought out his siblings after their father died and turned it into an inn. Not that there are many tourists on the island, but he hoped he could entice families who wanted a quiet getaway.”

“Are his siblings still around?” Aunts, uncles, cousins. The idea tightened Libby’s chest.

“Just his sister. The rest moved to the mainland.” Naomi opened the ice chest. “Water?”

“Sure.” Libby accepted the cold, wet bottle and uncapped it. “Is that Hope Island?” she asked when she saw a speck of land in the distance.

“That’s it,” Earl said.

Libby almost forgot to breathe as the island neared. Why did the island appeal to her so much? She’d never been here, had she? Charming houses lined a small bay with a well-maintained dock. Most of the houses could use a coat of paint and some repair to the gutters, but the village was like something out of a painting from the eighteen hundreds.

“Where can I rent a car?” she asked.

“No need for one, really,” Earl said. “Not if you’re staying in town. You have a room?”

“Not yet.” She ignored the lift of his brow. “Can you recommend a hotel?”

“Tidewater Inn would be your best bet. If you call them, they’ll fetch you,” Naomi said. “Stop at the general store. They’ll give you the number. We don’t have a car on the island or we’d run you out there ourselves.”

“There’s a small lot by the harbor where you can rent a car though,” Earl said. “Some people like to explore.”

Home. The place felt like home. That was the sensation in her chest.
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The sheriff’s office felt deserted when Libby stepped onto the worn wooden floor. “Hello?” she called.

A man in a uniform came down the hallway. He was in his late thirties with dark hair just beginning to get salty. His tanned face was good-natured. “Can I help you?”

“I’d like to see the sheriff.”

“That would be me. Sheriff Tom Bourne. Come on back.” He led the way to a small office that held a battered desk and a metal filing cabinet, both overflowing with stacks of paper. He lifted a batch of files from the chair opposite the desk. “Have a seat and tell me what I can do for you.”

She settled onto the hard chair. “My business partner was kidnapped yesterday.”

His gaze sharpened. “You’re Libby Holladay, the one who witnessed the kidnapping?”

“Yes. Is there any news?” Surely they had found Nicole by now. Alive, she prayed.

He shook his head. “Nothing. All I found when I got to the lifesaving station was her car. No sign of her. I’ve called in the Coasties, but they’ve seen nothing.”

“Coasties?”

“Coast Guard. What can you tell me about your conversation? You rushed off before the Virginia Beach police arrived to take your statement.”

“I wanted to get here and find her.” She described the men she saw, and he took notes. “One man gave her an injection.”

“It would help if we could call up the video, but it seems to have been erased from the server.”

She bit her lip. Should she admit what she’d done? How much trouble could she get into for that? It was an accident, after all. But didn’t the police tend to blame the person closest to the victim?

The phone on his desk rang, and she sat back in the chair while he talked. He rose when he hung up. “I have to go. There’s a problem at the jail. Where are you staying? Tidewater?”

She nodded. “I hope to. I haven’t called yet.”

He reached for some keys and tossed them to her. “I’ve got an old car I loan out sometimes. Go ahead and take it out to Tidewater. I’ll catch up with you there and get it back. Just follow Oyster Road to the end. You can’t miss it.”

She took the keys and followed him out the door. There would be time to tell him about the video later. Maybe she could find the file and restore it. Then she wouldn’t be in trouble.
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The old truck reeked of fish, but it was the smell of money to Alec. The morning’s excellent haul would fetch a premium price at the restaurants. But he needed to get to the jail and pick up his nephew. As he maneuvered the truck along Oyster Road just outside of town, he noticed Tom’s red Honda along the shoulder. A woman crouched beside a flat tire. Tourist, from the looks of her. 

He parked his truck behind the car and got out. “Need some help?”

Her sun-streaked light-brown hair framed a striking face with bold brows and large brown eyes. In her early thirties, he guessed. There was an air of tension around her as if she were about to explode.

She held up the tire iron. “I’m not quite sure how to use this.” 

“Let me see if I can help.” Alec took the tool from her. “Everything okay?” He knelt by the tire and began to remove the lug bolts. “You’re driving the sheriff’s spare car.”

“My business partner is missing.” Her voice trembled. “I was watching on a beach cam, and two men kidnapped her right in front of me.”

His hands stilled, and he looked up at her. “Nicole Ingram?” He’d gone out last night on the search for the missing woman. All they’d found was her cell phone on the sand, a chilling sight.

She nodded. “She’d told me when she would be at the cam, so I got on the computer. Two guys came ashore in a small boat and took her away. I called 9-1-1, but by the time the sheriff got there, all he found was her car parked along the side of the road. No sign of Nicole.”

“No sign of her in any boats that were stopped yesterday either.”

She studied him as she fidgeted with her large leather bag. “How do you know that?”

He rose and stuck out his hand. “Alec Bourne. Part-time fisherman and full-time captain in the Coast Guard. The sheriff is my cousin, and he told me about your friend. My crew did a run through the area on one of the boats, but we didn’t see anything suspicious.”

She grasped his hand in a tight grip. “I’m Libby Holladay. You have to find her.”

He checked the spare. “This spare tire is flat too. Tom needs to take better care of this vehicle. Hop in. I’ll take you anywhere you need to go. Tom can collect the car later.”

She studied his face. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know you.”

He couldn’t blame her for being cautious, especially considering what had happened to her friend. He dug out his Coast Guard ID and held it out. Her fingers grazed his when she took it, and the bolt of adrenaline he experienced nearly made him snatch his hand back. She was beautiful, but he’d seen beautiful women before.

She returned his ID. “Thank you. I’m sorry if I offended you.” 

“No offense taken,” he said while he fetched her belongings from Tom’s car. “It’s always wise to be cautious.” He jerked his head toward the passenger side of the truck. “The door sticks. Give it a jerk.” He put her suitcase in the truck bed, then slid behind the wheel of his truck and quickly moved some nets and tackle off the seat.

She yanked on the door, then climbed in. She wrinkled her nose as she shut the door. “I guess you have been fishing. The truck reeks of it.” She smiled. “Sorry, I don’t like fish much.”

“You just haven’t had the right fish. I went crabbing this morning. Nice haul.” He started the engine. “The smell grows on you. Where you headed?”

She hesitated. “I was going to go to the Tidewater Inn, but you can just take me back to town and I’ll call them.”

“You live in the Outer Banks?”

She shook her head. “Near Virginia Beach.”

“Your friend was here on vacation or something?”

She stared out the window. “Or something.”

He didn’t like the way she didn’t look at him. Like she was hiding something. “By herself? She didn’t say anything about being worried about someone? No one was following her?”

She shook her head and rested her cheek on the window.

“I get the feeling you’re not telling me everything,” he said. “I have a nose for deception. Comes with the job.”

She finally lifted her head and turned to face him. Her dark eyes were anxious and strained. “It’s personal.”

He turned the truck into Dead Man’s Curve and headed for downtown. “Might have something to do with your friend’s disappearance though.”

Her face was pale. “Do you know Horace Whittaker?”

Was she in some kind of trouble? “Sure. He was born and raised here on the island. Good man, good attorney.”

“His secretary gave Nicole some interesting news. She said my father has left me some property out here.”

He tried to think who had died lately. “Who’s your father?”

“Ray Mitchell.”

Alec raised his brows. “You’re Ray’s daughter? I never knew he had any other kids except for Brent and Vanessa. You never visited him here. I would have seen you.”

“I thought he died when I was five.” She pressed her lips together and looked down at her hands.

He absorbed the news. So the information that Ray had only died a month ago would have come as a shock. “Who told you that?” 

“My mother.”

“Your mom lied to you?”

She gave a barely perceptible nod.

He made a quick decision as he parked in front of the jail. “Give me Tom’s keys. I’ll have a couple of deputies handle the car situation, and we’ll go see Horace.”

She handed him the keys. “You think he knows what happened to Nicole?”

“He can tell us what he knows of her visit here. Maybe something will point to whatever happened. Though I doubt it’s related to your inheritance, I could be wrong. Do your brother and sister know you’re here?”

She shook her head. “Seems crazy that I have a brother and sister I didn’t know about until yesterday.” She stared at him. “Did you see any boats out yesterday at all?”

He shrugged. “Fishing boats. Like I said, we stopped a couple but found nothing suspicious.” He got out of the truck. “I’ll be right back,” he told her through the open window. He’d spring Zach while he was at it and tell the kid to go home and stay there. 



FOUR

Libby craned her neck to take in the village of Hope Beach. The main street, Oyster Road, ran straight through to the harbor. Small shops lined the road and displayed wares ranging from beads to beach gear to driftwood furniture. Alec drove the truck past a restaurant with tables on a terrace. There was an ice-cream shop and a coffee shop across the street.

It was a town unlike anything she’d ever seen. She almost felt like she had stepped into a movie about a beach town in the fifties. There were very few cars but a lot of bicycles. So quaint and charming. What a wonderful place to grow up. Live oaks lined the sidewalks, and the street itself was cobblestone. The shop fronts were mostly clapboard. Libby loved it already.

She eyed a Victorian home with decorative siding in the gables. “Why isn’t this place on the historic registry? It’s like stepping back in time.”

“You sound like an expert or something,” Alec said.

She stared up at the fretwork on the next house. “I’m an archaeological historian. I work in historic preservation. Some of these places are real treasures.”

She glanced back at the man beside her. Alec was a handsome guy, about six-two with sun-streaked brown hair. His blue eyes were startling in his tanned face, and his muscular frame was from either hauling in nets or working out.

He parked in front of a clapboard house that appeared to be freshly painted. “It’s expensive to renovate out here. Material has to be ferried over, and workmen are at a premium. So most make do with what they have or what they can accomplish by themselves.” 

She continued to stare at the buildings. “That’s why they’re still intact, then. In college I did my thesis on historic homes in Charleston. I compared contemporary photos that I’d taken to historic pictures I found in the archives. I wanted to show the progress over the years. What I set out to prove was that, historically, homes in Charleston were owned by folks who were too poor to paint but too proud to whitewash. So those places stayed the same.”

He nodded. “You might be right about that. Happened here for sure.”

She got out of the truck and shut the door behind her. “Why hasn’t the charm been destroyed by tourism?”

“Your father gets the credit for that. He owned most of the town, and he refused to sell to outsiders. Some called him a genius and others said he blocked progress.”

A rustic sign proclaimed the building to be that of Horace Whittaker, Attorney-at-Law. The place had so much gingerbread in the gables and on the porch that it looked like a fairytale cottage. She followed Alec through the entry and into the foyer, which was surprisingly dim. A young woman in jeans sat behind the counter. 

Alec glanced around. “Hi, Mindy. Why are you sitting in here with no lights?”

She rolled her eyes. “Horace forgot to pay the electric bill again. And his bill at the dive shop. That man is so forgetful.”

Or so irresponsible. Libby was quite familiar with irresponsibility. Her mother always wanted to play and let the bills take care of themselves. Except they never did.

“They’re supposed to turn it on any minute. I don’t mind.” Mindy held up a romance novel. “I get to read instead of work. At least I have a window.” The woman’s eyes were sparkling. “You hear about the hurricane? The first one missed us but there’s another heading this way.”

Alec shrugged. “It’s only a category 1. We’ll be fine. Listen, is Horace busy?”

The secretary shook her head and picked up the phone. “Horace, Alec is here with a lady to see you.” She listened a moment, then replaced the receiver. “You can go on back.”

Libby saw the speculation in the woman’s eyes. “I’m Libby Holladay.”

The woman’s eyes widened. “I’m Mindy Jackson. I met your business partner.” She put down her book. “I got into so much trouble for telling her Horace was looking for you. He hates to appear incompetent. I was just trying to help though.” She tipped her head and stared. “You look a lot like Vanessa.”

“So Nicole said.”

Mindy winced. “I heard on the radio this morning about her kidnapping. You’re the friend who saw the men take her via the cam?” 

“Yes.”

“I see. Well, welcome to Hope Island, Ms. Holladay. I’m sorry about your friend. Hopefully the sheriff will find her soon.”

Libby tensed at the doubt in the secretary’s voice. “I’m sure they will,” she said. “Did Nicole mention what she’d been doing? Did she seem afraid of anyone?”

Mindy shook her head. “She came in to have Horace help her with some paperwork. But she seemed more interested in the inheritance when she heard about it.” She pointed down the hall. “You know the way to his office, Alec.” Her tone dismissed them, and she stuck her nose back in her book.

Libby followed Alec down the wide hall. The woodwork was quarter-sawn oak and appeared to be original. The plaster walls were painted an accurate period gray-green. She was sure there were original hardwood floors under the carpet. Alec pushed open a door at the end of the hall, and she glimpsed a man in his fifties behind a massive cherry desk. He looked like Burl Ives with his round face and belly and his pointed beard.

When he spoke, even his voice had that rich Ives timbre. “Alec, can’t say I was expecting to see you in need of an attorney.” His gaze went to Libby. “Or is it your friend in need of my help?” He rose and extended his hand. “Horace Whittaker.”

She put her hand in his. It was warm. “Libby Holladay.”

His fingers tightened on hers. His white brows rose. He pointed to the overstuffed leather chairs. “Have a seat. Let me save my work. I’m updating my website and I don’t want to lose it.”

Libby sat. “You saw my friend two days ago, Mr. Whittaker?” 

He nodded. “Call me Horace. It was rather embarrassing that my secretary was so unprofessional.” He smiled. “Still, it allowed me to finally track you down.”

“You’d had trouble?”

He nodded. “The last address Ray had for you was in Indiana. Your friend said you’re in Virginia Beach now?”

“Yes. For the past year.” Libby leaned forward. “About my father . . .”

Horace’s round head bobbed. “Ray. The town misses him already. He was a great philanthropist, always contributing to those in need. You would have passed the school on the way in. The playground equipment was bought by your father. He’s been a driving force in the village for the past twenty-five years.”

A lump formed in Libby’s throat and she blinked rapidly, determined not to let these men see the emotion that threatened to overwhelm her. If he was so generous to everyone else, why had he ignored her all these years?

Horace wheeled his chair around. “In addition to the old letters, Ray gave me a package for you. It’s in my safe.” He leaned over a safe behind him, twirled the dial a few times, then popped it open. He reached inside, then shut and locked it again. “Here we are.” He held out an irregularly shaped envelope. When she took it, he reached into a drawer and pulled out a shoe box. “Here are the letters.”

“What’s in this?” She felt the package and couldn’t tell what it contained.

“I have no idea. He gave it to me shortly before he died and asked me to put it away.”

Libby tucked the envelope into her large bag and put the box of letters on the floor beside it. She wasn’t ready to read anything from her father in front of spectators. “Thank you.” She leaned forward. “What about my father’s second family? They all live here?”

The attorney nodded. “His sister, Pearl, too. She’s the town postmistress. She moved into the big house to take care of him before he died.”

“What did he die from?” she asked.

“He had a heart attack a year ago and went downhill afterward. He knew his time was short, so he transferred all of his cash to a trust fund for Brent and Vanessa.”

“Do my siblings know that I’ve inherited something?”

“I just informed them last week. Brent was on a trip to England, so I delayed the reading of Ray’s will until he got back.” Horace nodded. “He’s a young hothead, and he demanded that we break the bequest. I told him he didn’t have any legal grounds.”

She didn’t want to admit to herself that her brother’s objection hurt. “Is the inheritance so valuable?”

The attorney retrieved a file from his drawer and slid it across the desk to her. “The entire west side of the island as well as an old inn is all yours. Now, it’s not as valuable as if it were on the mainland, because progress has passed us by for now. But if tourists ever start flocking here, it could be worth a lot of money. Even in its current state, it’s valuable.”

She flipped open the folder. The first page was a photograph of a lovely Georgian hotel with porches and balconies. The second was of sand dunes and rolling whitecaps. “My siblings also have an inheritance? A trust fund, you said?”

“Oh yes, they’re well taken care of. They each have more than a million dollars in the bank.” He steepled his fingers together. “You really should draw up a will. The property is worth well over a million dollars,” Horace said. “More if progress ever finds us.”

No more money worries for her stepbrother. And that lovely old house she was in yesterday could be hers. She could create a foundation to help preserve the neighborhood. “I think I’d like to set up a foundation after it’s sold,” she said slowly. “For historic preservation.” She sat back in her chair and exhaled. “I suppose I’ll need a will too.” 

“I can draft something simple for you,” Horace offered. “So you have something in place for starters.”

“That would be nice. Thank you. I can’t even think straight right now. I just want to find Nicole. The rest can wait.”
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Wind-tossed sand stung Libby’s cheeks and arms as she stood on the boardwalk staring out to sea. Gulls swooped low over the water, and a crab scuttled across the wet sand. A few clouds floated on an impossibly blue sky. It should have been paradise.

“It’s so beautiful,” she said, then shivered. “And so deserted. This is the spot. I recognize the lifesaving station.” She pointed to the lone building, a low-slung clapboard structure with a hole in the roof. “You say this belongs to me?”

Alec gestured to the west. “Not the station. That belongs to the town. Just over the hill is Tidewater Inn. You own this stretch clear to the inlet.”

“Nicole was here to finalize the purchase of the station. We’re going to restore it as a museum for the island.” She scanned the area and saw what she was looking for. “There’s the cam.” It was mounted on one of the posts. She walked directly to it and stopped a few feet away. “Whoever you are, if you have my friend, please don’t hurt her,” she said. “Her name is Nicole.”

Alec’s eyes were warm with sympathy when she turned toward him and brushed moisture from her cheeks. “I thought they might be watching. They say an attacker usually goes back to the scene of the crime. And professionals say friends and investigators should try to personalize the victim.”

Alec stood with his hands in the pockets of his denim shorts. “It’s possible someone’s watching. A plea doesn’t hurt.” He pointed to the final landing before the sand. “Her cell phone was found there. Her rental car was parked along the road with the keys in the ignition.”

She winced. “I saw one of the men toss the phone. Would his prints be on it? And what about her hat? I saw it fall off.”

“I’m sure Tom is checking that out. I’ll do what I can to find her,” he promised. “The first thing we have to figure out is where she was staying. My cousin may know.” He pulled out his phone and placed a call. “Hey, Tom, I’m with Libby Holladay. Have you found out where Nicole Ingram was staying?”

His voice faded to a drone as she stepped away and stared down the deserted beach. Not a house was in sight of where she stood. No wonder the men had taken Nicole from this location. Gooseflesh pebbled her arms at the thought of what they might be doing to her friend. She swallowed down the wave of nausea that rose in her throat. She had to find Nicole. The most likely reason she was taken was too horrible to contemplate, so she considered whether there might be another reason. Nicole had been poking around about Libby’s inheritance. Could there be any connection? 

Libby took off her sandals and dug her toes into the warm sand. The sound of the surf washed over her in a rhythm that would have been soothing in other circumstances. Carrying her shoes, she stepped back to find out what Alec had learned. He was just finishing his call.

“Uh-huh. Okay. I’ll tell her, thanks.” He dropped the phone back into his pocket. “She was staying at the small inn you own. Tom was just about to head out there. We can meet him there and see what is in her room.”

Libby glanced around one final time, but there was still nothing pointing her to Nicole’s whereabouts. This search was already beginning to feel hopeless.
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