
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Wild Island

      



    




Tyson Wild Book Thirty Two

    

    




      
        Tripp Ellis

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Tripp Ellis]
          [image: Tripp Ellis]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Welcome

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Tyson Wild

      

      
        Connect With Me

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Tripp Ellis

      All rights reserved. Worldwide.

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents, except for incidental references to public figures, products, or services, are fictitious. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental, and not intended to refer to any living person or to disparage any company’s products or services. All characters engaging in sexual activity are above the age of consent.

      No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, uploaded, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter devised, without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Want more books like this?

      

      

      
        
        You’ll probably never hear about my new releases unless you join my newsletter.

      

      

      
        
        SIGN UP HERE

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      “You can’t tell anybody I said anything,” PJ said.

      “Where did you see it?” I asked.

      Paul John Jamison was a likable guy in his late thirties. He had a round, affable face, pale blue eyes, short brown hair, and a trimmed goatee. PJ liked his beer and his hotdogs, and it showed—especially around the chin and midsection.

      “It was right out in the open on the stage at the Pavilion. It was dressed and decorated. It was the freakiest thing I’d ever seen, all dried up and shriveled like a raisin. I thought it was fake for the longest time. But one day, Everly told me it was real. She swore me to secrecy. So, like I said, you didn’t hear this from me.”

      “Everly?”

      “That’s a girl that I… you know…”

      He didn’t have to elaborate. “And that’s how you were allowed into the compound?”

      “Visitors aren’t really allowed. I mean, they keep to themselves. But I’m there once a week delivering supplies, so I’m not really a stranger. Sometimes they’d invite me for dinner. I think they were trying to get me to join. That’s how I met Everly. One thing kinda led to another, and you know…”

      “How long have you been seeing her?”

      “I don’t know. 3 or 4 months, maybe. After I’d unload the supplies, we’d sneak off and do our thing.”

      “How often was that?”

      “Every chance we’d get. That girl is crazy good in bed. Honestly, I'm kinda sweet on her. I mean, she's a little wacky at times, but I don’t really mind whacky."

      "We’ll keep your name out of it as best we can. But you may have to testify at some point."

      He frowned. "It would be great if that could be avoided."

      I hopped into the Sheriff's patrol boat and cast off the lines.

      PJ stood on the dock and waved as we pulled away.

      Sheriff Daniels idled us out of the marina and brought the aluminum boat on plane as we cleared the breakwater. The Florida sun hung high in the sky, sparkling the teal water. We carved through the swells, spraying mists of seawater as we headed toward Bongo Key.

      Brenda, the medical examiner, and the forensics guys tagged along.

      Bongo Key had been purchased a few years ago by an eccentric preacher named Fenton Oswald. The church, and I use the term loosely, had originated in California. Fenton had caused quite a stir out there, and there were numerous articles and news stories about the organization. But no charges ever materialized. I think the added publicity only helped his cause, bringing in new members. Fenton decided to move out of the limelight and had relocated his flock to Bongo Key, where they lived a communal existence. Out of sight, out of mind.

      It took less than an hour to reach the oasis. The picturesque island had white sand beaches, towering palm trees, and crystal clear teal water.

      We pulled to the dock and tied off. There was one motor yacht tied up there—the only way off the island for the inhabitants. In gold script across the stern was the name Enlightenment.

      We marched down the dock, warrant in hand. With PJ’s sworn affidavit, Judge Echols signed off on the search. We made our way down a path ensconced by tall palms and other foliage. Erickson and Faulkner accompanied us in uniform.

      We emerged from the path at the central area of the compound. It was an impressive sight. There was an open meadow with a volleyball net. Not far away was a covered Pavilion with a concrete floor, rows of cafeteria-style seating, and a center stage. Beyond the Pavilion, to the south, was the main house. A sprawling mansion with plenty of windows and modern lines. A large pool was surrounded by lounge chairs and a row of tall narrow evergreens.

      The rest of the island was dotted with smaller bungalows, and the whole place was powered by an array of solar panels and backup batteries as well as a diesel generator in case of emergencies.

      There was a garden that supplied the community with fresh fruits and vegetables. The island wasn’t fully self-sustainable, but damn close. PJ brought much-needed foodstuffs, clothing, mail, and other goods by boat weekly.

      On the surface, it was paradise. Who wouldn’t want to live here? The rent was free, the air was clean, and there was plenty of food to go around.

      It was almost too perfect.

      Bongo Key’s best feature was the inhabitants. A plethora of bikini-clad beauties pranced around, displaying their wares. Blondes, brunettes, redheads. All shapes and sizes. All with a dreamy look in their eyes, espousing peace, love, and happiness.

      At least, that's what it looked like from the outside.

      It didn't take long for the community to notice the strangers invading their island, and a crowd drew toward us as we marched to the Pavilion.

      We were met with plenty of curious gazes. They looked at us like we were aliens from another planet. Intruders in their secluded world.

      A few girls ran off and disappeared in the direction of the main house—no doubt to alert someone of our presence.

      "Can I help you?” a delightful blonde asked as we stepped into the shade of the Pavilion.

      Sheriff Daniels barked, "Coconut County. We have a warrant."

      The girl gasped and dropped her jaw.

      The others looked around, exchanging wary glances, not sure what to do. Not many outsiders set foot on Bongo Key island. It almost felt like discovering some lost civilization.

      Daniels was all business as he marched toward the front of the Pavilion.

      JD was less than businesslike as his eyes were distracted by some of the treasures contained within tight bikini tops.

      On the main stage, just as PJ had said, was the object of controversy. The mummified remains of a man stood tall on the stage, his arms outstretched, palms up as if summoning the heavens.

      The corpse was fully dressed in colorful, priestly garb, ornately embroidered. The figure’s skin was wrinkled and shriveled, sunken close to the bone. The corpse’s dark hair was styled, and aviator sunglasses concealed its eyes, which was probably for the best.

      The figure was an odd cross between a Catholic priest and a Buddhist monk with a touch of Elvis. If I had to guess, it was the remains of Fenton Oswald.

      It wasn't long before the island security personnel surrounded us, wielding black AR-15s, looking like a cross between mercenaries and hippies.

      "What seems to be the problem?” the security team leader said.

      I’d find out soon that his name was Jim. He was a hard-looking man in his late 40s with charcoal hair just starting to go gray on the sides. His face was tan and lined, and his chin and jaw had a little bit of salt and pepper stubble. His skin was closer to shoe leather than porcelain. His hair was tight on the sides, and by his demeanor and the way he held the weapon, I figured he had spent time in the military.

      "Oh, we're just here to inquire about the dead body," Daniels said dryly, pointing to Elvis.
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      "Father’s not dead," Paisley said.

      Sheriff Daniels looked at the stunning blonde like she was out of her mind. And rightfully so. If Fenton Oswald wasn't dead, he was certainly having a bad day.

      Paisley was no brain surgeon, but it didn't take a genius to see that the shriveled raisin on the stage had passed on.

      "He's just awaiting," she said.

      "Awaiting what?" Daniels asked in a low growl.

      Paisley smiled. "Rebirth. Father is coming back to us," she said with confidence.

      Her long golden hair dangled about her mid back, and her azure eyes sparkled. The fabric of her neon green bikini could barely contain her all-natural endowments. Her smooth skin glistened with oil. She might not have been a Nobel laureate, but she was damn nice to look at. And hell, if she insisted Fenton was still alive, I might be inclined to go along with it for a little while.

      JD couldn't take his eyes off her.

      Paisley was drop-dead gorgeous. I've been around the world and seen my share of beautiful women, and Paisley rivaled the best of them. But on Bongo Key island, she was just… average. They were all beautiful.

      Fenton had a knack for wooing starry-eyed vixens looking to escape the cold, harsh world, and the pursuit of material possessions, in exchange for a kinder, gentler, more compassionate society. An idealistic utopia of a loving community.

      At least, that’s what Fenton billed this as.

      What Fenton had really built was a paradise full of hotties and established himself as their spiritual leader. Though, he wasn’t leading anyone anymore.

      “When you say Father, you mean Fenton Oswald,” Daniels said for clarification.

      The girls nodded.

      "And how long has Father been in this condition?" Daniels asked.

      Paisley shrugged and exchanged a glance with her brunette friend, Raven. The blonde looked back to the Sheriff and said, "I don't know. A few months."

      I lifted a surprised brow. "He's been like this for a few months?”

      All the girls nodded.

      There weren’t many guys on the island except for the security guards with guns. There were others here and there, but the ratio of girls to guys was one that any man would appreciate. Though I suspected Fenton had kept most of the women for himself. There were a few girls with round bellies, signaling more members of the congregation were on the way.

      "And how did Fenton get to be in this position?" Daniels asked.

      "We put him there as part of his transitioning," Paisley said innocently.

      "I mean, how did he get to be in his present state of awaiting," Daniels said in air quotes.

      Paisley exchanged a glance with Raven again, then looked to the others before answering. "He just left us one night. He’d been preaching for quite some time that he would transition to a higher plane of existence and that when he did, he would return more powerful than ever before."

      "I see," Daniels said dryly.

      “He said he would return on the wings of a dove, and his spirit would choose a new container.”

      He regarded her with a healthy dose of skepticism and a tight face. You didn't need to be clairvoyant to know exactly what was going on in the sheriff’s mind. He thought these people were bat-shit crazy.

      I can't say that he was wrong.

      JD stepped to the mummified figure and eyed him curiously. It was something straight out of a horror movie.

      Then we all heard it.

      The damn thing groaned.

      The crowd of onlookers gasped, dropped to their knees, and bowed their heads.

      JD took a step back, almost expecting it to move.

      I don't know where the sound really came from. A gust of wind had blown through the Pavilion, and maybe that ruffled some clothing or whistled through the body cavity somehow. Who knows? But for a moment, it was freaky. Totally explainable in a natural way, I'm sure. But unsettling.

      JD turned around and gave me a glance like he had the heebie-jeebies.

      The sun backlit his long blonde hair, making him look almost angelic. He wore his traditional uniform of a Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts, and checkered Vans. Jack was far from angelic. He shrugged and extended his arms, inadvertently mirroring the mummy as if to say, what the hell was that?

      A dove flew into the Pavilion and perched atop the mummy’s head.

      The crowd gasped as if it were a sign from above.

      The bird flapped its wings and fluttered to JD, landing atop his head.

      Jack froze, petrified. He looked up toward the bird as it cooed.

      The crowd gasped again.

      Then the bird dropped its cargo with a gooey splat atop JD’s head.

      Jack's face twisted with disgust, and the bird fluttered away. JD brushed the gift from his hair and grumbled a few obscenities under his breath.

      Paisley lifted to her feet and pointed at Jack, sucking in an astonished breath of air, filling her buoyant lungs. "It's a sign. The prophecy has been fulfilled. Father has returned!"

      JD's face crinkled with confusion.

      A joyous smile curled on Paisley's lips. “Father has picked a new earthly container.”

      Paisley’s enthusiasm was infectious and spread to the others.

      She drew close to Jack, reached out a hand, and touched his shoulder. Her smile widened, and her pearly teeth sparkled. She turned to the others with a wide-eyed jubilant face. "It's him! Father has returned."

      JD arched a curious eyebrow.

      This was the most insane thing I’d ever seen.

      The others drew near, and soon, Jack was in heaven, surrounded by gorgeous women reaching their hands out to paw on him as if he were a living God.

      They were mesmerized by him, almost in a trancelike state.

      The whole thing was surreal.

      I exchanged a glance with Sheriff Daniels and the others. We couldn't believe what was happening.

      "Alright, enough of this nonsense," the sheriff barked. "Get Fenton down from there and get him back to the morgue. I want to know the cause of death."

      "I can tell you the cause of death," a woman said, stepping to the Pavilion amid the commotion. She was early 40s with curly blonde hair that was starting to go gray. It was more of a sandy, faded color now. She had baby blue eyes and a face that was wrinkled from years of too much sun.

      We all gave her a curious glance.

      She was nearly 2 decades older than the other women. I figured her for the matriarch of the island.

      We all waited for her explanation of Fenton’s demise.
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      Brenda stepped onto the riser with her team to get a closer look at Fenton's remains. Dietrich, the new forensic photographer, snapped photos. The flashes illuminated the leathery corpse and dotted my eyes with bright spots.

      "What are you doing?" the matriarch asked.

      "Examining the remains," the sheriff said.

      Her face tensed with worry, she shook her head. "You can't do that. You cannot disturb Father’s earthly container."

      “Don’t worry, Mother. Father has returned," Paisley shouted joyously.

      The woman looked perplexed.

      "It's true," Raven added.

      They were joined by the others in a chorus of agreement.

      An uncertain gaze continued to crinkle JD's face.

      "Ma'am," Daniels said.

      "Mrs. Oswald," the woman corrected.

      "Your husband is deceased. And right now, you are in violation of several statutes. I don't know if you're aware, but there is a mandatory reporting requirement when someone dies. Clearly, the county wasn't notified."

      "This is private property," Mrs. Oswald said. "You’ve got no right to be here."

      "We have a warrant," Daniels said, holding the document on display.

      "We have certain religious beliefs, and you are encroaching on our religious freedom."

      "Religious freedom does not give you the right to abuse a corpse or fail to report a death."

      Her jaw tightened, and her eyes narrowed at the sheriff. "There has been no abuse of a corpse. We have merely prepared Father’s earthly container in a manner that will best assist him in his transition to the next life."

      Daniels sighed, growing weary of the circus. "Be that as it may, these remains are going back to the morgue for autopsy."

      "No," Mrs. Oswald said. "I forbid it. It is against our religious beliefs to desecrate the body after the mortal essence passes."

      "If you interfere with official County business, I will take you to jail. As it is, you’re lucky I don't take you to jail for failure to report his death. Now I want some cooperation, pronto, or things are going to get ugly."

      Mrs. Oswald's face tightened, and she huffed for a moment, her cheeks flushing.

      "Tell these gentlemen to put their guns down because they make me nervous,” Daniels said, motioning to the armed security guards.

      Not much made the sheriff nervous.

      The air was thick with tension.

      The security team exchanged glances with each other and with Mrs. Oswald.

      I kept a casual hand on the grip of my pistol, holstered in my waistband, just in case. I didn't think anybody was stupid enough to confront a bunch of sheriff's deputies, but it was crazy times.

      After a moment, Mrs. Oswald gave the security guards a nod, and they unslung their assault rifles and set them on the ground.

      "I have questions, and I want answers," Sheriff Daniels said in a stern tone that was not to be trifled with.

      "Follow me to the house,” Mrs. Oswald said. “I think we’ll be more comfortable there." She turned around and walked away from the Pavilion, heading toward the luxurious mansion.

      Daniels gave me a look, then followed.

      I stepped in line behind him, and JD stayed at the Pavilion, surrounded by beautiful women still pawing at him. "I'll just stay here and… interview the ladies."

      I gave him an eye roll and continued to follow Daniels and Mrs. Oswald. Erickson and Faulkner stayed back at the Pavilion in case it became too much for JD to handle.

      We walked past the pool, and I noticed the two security guards had decided to tag along, lingering behind us—Jim and another younger gentleman in his mid-20s. Jim’s comrade, Dean, had long, ratty, brownish-blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. His jaw was lined with scraggly facial growth that I wouldn’t necessarily classify as a beard. He had a thin mustache, goatee, and unkempt sideburns with little patches of growth on the cheeks. He had the kind of skin that didn't really tan—it just got red when in the sun. He burned easily. Otherwise, he was pale. Dean had sky blue eyes and didn't look too bright. He plodded along with droopy shoulders, following after Jim.

      Mrs. Oswald pulled open the sliding glass doors and escorted us into the home. The cool air from the AC washed over me as I stepped inside. The interior was light and airy with a beachy vibe. Bleached hardwoods, white leather furniture, large flatscreen display, lots of windows and ambient light. Oil paintings hung on the wall, but they weren’t classic works of art. They had an amateur quality to them, and I suspected either Fenton or Mrs. Oswald had painted them.

      "We haven't formally met. I'm Patricia," Mrs. Oswald said. "This is our head of security, Jim Kennedy, and his assistant, Dean Dodd."

      "Do you need an armed security force?" Daniels asked. "The inhabitants don't look like they get too rowdy."

      "We have no problems with crime or disorderly conduct in our community,” Patricia said. “It's outsiders that we need to protect ourselves from. We are out here all alone, and you know as well as I do what these waters are like and the sorts of people that navigate them."

      There was no arguing that the area was rife with drug dealing, gun-running, and just about any other illegal activity you could fathom. If I lived here all alone with no support services, I'd pack a hell of an arsenal.

      "When did Fenton die?" Daniels asked.

      "Father isn't dead,” Patricia said. “He lives on."

      The sheriff's eyes narrowed, and a frown tensed his face. "Let me put it to you this way. When did his heart stop beating?"

      Patricia paused. "It was back in May."

      "May?" Daniels asked, incredulous.

      "May 4th, to be exact. Well, actually, the morning of May 5th.”

      "Tell me exactly what happened."

      "Well, that evening, Father wasn't feeling well. He had a bit of an upset stomach and the runs. I thought maybe he'd eaten something or picked up a stomach bug. I asked him if he wanted medical attention, and he didn't. Father didn't like doctors. He thought they were all money-hungry bastards that never cured anyone. Except for Dr. Thibodeaux, of course.”

      “Then his situation progressed," Daniels said.

      "Yes. He developed more serious symptoms. He began sweating and hallucinating. I thought that perhaps he may have ingested a hallucinogenic substance for religious purposes. He was known to use ayahuasca and other such substances to obtain visions and prophecies. I didn't think much of it, to be honest. I’d seen him like this before when taking ayahuasca. It's kind of like a spiritual cleansing. You're forced to confront your own inner demons."

      "Did Fenton have a lot of inner demons?"

      "We all have inner demons, Sheriff. Don't we?"

      “Did you ask him if he’d taken anything?”

      “He said no, but he was always secretive about his personal rituals.”

      “Ayahuasca is illegal and a schedule 1 drug,” Daniels said.

      “It’s a natural substance. And part of our spirituality.”

      “It’s still illegal. Do you currently have any in your possession?”

      “No,” she said flatly.

      I’m sure she was lying.

      “Where did he acquire the drug?”

      “I don’t recall.” Her annoyed eyes blazed into the sheriff.

      He asked her to continue.

      "It was about midnight when Father started speaking in tongues. That went on for about an hour. He continued to sweat profusely, and I think he had a bit of a fever. I called our resident doctor to take a look at him."

      "You have a doctor here?"

      "Yes, we have an actual MD and a registered nurse to look after the community. We are almost fully self-sustaining here. We grow most of our own food. We meet all of the state criteria for education. We take as little from the outside world as possible."

      "I'll need to speak with the doctor and the nurse,” Daniels said.

      "Certainly."

      “At the time that Fenton was evaluated by your medical staff, you made the decision not to bring him to Coconut Key for further treatment."

      "At the time, we all believed that Father was fine. His respiration and vital signs were good. As I said, we were all under the assumption that this was the result of a hallucinatory substance and that he would be fine by the morning. He did have some nausea and vomiting, which isn't uncommon after ingesting hallucinogens. I stayed up with him all night. Around 4 AM, he must have gone into cardiac arrest. I called for the doctor and started CPR. We tried to revive him with an automated external defibrillator, but he was gone.” Her eyes welled, and she wiped the brimming tears with her hands.

      "And at that time, you didn't notify the authorities,” Daniels said.

      "As I mentioned, per our religious beliefs, we prepared the body for transition, and we await his joyful return."

      "According to some of your people, he's already returned," the sheriff said with more than a trace of skepticism.

      "All things are possible," Patricia said.

      "Who else was on the island that night?"

      "Everyone that is here now," Patricia said.

      "And no one has left the community since then?"

      "To my knowledge, no."

      Daniels regarded her with skepticism. He didn’t like this. Not one bit.
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      "So tell me how this works?"

      "How what works, Sheriff?" Patricia asked.

      "You all worship Fenton like he’s some kind of deity?"

      Patricia forced a smile. "Father preached that we are all of Divinity. Through spiritual practices, we can all achieve a higher state of being. That one can transcend death and elevate to the next level of consciousness."

      The sheriff wasn't buying it.

      “Death is not to be feared, Sheriff. It's to be embraced. It’s the next step in our cosmic journey."

      "Cosmic journey or not, a death needs to be reported. Anybody else die on this island that I need to know about?"

      Patricia did her best to hide her contempt. "No, Sheriff. But from here on out, you'll be the first to know if someone does.”

      "I'll need a list of everybody on this island."

      "We value our privacy."

      "I can assure you, any information you give me will remain within the department. Right now, I need to determine the cause of Fenton Oswald's death and who was present on this island at the time."

      "I just told you the cause of his death," Patricia said.

      "No, you told me your version of the circumstances surrounding his death. Until a toxicology report comes back and the medical examiner lists a cause, we simply don't know. For all I know, he could have been poisoned."

      Patricia's eyes widened, and her brow raised. "Poisoned?”

      "It sure sounds like he ingested a toxic substance."

      "I told you, he most likely took some type of hallucinogen."

      "We’ll find out, won't we?" The sheriff took a breath. "In the meantime, I will expect your full cooperation."

      "And I will expect you to do your best to comply with our spiritual beliefs."

      "I will do my best."

      "I'll send for Dr. Thibodeaux and his nurse."

      "Thank you."

      We started toward the door.

      The sheriff turned back and casually asked. “How was your relationship with Fenton?"

      It was smooth. Nonchalant. Over the shoulder. Non-threatening. He was good.

      Her eyes narrowed with curiosity. "My relationship with my husband was wonderful. What are you getting at?"

      The sheriff shrugged. "Just routine questions, ma'am."

      "I can assure you, Sheriff, Father was loved by all on this island. Especially by me. And we anxiously await—“

      "I know. You await his return."

      "Please do not mock me, Sheriff.”

      "My apologies, ma'am."

      She glared at him for a moment.

      “Can you think of anyone who may have wanted to harm Fenton?”

      She forced another smile. “If you knew Father and his followers, you’d know that’s a ridiculous question. He was loved and adored by all.”

      “I see.”

      We left the main house and ambled past the pool, back to the Pavilion where the majority of the island’s residents had gathered—all in awe of Jack Donovan.

      He soaked up the attention, grinning like a Cheshire cat, surrounded by a bevy of beauties. It was mischief in the making.

      Brenda and her crew had Fenton's remains in a body bag, and the scene had been fully documented by the photographer.

      Patricia introduced us to Dr. Ed Thibodeaux and his nurse Natalie Garza.

      Ed was in his mid-50s, had salt-and-pepper hair, a slender face, a large nose, and caring blue eyes. His brows angled upwards in a sympathetic fashion. He had a natural smile, and even if he didn't care about you, his expression seemed to convey genuine concern. He didn’t wear a white lab coat. There was no stethoscope dangling from his neck. He wasn't dressed any differently from any other guy on the island—T-shirt, cargo shorts, and sneakers.

      Daniels asked him to tell us about the night in question. He repeated what Patricia had said without any discrepancies.

      "You didn't think it was important for him to get to the main island?" Daniels asked.

      "In an abundance of caution, I urged Father to seek treatment, but he refused. It was his way. I deferred to his judgment."

      Natalie echoed the doctor’s sentiments.

      "You have to understand, I feel terrible about what happened,” Ed continued. “I underestimated his condition. But at the same time, I'm also happy for him now that he has transitioned. And it seems we have much to celebrate," he said with a smile, motioning to JD.

      “You failed to report a death, and perhaps acted negligently. I’m sure the state medical board will have something to say about that.”

      Thibodeaux cringed.

      The crowd gawked as Fenton’s remains were wheeled away.

      “Sheriff, may I have a word with you?” Patricia asked.

      Daniels took her aside to hear her out.

      “I take full responsibility here. Dr. Thibodeaux was only acting in agreement with our wishes. He is the only doctor on this island, and if he is sanctioned by the medical board, that could deprive the entire island of care.”

      Daniels face tightened.

      “Please. I’m begging you,” she said with desperate eyes.

      Daniels regarded her for a moment, then sighed. “I will take that into consideration.”

      We wrapped up and headed across the Pavilion. Daniels shouted at Jack, who lingered behind. "Deputy Donovan, your presence is required."

      JD excused himself from his new fan club and weaved through the adoring crowd to join us. "What's up, boss?"

      The sheriff's jaw flexed. "I know it will be difficult for you to pull yourself away, but the boat is leaving."

      "You know, I'm more than willing to stay behind if you'd like me to investigate further."

      Daniels gave him a look. “I’m sure you are.”

      JD leaned in and whispered, "You're not gonna believe this, but these girls want me to—“

      "I don't care what they want, Donovan. You're not staying on this island. You might end up mummified."

      "Small price to pay," JD said. “I’d die a happy man."

      “Get on the boat." Daniels had reached his nonsense limit.

      JD gave him a mock salute. “Aye-aye, sir."

      The sheriff scowled at JD as he strolled away and grumbled, “Smart ass.”

      Daniels gave a last look around and took a deep breath. “Right now, I’m inclined to look at this like an accidental overdose until we learn otherwise. But something tells me there is more at play. And you two are going to find out what.”

      I nodded.

      Daniels pointed at JD, who had been swarmed again with beauties. “Can you reign him in?”

      “Can anybody reign him in?”

      Daniels sighed.

      “What about the ayahuasca and the failure to report?” I asked.

      “What am I going to do? Charge everyone on the island? Your lady friend in the press gets a hold of this, and the department will catch hell for oppressing religious liberty. This has got pain-in-the-ass written all over it.”

      “You know this is going to end up on the news. It’s too bizarre to pass up.”

      Daniels groaned.

      “She finds out everything.”

      Paris Delaney was a tenacious reporter who clearly had a source within the department. Nothing seemed to escape her watchful eye.

      The crowd followed JD as we made our way across the compound to the path that led to the dock.

      Paisley hung by JD’s side. "You can't leave us. We need you.”

      "I have a feeling I'll be back to visit,” JD said.

      Paisley smiled. "That makes me so happy.” She rushed around and got in front of JD, walking backward. She stared deep into his eyes. “Can you see me?”

      “Well, yes. You’re standing right in front of me. You’re hard not to see.”

      “No, silly. Can you see my soul?” She looked up at him with big doe-eyes.

      JD gazed intently, trying not to let his eyes fall to her distractingly buoyant assets. “I see something.”

      “Well, I can see yours. And I know you’re in there.”

      JD wasn't quite sure how to respond.

      "You don't have any memories yet, do you?”

      "Oh, I've got plenty of memories. Looking to make more every day," Jack said with a smile.

      "That's okay. They’ll come to you soon. Father said it would take time to transition into his new form and for all of his memories and essence to materialize. You’ve been chosen by him.”

      “Is that so?"

      She nodded. "This is a prophecy fulfilled."

      "Ma'am, I don't think Deputy Donovan is who you think he is," Daniels said.

      Her face twisted. "I know exactly who he is. I can see his essence."

      Daniels kept his mouth shut, deciding it was probably best not to argue with the woman. We made our way down the dock, boarded the boat, and I cast off the lines.

      Paisley stood on the dock to see us off. She waved, her gorgeous smile curling her plump lips, her bubbly peaks jiggling as she bounced.

      The rest of the community hovered behind her, gawking at JD.

      Sheriff Daniels cranked up the engines, and we pulled away from the dock. He throttled up and headed the boat back to Coconut Key.

      JD waved at his new fan base as the outboards spit a frothy wake, the engines howling.

      He leaned to me and shouted over the noise. "Get this..."

      "I got it."

      "No, you don't understand. They all think—“

      "I know what they think. You’re their leader reborn.”

      “Not reborn. Returned. Reimagined.” He smiled.

      I rolled my eyes.

      “And I got the distinct impression this is like some weird type of sex cult, cause they all want to… commune with me.”

      JD could barely contain his glee.

      “You ain't going to be communing with anybody on that island," the sheriff said. “You got me? This is an ongoing investigation. I don't care if they think you are some kind of reincarnated deity. You can’t dip your wick in any of those young ladies."

      JD frowned at him. “A man can dream, can’t he?”

      "That's all you're going to do. It would be an abuse of authority.” Daniels shook his head. “How anybody could mistake you for some kind of spiritual Guru is beyond me."

      “I’m hurt and offended," JD mocked. “I’m very spiritual.”

      “I’m surprised JD hasn't bought his own island and started a cult before now,” Brenda said.

      "That's not a bad idea," JD said.

      Brenda shook her head.

      "Don't give him any ideas,” the sheriff grumbled.

      Only JD could get shit on and come out smelling like a rose.
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      JD couldn't stop rambling on about his new fan club and the acts they wanted him to perform. One thing was clear, Fenton had been engaging in the delights of his female followers. Some of them had boyfriends and husbands, and I wondered how Fenton’s dalliances went over. He must have been a master at manipulation and persuasion.

      Brenda took the remains to the morgue, and we filled out after-action reports at the station. Afterward, JD wanted to grab lunch, so we headed to Diver Down.

      Jack cranked the tunes, and wind swirled around the cabin with the top down. The midday sun beamed down, warming my face. The Porsche's engine growled, and JD had a permanent grin etched on his face.

      "Don't start believing your own hype," I said.

      He frowned at me. "I can't help it if these people recognize my inner greatness."

      I scoffed, and he laughed.

      "It's not you they adore,” I said.

      "They just haven't gotten to know me yet. Maybe Wild Fury should do a free concert on the island."

      I shook my head. "Absolutely not."

      "Did you see those girls?"

      "I saw them."

      "How did a guy like Fenton Oswald recruit them? That's what I want to know.”

      "Maybe he told them what they wanted to hear."

      "I suppose so. What do you make of this whole thing?"

      "I'll reserve judgment till the toxicology report comes back. But this is too weird to be anything other than complicated.”

      We pulled into the parking lot at Diver Down. JD ran down the dock to the Avventura and took a quick shower to wash the remains of the bird poop from his hair.

      I waited for him at the bar.

      Teagan greeted me with a smile. “How’s you’re morning been?”

      “Strange. I’ll let Jack tell you all about it.”

      “This sounds interesting. Strange is par for the course. This must be really out there.”

      “It is.”

      JD regaled her with tales of the morning's adventure when he returned, his long hair still damp.

      "I've heard all kinds of crazy things about the goings-on at Bongo Key,” the teal-eyed beauty said. "So, they kept the mummified remains for three months?"

      "Yep," I said.

      "It's a common practice in some cultures," JD said.

      "Does a free love commune on a private island count as a culture?" Teagan asked.

      JD smiled. "Who are we to judge?"

      Teagan rolled her pretty eyes.

      "Where the hell is this island?" Harlan muttered from the end of the bar. The old Marine sipped his beer and eavesdropped.

      "Bongo Key,” JD said. "Don't get any funny ideas. I got dibs on it."

      Harlan scoffed.

      “Wait till they see me. They’ll ditch you in a heartbeat. I’m far more qualified to lead that organization.”

      “I don’t know if you could keep up. Those young ladies seem pretty enthusiastic.”

      “I can keep up just fine, don’t you worry about that.”

      “Okay, boys,” Teagan said. “Settle down. Bring it back to reality. Neither one of you is going to lead a sex cult.”

      “JD already does,” I said. “He has a band. Groupies worship him.”

      “Even more reason I should take the mantle,” Harlan said. “JD already has his fill. Share the wealth.”

      Teagan rolled her eyes again. “What can I get for you?”

      JD went with a bowl of Cajun gumbo, and I ordered the chicken quesadillas. We chowed down, and by the end of lunch, Paris Delaney had already broken the story on the news.

      The gorgeous blonde appeared on the flatscreen behind the bar. The segment was filmed on a boat not far from the shores of Bongo Key. The breeze blew her hair as she motioned to the island behind her, recounting the odd details of Fenton’s death. “We were refused access to the island, and none of Fenton Oswald’s followers agreed to speak with us on camera. The controversial and charismatic leader of Essence of Divinity, dead at 53. Near Bongo Key Island, I’m Paris Delaney.”

      We finished up, thanked Teagan, and headed to the Avventura. JD wanted to go on an afternoon adventure, so I prepped the dive gear and did safety checks.

      We’d found what we thought was the wreckage of the Black Rose. The fabled treasure of the infamous pirate Jacques De La Fontaine was just waiting for us. Somewhere, buried under the silty bottom was a stash of Spanish gold that hadn’t seen the light of day in over 400 years.

      JD rushed down from the wheelhouse and found me in the salon. A worried look tensed his face. "Where is it?"

      "Where is what?"

      "My paperback of 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. It was in a drawer in the wheelhouse. It's not there anymore."

      "I don't know. I haven't seen it."

      Panic washed over him. "You didn't throw it out, did you?"

      "No, why? Do you have a sudden urge to read it? I'll buy you another copy."

      His jaw tightened. "I wrote down the coordinates of the shipwreck on page 69."

      "The treasure?"

      He nodded.

      "Just look at the waypoint in the nav history."

      JD scowled at me. "I cleared the nav history so no one could figure out where we've been. That's why I wrote it down in the book to keep it secret."

      I exhaled and slumped. "Seriously?"

      "Yes. Seriously. All kinds of people come in and out of this place. And some of the people you keep company with are questionable."

      That was the pot calling the kettle black.

      "I think it was that crazy-ass psycho you had around here for a minute," JD continued.

      “Which one?”

      “You know.”

      “I seriously doubt Sophia stole the paperback."

      "Did you say anything to her about the treasure?"

      "Of course not. I can keep my mouth shut, unlike some people."

      JD had let word of our discovery slip.

      "Then where's the book?"

      "Are you sure you didn't take it home?" I asked.

      "Positive."

      I sighed. "It's no big deal. I have a pretty good idea of where we were. We'll find it again."

      Jack was about to fizzle over. "We find the lost treasure of Jacques De La Fontaine only to lose it again."

      "We haven't lost anything yet."

      "We lost the paperback."

      "Maybe you should have written down the GPS coordinates in a more secure location. And perhaps you should have told me."

      Jack grumbled under his breath, the veins in his neck pulsing, his face red.

      "Relax. We found it once. We’ll find it again. It's not a big deal."

      Neither one of us needed the money at this point. It was all about the adventure. Besides, the actual ownership of the treasure was fraught with a mess of legal red tape.

      I cast off the lines, disconnected shore power and water, and JD idled the Avventura out of the marina. We hit the open water and carved through the swells, heading out to sea.

      I knew for a fact we were more than 3 miles out when we had discovered the sunken ship. Beyond state waters.

      We looked at the nav screen and debated about the exact location. Finally, we settled on an area for our search.

      JD grumbled to himself as he grabbed the sonar drone’s case and lugged it to the aft deck. He popped the latches and pulled out the device that looked like a cross between a Tomahawk missile and a torpedo. The nose was painted like a snarling shark with rows of sharp teeth.

      The device was wirelessly linked to JD’s iPhone, and he could set a preprogrammed search grid. We launched the drone into the water from the swim platform and sat on the aft deck, rolling with the swells. There was nothing but blue ocean and clear skies in all directions. It was a good afternoon to be out on the water. Hell, every afternoon on the water was a good one.

      JD stared intently at the screen, hoping for the telltale sign of the ship’s brass cannons to appear.
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      The blinding sun sparkled the water, and we swayed with the swells, lounging on the aft deck. The first pass of the sonar drone didn't turn up anything.

      Neither did the second.

      We weighed anchor, relocated, and dispatched the drone again.

      Still nothing.

      We spent the afternoon fishing and searching for the lost treasure, not drumming up anything worthwhile.

      We called it quits in the late afternoon and headed back to Coconut Key.

      JD was beside himself. But it was nothing a few drinks at Wetsuit couldn't remedy. With svelte beauties in tight neoprene, serving food and beverages, one couldn't help but smile.

      We ate dinner, knocked back a few drinks, then caroused around Oyster Avenue, looking for trouble.

      The summer was over, and tourism died down. The college kids had gone back to school, and there was a brief lull in the action. It would pick up again soon. People would flock to the island, fleeing the harsh winter.

      Brenda called the next morning with interesting news. "Toxicology report won't be back for a while, but I’ve done some preliminary screenings on the tissue. There was a high amount of atropine in Fenton’s system. This wasn't a recreational drug overdose."

      "Atropine?"

      "It's used to boost heart rate in cases of drug overdose. It’s no longer recommended for use in cardiac arrest. Epinephrine is more effective. It’s possible Dr. Thibodeaux isn’t up to date with the latest guidelines, but that seems unlikely.”

      “Any other reason that could be in Fenton’s system?”

      "Without knowing his full medical history, it's hard to say. The presence of atropine would be consistent with the symptoms described and could easily have induced tachycardia and cardiac arrest if given too much. The amount in Fenton’s system was beyond lethal.”

      "You think he was intentionally poisoned," I said.

      “Like I said, I'll know more when the full toxicology report comes back. But I think somebody may have killed your Guru.”

      "Thanks," I said. "Does Daniels know?”

      "He was my first phone call. I’ll let you know what else develops,” she said before ending the call.

      The news didn't come as a surprise to me. The circumstances affecting Fenton Oswald's death were highly suspect.

      I pulled myself out of bed, took a shower, got dressed, made breakfast, and took Buddy for a walk. The little Jack Russell was eager to get out into the sunshine and burn off some energy. He always had an overabundance of it.

      Daniels called. "I suspect you’ve already talked to Brenda."

      "I have."

      “I’m probably going to regret this, but why don’t you and numb-nuts get back to that island and find out who the hell poisoned Fenton Oswald."

      "We're on it."

      "Keep that nitwit under control."

      “He'll behave."

      "Why do I feel like putting you two on this case is a mistake?"

      "Give it to Erickson and Faulkner," I said, knowing he wouldn't.

      Daniels was silent for a moment. "Keep me posted."

      I ended the call and dialed JD. “We’re going back to your favorite place."

      I filled him in on the details and relayed the sheriff's concerns.

      "I'm a consummate professional,” JD proclaimed. “I will not compromise the integrity of this investigation."

      “Just save it until after the investigation.”

      “I, unlike other people, have self-control.”

      I stifled a chuckle and ended the call.

      JD pulled into the parking lot 20 minutes later in his Miami Blue Porsche. He found an isolated parking space, but at this point, it really didn't matter. The exotic sports car had been smashed with a baseball bat, backed into in a trailer park, filled with bullet holes in a gun battle, and had suffered various other abuses. JD had it repaired and repainted twice.

      It was back in pristine condition, but the car’s history would scare off most prospective buyers. I think he was waiting for something catastrophic to happen so insurance would total it out and cut him a check.

      Jack strode down the dock with a mischievous grin on his face, his long hair flowing. He’d shrugged off the loss of the treasure coordinates and had refocused his attention on reconnecting with his new fan base on Bongo Key.

      We hopped into the wake boat, cast off the lines, and idled out of the marina. With JD at the helm, I kicked back and relaxed as he brought the boat on plane, racing across the water. The engines rumbled, and the wind rushed across the bow. Saltwater sprayed, and the boat bounced against the swells.

      We pulled to the dock at Bongo Key in no time. We tied off, hopped out, and made our way down the dock, strolling the path to the main compound. It didn't take long before JD was swarmed with adoring beauties.

      It was truly bizarre.

      Paisley rushed to greet him with wide eyes and a brilliant smile. "You returned. I knew you would."

      "Well, I'm afraid it's not good news," JD said.

      Paisley frowned.

      Raven stood beside her. The brunette had piercing blue eyes, tan skin, and somehow managed to look sweet and devilish all at the same time.

      They waited eagerly for JD to continue.

      "It seems your leader may have been intentionally poisoned."

      The two girls gasped.

      "That's not possible," Paisley said.

      The crowd leaned in, listening intently.

      "No one here would ever do anything to hurt Father,” Paisley said.

      "Well, that's what we’re here to find out,” Jack said.

      "We need to speak with Patricia," I said

      "Melinda, go get Mother," Paisley commanded.

      Melinda nodded and took off running across the Pavilion, dashing toward the main house.

      "A lethal amount of atropine was found in Fenton’s system," I shouted to the crowd. "If anybody knows anything about this, you need to come forward. Withholding evidence could lead to criminal charges.”

      There were murmurs and whispers throughout the congregation as they exchanged wary glances.

      "Father had been talking about transitioning to the next level of existence for months,” Raven said. “Perhaps he used a substance to assist his journey."

      "It's possible," I said.

      “But what does it matter now? He has returned to us,” Paisley said with a joyous smile.

      “Sorry, it doesn’t work like that,” I said.

      “I can assure you, Deputies,” Patricia said, joining the crowd a moment later. “Father wasn’t murdered.”
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      "Nothing happens on this island without his will,” Patricia said.

      I wasn't sure if she was talking about Fenton's will or that of a higher power.

      I made my way through the crowd to Mrs. Oswald. In my absence, the crowd gathered closer around JD, and he was more than happy to entertain the flock.

      I pulled Patricia aside and informed her of the preliminary findings. Her eyes rounded with surprise.

      "Atropine?"

      I explained the medicinal uses for it.

      "You’d have to ask Dr. Thibodeaux if we have any on the island. I'm sure he does. We are fully stocked with emergency supplies of antibiotics and other life-saving medications. Though, I don’t recall him using that during our resuscitation efforts.”

      "I thought Fenton was against modern medicine."

      "I said he had a disdain for doctors. I didn't say he was anti-science."

      "Science and religion don't often mix."

      "You're quick to label this as a religion. I can only imagine what other words you use to describe us."

      "Are you not a religion?"

      "We are a state of being,” Patricia said. “As I mentioned previously, Fenton preached that spiritual power comes from within. We are all divine in our own way."

      "Well, there's at least one person on this island that’s not so divine."

      Her face crinkled. "What do you mean?"

      "I doubt Fenton would purposefully ingest a lethal amount of atropine."

      "Again, you are operating under the assumption that death is a bad thing."

      "Most people would share that opinion."

      "We are not most people. Death is merely a gateway to another state of being."

      "Or non-being."

      "If that's your worldview, I feel sorry for you."

      Having died and been given a second chance, I had an inkling of what was on the other side. But I had no more answers about the afterlife than anyone else.

      I tried to refocus the conversation. "Regardless of your philosophy on death, the taking of a human life is still illegal. It looks as though someone may have killed Fenton. If that’s the case, I intend to find out who."

      "And you will get nothing but 100% cooperation from me and the fellowship. If Father was murdered, I'm sure he had foreseen it."

      "Did he mention anything of the sort to you?"

      "No. Father revealed his prophecies when he felt the time was right,” Patricia said. “There were many things he kept to himself."

      "I need more details about the night of his death."

      "I told you everything I know, Deputy."

      "Since there is a high probability he was poisoned, I need a list of everyone who had access to his food and beverage, and of course, I need to speak with Dr. Thibodeaux again."

      “Certainly," Patricia said.

      I looked back at JD and the bevy of beauties that fawned all over him. I asked Patricia, "What do you make of all this? Do you believe Fenton’s spirit has inhabited JD's body?"

      She observed Jack for a moment. "That is a good question. And one that we should have the answer to shortly. Transitions are never quick or easy. Keep an open mind, Deputy. All things are possible."

      Patricia invited me back to the main house to discuss the situation in private. Her security team was ever-present, loitering nearby. They didn't come inside but stood watch on the patio—AR-15s in a patrol-carry position. Other guards circled the Pavilion, and I suspected that even more patrolled the border of the island, keeping a vigilant watch for intruders.

      There was something unsettling about their ever-watchful eyes.

      "What can you remember about Fenton's meals on the night of his death? And who had access to him?"

      “Our society is very egalitarian. We are all considered equal, and we share the duties to support the community."

      "You're all equal, yet there is only one mansion on the island," I said dryly.

      Her face tensed. "We provide housing, food, water, medical assistance, and education for all residents free of charge."

      "What's the catch?"

      She smiled. "There is no catch."

      "In my experience, nothing's free."

      "Members of the fellowship surrender their worldly possessions to the organization. In exchange, we provide for their needs. They no longer have to live in fear. They don't have to worry about where their next meal will come from or how they are going to pay rent."

      "And what happens if the organization goes under?"

      "The organization is not going to go under," Patricia assured.

      "But without a leader, what happens?"

      "We are not without a leader. I have taken the helm until Fenton returns."

      There was an awkward silence between us.

      "To answer your question, we rotate duties on the island. One week a resident may serve in the kitchen, the next they may be on cleanup, the next on maintenance. Everyone will do every job eventually, except for the medical staff. It is specialized, and therefore, Dr. Thibodeaux and nurse Garza maintain a permanent position. Certain other skilled positions also require a permanent assignment. We have a dedicated chef that oversees food prep and handles supply logistics. That way, everything runs smoothly, and the recipes are consistent."

      “Who is your master chef?"

      "Julie Lambert. She oversees the kitchen staff from week to week. And she is as devoted a follower as one could be."

      "Did anyone else have access to Fenton that evening?"

      As I recall, Everly Bright, Lindsay Lewis, and Belle Delmont were staying in the main house that week."

      "So they were present at the time of his death?"

      "He was alone with me, but yes, they were in the house.

      "You said they were here that week. Do people come and go?"

      "Fenton’s other partners would stay at the house on a rotational basis, so everyone had equal access."

      "Other partners?"

      “Father took many spiritual brides.”

      "So, were all of the women here sleeping with Fenton?"

      She looked deep into my eyes without flinching or looking discomforted by the question. "All of the women of age who chose to. Sex is a spiritual act, Deputy. It's nothing to be ashamed of."

      "And you had no problems with his intimacy with other women?"

      She smiled. "Of course not. It would be selfish of me not to share him with other women. I wanted them to be able to experience his joy."

      "That's an unusual perspective," I said.

      "Just because our beliefs differ from that of the rest of society doesn't make them incorrect."

      "So you never had any feelings of jealousy?"

      She hesitated a moment, choosing her words before speaking. "I think it's only natural to feel jealousy from time to time. But as an evolved being, I have learned to recognize those feelings for what they are and dismiss them. Jealousy is a scarcity mindset. I choose to live in a world of abundance. I know that Father loved me and that knowledge was enough for me. He gave me all the attention and affection I needed."

      "How about his other partners? Surely an arrangement like this created tension and conflict from time to time."

      "You'd have to ask the other women."

      "I intend to."

      Dr. Thibodeaux arrived and knocked on the sliding glass door that led to the patio. I didn't recall Patricia directly summoning him, yet he seemed to know his presence was requested.

      Patricia smiled and motioned him in.

      The doctor slid open the door and stepped inside. "How can I be of assistance?"
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      "We store assorted medications on the island for emergency purposes," Dr. Thibodeaux said after I asked.

      “Is atropine one of those drugs?"

      "Yes."

      “Who has access to the medications?"

      “I alone dispense medication.”

      "Anybody else?"

      “Did you use atropine during your resuscitation efforts?”

      "I hear you think Fenton was deliberately poisoned."

      "That's high on my list of possibilities," I said.

      Dr. Thibodeaux frowned and shook his head dismissively. "That seems highly unlikely to me. Everyone on this island respects human life. I can't imagine anyone deliberately taking Father’s life without his explicit approval.”

      "A perfect society," I said.

      "Nothing is perfect, but we like to think we’re on the right path."

      "You didn't answer my question.”

      “No. I did not use atropine in Fenton’s case. It’s against guidelines.”

      “Who else had access to the atropine?"

      "We have no theft here. We've eliminated greed, envy, jealousy, hatred, bigotry, and violence."

      "And yet the leader of your group was murdered."

      Dr. Thibodeaux’s friendly face tensed. “That is pure speculation on your part."

      “Can you tell me if any of the atropine is missing?"

      "If you’ll follow me to the pharmacy, we can check."

      We left the main house, and I followed him past the pool, through the Pavilion. Across the athletic field was the medical bungalow.

      When I passed JD, he was still surrounded by adoring beauties. He just shrugged innocently and continued to entertain them. I motioned him along, and he excused himself. He caught up with me, and we continued, following Dr. Thibodeaux toward the bungalow.

      “What did I miss?" JD muttered.

      “Quite a lot.”

      The enthralled crowd followed behind us.

      Dr. Thibodeaux escorted us into his bungalow, which had a small waiting area, a dispensing area, a pharmacy stocked with all kinds of medications, and an exam room. Attached was his living quarters.

      Keys jingled as he unlocked the door to the storage area and stepped into the pharmacy.

      “No theft on the island, but you keep everything locked up,” I observed.

      “As per state regulations.”

      He rummaged through the cabinets until he found the atropine. The vials were still sealed in a box. He handed them to me to inspect. "It's undisturbed."

      I surveyed the sealed box carefully. It contained several vials of atropine sulfate injection, each in a 20 mL multiple dose vial. "This is your only stock?"

      "Yes. It's not something used on a regular basis."

      "You dispense medication whenever someone asks?"

      "I prescribe medication when it's needed. I’m a medical doctor and a licensed pharmacist. I operate with all the necessary permits and in full compliance with the law. This facility is a community pharmacy, permitted and routinely inspected.”

      “And you’re sure nothing is missing?”

      Dr. Thibodeaux moved to the computer, pulled up patient records, and cross-checked filled prescriptions with current inventory. He invited me to look at the screen. “Everything is accounted for, Deputy.”

      Everything appeared to be in order.

      Dr. Thibodeaux’s curious eyes kept flicking to JD, but he never addressed the issue that was clearly on his mind. He seemed like a logical, science-based man, but the idea that Fenton Oswald’s spirit had somehow possessed JD was far from science.

      "How did you come to be the doctor on this island?" I asked.

      "I believed in the message. I wanted to be part of something new and special. The world can be a depressing place. Here, we have created a thing of beauty. A small slice of paradise."

      "And do you believe that Fenton will return?"

      Dr. Thibodeaux smiled. "Spend some time on the island, Deputy. Interview the people. I'm quite sure you will find an abundance of joy and peace."

      "You didn't really answer my question."

      "There are many things in the Universe that I cannot understand or explain. And if there is anything that Fenton has taught us to believe is that anything is possible. The only limitations are those you put upon yourself."

      I thanked the doctor for his cooperation, and we exited the bungalow. A reverent crowd had gathered around, waiting for JD's appearance. They continued to look upon him with wonder and awe.

      A girl with a cream bikini, cut to look like seashells, greeted us. She had sun-kissed caramel hair and emerald eyes. She had tan skin and gorgeous bone structure. She flashed a brilliant smile and extended her hand. "I'm Everly. Patricia asked me to escort you around the island and introduce you to the people you need to speak with."

      "Thank you," I said, shaking her soft hand. I introduced her to Jack.

      "It's a pleasure to meet you," JD said, his eyes drinking in the luscious beauty.

      Paisley and Raven tried to hide their annoyance.

      I could see why PJ was taken with her. She’d be reason enough to convert.

      "Come on, everybody," Jim shouted, his AR-15 slung over his shoulder. "Let's get back to our duties."

      There were moans and whines of displeasure, but the group of followers gradually broke up.

      There was something disconcerting about an armed security guard issuing commands to the residents.

      Paisley and Raven waived to JD as they sauntered away.

      "We'll see you soon," Paisley said.

      Jack smiled and waved back at them, watching their pert assets jiggle.

      Everly escorted us around the island, showing us the various amenities.

      “You were with Fenton the night of his death, right?”

      She nodded. “I was at the house when he transitioned, but I wasn’t with him at his departure. Patricia said he wasn’t feeling well and that it was best to let him rest.”

      “What did you do that night?”

      “I hung out and played cards with Lindsey and Belle.”

      “Where were you when Fenton passed?”

      “Sleeping. Patricia woke us in the morning and said that Father had moved on. It was devastating but also uplifting.”

      “Uplifting because—“

      “Because his return will be triumphant,” she said, her sparkling eyes flicking to JD.

      “Were you having a sexual relationship with Fenton?”

      She smiled eagerly and nodded. “He shared his powerful essence with me.”

      Her eyes flicked to JD again.

      “What about PJ?” I asked.

      Her face tightened. “What about him?”

      “How did your relationship with Fenton affect your other relationships?”

      “I didn’t have other relationships.” Her nervous eyes flicked to JD again, and I got the feeling she didn’t want to speak freely in front of Jack. She changed the subject. “I’ll show you the kitchen.”

      It wasn’t far from the Pavilion. The massive kitchen accommodated the daily needs of the island. The storage area was loaded with foodstuffs, and parishioners toiled away to prepare three meals a day.

      "There are 130 people on the island," Everly said. "As you can imagine, we go through quite a lot of food."

      "Which PJ supplies every week," I said.

      She nodded and gave a nervous look at JD.

      “Is he the only person from the outside who visits the island on a regular basis?" I asked.

      She hesitated for a moment. "I think so. We don't get many visitors. Outsiders are not allowed without specific approval.”

      "What about the residents? Are they allowed to leave the island?"
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      Everly gave me an uncomfortable look. She stammered, "We are free to leave at any time. But why would anyone want to?"

      I didn't totally buy it, and neither did she.

      With the fellowship believing JD was inhabited by their Guru, they were cautious with their words.

      “I’d like you to meet Julie Lambert,” Everly said as we walked through the kitchen. “She is our master chef and oversees the kitchen staff.”

      Julie was in her late 30s with golden-brown hair that hung above her shoulders in a bob. She had brown eyes and pleasant features but not exactly a looker, especially when next to someone like Everly. Julie was a bit frumpy and had ditched the bikini long ago for more functional attire. She wore a simple sundress and a stained white apron.

      “It seems like quite a job you have,” I said. “Feeding 130 hungry mouths 3 times a day is no easy task.”

      She smiled. “Fortunately, everyone pitches in to help. I couldn’t do it alone.”

      Massive pots simmered on burners, and the smell of vegetable soup filled the air.

      “Were you working in the kitchen the day Fenton passed?” I asked.

      "I'm working in the kitchen almost every day."

      "Who else was working that day?"

      She shifted onto one hip and thought. "Claire Fraser was here that day. Elizabeth and Barbara, I believe. I'm not absolutely certain who else."

      "You keep a record of the schedule?”

      "I do. That way, we can keep track of who's done what, and we can make sure we are allocating duties evenly."

      "Can you check that for me?"

      "Can I get it to you after lunch?"

      I nodded.

      “Do you recall anyone tampering with the food on that day?”

      “Nobody else suffered any ill effects. Meals are served cafeteria-style. It would be highly unlikely that someone could poison a specific individual without causing collateral damage."

      “So Fenton ate his meals with everyone else.”

      “Usually. He would say a blessing, and we’d join hands. Eating as a family is a powerful ritual.”

      "Tell me about your relationship with Fenton?"

      Her eyes narrowed curiously. "What do you mean?"

      "Did you get along?"

      She chuckled. "I wouldn't be here if we didn't get along.”

      Her eyes flicked to JD briefly.

      I muttered to Jack, "Maybe you can have Everly show you around the kitchen while I talk to Julie."

      JD caught on quickly. He extended his arm, and Everly took it, escorting him away.

      "Were you close with Fenton?" I asked Julie.

      She smiled. "Not in the way some of the other women on the island are. At one time, we were. Fenton had particular tastes. It's okay with me. I adored him as a person and as a spiritual leader. I'm very happy with my position in the community."

      "So you never felt ignored by him?"

      “Fenton was good about teaching us the lessons that we needed to learn. I've learned to let go of envy, jealousy, and other negative emotions."

      “You weren’t jealous of his companionship with other women?”

      She stared at me for a long moment. "Perhaps you're not hearing me, Deputy. I have no room for jealousy in my heart. I live in a world of abundance, and I am grateful for the opportunities I've been given here."

      “Are you married, Mrs. Lambert?”

      “Thank God, no. I went through an awful divorce from a terrible, abusive man. I happened to find Fenton at that time, and he saved me. Both physically and spiritually. He took me and my daughter in. Made us a part of the family. And showed us what real love could be."

      "That’s when you joined the community."

      "Yes. I suppose I fell in love with Fenton at the time. Then I fell in love with his teachings. His kindness. His compassion. Then I began to fall in love with my position here and the good that I could do. I take great pride in knowing that I am giving the community life-sustaining nourishment. My life has a true purpose now. And I owe that all to Fenton.”

      She was one of the few people on the island that didn't refer to him as Father.

      “I don’t think you will find anyone on this island who wasn’t passionate about Fenton or the community that he built here,” she added.

      I thanked her for her cooperation and rejoined JD and Everly.

      We continued onto the children's area of the island. There were dorms to house the youngsters. Children scampered about a playground with swings and slides, and their joyful voices filled the air. There was a field for athletic activities. A school building provided education from elementary to high school.

      Everly showed us the daycare center for toddlers. "The children are raised and educated by the community. We have an excellent teacher-to student-ratio, and each child gets personalized academic attention. It’s like boarding school. It frees parents of their duties, giving them more free time to embrace their spirituality. We have sports programs, music instruction, and extracurricular activities. Each child gets the proper exercise, nutrition, and spiritual development. We have virtually no discipline problems with our children. It really is a wonderful system. I can't think of a better environment for children to grow up in.”

      "You have any kids?"

      She smiled. "Not yet. But someday soon." Her hopeful eyes flicked to JD.

      "How many of these children are Fenton’s?” I asked.

      "We are all children of the Divine."

      "Biologically speaking."

      "Some families came to the island with pre-existing children. Most of the newborns were sired by Fenton himself."

      "I see. Is it a requirement for women who live on the island to have relations with Fenton?"

      "There is no requirement for anything on the island. But to commune with Father was both an honor and a privilege." Her eyes flicked to JD again. "And, hopefully, that opportunity will return."

      JD's eyes widened, and he exchanged a glance with me.

      We left the daycare, and Everly led us through the school building to observe the classrooms.

      This was a dog and pony show to cast the island in a good light. Their unorthodox worldview and practices were the subject of much scrutiny, and I was sure Patricia worried that the extra attention from Fenton's death might bring increased examination and suspicion.

      The classrooms looked like any other, but the students seemed more attentive and well-behaved. The kids all seemed happy and healthy, except for one.

      In a classroom of older students, probably 15 or 16, I noticed a girl with a shaved head. She wasn't paying attention and had an annoyed expression. She sat in the back of the classroom.

      I pointed her out to Everly. "What's her story?"

      "That's Hannah Hess. Julie’s daughter.”

      "She doesn't seem thrilled to be here."

      "Were you happy with every class you took in high school?"

      I couldn't argue.

      "She's one of our few discipline problems. She's going through a rebellious stage."

      "What is there to rebel against here?" I asked, playing devil’s advocate.

      "Sometimes people need chaos in their life. They feel incomplete without a struggle. Here, there is nothing to struggle against. I think right now Hannah is just upset because she was forced to cut her hair."

      "Forced?"

      "Somehow she acquired neon pink hair dye. It was a distracting element to the other students. Children under 18 are not allowed to wear makeup or color their hair. She had to cut it off. Rules are rules."

      We left the school, and Everly led us back across the island to the bungalows. She knocked on the door to Lindsey Lewis’s place. A moment later, a gorgeous strawberry blonde in her early 20s with shoulder-length hair opened the door. She had alluring hazel eyes and tan skin with a light dusting of freckles. She looked both naughty and nice, full of sugar and spice.

      Her eyes brightened at the sight of JD.
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      Everly made introductions, but by this point, none were necessary. Everyone on the island knew who we were.

      Lindsay invited us into the bungalow, and Everly followed. It was a small, modest home. Plain and simple. Everything was functional. There was no giant flatscreen TV. No massive stereo system. Those types of distractions from the outside world wouldn't be found on the island—at least not among the fellowship.

      Each of the bungalows had solar panels and backup batteries. For the most part, this was sustainable, off-grid living.

      Lindsey introduced us to her husband, Jared. He was a young guy with a square jaw, a smile worthy of a toothpaste commercial, and short brown hair. He was fit and athletic and looked like he could have been a model for a preppy clothing catalog. He gave a firm handshake and welcomed us into the house.

      "Lindsay was staying at the main house at the time of Father’s passing," Everly said.

      My eyes flicked from Lindsay to her husband and back again.

      Lindsey couldn't take her eyes off of JD.

      "I think it's best if I spoke with Lindsay in private," I said.

      "Certainly," Everly said.

      Jared hesitated for a moment, then made his way to the door with Everly. They stepped outside.

      I gave a glance to JD, and it took a minute for him to get the hint. I suspected Lindsay might answer differently in his presence.

      “Oh, right. I’ll just be outside,” JD said.

      “You can stay,” Lindsay said.

      “It’s okay. I need to speak with Everly about something.” He stepped to the door and slipped out.

      "Did you see Fenton the night of his demise?" I asked.

      "I saw him at dinner, but not after that. I heard he wasn't feeling well. It wasn't my night with him anyway.”

      “But you were staying at the main house.”

      She nodded.

      "How does your husband feel about that?"

      “Feel about what?"

      "You spending intimate time with Fenton."

      She looked at me like it was a silly question. "He's totally fine with it. He understands what a privilege it is."

      "Right," I said dryly.

      "So you didn't see Fenton at all that night?”

      “Not until he passed. Patricia woke us and told us the bad news. I caught a glimpse of Fenton in his bedroom, lying peacefully. We were all in a heightened emotional state. It was both tragic and uplifting."

      “I keep hearing that word.”

      "Father's departure into a new realm is something to be celebrated. Even more so now that he has returned." She smiled.

      "Right…" I stared at her blankly for a moment. “Did Fenton exhibit any signs of distress at dinner?"

      "No. Not that I'm aware of. He seemed fine.”

      "Who else was at the house that evening?"

      "Patricia, Everly, Belle.”

      “Do you know if any of those ladies had any ill will toward Fenton?"

      She looked astonished. "No. No one on the island harbored any ill will toward anyone."

      "So I'm told."

      The entire island seemed to be in a trance, still under Fenton’s spell. He had powerful mojo, that was for sure.

      “I’d like to speak with Jared now. Can you send him in?”

      “Certainly.”

      I suspected she was eager to spend a moment with JD. Lindsay walked to the door and stepped outside. She sent Jared in.

      He looked hesitant to leave her alone with Jack. He kept looking over his shoulder at them as he entered the bungalow.

      He closed the door once inside and shifted nervously.

      “How often did your wife spend time with Fenton?"

      Jared gave an uncomfortable shrug. "I don't know. Whenever it was her turn or he specifically requested to spend time with her."

      "That must have been difficult for you."

      "No. Not really."

      "It was an honor and a privilege, right?"

      He nodded. "Exactly."

      "So, when your wife was spending the night with Fenton, what were you doing?"

      "I was here," he stammered.

      "And that didn't bother you at all?"

      "No. Why should it?" He said one thing, but his eyes gave away the truth.

      I shrugged. "I don't know. If some other guy was having his way with my wife, I'd be pretty upset about it. To be honest, I’d want to kill the guy."

      Jared shook his head. "Oh, no! I never had those thoughts."

      "What kind of thoughts did you have?”

      “At first…" He took a breath and chose his words carefully. "At first, it was difficult to accept. But then I came to realize that it was the right thing for her. And for us.”

      "So, when Fenton returns and occupies a new body, are you going to let your wife sleep with him again?”

      His jaw tightened. "I don't know. I guess."

      "You know, you’re telling me one thing, but I get the sense that you're not totally on board with it."

      Jared shifted uncomfortably again and looked back to the door, then to me.

      I egged him on, leaning in and whispering, "I mean, come on, that's gotta eat away at you a little bit?”

      His face reddened and his eyes brimmed.

      “Some guy just hammering away on your pride and joy…”

      He hissed, “Stop talking like that!”

      “So, it does bother you?”

      “It’s my issue and something I need to work through."

      "Work through? How? By getting rid of Fenton?"

      His eyes narrowed at me. "No.” He stammered, “I would never do something like that."

      "But you just told me you didn’t like your wife banging him."

      Jared took a deep breath. "Just because I didn't like it," he said in a hushed tone, "doesn’t mean I poisoned Fenton.”

      "Can anybody verify your whereabouts that night?"

      "I ate dinner with the group as usual, then I retired to my bungalow for the evening and tried not to think about what my wife was doing."

      "You love your wife, don't you?"

      "More than anything."

      "But you’re glad Fenton’s gone."

      He didn't say anything for a moment.

      "It's okay. You don't have to answer that. I think we both know that you're breathing a little easier now that he's out of the picture.”

      He remained silent.

      "Do you really think he's going to return?" I asked.

      “According to his prophecy.”

      "How do the other husbands on the island feel?"

      "I've never talked to them specifically about it. You’ll have to ask them.”

      "Never?"

      “No. Like I said, these are my issues, and I need to work through them on my own.”

      "Can you think of anybody who wanted to hurt Fenton?"

      "No. People don’t hurt people on this island. We are all about peace and harmony here.” He paused, sweat misting on his brow. “I don't want to talk about this anymore."

      He moved to the door and pulled it open.

      I dug into my pocket and gave him my card. “If there’s anything else you’d like to get off your chest, call any time.”

      “There are no phones on the island,” he said. “Only Patricia has a cell phone.”

      It wasn’t surprising.

      I stepped outside and rejoined JD and the others.

      Lindsay doted on Jack, looking at him with mesmerized eyes. “All I know is I want to be your first once your transition is complete.”

      Jared glared at JD but tried to hide his displeasure.

      “You’ll have to get in line,” Everly said, arching her assets. “There are quite a few vying for that position.”

      I patted JD on the back. “Well, you girls might be waiting a long time because Fenton isn’t inhabiting JD’s body.”

      Jack frowned at me.

      “Ye of little faith, Deputy,” Lindsay said.
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      “Are you learning anything useful, Deputy?” Everly asked as she led us to another bungalow.

      “Quite a bit, actually,” I said.

      “Good. Hopefully, you will see there is nothing wicked on this island.”

      “Everyone seems friendly,” I assured.

      “Yes, they do,” JD said with a grin.

      Everly knocked on a bungalow door. A moment later, a woman in her mid 30s answered. She had golden blonde hair just past her shoulders, brown eyes, pretty features, and a petite figure. She gave JD a cautious glance, not quite sure what to make of the rumors.

      "This is Claire Frazier," Everly said.

      "You were working in the kitchen the day Fenton passed,” I said.

      "I believe so, yes.”

      "Do you recall anything unusual about that day?"

      She shook her head.

      "You didn't see anyone tamper with the food, did you?”

      "No. But, to be honest, it gets pretty hectic working the kitchen. I suppose it's possible someone could have poisoned the food, but then we'd all be dead."

      “How long have you been on the island?"

      "Almost 2 years now."

      “Do you like it?"

      "What's not to love?"

      Her eyes flicked to JD, then back to me.

      JD caught on that Claire was reluctant to speak in front of him. He asked Everly to continue showing him around the island. She was more than happy to steal him away for a moment.

      “Do you mind if I come inside?" I asked.

      "Sure." She stepped aside and motioned me in. She closed the door behind me and offered me a seat on the couch.

      I obliged.

      The bungalow was nearly identical to Lindsay’s and Jared's. I suspected everyone on the island had the same accommodations, except for Patricia and Fenton.

      "What did you do after dinner that evening?" I asked.

      "I came back to my bungalow and relaxed. We have a separate crew that cleans up the kitchen. We spend the day cooking, and someone else gets to clean."

      "So you're happy here?"

      "Very much so," she said, careful with her answers. She regarded me with suspicion.

      "You live here alone?"

      "That's the beauty of the island. No one is alone. We are a family."

      "So I've been told. Do you have any kids?”

      "My daughter, Skye, is in the kid’s facility."

      "How old is she?"

      "15."

      "And she's happy here?"

      "She loves it here. I don't think she ever wants to leave."

      "What about you? Do you want to leave?"

      "If I wanted to leave, I would."

      All of her answers were complementary. Perhaps too much so.

      “What was your relationship with Fenton like?"

      She hesitated. "You’ve spoken with other women on the island. I'm sure you can figure out what my relationship was like with him.”

      "So you were engaged in a sexual relationship?"

      "At times."

      "Are you excited about the possibility of his return?"

      "Are you testing my faith, Deputy?"

      "No, just trying to get a sense of how you felt about the man."

      “Fenton saved me from a bad situation. He gave me a place to live. He took care of me and my child, provided everything we needed, and helped me find my inner strength and peace."

      I was noticing a pattern.

      "He must have been a hell of a guy," I said.

      "There was nobody else like him."

      "Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to cause him harm?"

      She chuckled. "Everyone on this island owes Fenton a debt of gratitude. We were all misfits or rejects. People society had forgotten about. Fenton brought us together and united us. Gave us hope and a reason to be. I don't think you will find anyone on this island who wished him harm.”

      "I keep hearing that. Yet it seems he was poisoned. I'm trying to reconcile those two facts."

      We stared at each other for a long moment. There was something behind her eyes. She didn't trust me. That much was certain. And she was towing the official company line. Everyone on the island was. Maybe they had created the perfect society. Maybe it was one big love fest, and everything was perfect. But my gut was telling me something was off.

      In my estimation, there were more than a few people on the island who weren’t sad that Fenton was gone. Perhaps they were concerned he might actually return.

      I thanked Claire for speaking with me and gave her a card, though I knew she had no way to contact me.

      I caught up with Everly and JD. We made the rounds of the island and spoke with the rest of the kitchen staff and Fenton’s concubine Belle Delmont. Everybody's story was pretty much the same. They all adored Fenton. Everything was perfect. Nobody could imagine who would want to kill Fenton.

      It was getting late. We had spent most of the day on the island, and the sun was dipping down toward the horizon. The amber ball painted the sky in hues of orange and pink. A gentle breeze rustled leaves, and I was more than ready to escape the utopia.

      It was an uncanny valley. Just a little too perfect. Maybe Everly was right. Maybe we all needed a little chaos in our lives to feel normal.

      We missed lunch, and I was starving. My stomach gurgled. JD, though delighted with all the attention, was ready to get back to Coconut Key and find a happy hour somewhere. There was no alcohol on Bongo Key. One major drawback. We’d never last a week.

      Paisley and Raven found us as we were heading back toward the dock. They both latched onto JD, one on either arm. The beauties pleaded with him to stay for dinner.

      "You can't go yet," Paisley said. "Bless us with your company for dinner."

      I wasn't particularly keen on eating anything on the island. If somebody had poisoned their leader, they wouldn't think twice about poisoning two deputies. And if they did believe JD’s body was home to their spiritual Guru, I figured there was a very real possibility that somebody might want to off JD.

      “We really need to get back to the station and fill out reports,” I said.

      Both of the girls made pouty faces, turning out their bottom lips.

      "You two are hungry,” Paisley said. “You haven't eaten all day. How can you be expected to work without fuel?”

      "Well, maybe we could stay for a quick bite," JD said.

      I shook my head.

      "What's on the menu?" he asked.

      "Anything you want," Paisley said in a lascivious tone.
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      Paisley's uplifting personality won out, and we agreed to join the congregation for dinner.

      It was steak night, and we chowed down on a juicy sirloin and au gratin potatoes with mushrooms. The food was good. I didn't know if they were putting out the good stuff just for us or if they ate like this every day.

      After dinner, we gathered around the bonfire, and some of the fellowship formed a drum circle, banging on bongos. Girls danced, the flickering firelight illuminating their luscious shapes.

      Paisley and Raven taunted JD with their endowments. It wasn't long before the skimpy bikini tops were flung by the wayside, and perky peaks bounced and bobbled, the amber glow sculpting their perfect forms from darkness.

      The allure of the island became clear.

      I had no doubt this was an attempt to indoctrinate us into their way of life.

      The stars flickered above, and the rhythmic thumps of the bongos echoed across the island. Firewood popped and crackled. Embers drifted on the breeze.

      Normally, I'd be all about it, but we were investigating a potential homicide, and everyone on the island was a possible suspect. I figured it was time to get JD back to Coconut Key before his willpower faded.

      Mine wouldn’t be far behind.

      My phone buzzed with a call from Sheriff Daniels just as Paisley was attempting to entice Jack back to her bungalow.

      "What the hell are you two doing?" Daniels barked.

      "We're still investigating," I said.

      "That better be all you're doing. Is he behaving himself?"

      I looked over at JD as Paisley jiggled her mounds perilously close to his face. Not to be outdone, Raven bumped her away with her hips and put on a show of her own.

      "He's maintaining a professional demeanor,” I said to the sheriff. “Taking a hands-off approach."

      Daniels gave a skeptical grunt. "Well, I need you two to get your asses back here. We've got another situation."

      I groaned. “What kind of situation?”

      “Get over to the quad at Vanden University. The VUPD is on the scene right now. They asked for our assistance."

      “We’re on our way.” I ended the call and slipped the phone into my pocket.

      I stood up and grabbed JD by the shirt sleeve, pulling him to his feet.

      His face twisted with a scowl.

      "Excuse us ladies,” I said. “We appreciate your hospitality, but duty calls."

      The girls frowned.

      “I was just about to get a break in the case,” JD grumbled.

      "You can't go now,” Paisley said. “You’re going to miss all the fun."

      "We wouldn't want to be rude," JD said, pleading with me.

      I grabbed him by the shoulders, turned him around, and pushed him in the direction of the dock.

      "I'm sure we'll see each other again," I said to the ladies.

      They followed behind us as we stumbled down the path, heading toward the dock.

      "Do we really have to go now?" JD muttered.

      "Yes, we really have to go now.”

      “I think I’m on the verge of a major breakthrough,” he said, looking over his shoulders at the two lovelies.

      They looked brokenhearted and in need of attention.

      “You’re on the verge of getting your ass in trouble. We’ve got another case.”

      "You can take that one, and I'll stay here and handle this one. That would be more efficient, don't you think?"

      I chuckled. "Daniels needs us."

      "I think these ladies need us more." He smiled and waved over his shoulders at the girls as we continued down the dock to the wake boat.

      We hopped aboard, and Jack reluctantly cast off the lines. I took the helm and cranked up the engine. JD waved at the girls again. They stood on the dock looking forlorn as we pulled away and headed back toward Coconut Key.

      JD looked like a kid that had been sent to his room without dessert.

      We carved through the inky swells, the stars flickering above. The engines rumbled, and splashes of saltwater misted.

      "I hope the sheriff appreciates the sacrifices we make for the good of the cause," JD said. “Did you see those girls?"

      "I saw them."

      "Good Lord. I think that place just might be heaven on earth."

      I laughed. "I'm not so sure about that. I don't think that island is everything it appears to be."
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      The Vanden University campus rivaled that of any Ivy League school. The sprawling quad had luscious green grass, perfectly manicured hedgerows, elegant colonnades, and red brick Georgian architecture with limestone accents. You felt smarter just stepping foot on the campus. It took a high SAT score, a fat bank account, and a few connections to gain admission to the prestigious college.

      The bell tower atop Patterson Hall was an architectural landmark. A large clock face with Roman numerals ticked off the hours, and bells chimed at 15-minute intervals. At the top of the tower was an observation deck from which you could see the entire island and all the way to the horizon at sea.

      It was a stunning view, but had been closed off until the school could get around to renovations. The creaky wooden staircase that led up to the observation deck was almost 100 years old now and wasn’t up to fire code.

      The administration wasn't in any rush to reopen the tower. It offered the perfect vantage point for a disgruntled student with a rifle to pick off unsuspecting undergrads in the quad. Over the years, more than a few distressed students had jumped to their doom after disappointing midterms.

      The semester was only a few weeks in—far too soon for midterms. Yet on the walkway at the base of the tower lay a body sprawled in an unnatural position, surrounded by a pool of crimson blood. It didn't take a rocket scientist to determine that someone had put Newtonian physics to the test.

      Gravity always wins.

      I cringed at the sight. The amber lighting in the quad reflected in the puddle of blood around the body, and a tangle of raven hair was matted in the goo. The woman wore a lemongrass green skirt and blazer. One lemongrass heel was near her foot. She had, what used to be, nice legs.

      The VUPD officers had cordoned off the area. Brenda and her team were there when we arrived. She hovered near the body with pink nitrile gloves, examining the remains. Dietrich's camera flashed as he snapped photos from all angles.

      I flashed my badge as we approached and spoke with Officer Tanner of the VUPD.

      “Two students in the quad found her. Used a call box to notify us. We called you."

      "Any ID?" I asked.

      Tanner frowned. "Yeah. Amy Lauren.”

      "Undergrad?”

      He shook his head. "Faculty."

      I lifted a surprised brow. “Any witnesses?"

      He shook his head. "Not so far."

      “What about the students who found her?”

      “She was dead when they came across the body.”

      "What about security cameras?"

      “We’ve got two in position in the quad," Tanner said. "Neither of which have an angle on the top of the tower. But we did catch the impact."

      "I'll need a copy of the footage."

      "That shouldn’t be a problem."

      “Has the next of kin been notified?"

      "Not yet.”

      Brenda had her work cut out for her. The fall from the high tower had broken bones, cracked ribs, fractured the spine, smashed the cheekbones, crushed the jaw, and shattered teeth.

      The cause of death wasn't the mystery—the reason behind it was.

      I looked up at the bell tower that presided over the campus. The stars flickered, and the pale moon bathed it in a cool glow.

      A crowd gathered, gawking at the gruesome scene.

      I spoke briefly with the two students who discovered the body—a guy and a girl. Underclassmen. They both seemed traumatized. Wide eyes and full of nervous energy.

      "Did either of you touch the body or check for vitals?"

      "No,” the girl said, a backpack slung over her shoulder. "I was so freaked out. I almost hurled. I’ve never seen a dead body before."

      Her boyfriend added, “We used that call box over there to report it,” he pointed.

      "And neither of you saw the actual jump."

      They both shook their heads.

      "Do either of you know the victim?"

      “No," the girl said.

      "Who is it?" the guy asked.

      "We can’t release that information at this time."

      He looked at his watch. "Is it okay for us to leave? We gave a full statement to the campus police."

      "They have your names and contact information?"

      They both nodded.

      "Speak with Officer Tanner. I'm sure he can cut you loose."

      Brenda and her team still hovered over the grisly remains.

      Tanner cut the students loose, and I asked him to show us the observation tower. He escorted us into Patterson Hall, and we took the staircase up to the fourth floor.

      Dietrich tagged along.

      We stepped into the hallway, and Tanner unlocked the tower entrance. We spiraled our way up the creaky wooden staircase.

      It was definitely a fire trap.

      If you happened to be on the observation deck and the stairs caught fire, there was only one way down. The wood needed to be replaced with steel or concrete.

      The air had a damp, musty smell. Shafts of moonlight spilled in, bouncing off the brick walls as we spiraled our way skyward. It was easy to see why the tower was off-limits. The wooden railings wobbled slightly, and one wrong move would plunge you down the center of the tower.

      My voice echoed as I asked, “Who has access to the tower?"

      "Faculty, custodians, administrative staff, security."

      Tanner huffed and puffed as we climbed the steps to the bell housing. He was a little on the tubby side.

      There was a small landing on the level below the observation deck. The massive bell hung suspended in the center of the tower with mechanical wheels and pulleys. Open archways allowed the sound to escape and the moonlight to shine in.

      "Cover your ears," Tanner said between breaths. "You’ll go deaf if this thing rings while you're up here. We continued to climb the steps to the observation deck above. From there, we had a spectacular view of the island.

      Right away, I noticed something odd.
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      Amy's other heel lay on the deck near the ledge. It must have fallen off as she scaled the barrier. Climbing onto a parapet in heels seemed like a task. It would have made more sense to kick both heels off before climbing up on the ledge. But I’m sure she had other things on her mind at the time.

      "Did you know Amy Lauren?" I asked Officer Tanner.

      "Not personally. I knew of her. She taught Criminal Psychology or something like that."

      I surveyed the area but didn't find anything else unusual.

      Dietrich snapped a few photos.

      I looked over the edge at the grisly scene below.

      JD peered alongside me. “F that!”

      He shivered at the thought of a high-speed impact with the ground.

      The bells rang while we were atop the tower, and it was indeed loud. Rattle your teeth loud. The whole structure vibrated.

      We waited for the chimes to settle, then began our descent. Motes of dust swirled in the shafts of moonlight, and floorboards creaked, echoing throughout the tower.

      The forensics guys couldn't get into the tower since the door was locked. They waited for us at the door on the fourth floor. As we exited, I sent them up with Tanner to collect the shoe. He wasn't thrilled about making another trip up the steps.

      We continued down to the ground level and returned to the scene.

      Oliver Wilcox, the University Provost, had arrived. He was a dignified-looking fellow with storm gray hair that curled over his ears and a wooly gray beard and mustache that curled at the ends. His hairline had receded to the top of his head, leaving him with a large, shiny forehead.

      His bushy brows knitted together, disturbed by the ghastly sight. He had narrow blue eyes with bags underneath, and pronounced nasolabial folds. He wore a three-piece cobalt blue suit with an apricot vest. A plaid, blue and sandstone tie completed the ensemble.

      Wilcox carried himself with the lofty air you’d expect from a University Provost.

      I flashed my badge and introduced myself.

      "Dear God… Is that really—“

      "Amy Lauren."

      He lowered his head and exhaled a solemn breath. “Why would she do this?”

      "How well did you know Amy?" I asked.

      "I like to think I know all of my faculty and staff well. As well as anyone can in a university of this size."

      “Do you know if she suffered from depression or had any mental health issues?”

      “She always looked in good spirits to me, but then again, you never know the struggles that someone is facing within."

      His sad eyes gazed upon the bloody corpse.

      "Had she experienced any recent traumas in her life?"

      "I'm afraid I can't say. I saw Mrs. Lauren on campus and at university functions. Our interactions were brief and courteous. Beyond that, I really don't know."

      “I’ll need a copy of her schedule,” I said.

      “I’ll have my office send it over to your department. You can also find her class schedule online.”

      Tanner returned with the forensics guys and asked, “Do you want to take a look at that security footage?”

      “Yes, indeed,” I replied.

      I excused myself from the Provost, and Tanner escorted us across campus to the University Police headquarters. He introduced us to the security systems manager, Scott Reid. He was in charge of all cameras and footage on campus. The systems weren’t actively monitored due to privacy concerns. Footage was only reviewed if warranted by an event.

      Scott pulled up both camera angles from the time of Amy Lauren's death. The HD footage caught a wide angle of the quad. The cameras had low light sensitivity, but there were plenty of dark areas. The amber glow of the campus lighting cast long shadows along the hedgerows and colonnades. It was impossible to see into inky arches and alleys.

      The footage was time-stamped. At exactly 9:12 PM, a blurry figure fell from the tower and hit the walkway in front of Patterson Hall.

      It bounced slightly.

      We all flinched, watching the impact.

      There was no one else in the quad at that time. It wasn't until 10 minutes later when the two students found the body. Just as they had described, they used a nearby call box to phone the University Police.

      Scott exported the footage and sent me a download link that I forwarded to Sheriff Daniels and Denise.

      Unfortunately, from the camera angles, we weren't able to see Amy jump from the tower. The lens only picked up the bottom end of her fall.

      I thanked Scott and officer Tanner. JD and I left the headquarters and hustled across campus, back to the quad. The team had wrapped up, and the body had been removed.

      The bloodstains remained.

      Paris Delaney did a stand and deliver in front of the bell tower, mere feet from the site of impact. The camera lens focused on her alluring form as she recounted the grim details. “The name of the victim has not yet been released, but we do know it was a faculty member. We will keep you updated as this story develops.” She changed her signature tagline. “I’m Paris Delany, and you heard it from me first.”

      Paris caught sight of us and marched in our direction. She motioned for the camera operator to swing the lens around and frame us up.

      "Deputy Wild, what can you tell us about the tragic events here this evening?"

      I gave her limited details that were already public knowledge.

      "Can you identify the victim?"

      "We will release full details once the next of kin has been notified," I said.

      "In other news, what can you tell us about the bizarre circumstances surrounding the death of Fenton Oswald?"

      "No comment at this time."

      Paris signaled the camera operator to cut. He stopped recording, and the camera slumped toward the ground.

      Paris stepped to me, leaving her cameraman and sound guy behind. In a hushed tone, she said, "My sources tell me Amy Lauren is the decedent."

      "You have good sources."

      She smiled, "I know."

      "Care to tell me who they are?"

      She laughed. “You know I don't reveal my sources."

      "Since you seem to know so much, can you tell me why Amy Lauren jumped to her death?”

      "I don't know the specific reason, but I can tell you that she was prescribed an antipsychotic and has a history of mental health challenges."

      "How do you get this information?"

      "Everyone can be bought, Deputy Wild," Paris said with a devious grin.

      "Did you bribe the pharmacist?"

      "I can neither confirm nor deny." She paused. "And I'm sure you're aware of the rumors?"

      "What rumors?"

      "Tit for tat, Deputy. What can you tell me about Fenton Oswald? They wouldn't let us near the island. I told them it would be good exposure for their movement. Maybe even gain new followers."

      "I don't think reporting on the poisoning of their spiritual leader makes for a good advertisement."

      "So he was poisoned?"

      "Right now, we're not sure, though he did have a lethal amount of a chemical substance in his body." I paused. "This is all off the record."

      "Of course."

      Paris and I had our differences in the past, but we had come to a mutual understanding. There were times when getting things out to the press benefited our investigations. There were times where it didn't. Paris was getting better about assisting our efforts and not running every detail the minute she got it. But I wouldn't go so far as to say I trusted her implicitly.

      "So tell me about these rumors?" I asked.
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      "Don't quote me on this, but I'm hearing that Professor Lauren had an extracurricular affair with one of her students," Paris said.

      "This is college," I said. "That's not illegal."

      "But it may be unethical," Paris added.

      "Where did you hear this?"

      "A little birdie told me."

      "You know the name of the student?"

      "I don't. But I'm sure I can figure it out."

      "I'm sure you can."

      "Now tell me something interesting about Fenton Oswald."

      "Why don’t you ask him yourself," I joked. "He's right here," I said, patting JD on the back.

      He frowned at me, and Paris’s face twisted with confusion. "What are you talking about?"

      "Explain it to her, Jack,” I said.

      "I can't help it if these people think that their Guru is attempting to possess my body."

      Paris lifted a curious eyebrow. "This, I gotta hear.”

      Jack proceeded to explain the situation to her. When he was finished, Paris’s eyes were wide, and her jaw slack.

      "I definitely have to get on to that island,” she said.

      "You can bet your sweet ass I'm going back," JD said with a grin.

      "Do you feel any different?" Paris asked.

      JD's face twisted dismissively. "Hell no. I didn't say I believed in that nonsense.”

      "And they all think this because a bird pooped on you?"

      "A sign from above," he said with a smile.

      Paris rolled her eyes.

      "I don’t know about anybody else, but I'm ready for a drink," JD said.

      "Mind if I tag along?" Paris asked.

      JD looked at me for approval.

      I shrugged. "The more, the merrier."

      “I’ll meet you boys at Keys," she said.

      We said our goodbyes and headed across the quad. Paris rounded up her crew and headed to the news van.

      We hustled through the Founders Court to the parking lot, hopped into the Porsche, and drove across the island to Oyster Avenue. We found a place to park and strolled the sidewalk to Keys. I figured we'd fill out after-action reports later.

      People milled about, drifting from bar to bar. The glow of signage bathed the avenue. Street vendors hustled hotdogs, fajitas, and pizza by the slice.

      Keys was an upscale piano bar, and we were woefully underdressed for the occasion. A virtuoso pianist tickled the ivories, spilling smooth jazz into the air. The badge got us past the doorman despite our casual attire.

      It wasn't very crowded, being a Tuesday night. We grabbed a seat at a table and ordered a round of whiskey, waiting for Paris to arrive. She showed up about 15 minutes later. JD motioned for the waitress to bring Paris a beverage. When she did, we all lifted our glasses to toast.

      "Cheers," Paris said.

      We clinked glasses and sipped the fine whiskey. The amber liquid warmed my throat.

      "How are you guys going to handle the Lauren case?" Paris asked.

      I shrugged. "It's a suicide until we learn otherwise. We'll talk to her husband tomorrow, ask around campus, see if we can ascertain her state of mind."

      "No suicide note," Paris said.

      “She could have left one on her computer," I said.

      "I checked her social media profiles,” Paris said. “There is no last goodbye. No indication that she was in a depressive state."

      "Not everybody leaves a note," I said.

      "But jumping off the bell tower certainly makes a statement," Paris said.

      "If I had a choice, that's not a way I would choose to go," JD said.

      "It's all over in a few seconds," Paris said.

      “No, thank you,” JD said.

      “How do you want to go?” Paris asked.

      “I don’t. I’m having too much fun. I'm going to live forever," JD assured.

      Paris smiled and lifted her glass. “To immortality."

      We clinked glasses again.

      JD and I were lucky we’d made it this far. Every day was a gift as far as I was concerned.

      A few rounds in, Paris got a call from her segment producer. After they chatted for a bit, she said, “Thanks for the drinks, boys. Gotta run. The news never sleeps.”

      She gulped the last swig down and stood up.

      “What is it now?” I asked.

      “Watch my segment and find out.” She winked, spun around, and strutted toward the door.

      JD and I watched her strut.

      “She’s growing on me,” JD said.

      “She has her qualities.”

      We stayed for another drink, then headed back to the marina at Diver Down.

      JD dropped me off, and I ambled down the dock to the Avventura. The rumble of the Porsche echoed through the night air as he sped away.

      I took Buddy out for a walk before settling in for the evening. The little Jack Russell was eager to stretch his legs and take care of business.

      I watched a little TV before nodding off when I returned to the Avventura. I happened to catch Paris Delaney’s segment about an alligator in a woman’s pool. It was a little light for her typical reporting. She gravitated more toward crime and corruption, but Paris was able to sensationalize the piece. “Coconut Key woman finds deadly visitor in her back yard. Stay tuned.”

      In the morning, JD and I went to speak with Amy's husband, Thomas Lauren.
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      The couple lived in a quaint little home on Cinnamon Teal Avenue. It was white a colonial with a picket fence and a red brick walkway. Steps led up to a large veranda with a swinging bench. An American flag hung from a column. There were oak trees in front and lots of shrubbery and foliage about the yard. The shutters were forest green.

      JD parked at the curb. We hopped out, pushed through the gate, and strolled the walkway. We climbed the steps to the porch, and I banged on the door. A moment later, a man in his late 30s answered. I flashed my badge and made introductions.

      Thomas Lauren invited us in. He was an average-looking guy with chocolate brown hair, steel blue eyes, and a somber smile. He wore a T-shirt and jeans.

      We expressed our condolences, and Tommy ushered us into the living room. He offered us a seat on the couch.

      “Can I get you gentlemen anything to drink? Water, tea, coffee?"

      We declined.

      The house was nice. Dark cherry hardwood floors. A pair of French doors opened to the patio and pool. A stone gray sectional sat atop a beige throw rug in the living room. A thick coffee table book sat atop a square marble-topped coffee table. The 65” flatscreen display was embedded into the wall above the stone fireplace. The home was traditional and modern at the same time.

      “I know this is a difficult time, but we need to ask a few questions,” I said.

      "Sure. Go ahead.”

      Tommy looked like he was holding up well despite the circumstances.

      "Can you tell me a little bit about your wife's state of mind recently? Did she express any suicidal thoughts to you?"

      "No. She seemed like she was in good spirits. This is totally out of the blue."

      "It’s my understanding she was currently on medication?"

      "Yes. She had been on medication since we met. Said it evened her out."

      "So, she had a history of depression?"

      "She saw a counselor once a month and took her meds. She had her ups and downs like everybody else. But I would never have categorized her as depressed. Then again, I'm not a medical doctor."

      "What do you do for a living, Mr. Lauren?"

      “I’m an art sales consultant at Phthalo Gallery. I took the day off to coordinate things and make arrangements."

      "How long have you been married?"

      "Coming up on five years. We dated six months before that. We probably rushed into things, but it felt right at the time."

      "How would you categorize your relationship lately?"

      "We’d been getting along pretty well, all things considered."

      I lifted a curious eyebrow.

      Tommy read my look. "We were in the process of getting a divorce. And quite frankly, we'd never gotten along better."

      "If you don't mind my asking, what's the reason for the divorce?"

      He hesitated a moment, looking for the right words. Tommy took a breath, held it, then exhaled. "People drift apart."

      I gave him space to continue.

      "If you want to know the truth, I'm ashamed to admit it, but I was having an affair. I met somebody else. I fell in love. I told Amy I couldn’t do this anymore."

      "Do you think that could have sparked a depressive episode?"

      "I suppose it's possible, but I don't think that Amy was too bothered by it to tell you the truth."

      "It's been my experience that wives get pretty upset when they catch their husbands cheating."

      Tommy smirked. "Well, you see, I wasn't the only one fooling around."

      "So, Amy was having an affair?"

      Tommy shrugged. "I don't know what you’d call it."

      “Do you know with whom?"

      "I suppose if I tried, I could make a list."

      "She had more than one affair?"

      “Amy liked to bang her students, okay?”

      “We’ve heard.”

      “She got off on it. And I think she was screwing that bright-eyed TA of hers, too."

      I lifted my brow and exchanged a curious glance with JD.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Beckham Brandt,” he said with disdain.

      "Sounds like a source of tension,” I said.

      "It was. That's why I don't think she was too disturbed about getting a divorce. It was a relief for both of us."

      "You know if she had stopped taking her medication?"

      "I don't know. Occasionally she would get to the point where she felt like she didn't need it, and she'd forget to take it,” he said in air quotes. "But I could usually tell, she was more anxious and excitable when she was off her meds. More unpredictable."

      "Unpredictable in what way?"

      "Irritable. Snappy. Aggressive. Manic."

      "Jumping from the bell tower seems pretty unpredictable."

      "It does. I still can't quite believe it."

      "Have you found any type of suicide note?"

      Tommy shook his head. “I searched the house, looked through her laptop… nothing.”

      "Where were you last night around 9:15 PM?"

      Tommy hesitated for a moment. His eyes flicked between the two of us, realizing he was a suspect. "I was with my girlfriend, Heidi Kendrick. We had dinner at Blowfish, then went to her apartment.”

      "I'll need her contact information."

      "Sure. Look, you don't think I had something to do with Amy’s death, do you?"

      "Standard question,” I said.

      "I mean, I didn't toss her off the top of the bell tower, if that's what you're wondering."

      "Do you know the names of the students she was having sex with?"

      He thought for a moment. "Yeah.” He put his hand to his face, closed his eyes, and rubbed his forehead as he thought. “Deke… No, Damion James. He was obsessed with her. I think they had a little something last semester that extended into the summer. He flipped out when she broke it off, and he basically started stalking her. Even showed up here at the house one night. I had to run him off."

      "Did you notify the Sheriff’s Department?"

      "I didn’t think it was necessary. He seemed harmless. Just lovesick. I mean hell, the kid’s 18 or 19 years old."

      "What about the others?"

      "I don't know the names, and I don't want to know." He paused. "Look, if you want all the juicy details about what was going on in her life, talk to Gemma Grant. They were thick as thieves."

      "Do you have contact information for her?"

      "I do."

      He texted Gemma’s info to me, along with his girlfriend’s, after I gave him my number.

      “Have you talked to Gemma?”

      “No, I haven’t. I’m surprised she hasn’t called.”

      I thanked him for his time and told him to call us if he could think of anything that might be helpful.

      Tommy escorted us to the door.

      We stepped onto the veranda as a neighbor brought over a dish of casserole. We passed her on the walkway, and the casserole smelled good. But it mixed with the smell of the older woman’s overpowering perfume.

      “Just in case you get hungry,” she said. “I know it’s hard to think about food at a time like this, but you need to take care of yourself.”

      Tommy smiled. “Thank you, Mrs. Dixon.”

      “Please, it’s Betty,” she said, batting her eyelashes.

      Betty was mid 60s with dyed vermillion hair and too much makeup.

      We hopped into the Porsche, and JD cranked up the engine. Music flowed through the speakers.

      “It’s a lot cheaper to get divorced when your wife is dead,” JD said. “Just saying.”

      He knew a thing or two about divorce.
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      We sat in the Porsche at the curb while I called Heidi Kendrick. I put it on speaker so JD could hear. It rang a few times, and I watched Mrs. Dixon flirt with Tommy on the veranda.

      Heidi had a soft, innocent voice. She sounded pretty. I introduced myself and asked her about Tuesday night.

      “Yeah, I was with Tommy. We had dinner at Toro Toro, then went back to my place.”

      “You didn’t eat at Blowfish?”

      “No, why?”

      “That’s where Tommy said you ate.”

      “He gets confused.”

      “Does he get confused a lot?”

      “I tease him that he’s an old man,” she said with a giggle.

      “How old are you?”

      “22.”

      “How did you two meet?”

      “At the gallery.”

      “Did you know his wife?”

      She groaned. "Is this the part where you try to make me feel bad about dating a married man? I know, I’m a horrible person, but it just kinda happened.”

      I asked again. "Had you ever met Amy Lauren?"

      "Yeah. I was in her Criminal Psychology class a few years ago. Kinda weird, isn't it? I didn't even know Tommy at the time, and I certainly didn't think we'd be engaged."

      "You two are engaged?"

      "Well, not formally. We were waiting for the divorce to go through, and it was taking forever."

      "Well, you don’t have to wait anymore,” I said dryly.

      She hesitated. “Now you’re really trying to make me feel bad. I’m probably going to hell for this. It’s tragic and all, but I’m indifferent about it. I hate to say it, but my first thought was, ‘Thank God. He’s free.’” She paused. “That’s terrible, right?”

      “I thought the divorce was amicable?”

      “Amicable and divorce are two words that rarely ever go together. Nothing with Amy was ever easy. At least, that’s what Tommy said.”

      “So much easier with her out of the way,” I said.

      “You’re telling me.” She caught herself. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “Are you sure you and Tommy were together last night?”

      “Yes, I’m absolutely positive. I can give you a receipt from the restaurant if you want?”

      “You paid?”

      "I put it on my credit card. Tommy thought it would be best if we didn't have to explain any charges to her lawyers that involved me." She sighed. "What's the big deal anyway? I thought she jumped?"

      "That's what we’re trying to determine."

      “You suspect foul play?”

      “I like to keep my mind open.”

      “I can assure you, Tommy didn’t have anything to do with Amy’s death.”

      “What about you? Did you ever wish Amy ill will?”

      “Is wishing something a crime?”

      “So, you wished she was dead?”

      “No. You’re putting words in my mouth. Am I upset that she’s dead? No. Did we have anything to do with it? Also no.”

      “Do you have the receipt from the restaurant?”

      “I’ll look in my purse and text it to you if I find it. Will that get you off my back?”

      “It might.”

      “Good.”

      “Thanks for your cooperation.”

      “I’m only cooperating because we have nothing to hide. Good day, Deputy.”

      The line went dead.

      An instant later, Tommy’s phone rang. I had no doubt it was Heidi calling. Tommy answered and excused himself.

      Mrs. Dixon strutted down the walkway to the curb, and Tommy eyed us from the veranda before stepping inside.

      My next call was to Isabella, my handler at Cobra Company. The clandestine agency had vast intelligence resources. I asked her to track cellphones and credit card receipts.

      Isabella’s fingers danced across the keys. A moment later, she said, “It looks like both Tommy and Heidi were at Toro Toro from 7:46 to 9:30 PM. She paid. Then they went back to her apartment at the Delphine, where they stayed until 10 o'clock. Looks like Tommy got a call from the County, then went down to the morgue to identify the body. At least, that's what the data tells me."

      I thanked her and ended the call.

      “Let’s stop by Toro Toro,” I said to JD. “See if any of the staff remembers seeing them.”

      “You think something’s off?”

      “I just want to double-check. I mean, the two go to dinner, Tommy leaves his phone, rushes to campus, tosses his wife off the tower, and rushes back.”

      “Hmm,” he said, entertaining the idea. “Perfect alibi. Makes it look like he was at the restaurant the whole time.”

      “Might be a stretch, but… you never know.”

      JD pulled from the curb and headed to Toro Toro. The upscale sushi restaurant had good lunch business. The tables were packed, and the murmur of conversation filled the air.

      I flashed my badge at the hostess stand and asked to speak with the manager. The cute brunette scurried across the restaurant, found the manager, and sent him our way.

      Two more patrons arrived, and the hostess rushed back to seat them. She looked a little frazzled.

      The manager greeted us with a concerned smile. "What seems to be the problem?"

      I asked if he could verify the whereabouts of Heidi and Tommy Tuesday night.

      "Yeah, I was working till close that evening," he said.

      I showed him DMV photos of Tommy and Heidi that Denise had sent me. Heidi made her driver’s license photo look good. She was a fresh-faced, sandy-blonde with blue eyes.

      "You recognize these two?”

      He studied the images on my phone carefully, then shook his head. "A lot of people come in and out."

      "Can you tell me who served them?"

      “Sure, I can check the receipts. I’ll be right back. You guys want anything to drink? Eat? On the house.”

      “Well, in that case,” JD said, not one to pass up a free meal.

      “Grab a seat at the bar, and I’ll be right back.”

      We obliged, and JD proceeded to order the otoro, the salmon, a California roll, and a Crazy Key roll—which was salmon, tuna, crab, avocado, rice, and a mystery sauce all wrapped in soy paper and flash fried. He also ordered two beers and a bottle of saki.

      He shrugged innocently when I gave him a look.
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      “We need to come here more often,” JD mumbled with a mouthful. “This is good!”

      I chowed down, picking from the smorgasbord of options. JD wasn’t lying. The food was good. Was it better than Blowfish? Not sure. I'd say it was a toss-up.

      The manager returned a moment later with a cute waitress. She had long black hair, brown eyes, and porcelain skin. "This is Billie. She served the couple on Tuesday night. She’ll be happy to answer any questions you have. If you need me for anything else, please don't hesitate to ask.”

      We thanked him for the meal.

      "How is it?”

      "Excellent," Jack said with a smile.

      The manager smiled back. "Come back and see us soon, off-duty, of course."

      We chuckled.

      I showed Billie the photos of Heidi and Tommy.

      She nodded the moment she saw them. "Yeah. They were in here. Tipped well, too."

      "Were they both here the entire time?"

      "Yeah, I think." She sounded uncertain, then frowned. "Honestly, it was really busy for a Tuesday night. I think he may have left for a minute. Said he forgot his wallet. I was worried I would get stiffed.”

      "But she paid," I said.

      Her face crinkled. "Yeah, she did.”

      “Even after he went to get his wallet.”

      “That's kinda weird,” she said, scrunching her pretty face, recalling the detail.

      I agreed.

      “You know how long he was gone?"

      "I can't be certain."

      "10 minutes? 20 minutes?"

      She crinkled her face again. "Maybe 15?"

      I thanked her and gave her my card. “If you can remember anything else, give me a ring."

      "I will. What's this about?"

      I gave her limited details, and she looked astonished. “So, that guy could be a killer?”

      “We’re just trying to account for his whereabouts.”

      “Oh, my God. I wonder how many other killers I’ve served? Maybe I should get hazard pay. What if he’s some creepy stalker? What if he comes after me?”

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

      “Is the girl he was with still alive?”

      I tried not to chuckle. “Yes.”

      She glanced across the restaurant at a frustrated patron. “I gotta get back to my tables,” she said before darting away.

      I called Tommy.

      “Deputy Wild, what can I do for you?”

      “Just a few follow-up questions.”

      "Sure," he said, uncertain.

      "I spoke with Heidi.”

      “She said you called.”

      “There were some discrepancies. She said you two had dinner at Toro Toro, not Blowfish."

      "That's right. I must have misspoken. You’re not going to hold that against me, are you?”

      "Did you leave the restaurant?"

      "When we finished our meal."

      "How about during the meal?"

      "What are you getting at?"

      “I’ve got a witness that saw you leave the restaurant not too long before Amy Lauren's death."

      "What!?"

      "It’s pretty self-explanatory."

      "That's incorrect. We were at the restaurant from probably 7:30 to 9:30-ish."

      "So, my witness is lying?"

      "I don't know what to tell you, Deputy."

      "Just trying to reconcile these facts."

      "I mean, I did go out to the parking lot during the meal."

      "Care to explain?"

      "I had some cash in the center console of my car. I wanted to pay cash for the meal and avoid putting anything on my credit card. You know, the divorce and all. But I didn’t have enough to cover the tab.”

      “And that took 20 minutes?”

      “I saw a client in the parking lot, and we ended up talking for 15 or 20 minutes about a painting.” In an incredulous tone he said, “You really think that’s enough time to get to campus, climb the bell tower, and force someone to jump?”

      “What is the client's name?"

      "Is that necessary? My clients value their privacy.”

      "It's necessary if you want me to think you didn’t throw your wife off the bell tower."

      "Carter Winthorpe,” he said without hesitation.

      "How do I get in touch with him?"

      Tommy gave me Carter’s number.

      "Thanks," I said. "I'll be in touch."

      “Don’t spook my client,” he said before hanging up.

      I dialed Mr. Winthorpe.
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      Carter Winthorpe was more concerned with the provenance of the painting he had just purchased from Tommy, worried that my inquiry had something to do with the artwork. I assured him that the painting he’d just spent a few million dollars on was not the subject of an investigation.

      After a moment of back and forth, Carter confirmed he spoke with Tommy in the parking lot of Toro Toro Tuesday evening.

      "It was a long shot," JD said when I ended the call. "But it was worth pursuing." He smiled, then stuffed the last California roll into his mouth and washed it down with his beer.

      I called Amy’s best friend, Gemma Grant, and got her voicemail. I left a message and told her to call me back at her earliest convenience. Then I had Denise do some digging and found out her place of employment.

      I called and talked to her boss, Steven. He told me Gemma was in Europe on an inland waterway cruise. “She's not expected back for another two weeks.”

      “If you hear from her, please have her call me." I gave him my number and my email address.

      "I'm not expecting her to check in. She said she was going off-grid and not answering her cell phone or emails. I hope this isn’t urgent?"

      "The sooner I could speak with her, the better. You know when she left town?"

      "Last Thursday. She's not in any trouble, is she?"

      "No. I just need to talk to her about Amy Lauren."

      "Amy Lauren… Why does that name sound familiar? That's not the professor that jumped, is it?”

      "The same."

      “That’s just terrible.”

      “Did Gemma ever speak about her?”

      “No. She didn’t.”

      I thanked him and ended the call.

      We left Toro Toro and headed to campus to speak with Amy Lauren’s TA.
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      With ice blue eyes, an approachable smile, wavy caramel hair, a square jaw, and about three-days’ worth of stubble on his jawline, Beckham Brandt was the kind of guy who could melt the panties of undergraduates all day long. Good looking, slightly cocky, with a pinch of pretentiousness, and able to wax poetic on all the modern hot button social issues. I was sure he had more than his fair share of adoring fans. But the recent policy prohibiting teacher-student relations with undergrads probably put a damper on his conquests.

      We found him teaching Amy Lauren’s Intro to the Psychopathic Mind class, scribbling on the chalkboard. He was covering for the departed professor, winging it, trying to cobble together a lesson from her notes.

      It was a state-of-the-art classroom with theater-style seating. The students’ desktops spanned the length of the room, and each subsequent row was above the previous. Acoustic panels on the wall minimized echoes and reflections. The steps were carpeted in an institutional gray. At the front of the classroom was a riser with a podium and a desk. There were bi-level chalkboards on the main wall and large display screens on either side. The acoustics in the room were good, but there were additional PA speakers for audiovisual presentations or in case the professor wanted to mic up.

      We hung back at the top of the steps.

      At the end of class, there were a few hotties that just had to talk to Beckham about what happened and express how traumatized they were over the loss of Professor Lauren. He told them they could schedule appointments with the school counselor if they needed help managing their grief.

      I don't think those were the type of appointments they wanted to schedule.

      We approached as the room cleared, and I flashed my badge. "We’d like to talk to you about Professor Lauren."

      "You and everybody else," Beckham said. "What do you want to know?"

      "Why don’t we just jump into it? You can tell me about the affair you two were having.”

      He chuckled and shook his head with that disarming smile that I'm sure got him out of a lot of trouble. "We weren't having an affair."

      "No? That’s not what I hear."

      "An affair would imply some type of emotional entanglement. I wasn't stupid enough to get emotionally involved with Amy."

      “So you guys were just having a little fun?"

      "On a few occasions over the summer."

      "Isn't that against school policy?"

      "Professors can have relationships with graduate students and faculty as long as they are not in a position of authority over them. We were in no such position over the summer.”

      "Sounds like she was in a few other positions," JD muttered.

      Beckham gave him a look.

      "How many times would you say you guys hooked up?"

      "I don't know. 10, maybe 15 times."

      "Where did these little trysts happen?"

      "Why? You writing a book?"

      "Maybe."

      He was silent for a moment. "What do you want me to tell you? She liked public places."

      "Public places?"

      "Yeah, she got off on it. The thrill of getting caught. I don't know. She’s the psychologist.”

      "What places?"

      "Her office, the classroom, the gym, a bathroom in Wimberly hall. Hell, I even banged her in the aquatic center at 4 AM one morning."

      "What about the bell tower?"

      He sucked in a breath, and his eyes narrowed at me. "Okay, yeah. I cranked her up there once. What are you getting at?"

      "I'm just trying to piece together what happened."

      "What happened is she took a swan dive off the bell tower. End of story."

      "How can you be so sure?"

      "Seems pretty cut and dry to me."

      "You don't seem real upset about it," I said.

      "We all express grief in our own way. I liked Amy. I really did. We had a good working relationship. I'm sad that she decided to do what she did. But I try not to let other people’s poor life decisions drag me down.”

      “You mad that she jumped?”

      “Hell yes, I’m mad. If she was having issues, she could have talked to me or someone.” His eyes brimmed, and it was clear he had more feelings than he first let on. “Now I’ve got to hold her classes together until the administration can figure out what they're going to do."

      "Did you know Amy was married?"

      "Yeah, but she told me he was cheating on her, so I figured what the hell. Right? I mean, usually, I hold to the bro code. You don't bang another guy’s woman. But if he's out there getting some, I figure it's fair game. I don't know if you got a look at Amy before her features got rearranged, but she was a damn fine woman. She had that older, alluring quality.” He muttered aside, “And let me tell you, the girl was kinky with a capital K."

      "How kinky?" JD asked.

      "Maybe I should charge for this information. You two seem like you’re getting off on it."

      I glared at him and remained silent. I knew if I gave him enough dead air, he couldn't help but brag about his conquests.

      "I mean, I'm not talking way out there, torture and abuse type stuff, but she liked it rough. A little hair pulling, a little choking, a good slap on the ass. No holds barred if you know what I mean."

      JD and I exchanged a look.

      "She was a little sex kitten. Couldn't get enough. I think that was the problem. One guy just wasn't enough for her."

      "I heard she was dating an undergrad last semester,” I said.

      "She wasn’t dating the guy. She let him service her on a few occasions."

      "Damion James."

      Beckham nodded. "Yeah. That's the guy. He fell in love with her. Who could blame him? An 18-year-old kid gets hold of a sexually experienced hot woman in her mid 30s. What's not to love? She was the hottest piece of ass that kid was ever going to get. Of course, he was obsessed."

      "Did she ever express any concern about Damion?"

      Beckham thought for a moment. "I don’t know if I’d call it concern. Annoyance, really. I think she was a little worried about the administration coming down on her, but she had ended the relationship before the new rules went into effect. I mean, there was a time when professors nailed undergrads all the time. It was a part of the collegiate experience. A right of passage. Now, if you look at an undergrad the wrong way, they lock you up. God forbid one of these girls is unhappy with their grade, and they make a complaint. Give everybody an A, and be done with it. Not worth the risk. That's my philosophy."

      "Was Amy seeing anyone else besides Damion?”

      "I'm sure she was. But after we stopped doing our thing, I tended to stay out of her personal business."

      "Can you think of anybody else who might have had a beef with her?"

      "Not really. Like I said, I stayed out of her personal business lately." He paused. "Do you guys really think that she didn't jump?"

      "I'm keeping my mind open,” I said. “From what I've been told, she wasn't depressed. Did she express any negative thoughts to you?"

      "She was going through a divorce," Beckham said.

      "I thought you stayed out of her personal business."

      "I did. But we talked about her divorce on occasion."

      "Did she seem upset about it to you?"

      "No. She was indifferent.”

      “You ever meet her husband?”

      “On occasion.”

      “What do you think of him?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Think he’s capable of murder?”

      “I think everybody is capable under the right circumstances. Do you have anything to suggest he might be involved?”

      I shook my head. “Not really.” I paused. “Who knows? Maybe she did climb up to the bell tower after class and throw herself off without leaving a note,” I said, playing devil’s advocate. “Does that sound like something she’d do?"

      A solemn frown tugged Beckham's lips. In a resigned voice, he said, "No. It doesn't. But…"
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      “Maybe she wasn’t in her right mind?” Beckham said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      "Amy liked to experiment.”

      "Elaborate."

      "Psychedelics. Mainly psilocybin. She’d play around with sub-perceptual doses to increase performance."

      “Sub-perceptual?”

      “You know, taking just enough to enhance your senses, but not enough to send you on a journey to another world."

      "How often was she doing this?"

      "She felt the optimum dosing was two or three times a week. She was also interested in exploring how it could be used to help manage past traumas and even depression."

      “And she was experimenting while on antipsychotics?”

      “I don’t know what else she was taking.”

      “Do you know if she was experimenting with any substances yesterday?"

      "I don't know. It's just a thought. Maybe she was whacked out when she jumped.”

      “People don’t usually jump out of buildings on mushrooms,” I said.

      “Shit happens, right?”

      “Where were you last night?"

      "Amy taught class from 7 to 8:30 PM. We chit-chatted for a moment afterward, then I left to grab something to eat with my girlfriend."

      "Does your girlfriend know about your history with Amy?"

      "New girlfriend, and my past with Amy is not relevant.”

      "I'll need her name and contact information."

      "Hope Davis," Beckham said.

      I gave him my number, and he texted me Hope’s. I dialed her phone, and she confirmed his statement. She said they had pizza at Big Tony’s.

      “Happy?” Beckham asked after I ended the call.

      “I’m not happy about any of this.”

      A solemn silence filled the room.

      “Let us know if you think of anything else that might be helpful,” I said.

      “Will do.”

      We left the classroom and headed across campus. Students darted between buildings, loitered in the grass, and threw frisbees. There were backpacks, short skirts, and tight shorts with sorority lettering across bouncing buns.

      Jack’s eyes wandered about as perky co-eds crisscrossed the quad, ponytails bouncing. “I think I need to enroll in continuing education classes.”

      “I thought you were going to start a cult?” I snarked.

      “I could do both.”

      My phone buzzed with a call from Brenda. “Toxicology hasn’t come back yet, but I’ve noticed some concerning markings on Amy Lauren’s remains.”

      “Do tell.”

      "She landed on the left side of her body. As you would expect, that's predominantly where most of the damage is. However, there is bruising on her right cheek with some minor abrasions. I can't say for certain, but the pattern of the bruising is consistent with a fist."

      "She was punched by a left-hander?"

      "It appears that way. That's not all…"

      "I'm listening.

      "There were tiny lacerations on her neck. Strictly surface injuries. In my estimation, it appears that someone held a 5- to 7-inch blade to her throat. And there is other evidence to suggest that she was sexually assaulted. I sent specimens for DNA testing, and I was able to recover pubic hairs."

      I cringed.

      "There are numerous possibilities here, and I will leave it up to you to sort them out. But I think consideration has to be given to the possibility this might not have been a suicide."

      "You think she could have been forced to jump?"

      “I’ll leave those kinds of speculations up to you. But that's a possibility. It's also possible that after the attack, she was in such a distraught frame of mind, combined with any other mental struggles she may have been going through at the time, that she decided to take her own life."

      I sighed. “Keep me posted."

      "I will."

      I ended the call and relayed the information to JD. “I told you there was something screwy.”

      “I never doubted,” he said.

      "I'm thinking we need to pay a visit to Damion James. Maybe he forced her up to the tower at knifepoint and assaulted her.”
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      I contacted the administration building and got Damion James's course schedule. We headed across campus to Rawlings Hall. Damion was registered for Biochemistry 201, Introductory Biology. The focus was on chemistry, energetics, cell physiology, biology molecular genetics, and developmental biology.

      JD and I entered the auditorium and scanned the students, looking for Damion. I didn’t see anyone that matched Damion’s student ID photo. People's actual appearance can vary widely from their IDs. Since Damion was a sophomore, his picture was a year old now.

      JD and I ambled down the steps toward the podium. The professor continued lecturing, but his curious gaze locked onto us.

      I hated to disrupt the class, but I flashed my badge and asked the instructor if Damion James was present.

      The professor wore a single-breasted brown tweed jacket and matching vest with a pale blue Oxford shirt. His gold, wire-rimmed glasses circled his penny-brown eyes, and his wavy hair winged over his ears. He was mid 30s, but had the disposition of an older gentleman. Stuffy and pompous. He was right, you were wrong, because, you know, he’d earned his doctorate.

      He called to the audience, "Damion…? Damion…?” Damion James…?”

      There was no response as the students exchanged glances with each other, the murmur of conversation and gossip swirling.

      "It appears that Mr. James has decided to ditch my class,” he projected in a snide voice, indicating his wrath was imminent. The professor used this as a teaching moment. "What do you say we have a pop quiz today?”

      The students groaned.

      "Don't worry, it will be an easy one. I'll administer it right now. What color is my tie?"

      One student shouted, “Yellow."

      "Very good. But I need to hear the answer from all of you if you want to receive credit."

      The class shouted in unison, “Yellow!”

      The professor smiled. "Excellent. You all passed your first pop quiz. Damion James has failed. Here's an extra credit question. Will any of you skip my class in the future?"

      They all answered in unison, “No!”

      "I do enjoy teaching bright students,” he said with a grin, pleased with his disciplinary tactic.

      I gave the professor, Dr. Matthews, my card and told him to call me if Damion showed up at any point today. I apologized for the interruption, and JD and I climbed the steps toward the back of the class and exited into the hallway.

      We left Rawlings Hall and meandered through the buildings. Students hustled about, and the bell tower chimed. Birds chirped in the trees, and sun blasted the campus.

      Damion James lived on the 5th floor of the Wharton Tower. We pushed into the lobby of the high-rise dormitory and headed toward the elevator bank.

      There was a lounge area with couches, chairs, and coffee tables. The architecture allowed natural light to spill in through skylights and large windows at the entrance. The corners were filled with ferns and other plants.

      Key Bean had a franchise within the dormitory, and the smell of fresh coffee and cake filled the air. It was connected to a cafeteria-style deli that served croissants, muffins, eggs, omelets, and breakfast tacos in the mornings, and sandwiches the rest of the day until midnight.

      Wharton Tower wasn’t cheap. Vanden University wasn’t cheap. Their business school was world-renowned, as well as their other departments like Marine Sciences. Despite its reputation for higher education, it was also known as a helluva party school. Work hard, play hard.

      JD pressed the call button for the elevator. A moment later, the bell rang and two cute girls bounded out, ponytails bobbling.

      Dorm life.

      We zipped up to the 5th floor and stepped into the hallway. There was another lounge with several students sprawled out on couches, watching a giant flatscreen display.

      We ambled down the hall to room #512. Alcohol wasn't allowed in undergraduate dorms, but still, the hallway smelled like a mixture of beer and trash-can punch.

      I put a heavy fist into the door. A moment later, a bushy-haired kid opened. He had a narrow face, a long nose, glasses, and a few pimples. Definitely not Damion.

      “Is Damion around?”

      “Who’s asking?”
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      I displayed my shiny gold badge.

      The kid swallowed hard and hovered in the doorway. “Yeah, he’s here.”

      “Can we see him?” I said in a condescending tone. I wasn’t standing here for my health.

      “Um, yeah. Sure."

      He stepped aside, and we entered the dorm room. It smelled like pizza, dirty clothes, and stale farts.

      A shape curled under lumpy covers on a twin bed against the wall in the corner of the room. I assumed the figure laying there with a pillow over his head was Damion.

      I stepped around the dirty clothes on the floor and pulled the pillow away from his head.

      Damion peeled his eyes open. "Hey, what the fuck, man?”

      I displayed the badge, dangling it over his head. "We need to talk."

      He sat up and wiped the sleep from his eyes. He had midnight black hair, prominent features, brown eyes, and a square jaw with a cleft in his chin. He had about a day’s worth of stubble. He was a handsome kid—in a creepy stalker-ish way.

      “Tell me about Professor Lauren."

      JD meandered around the room, looking for anything suspicious. There was a curious object amid the empty beer bottles.

      The room was pretty typical—books on shelves, posters of girls in bikinis and wet T-shirts, and flashy exotic cars tacked to the wall along with a university pennant. The furnishings were Spartan. Two bunk beds, two desks, two small dressers. The units shared a bathroom with suitemates.

      Atop a dresser, a lifelike silicone mask on a mannequin head was like another roommate. Its eerie, empty gaze kept watch over the room. This was no Halloween store latex mask.

      "I don't want to talk about her," Damion said.

      "Why not?”

      His face twisted at me. "Because I'm in mourning. Can't you see?"

      "When was the last time you saw Professor Lauren?"

      "I don't know."

      "You don't know?"

      He hesitated, then admitted, “I saw her in class last night.”

      "Her 7 to 8:30 PM Intro to Abnormal Psychology class?" I asked.

      He nodded.

      "That's interesting. You're not enrolled in that class."

      “How do you know what I’m enrolled in?”

      “I have your course schedule.”

      He frowned. “Sometimes, I like to sit in on random lectures to expand my horizons."

      "What's this?" JD asked, pointing to the lifelike silicone mask.

      “What does it look like?" Damion snarked.

      JD sneered at him.

      The mask covered the face and neck and had a flap that covered part of the collarbone, so you could tuck it under a shirt and never see the edge. No one would know you were wearing a mask unless they got up really close and looked at the edges around the eyes. Even then, the thing looked almost real. It had individual hair strands punched into the scalp and was hand-painted to have lifelike skin tones.

      "We are not anywhere near Halloween," I said.

      "Maybe I should leave you guys alone so you can talk in private," Damion’s roommate said.

      "Why don’t you hang around for a minute,” I commanded.

      “Am I in some kind of trouble?"

      "Not if you answer our questions."

      He swallowed hard, then mustered a little bravado. "You can't just barge in here and start asking questions without a warrant. I'm pre-law.”

      "Good for you. And we didn't barge in here. You invited us in. Of course, you could ask us to leave, but I don't think that would be a good idea."

      "Why not?"

      "Well, first of all, there's this," JD said, picking up a small baggie of weed that was in an open drawer.

      "I believe campus has a no drug policy,” I said casually.

      The roommate’s face tensed with worry. He shut up quickly.

      I turned my attention back to Damion. "So what's with the mask?"

      He hesitated for a long moment. “Sometimes I wear it when I sit in on Amy's class. She banned me from attending her lectures. You can’t arrest me for that.”

      "Not for that," I said.

      He looked at me with worried eyes.

      "What did you do after Professor Lauren’s class last night?

      "I grabbed a sandwich at the Sub Station, then came back to the dorm."

      I looked at his roommate. "Can you verify that?"

      "I wasn't here. I was out with friends at Gingerbread’s.”

      I turned my attention back to Damion. "So you were here alone?"

      "Yeah, so?”

      “Are you sure you didn't follow Amy up to the bell tower?"

      "No."

      “’No,’ you're not sure? Or ‘No,’ you didn't follow her up to the bell tower?"

      "I didn't follow her up to the bell tower. If I would have been up there with her, I would have made sure she didn't jump.

      "Really?

      "Yes, really.”

      "You sure you didn't force her up there, put a knife to her throat, relive old times, then force her to jump when you realized you were going to jail for assault?"

      His brow knitted together with confusion. "What!?”

      "Cut the shit,” JD growled.

      "What are you talking about? I loved Amy. I would never hurt her. And she loved me too. I just needed to make her see that."

      "And how were you going to make her see that?" I asked.

      "I don't know. I hadn’t totally figured it out. I just thought, you know, if we could spend time together, she’d remember what we had."

      “So you forced her to spend time with you?"

      "No. You're putting words in my mouth.” He paused, and his face crinkled, processing it all. "She was assaulted?"

      I exchanged a glance with JD.

      By this point in time, Jack had rummaged through all the drawers and had basically searched the entire dorm room, looking for a knife.

      He didn't find one.

      "Yes, Professor Lauren was sexually assaulted, beaten, and a knife was put to her throat."

      Anger swelled within Damion. His cheeks reddened, and the veins in his temples pulsed. "Mother fuckers!”

      "Care to elaborate?"
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      "Aaron and Bryce,” Damion said. “Those are the guys you need to be talking to. I would never do anything to hurt Amy.”

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “Dickheads.”

      “Besides that.”

      “Aaron Wellington and Bryce Van der Veen. I don’t know what she saw in those losers.”

      “Was she dating them?”

      “Not dating.”

      “Hooking up?”

      “I’m pretty sure.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Intuition. I could just tell by the way they interacted. I saw them in the quad, talking to her after class."

      "You sure about that?"

      "Positive."

      "Did you ever go up to the bell tower with Amy before?"

      He hesitated. "Yeah. But that was last semester."

      "She had a key?"

      "Yeah. She’d leave one for me in the hallway atop the exit sign to the 4th floor stairwell.”

      "Are you right-handed or left-handed?"

      His face crinkled. "Left-handed. Why?"

      "Let me see your hands."

      "Why?"

      "Just hold them out."

      He did.

      I surveyed his knuckles. They were dry and cracked, needing moisturizer. It was difficult to discern whether there were any abrasions from punching Amy in the face.

      "Are you willing to provide a DNA sample?"

      His brow knitted together again. "I told you. I would never do anything to hurt Amy. You need to investigate Aaron and Bryce. I'm telling you, those guys are shady."

      "If you give us a DNA sample, we can rule you out as a suspect."

      He thought about it for a moment. "I want to talk to a lawyer first.”

      "That's a smart move," his roommate said.

      "It’s just gonna make things more difficult for you."

      "Difficult for me?” Damion said. “Difficult for you. I'm not stupid."

      "I don't see what the big deal is. What are you hiding?"

      "I’m not hiding anything. But I've seen those TV shows. I know how you railroad people. Innocent people get convicted of crimes all the time. Just look at the statistics. Sorry, I’m not spending the rest of my life behind bars because you guys need a patsy."

      I shrugged casually. "Okay. Have it your way." I paused. "Mind if I use the restroom?”

      He reluctantly said, "Yeah, go ahead. I guess."

      I left the room and moved into the restroom that was shared by the two units. There were dual sinks and a separate cubby with a shower and toilet. On the bathroom counter, there were four toothbrushes. I pulled out a nitrile glove from my pocket, took the toothbrushes, and placed one head in each of the fingers, rolled them up, and stuffed them into my pocket. It wasn't exactly the best way to store evidence and would get tossed out. But if one of those toothbrushes came up with a DNA match for the evidence recovered from Amy's body, we’d know we were on the right track.

      I used the restroom for good measure, flushed the toilet so they wouldn’t get suspicious, washed my hands, and stepped back into the dorm room. “Thanks again for your cooperation," I said.

      I nodded to JD, and we left. We ambled back down the hallway to the elevator.

      "What do you make of that cat?" JD asked.

      "He's got a silicone mask and has been using it to walk around  campus unrecognized. That sets off alarm bells."

      "It sure does. He’s also left-handed. He’s ticking a lot of boxes.”

      I told Jack about snatching the toothbrushes.

      He grinned. "Good thinking."

      "I've got good ideas from time to time,” I said modestly.

      Sheriff Daniels called as we waited for the elevator. "I need you two to get back out to Bongo Key."

      "What's going on?"

      "Belladonna."

      "Belladonna?" I said.

      "Isn't she an adult film star," JD muttered.

      "It's a poisonous berry that contains atropine, scopolamine, and hyoscyamine,” Daniels continued. “Taken in large enough quantities, it is fatal. The reports are preliminary, but that's what Brenda thinks Fenton Oswald ingested."

      "So he was poisoned with berries," I said.

      "It's looking that way."

      "Do you think he could have eaten them by mistake?"

      "From what I understand, they have a somewhat sweet taste. It's possible.”

      “Keep me posted.”

      The bell rang.

      I ended the call, and we stepped aboard the elevator. We plummeted down to the lobby and exited the building, hustling back across campus. We weaved through the students toward the parking lot near the Founders Court.

      Our interview with Aaron and Bryce would have to wait.

      At the station, I logged the toothbrushes into evidence and had them sent to the lab. We stopped by and said hello to Denise before heading back to the marina at Diver Down.

      I took Buddy out for a quick walk, and we made sandwiches and chowed down before heading back to Bongo Key.

      We left the Avventura, hopped into the wake boat, and I cast off the lines as JD cranked up the engines. He navigated us out of the marina and brought the boat on plane, angling us toward the wacky island. The afternoon sun beat down, and the wind raced across the bow as the boat bounced across the swells.

      It didn't take us long to get to Bongo Key.

      We pulled to the dock and tied off beside the sportyacht. We hopped out, strolled the dock, and headed down the path to the main compound. By the time we arrived at the Pavilion, several parishioners had spotted JD, and a crowd moved in our direction.

      Paisley and Raven pushed their way through the horde, stepping to Jack with bright smiles.

      "I knew you’d return," Paisley said.

      She stared into his eyes, looking from all angles as if trying to see Fenton’s spirit behind his eyes.

      "I need to speak with Patricia,” I said. “Is she available?"

      "I think she's in the main house," Paisley replied. She grabbed JD's hand and pulled him along. "Follow me."

      Jack looked back at me and shrugged sheepishly.

      Paisley led him across the Pavilion, almost skipping with whimsical steps. She took us past the pool, past the row of tall narrow evergreens to the sliding glass door on the patio. She banged on the glass, and a few moments later, Jim Kennedy pulled open the door with a grumpy look on his face.

      "They're here to see Patricia," Paisley said in a cheery voice.

      Jim Kennedy’s suspicious eyes flicked from Paisley to me, then to JD. "Hang on a minute. I'll get her."

      He disappeared into the house.

      Patricia greeted us a moment later with a forced smile. "Gentlemen, welcome back. What can I do for you?"

      I updated her with the new information about the poisonous berries.

      A look of surprise washed over her face.

      “Is it possible he could have eaten the berries by mistake?" I asked.

      "We all know what belladonna is,” Paisley said. “We all know not to eat it. Surely Father couldn't have been that stupid."

      Patricia glared at Paisley for an instant. “Don’t you and Raven have duties to attend to?”

      "Yes, Mother," Paisley said.

      She spun around and wiggled her fingers goodbye to JD before sauntering away. She and Raven gossiped and giggled as they sauntered past the pool, their round backsides jiggling in hypnotic ways.

      JD couldn't help but stare.

      I may have looked too.

      "It grows wild throughout the island," Patricia said. "But we try to eradicate it to keep the children safe. Still, it seems to pop up here and there. Paisley's right. Father would never have intentionally eaten those berries.”

      "Is it possible somebody else could have picked them thinking they were harmless and they ended up in the food supply?”

      “It’s possible. It's becoming clear to me that this was a tragic accident,” Patricia said. “I’ll ask the congregation if anyone has encountered wild berries recently.”

      “Do you mind if we take a look around the island? The lab might be able to match the exact strain of berries.”

      “Feel free to roam the island as you like. You are guests, and you are always welcome.”
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      We returned to the Pavilion, and of course, Paisley and Raven volunteered to show us around the island. As far as tour guides go, I could think of no better. They led us to wooded areas where the berries had been known to grow.

      The lovely ladies escorted us down a narrow path under a canopy of trees, moving through the verdant underbrush. I kept my head on a swivel, searching for the deadly delights. Both the leaves and the berries were extremely poisonous.

      Belladonna had a history of medicinal and cosmetic uses. Women used to use the drops to dilate their pupils to make themselves look more attractive. Concoctions with belladonna rubbed on the cheeks would make them rosy. It had been used over the years as folk medicine to treat asthma, coughs, even joint pain. Emperors Augustus and Claudius were poisoned with it. Medieval witches used it to induce a trancelike state. It had a long and storied history.

      "You girls like rock 'n' roll?" JD asked.

      "The only music allowed on the island is music we create," Paisley said. "Father said modern music corrupts the soul."

      JD crinkled his face. "Music is good for the soul. It's the soundtrack of our lives. It allows us to travel in time and go back to the first time we heard a song. It's powerful."

      The two girls exchanged a wary glance with each other.

      "Is this a test, Father?”

      JD's face crinkled. "No, it's not a test. I hate to break it to you, I am not Father. His spirit is not inhabiting my body."

      She looked disappointed for a moment. Then a smile tugged her gorgeous lips. "Just give it time. You'll see. Father will soon fully inhabit your earthly container. It has been prophesied."

      The girls continued down the path, and JD gave me a skeptical glance. He shrugged innocently and lifted his hands in the air. "I'm trying to tell her.”

      We scoured multiple wooded areas, looking for the wild berries, but never discovered any.

      The path finally dumped us off at a small meadow, and I walked the tree line, continuing to search for the deadly berries amid clumps of bushes.

      JD hung back, talking with Paisley and Raven.

      A bird hobbled around the meadow. It would leap into the air but couldn’t fly. The poor thing would just flop back down to the ground.

      JD spotted the distressed bird and crept toward it. As soon as he’d get within a few steps, it would scamper away, vaulting toward the sky, only to flop back down to the ground.

      He ended up chasing the bird around the meadow for a few minutes. "Come here, you little bastard! I'm trying to help you."

      The bird didn't listen.

      JD kept chasing it around in circles.

      The bird leaped into the air, and Jack finally managed to catch it before it plopped back down. The poor thing had gotten ensnared in a plastic six-pack ring and couldn't spread its wings. He couldn't seem to get out of it.

      The bird fidgeted nervously as Jack delicately tried to remove the straitjacket.

      When he finally managed to wiggle the plastic ring free, the bird launched from his hand and flew skyward with a new lease on life.

      The girls were instantly smitten. Their brows lifted and knitted like sad puppy dogs.

      "Aw. That's so sweet,” Paisley said. “You saved that bird's life."

      Jack puffed up and walked back to the girls with a proud smile on his face.

      “See, there is Divinity within you,” Paisley said.

      “I don’t know about that,” Jack said.

      “I do,” she said, batting her eyelashes.

      JD could be a lot of things, but he had a heart of gold.

      The bird circled the meadow, then did a fly-by, buzzing Jack. Perhaps a gesture of thanks. It was something to see.

      I caught a familiar scent wafting from the trees. I sniffed a few times to confirm my suspicions. My nose detected the sweet, unmistakable scent of marijuana.

      I stepped back into the woods and weaved through the trees. I caught sight of a figure hitting a joint, glowing the cherry red.

      It was Hannah Hess.

      I saw her, she saw me, and her eyes rounded.

      She took off running, and I darted after her, weaving around trees, hurdling fallen branches. Leaves crinkled under my feet.

      Hannah flicked the joint away, and it sparked when it hit the ground. The cherry fell away, still smoldering.

      Hannah was quick.

      Damn quick.

      I barreled down the path, heart pumping, and finally caught up to her before she got to another clearing. I grabbed her by the arm and halted her forward progress.

      "Get your hands off of me!" she barked, her face twisted into a scowl.

      "Hang on a minute. I just want to talk to you."

      "Well, I don't want to talk to you."

      "Where did you get the joint?”

      "None of your business."

      "Where did you get it?"

      "Why? Are you going to arrest me? Take me to jail?"

      “I thought drugs and alcohol weren’t allowed on the island."

      "Yeah, well, I don't follow the rules," she snarked.

      "I see that. You shouldn’t be smoking that stuff. You're young. Your brain is still developing."

      She rolled her eyes. "Please. It's a plant. It's harmless, and you know it." She paused. “So, what now? Are you going to tell Julie and Patricia? Are you going to arrest me?”

      The DA wasn’t prosecuting personal use marijuana cases anymore. “I don't know. I haven't made up my mind yet."

      We stared at each other for a moment.

      “Look, can I go now?"

      "I take it you don't like it here."

      "Whatever gave you that idea?"

      "Just a hunch."

      "You sure are some detective,” she snarked.

      I decided to take it as a compliment. "I like to think so.”

      “On second thought, maybe you should arrest me."

      I arched a curious eyebrow.

      "I want to get the fuck off this island," Hannah said.

      "Watch your language,” I admonished.

      She rolled her eyes. "Really? That's what you're concerned about?"

      "No, in the scheme of things, that's minor."

      "You damn right it's minor. I don't know if you've noticed, but these people,” she said, motioning in a circular fashion with her finger, “are bat-shit crazy. This is a cult. You see that, right? I mean, they think our fearless leader has somehow projected himself through space and time upon his death and is in the process of inhabiting your friend. Half the girls on this island want to get impregnated with his seed," she said in air quotes. "These people are mental. You need to get me out of here."

      She was the first sane person I'd spoken to on the island.

      "You are a minor. I can’t just take you off the island."

      Her face crinkled. “You were threatening to arrest me two seconds ago. Book me, and throw me in jail already.”

      “They’ll send you right back here.”

      She groaned. “If you need a reason to take me off the island, I'll give you one."
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      Leaves rustled, and footsteps crunched against the ground. Jim Kennedy and Dean Dodd emerged through the woods, AR-15s slung over their shoulders in a patrol carry.

      "There you are," Jim said to Hannah. "You can't run off like that. We were worried sick about you." He reached for her arm, and she jerked away from him and scampered behind me, taking cover.

      "Bullshit,” Hannah said. “You're not worried about me."

      An exasperated sigh escaped Jim's lips. "Hannah, I'm not in the mood for games. Stop being melodramatic. Come back to the compound."

      "No. You can't make me."

      "I'll see to it she gets back to the children's camp," I said.

      "We’ll handle this. I don't want anything to distract from your investigation."

      "No distraction. I don't mind. She's fine here. We were having a nice conversation."

      Jim stared at me for a long moment. He exchanged an uncertain glance with Dean.

      "Really, it's fine,” I said. “I'll have her back in no time.

      It started to get a little tense.

      Jim stared at me.

      I stared at him.

      Dean stood there following Jim's lead.

      The dappled rays of sunshine filtered through the leaves, and cicadas rattled in the heat. Jim's hand wrapped around the rifle’s grip tightly, and his finger hovered near the trigger guard. Sweat misted his skin.

      "Hannah was just telling me about some of the birds on the island,” I said.

      “Birds?”

      “The Blue-winged Teal, the Red-throated Loon, the Sooty Shearwater… She's not causing any trouble. I promise."

      Jim sniffed the air, no doubt catching a whiff of the joint that was still smoldering.

      "Skunk," I said.

      After another tense moment, Jim backed off. "Just see to it she gets back to the kids’ camp within an hour."

      I smiled. "Will do."

      The two backed away through the woods and headed back toward the main compound.

      Hannah trembled.

      I turned around to face her. "You've got to get me out of here," she whispered. "They make discipline problems go away."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Cause problems, and you will be sent away."

      "Where?"

      "I don't know where. People that cause too much trouble, or don't buy the narrative, disappear. Oh, they’ll say that they just decided to leave the island or ran away. They’ll try to scare you and say that pirates steal people from the island. But I know better. I saw with my own eyes. I saw my friend, Sadie, put on a boat. These two guys took her away. I never saw her again."

      "You’re sure about this?"

      She nodded. "Whisked away in the middle of the night.” She paused. “I’m not stupid, you know. They probably sex trafficked her. Sold her for big dollars." She paused, looking at me with hopeful eyes. "Is that enough reason to get me off the island? Cause if you need more, I got more."

      "I'm listening." My jaw tightened, and my blood boiled.

      "You know how Fenton sleeps with all the women on the island? It's not just limited to the older ones."

      I cringed. "Are you saying he made inappropriate sexual advances with you?"

      She nodded.

      My heart broke.

      “Is that enough to get me off the island?”

      "Yeah, that's enough," I said in a grim tone.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket, but I didn't have the best cell signal in the world. I told Hannah to come with me, and we marched back through the underbrush to the meadow and met up with JD.

      I walked around till I got a good signal and called Sheriff Daniels. "We’ve got a situation. I need you to get in contact with the Department of Children and Families and send investigators out here pronto."

      Daniels groaned. “I knew there was something screwy about that damn island."
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      DCF agents and uniformed sheriff’s deputies swarmed the island. Vivian Anderson headed up the DCF investigative team. These were serious allegations that nobody took lightly.

      Vivian interviewed Hannah. Deputies and DCF investigators spoke with parents and children. JD and I confronted Patricia at the main house. Jim and Dean loitered around, never far from Patricia’s side.

      “These are very disturbing accusations,” Patricia said. “And believe me, if I thought there was even a hint of impropriety, I would have made the call to DCF myself. But the truth of the matter is that Hannah is deeply troubled and prone to exaggeration.”

      “Has she made allegations before?” I asked.

      “Not of this nature. But she certainly has an active imagination. Father would never do anything to hurt these children.”

      My eyes narrowed with doubt. “It seems Fenton had his way with every woman on this island. And I’m beginning to think it went beyond women of age.”

      Patricia looked mortified. "I can assure you, my husband's appetites were limited to consenting adults."

      "How many of them are really consenting? It seems to me the people on this island are practically captives here."

      "Members are free to leave at any time," Patricia said.

      "How? Are they supposed to swim to shore? And what would they do once they got to Coconut Key with no money, no food, and no shelter? They’ve surrendered all their worldly possessions to the church.”

      Patricia's face reddened. "Father was more than happy to take anyone back to Coconut Key that wanted to go. He was willing to provide transitional assistance with finances, room, and board."

      "How many people have left the island?"

      Patricia smiled. "None of our members have ever wanted to leave."

      Dean shifted uncomfortably.

      "Hannah wants to leave,” I said.

      "Hannah is young and misguided. She's made up these allegations and has convinced herself that they are the truth. They are not."

      "You have armed security guards patrolling the island, intimidating the residents,” I said, my eyes flicking to Jim and Dean.

      "The guards are here for the people's safety. There are evildoers out there, Deputy. You know this as well as I do. Defending our people, property, and way of life is a fundamental right."

      "And what happens to the troublemakers on the island?"

      "Troublemakers?" she asked, her face crinkled.

      "I hear the discipline problems are taken away and never heard from again."

      Patricia sighed. "More of Hannah's delusions."

      "She claims that her friend was forcibly taken from the island, handed over to two men, and taken away on a boat."

      Patricia shook her head. "I don't know why Hannah is saying these things. It's true that Sadie Bradshaw has gone missing from the island."

      I lifted a stunned brow. "Why wasn't it reported?"

      "It was. We searched high and low. We called the Sheriff's Department. Deputies came to the island. A full report was made. The Coast Guard searched the surrounding water. Sadie never turned up. I'm heartbroken over it. I pray for her safe return every day. It’s possible Hannah has concocted this story as a coping mechanism.”

      “When did she disappear?”

      “A year ago.”

      “I’d like to speak with her mother.”

      “Sadly, that’s not possible.”

      I lifted a curious eyebrow.

      “Katherine Bradshaw left the island to look for her daughter.”

      “I thought you said no one ever wanted to leave.”

      “Katherine didn’t want to leave. It was a necessity. Wouldn’t you go searching for your daughter?”

      “Damn right, I would. Where is Katherine now?”

      A grim look washed over Patricia’s face. “I heard that she took her own life. I grew very concerned for her when she left. I knew she struggled with depression, and she had a history of drug and alcohol abuse. I worried that losing Sadie would be too much for her.” Patricia frowned. “Katherine had a support network here. People who cared for her.”

      I was furious with the situation. I gave them all sour looks and stepped outside onto the patio with JD.

      I dialed Denise. "What can you tell me about a missing person’s report on a girl named Sadie Bradshaw?”

      Her fingers clacked against the keys, filtering through the speaker in my phone. A moment later, she said, “Looks like a report was made to the Pineapple Bay substation a year ago. The girl is still listed as missing."

      “What about her mother, Katherine Bradshaw?”

      Her fingers stroked the keys. “Deceased. Overdose of alcohol and sleeping pills. Her body was found by the maid at the Seahorse Shores motel a few months ago.”

      I sighed. “I remember that.” I took a breath. “I need a full background report on Fenton Oswald.”

      Her fingers danced again. "No criminal record as far as I can tell.”

      "What about the allegations of misconduct?"

      "Hang on a minute." Her fingers clacked across the keys again. She read from a headline. “Pastor of New Age Cult Accused of Misconduct. I'm looking at an article from the LA Chronicle. The article is 10 years old.”

      She continued, “Fenton Oswald, the charismatic leader of the United Divinity Temple, has been accused of laying hands on parishioners in an inappropriate way. Most parishioners declined to comment, but the few who did requested to remain anonymous. Though, one former member of the congregation is taking a stand. Allison Kobeck, a 23-year-old member, has made bombshell accusations against the enigmatic spiritual leader, accusing him of using his position of influence and authority to compel sexual acts from members. During Allison’s time in the church, she states that she performed sexual acts with Mr. Oswald on at least a dozen occasions. ‘I deemed him to be a spiritual figure,’ she said, going on to state, ‘I didn't feel like I had a choice, and looking back at it now, I've come to realize that the acts were not consensual.’ The case has been referred to LA County prosecutors, but no charges have been filed. The article has been updated to note Mrs. Kobeck later went on to recant her testimony and has settled out of court for an undisclosed sum."

      I groaned. "So, this guy packs up his temple, changes the name, and moves across the country."

      "Maybe somebody had good reason to poison him,” Denise said. “Just saying."

      "I hear you.”

      “Keep me posted,” she said.

      "I will.”

      Vivian Anderson with DCF approached as I ended the call. “You got a minute?”

      “Sure. What have you got?”
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      “I’ve seen a lot of weird things in my time, but this is up there,” Vivian said. “I interviewed Hannah and her mother, Julie Lambert, separately.”

      “What have you determined?” I asked.

      Her face tightened. “Usually, I get a sense right away about whether a kid is being truthful. Honestly, in this case, I'm not sure. This is a highly unusual situation. It's classified as an Other Investigation since the alleged abuse did not occur by a family member or guardian within the home. I did a Present Danger Assessment, and since the alleged perpetrator is deceased, there seems to be no immediate threat.”

      My jaw tightened. I didn't like where this was going.

      "My investigators talked to all of the children and their parents, and no other allegations of misconduct were made. So, if Hannah is telling the truth, the entire island is lying. That said, I am inclined to remove Hannah from this environment, pending further investigation."

      I breathed a sigh of relief. "I think that's the best thing to do in this instance. What about the other children?"

      "As I said, I see no present danger at this time. The kids here appear to be well cared for, their educational needs are being met, they have basic medical services and adequate housing. I see no justification to intervene."

      "Where will you take Hannah?”

      “Sentinel House. It's a facility for girls. She'll be well taken care of there until we can find a foster home, if necessary."

      I thanked Vivian, and she rejoined her team.

      “Hell, if that guy wasn’t dead already, I think I’d poison him,” JD muttered in reference to Fenton.

      We made our way back to the Pavilion.

      The congregation was more than a little upset at the intrusion. There were plenty of scowls and angry faces. Disgruntled chatter echoed across the Pavilion.

      “You can’t take my baby!” Julie Lambert shouted. “You have no right to separate her from me. She belongs here.”

      Her eyes welled with tears, and her face twisted with distress.

      “You’ll have an opportunity to present your side to the judge at the arraignment.”

      “I can’t afford a lawyer. I have no money.”

      “We’ll cover all legal costs,” Patricia assured.

      “This isn’t right. How can they do this?” Julie cried.

      “DCF is acting on behalf of your child.”

      “No, they are being manipulated by a very clever young girl.”

      “Hannah is not happy here,” I said. “Have you spoken with her about her feelings?”

      “My job as a parent is not to give in to her every demand. My job is to raise a healthy, well-adjusted person.”

      “Your job is also to keep her from harm.”

      "I can't think of a safer place for my daughter than this island. It's far better than the craziness that's happening out there. And I can guarantee you, Father was anything but a predator. He was the kindest, most compassionate man I'd ever met."

      “That's not what your daughter says, and I have to take her word for it. It's out of my hands."

      I’ve found that people close to abusers are often in denial. Nobody wants to believe somebody they love and admire is a dangerous predator.

      What began as a warm and hospitable island turned into a hostile environment with the residents shouting and jeering at the deputies and DCF investigators.

      Julie pleaded with JD. "Can't you do something?"

      JD raised his hands innocently. "We are following the letter of the law and allowing DCF to complete their investigation."

      There were looks of confusion and anger among the crowd.

      We wrapped up on the island and headed back to Coconut Key. Paris Delaney and her news crew were in a boat offshore, filming the deputies and DCF agents escort Hannah off the island.

      "Man, that island gets crazier by the minute,” JD said as the engines rumbled.

      "You're telling me."

      The sun angled toward the horizon, squinting my eyes as we bounced across the swells. We left the chaos of the island behind, but the real drama lay ahead.

      Back at the station, we filled out paperwork, then took the boat back to the marina at Diver Down. We tied up, and I took Buddy out for a quick walk.

      Teagan started pouring the drinks as soon as we pushed through the doors at Diver Down. She slid them across the counter and had them waiting for us by the time we sat on the barstools.

      God, I love that woman.

      “I watched Paris’s segment on the news,” Teagan said. “That's horrible. Do you think that preacher was really abusing those girls?"

      "He was abusing everybody else on the island,” JD muttered.

      Her face tightened, and her cheeks reddened. She growled. "That makes me so mad!"

      "Join the club," I said.

      "At least the motive behind Fenton's death is becoming a little clearer," JD said. "I'm thinking somebody on that island had enough of his shit and decided to take matters into their own hands."

      We sipped our drinks, ordered dinner, and talked about the case. Afterward, we headed to Oyster Avenue to blow off steam, but I couldn't stop thinking about the island and the inhabitants. The paradise seemed like more of a nightmare.

      We ended up at Mermaids and met up with the band. Wild Fury had been going non-stop for a while, and it was taking a toll. The summer was over, and we’d made it through all the big shows and festivals. As manager, I didn’t schedule anything for almost a month. It would give the guys an opportunity to chill, remove the pressure, and come back to it fresh.

      Crash had been holding steady. He seemed to have pulled himself out of his funk after getting dumped by Faye. He hadn't quit drinking altogether, but he'd tapered it back. He was no longer getting blackout drunk, trying to escape the pain of the breakup. And from what I could tell, he'd been staying away from the powdery substances that could put you in an early grave.

      For the most part, Crash was back to his carefree self. Dizzy, as always, was just easy-going and looking for a good time. Styxx was probably the most uptight of the bunch, and a few weeks without deadlines or drama seemed to do him good.

      We hopped around from bar to bar, checking out bands on the strip, keeping an eye on who was making waves and who wasn't.

      I could tell that it wouldn't take many nights of watching other bands on stage, showered with the adulation of the crowd, before the guys would want to get back to it.

      JD and I decided to call it a relatively early night. We left the bar and ambled down the sidewalk to the Porsche. Neon signage bathed the street in a spectrum of colors. Drunken revelers stumbled about.

      We climbed into the convertible, and JD cranked up the engine. We pulled away from the curb and headed back to the marina, stars twinkling above. Classic rock pumped through the speakers, and the moonlight glowed overhead. Despite my best efforts, I still couldn't shake the feeling from the day’s events.

      JD pulled into the parking lot at Diver Down and drove around to the dock. The car idled with a low growl, like a caged animal, ready to pounce. We chatted for a moment.

      “I guess tomorrow, we’ll make our way back over to campus to see if we can find those two guys Damion mentioned—Aaron and Bryce. See what they have to say."

      I nodded.

      A guy wearing a dark hoodie emerged between the rows of cars and made a beeline for us.

      Just about the time I was getting bad vibes, he pulled a shiny silver revolver and aimed it at JD.
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      Jack hammered the gas. The engine howled, and the car launched forward. The tires barked as the deafening hand cannon went off.

      A brilliant flash erupted from the barrel, and a copper round rocketed through the air.

      JD and I both crouched for cover.

      The bullet zipped across the top of the car, snapping past my ears.

      I drew my pistol and angled it over the back of the car, trying to line up the perp in my sights as Jack drove away.

      The orange glow of mercury vapor lights bathed the parking lot, casting long shadows.

      JD banked a hard left, and the inertia threw me against the seat bolster.

      The scumbag fired two more shots before turning tail and running across the parking lot. He sprinted around Diver Down, and disappeared into the shadows by the dumpster.

      JD circled the lot and pulled around by the alley that led to the dumpster. I flung open the door and took off on foot, chasing after the son-of-a-bitch.

      Probably not the smartest thing in the world, but I was pissed off. My heart pounded, adrenaline coursed through my veins, and my temples pulsed. A fine mist of sweat coated my skin as I ran into the dark alleyway, chasing after the scumbag.

      The perp ran through the trees, heading toward the highway.

      I sprinted behind him.

      He angled his pistol over his shoulder and squeezed off another round.

      Muzzle flash flickered from the barrel, illuminating the trees.

      I ducked and zigzagged—the bullet cracking nearby.

      The dirt-ball kept running toward the roadway but tripped in the darkness as the ground sloped down before sloping up to the shoulder of the road. He used his hands to break the fall. The gun went off again when he hit the dirt.

      He scampered to his feet, but by that time, I was right behind him. With the barrel of my pistol aimed solidly at his back, I shouted, “Drop it, now!"

      He hesitated for a moment, then acted like he was going to swing his barrel in my direction.

      He stopped just before I squeezed the trigger.

      "Okay! Okay! I give up."

      The pistol went slack and dangled from his finger. It glimmered in the pale moonlight.

      "Put it on the ground slowly. Don't make any sudden moves."

      I kept my pistol aimed at him, my jaw clenched tight, my eyes on fire. If he so much as farted, I was ready to fill him full of copper.

      He complied and raised his hands in the air.

      "Face down. Now!"

      He ate the grass.

      "Put your hands behind your head."

      JD joined me and approached the assailant. He kicked the weapon away, pulled cuffs from his pocket, and wrenched them around the scumbag’s wrists. He yanked him to his feet and pulled the hoodie from his head which had concealed most of his face.

      I recognized the sparkling eyes and boyish good looks of Jared.

      “Peace and harmony, huh?” I said, tossing his own words back to him.

      "Attempted murder of a police officer," JD said. "You’re gonna spend a long time in jail."

      His eyes were wide, and he trembled, still breathing hard.

      I called the Sheriff's Department, and dispatch sent a patrol unit.

      JD dragged Jared back to the parking lot and stuffed him in the back of Mendoza’s cruiser when he arrived.

      "And he seemed like such a nice kid," I said with a hint of sarcasm as Mendoza drove away.

      "Think he's the one that poisoned Fenton?"

      "I think he'd had enough of the fake Guru’s BS. I’m not surprised he came after you.”

      JD surveyed the Porsche for damages. The Miami Blue paint was pristine, and the bodywork was intact. For once, the car didn't have bullet holes in it.

      We hopped in and drove to the station, my body still buzzing with adrenaline. Jared was processed and printed while we filled out paperwork in the conference room, typing away on iPads. Deputies stuffed Jared into an interrogation room, and we let him get nice and ripe before paying him a visit.

      He kept his head down and didn't look at us as we pushed into the cramped room. We sat across the table from him without saying a word for a long moment. The pale green glow of the fluorescent bulbs bathed the room in a sickly pallor. The incessant buzz from one of the tubes was enough to drive you mad if you were forced to listen to it long enough.

      It didn't take long, maybe a minute or two of silence, before Jared started sobbing. His chest jerked and heaved, and tears streamed down his cheeks, dripping onto the table.

      Splat.

      Splat.

      Splat.

      "Sorry," he cried. "I fucked up. I know it." His terrified eyes glanced up at JD. Terror turned to rage. He growled, and his face contorted, snarling, "But he has to be stopped!"

      JD frowned and gave me a look.

      "I hate to burst your bubble, but this is not Fenton Oswald,” I said, pointing at Jack. “And JD will never be Fenton Oswald. Not to make light of your belief system, but Fenton is not coming back to inhabit anyone."

      "You don't know that, man. Fenton is powerful."

      "Fenton is dead. And I'm guessing you killed him."
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      Jared looked at me with confused eyes. His brow knitted together. He shook his head. "What!? I didn't kill Fenton.”

      "And you tried to kill him again by shooting at us," I said.

      He said nothing.

      “Just come clean. Make it easy on everyone.”

      "I swear, I didn't poison the bastard. But after hearing about what he did to Hannah, I wanted to make sure he could never hurt anybody again."

      "Trust me. Fenton Oswald will never harm anybody again.”

      Jared glared at JD, still not convinced he wasn’t the reincarnated Guru.

      “What do you know about his pattern of abuse?”

      Jared shrugged. "I know what you know."

      "Did you ever see or hear of Fenton acting inappropriately with the kids?"

      Jared's mouth tightened. "No. Not until today. But I always worried about it. I mean, he slept with damn near every woman on the island. He slept with my wife on a regular basis." He paused. "You know what the worst part about it is?" He let it hang there for a moment. “She liked it.”

      A painful frown tugged his face, and his eyes welled again.

      "I don't get it,” Jared said, holding back the tears. “He was older. Out of shape. He wasn’t good-looking. But everybody fell under his spell."

      "Seems like you fell under his spell, too."

      His lips tightened again. "He seemed like a nice guy. He had this beautiful island. He told us everything would be taken care of. We were having financial troubles at the time. Lindsay was all for it."

      “Yet somehow you became a believer," I said.

      "Yeah. I've seen him do unexplainable things. I’ve seen him heal people. Fix broken bones. Cure cancer. I’ve seen him make the paralyzed walk."

      "It's a con,” I said. “Those people he healed were never sick."

      Jared shook his head. "Bullshit. You don't know that. You weren't there. You haven't seen what I've seen."

      I raised my hands innocently. "Okay. I'm not gonna argue with you."

      "Don't you believe in anything, man?"

      "I believe in a lot of things. I've seen things you probably wouldn't believe."

      Having died once, technically, and been to the other side for a brief, unpleasant moment, I had a little insight that most people didn't normally have.

      "Sometimes people can have too much power," Jared said.

      I couldn't disagree. Fenton definitely held way too much sway over his flock.

      "How did you get to Coconut Key?"

      He hesitated for a long moment. "I don't have to tell you. I don't have to tell you anything."

      I shrugged. "You're right. You don't. I don't really need you to tell me anything. I’ve got you nailed for attempted murder. You don't get off easier just because you didn't accomplish the goal. If you killed Fenton, you might as well admit it. Either way, you’re not gonna see the light of day for a long time."

      Jared swallowed hard. His face tightened, and he tried to hold back the tears for as long as he could. The dam burst again, and he sobbed. His chest jerked and more tears dotted the tabletop.

      Part of me felt bad for the kid. He’d thrown his life away. Fenton had really done a number on his head. I figured Jared would wake up one day, 10 years from now in a 6x8 cell, and say to himself, “What the hell was I thinking?”

      We left the interrogation room, and Sheriff Daniels found us in the hallway. “I need you two to get over to campus. There was an incident with an undergrad. See if this is related to the Amy Lauren case.”

      “We’re on it,” I said.
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      The attack took place in the dark alleyway between two buildings not far from the quad. Red and blue lights from Officer Tanner’s patrol car flickered, parked on a campus street not far away from the scene of the assault.

      There was a jock standing nearby. He was a big kid, 6’3”, 220, athletic build. He had an all-American look—brown hair, brown eyes, chiseled features. He spoke with Officer Cortez.

      The victim sat on the back ledge of an ambulance, having been evaluated by EMTs.

      Officer Tanner greeted us as we arrived. "Thanks for coming. I thought you guys might want to take a look at this in case there’s any connection to Professor Lauren's death."

      I nodded and stepped to the trembling girl. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying. She had a short dark hair cut in a stylish bob above her shoulders.

      Officer Tanner introduced her. "This is Eliza Parkes. These are Deputies Donovan and Wild with Coconut County. Tell them everything you told me."

      She sniffled and nodded, blotting her eyes with a tissue. She took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. "I was coming back from a party at Wharton Tower. I walked across the quad, then cut through between Brown and Duncan Hall. That's when this guy came out of the shadows and grabbed me. He put a knife to my throat.” Her eyes filled with terror as she recounted the event. “I screamed. He covered my mouth and demanded I keep quiet or he’d kill me. I’ve never been so scared in my life."

      "What happened next?”

      “I don't know.” She pointed to the jock. “He must have heard my scream. He ran into the alley, and the attacker took off that way," she said pointing toward Hamilton Hall.

      "Can you tell me what the assailant looked like?"

      She shook her head. "Not really. I mean, he was tall. Taller than me."

      She wasn't very tall.

      "He wore a black long sleeve shirt, gloves, and a ski mask. It all happened so fast, and I’d had a few drinks."

      “A few?” I could smell the vodka oozing from her pores.

      "I mean, I was pretty wasted. But this sure sobered me up.”

      I stepped to Tanner and muttered, “I need to talk to the big guy.”

      He motioned the jock over and introduced us. Blake told me the same thing Eliza had.

      "The dude ran like a little bitch,” Blake said. “I was ready to beat his ass. I would have chased him down, but I didn’t want to leave her alone."

      "He's the one who called the VUPD," Tanner said.

      "She's lucky you were around," I said.

      A proud smile curled on Blake’s face. "You know, just trying to do my part."

      I gave them both my card and told them to contact me if they could think of any more details that might be helpful. Eliza was frazzled and traumatized, but she’d be okay. I advised her to avoid dark alleys alone at night and to be careful at parties. Trash can punch is not great for maintaining situational awareness.

      I asked Officer Tanner if there was any video footage for this particular area.

      “There's nothing on this side of Brown Hall or in the alleyway. We only got authorization to put up seven cameras across campus. Privacy advocates fought it tooth and nail. It had to go through several votes and committees. It's hard to get anything done around here. You understand.”

      I nodded. "It's possible that whoever's responsible for these attacks knows where the cameras are and how to maneuver around campus without being discovered.”

      “You think these two incidents are connected?" Tanner asked.

      "Hard to say. Hopefully, there won’t be any more attacks. But if there are, call me.”

      “You got it.”

      We headed back to the station to fill out another report.
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      It was late, and I was tired. We headed back to Diver Down and JD dropped me off at the dock. This time we didn’t linger around like dipshits talking in a dark parking lot.

      I jogged down the dock to the Avventura, crossed the passerelle, and was greeted by a bouncing, barking Jack Russell. I slid open the salon door, knelt down, and petted my little furry friend.

      Fluffy couldn’t care less. She sat perched atop the settee, wagging her tail, seemingly annoyed at our mere presence.

      I grabbed Buddy’s leash, took him out for a midnight stroll, then settled in for the evening. The little guy could sense that it had been a helluva night, and he wouldn't leave my side.

      In the morning, JD and I headed back to campus, to Wharton Tower, hoping to catch Aaron and Bryce before class.

      Students slinging backpacks criss-crossed campus, birds chirped, and rays of sun pierced passages between buildings. The day was young, and there were plenty of Grande Cafe lattes dangling from tired hands.

      The elevators at Wharton Tower could be a nightmare in the mornings around class time as students poured out of the hive and hustled across campus.

      According to administration records, Aaron and Bryce were roommates and lived on the seventh floor. We ambled down the hallway and knocked on the door to room #729. There was no response initially, but after a few more knocks, a highly disgruntled individual pulled open the door. "What the fuck do you want, man?"

      His red puffy eyes drooped, and his face was still marked from the imprint of the pillow. It looked like he had a rough night.

      I flashed the badge, and that woke him up pretty quickly.

      He groaned, “Aw, man. Is this about those parking tickets?"

      "No. This isn't about the parking tickets." I recognized Aaron from his student ID photo we’d retrieved.

      He had short walnut-colored hair and narrow brown eyes. His brows were a little wide-spaced, and he had a patchy goatee on his chin, but the rest of his face was smooth. I suspected that was the only place he could really grow facial hair. He was a fit guy but a little on the bulkier side. He stood about 5’9” and wore a brown polo shirt with a white T-shirt underneath. Aaron was an average-looking guy, and probably did okay with the ladies. But he wasn't melting panties.

      "This isn’t about Tina, is it? Because I swear, she was totally down for it and not that drunk."

      "No, this isn't about Tina. But maybe we should look into that," I said.

      His face tensed. "Then why are you here?"

      "Can we come in?"

      He hesitated. "My roommate is asleep.”

      “That’s okay. We need to talk to him too.”

      "Bryce!" Aaron shouted into the dim room.

      A grumpy voice shouted back, “Fuck off!”

      "It's the cops, man." Aaron hesitated a moment in the doorway, then stepped aside.

      We walked into the room. A sliver of light filtered through the shades.

      I flipped the light switch on.

      Bryce sat up in bed, wiping the sleep from his eyes.

      He was taller, thinner, and had a narrow face. His light brown hair was spiky on top, and his hairline was already receding at the peaks.

      The room was pretty dumpy. Dirty clothes and beer bottles were everywhere. There were a few books on shelves and promotional posters of bikini-clad beer girls on the walls. There was a small practice amp and a guitar in the corner. It was a guitar for a right-handed player.

      "Who's the musician?" I asked.

      Aaron raised his right hand. "Did somebody complain about the noise?"

      "We need to talk to you about Professor Lauren."

      The two guys exchanged a glance.

      "What about her?" Aaron asked.

      "You know she's dead, right?"

      Aaron nodded. "Yeah. It's terrible. I heard she was whacked out and tried to see if she could fly."

      "I don’t really think that's the case," I said.

      "What's it got to do with us?" Bryce asked.

      "That's a good question, and I'm so glad you asked. It's my understanding that both of you were having an affair with her."

      The two exchanged another wary glance.
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      “We tagged-teamed her once over the summer,” Aaron said.

      “Were you students in her summer class?” I asked.

      “No. We met at a pub. Gingerbread’s.”

      Shaded by leafy oaks, nestled in the shadow of campus, the decades-old pub served 200 different draft beers and an assortment of fine wines and spirits. A regular haunt of hip professors and graduate students alike, it had a cozy vibe with dartboards and quarter pool tables.

      “Just one hookup?” I asked.

      The roommates glanced at each other.

      “Maybe a couple times. She cut it off after the semester started. Some bullshit about new campus rules. We don’t even take any of her classes.”

      “How’d you feel about that?”

      “I thought it sucked. She was fun,” Aaron said. He exchanged a glance with his roommate. “Kinky little bitch.”

      “So, you were mad when she broke it off?”

      Aaron’s face crinkled. “I wasn’t mad. I just thought it was stupid. I’m an adult. I can choose who I want to bang.”

      “Where were you two at the time of Amy’s death?”

      The roommates exchanged another glance as if telepathically communicating.

      “We were at Gingerbread’s,” Bryce said.

      “Can anyone confirm that?”

      “Yeah, my girlfriend,” Aaron said. “Why?”

      “Your girlfriend mind that you were hooking up with Amy?”

      “Dude, she doesn’t need to know. And you better not tell her.”

      “What about Tina?”

      Aaron glared at me.

      “Dude, that would be seriously lame if you guys spilled the beans," Bryce added. “Bro code.”

      "I need their names and numbers," I said.

      The two guys exchanged another worried glance.

      "You're not going to rat on us, are you?" Aaron asked.

      “Your lack of loyalty is not my concern. The only thing I care about is verifying your whereabouts on the night of Amy Lauren's death."

      "Why? You don't think we had something to do with that, do you?"

      “Just trying to scratch you boys off a list."

      "I don't like the idea of being on a list,” Bryce said.

      “Then cooperate."

      "We are cooperating."

      “Names and numbers,” I said.

      “Stacey Reynolds,” Aaron said. “She’ll tell you where we were.”

      I looked at Bryce.

      “Brooke Meyers.”

      “Numbers,” I demanded.

      They fumbled for their phones and texted me the contact info after I gave them my number.

      "You have any knives around here?" I asked.

      "Weapons aren't allowed in the dorms," Aaron said.

      "Mind if we look around?"

      They exchanged another wary glance.

      "Go ahead, man," Bryce said. "You’re not gonna find anything here." He paused. "But she jumped off the tower. Why are you hassling us?"

      “She was assaulted, and the perpetrators left DNA evidence."

      Their eyes widened.

      “Assaulted? Like how?”

      “I guess you guys haven’t heard the rumors.”

      Aaron said, “I just heard she was whacked out on drugs.”

      "Are you willing to give DNA samples?"

      They looked at each other again.

      "You guys consult on everything?" I asked.

      "We’re best friends, bro," Aaron said.

      "You do everything together?"

      "Pretty much. I mean, not everything."

      "You shared Amy."

      "Sport fuck, bro. Gotta do what you gotta do."

      "So, how about that DNA sample?"

      I pulled out two collection vials from my pocket. The containers were sealed in a sterile wrap. There were collection swabs within the vials and blank labels within the packaging.

      “I’d totally love to help you out, but I need to talk to an attorney first," Aaron said. "You understand, right?"

      "If you’ve got nothing to hide…"

      "We’ve got nothing to hide," Bryce said. “But cops fabricate evidence all the time.”

      “Do we look like the kind of guys that would fabricate evidence?" JD asked.

      "It’s not like we don't trust you guys," Aaron said. "But you know how it is."

      “I’m starting to get suspicious,” I said.

      "I think this interview is over,” Bryce said. “You gentlemen need to leave.”

      “Mind if I use your restroom before I go?” I was hoping to pull the toothbrush trick again.

      "Sorry, it's out of order. We’ve been trying to get maintenance to fix it."

      I didn’t buy it for a minute.

      “If you go down the hall, there's a public restroom in the lounge."

      I forced a thin smile. “Thanks for your time, gentlemen. We'll be in touch."

      Aaron escorted us to the door. We stepped into the hallway, and Aaron closed the door and twisted the deadbolt. It latched with a thunk.

      As we walked toward the elevators, JD said, “I don’t like those guys.”

      “Neither do I.”

      I dialed Aaron’s girlfriend, Stacey Reynolds, while we waited for the elevator.
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      "Yeah, Brooke and I were with Aaron and Bryce at Gingerbread’s Tuesday night," Stacey said, her voice filtering through the speaker in my phone.

      "What time?" I asked.

      "I think we met them around 8:30."

      "You sure about that?"

      "Positive. I went there straight after my Art History class. I tried to schedule everything in the afternoons and evenings. I just can’t make 8 AM classes.”

      "What did you guys do?"

      "We ate pizza, drank beer, and played darts. We kicked their asses, by the way, I might add."

      “How long did you stay at Gingerbread’s?”

      She thought about it for a moment. "Hey, Brooke. How long were we at Gingerbread’s the other night?"

      "Till 12:30 PM," Brooke shouted. "I think."

      I had her put Brooke on the phone, and she confirmed everything. Then she handed the phone back to Stacey.

      "What's with all the questions?" Stacey asked.

      “We’re just trying to verify your whereabouts."

      "You doing this for everyone on campus? Why are you interested in Aaron and Bryce?"

      “We’re just interviewing people who knew Professor Lauren. Most people are killed by someone they know."

      "So it's true? She was killed?"

      "She was assaulted. What happened after that is a matter of speculation.”

      "And you speculate that Aaron and Bryce might have assaulted her?"

      "If they were with you at the time, that puts a hole in that theory, doesn't it?"

      “Are they actual suspects?"

      "Like I said, we’re talking to everyone who had any interaction with Professor Lauren."

      "I don't think they ever had class with her. How would they know her?" Stacey asked, suspicion growing.

      “They may have had some interaction with her over the summer."

      "Oh, really? Interaction?"

      “You’ll have to ask them about the extent of their relationship.”

      “Relationship?”

      I said nothing.

      “Did they fuck her?”

      “Like I said, you’ll need to ask them about specifics.” I didn’t rat them out, technically. The girls were smart.

      “Those mother fuckers!”

      “Are you still sure they were with you from 8:30 PM on that evening?"

      She was silent for a long moment. “Like when during the summer did they interact with her?”

      “You’d have to ask them.”

      “Like early summer? Or, like, August?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The two girls whispered back and forth.

      “Cause, if it was, like, May, we’re totally cool,” Stacey said.

      “What I need from you is an honest answer, regardless. Were they with you at Gingerbread’s?”

      “Uh, Yeah," she said. I heard her say to Brooke, “What time did we get to Gingerbread’s again?"

      "I got there at 8:15. You showed up around 8:30."

      “What time did the guys show up?"

      “8:45-ish,” Brooke said.

      Stacey addressed me. "Yeah. They were there.” She paused.

      “I’ll check the phone records. I’ll know if you’re lying.”

      “I’m not lying.” She paused. “What actually was done to Professor Lauren?"

      "She was beaten and raped."

      Stacy gasped. “For real?"

      “For real.”

      She was silent another moment. “The guys may be dicks at times, but they’d never do something like that.”

      “You know them better than I do,” I said flatly.

      “I mean, I caught Aaron cheating before, but he’s not a rapist.”

      I said nothing.

      “Do you think there's a serial rapist roaming around campus? Do we need to be concerned?"

      “There was another attack last night. I would suggest you use caution and maybe carry pepper spray."

      "Oh, I'm totally on board with the pepper spray. I've got some in my purse."

      "If you can think of anything else, you’ve got my number,” I said.

      "Okay."

      I ended the call, and JD pushed the button for the elevator. We missed it the first time it arrived. I didn't want to step on while I was in the middle of the conversation.

      I had put the call on speakerphone. JD heard everything. "Think she's lying?"

      I shrugged. “We’ll find out.”

      I called Isabella and gave her Aaron’s and Bryce’s numbers. I asked her to get cellular data for their phones for the night in question. With a few keystrokes, she had access to the data. "Looks like they were at Gingerbread's from a little after 8 PM to a little after midnight."

      "You’re sure about that?"

      In an annoyed tone, she said, "I'm sure. Am I ever wrong?”

      "I don't know. I'll have to think about that."

      She scoffed. "You need anything else?"

      "Can you tell me where Damion James was?" I gave her the number.

      An instant later, Isabella said, "I don't know. That phone was off the grid."

      "Good to know. Thank you."

      I ended the call, and we took the elevator down to the lobby. We stopped at Key Bean and got 2 cups of coffee in paper go-cups. We mixed in cream and sugar and hung out in the lobby, sipping the steaming brew, watching college students come and go.

      "No way!" this kid shouted from across the lobby. He marched straight toward us, his long blond hair flopping into his eyes. He wore a black Wild Fury T-shirt with the dagger, skull and wings on the chest. "You’re the singer for Wild Fury. You’re Thrash!"

      JD beamed with pride. "I am."

      "What are you doing here?"

      "Just taking in the scenery."

      The kid nodded and grinned. "Dude, there’s some righteous babes in this building.” He paused. “Hey, do you think I can get an autograph?"

      "Sure thing," JD said.

      The kid dug in his backpack for a pen. He pulled out a silver sharpie and handed it to Jack. "Sign my shirt, man."

      "What’s your name, kid?"

      "Justin."

      JD made his mark in permanent silver sharpie on the shirt to the side of the skull.

      The kid was over the moon. "Totally cool! Rock ’n’ fuck’n roll, man." The kid lifted his hand, making the rock 'n' roll sign.

      They high-fived each other, and the kid bounced away toward the elevator.

      My phone buzzed with a call from Denise. "You are not going to believe this…”

      "What is it?"
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      "This thing just got weird," Denise said.

      "What do you mean, just got weird?” I said. “This thing has been weird since the beginning."

      "Keep Coconut Key weird," JD chimed in.

      "It seems Professor Lauren was leading a double life."

      My brow lifted with curiosity.

      “Brenda ran the fingerprints as a matter of routine. Turns out Amy Lauren isn't Amy Lauren."

      "What!?"

      "Amy Lauren is Rachel Marsh."

      "Okay… Who's Rachel Marsh?"

      "Oh, just a girl who killed her parents, her sister, and her sister's best friend who happened to be spending the night at the time. Talk about bad luck. Slumber party nightmare."

      My jaw dropped, and my eyes rounded. "Whoa! Backup. You’re telling me that Professor Amy Lauren is a convicted killer?"

      It didn't make sense.

      "Yep. She was a juvenile at the time. 13 years old.”

      I took a moment to process the information. "What happened?"

      "She went into her parents’ bedroom while they were sleeping and stabbed them to death, then moved to her sister's room and stabbed her and her friend in the middle of the night."

      "Why?"

      "Well, according to the court records, she claimed to have had some type of psychotic episode. She thought everyone was conspiring to kill her, and the voices in her head made her do it."

      "How was she walking the streets and teaching college?"

      "She was found not mentally competent to stand trial. The judge sent her to a juvenile psychiatric facility until she was 18. She was somehow able to convince the courts that she no longer suffered psychological distress and was not a threat to society. And they let her out."

      "Unbelievable."

      "That's when she disappeared. Nobody’s seen or heard from her since. Until she showed up in the morgue. My guess is she got a fake Social Security number, assumed a new identity, and went about her life."

      "Where did this crime occur?"

      “California."

      "And nobody picked up on this?"

      "Apparently not. When I ran a criminal history for Amy Lauren, she came back clean.

      "This is bizarre."

      "You're telling me.”

      "Thanks for the info."

      "My pleasure. I'll let you know if I discover any other juicy tidbits."

      I filled JD in on the situation. He looked stunned.

      My first call was to Amy’s husband, Tommy. I gave him the details, and there was a long moment of silence on the other end of the line.

      “Is this the first time you're hearing this?" I asked.

      “Yes. I’m having a hard time believing it. I mean, Amy was a passionate woman, and she could have a temper. When she’d go off her meds, she’d get snappy and irritable, followed by bouts of what I guess you’d call depression. But I never felt in danger. It's not like she ever grabbed a knife and threatened to stab me to death. Are you sure about this?"

      "I'm positive."

      "How did she pass the employment background check at the university?"

      "She had created an entirely new identity,” I said. “She was hired before the university implemented their fingerprinting policy for professors."

      "I guess you never really know somebody, do you?" Tommy said, still in a daze. "People are full of surprises, aren’t they?”

      “It would appear so.”

      There was another long silence.

      “If you discover any more bombshells, please update me,” Tommy said.

      “I will.” I ended the call.

      JD and I left Wharton Tower and headed back across campus toward the Founders Court. I received a call from Patricia Oswald along the way. "Deputy Wild, I hope I'm not catching you at a bad time."

      "Not at all. How can I help you?"

      "New information has come to light that I think you should be aware of."

      "I'm listening."

      "I think you should hear it firsthand for yourself. Can you come to Bongo Key?”
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      The wake boat plowed through the swells, spraying mists of saltwater. The engines rumbled. JD took the helm as we headed toward Bongo Key. Patricia didn't give much detail over the phone.

      We pulled to the dock, tied off, and ambled down the path to the main compound.

      The Pavilion was empty.

      I'm not sure where everyone was.

      We headed to the main house and banged on the sliding glass door.

      Patricia pulled it open a moment later. "Thank you for coming."

      She stepped aside and invited us in. Patricia escorted us to the living room, where a young blonde girl sat on the couch. She was probably 15 or 16. Striking features. Blue eyes, soft skin. She looked like she could have been on the cover of a teen magazine. But her modeling career would face challenges because of her height. She was a little on the shorter side, but it was hard to tell with her sitting down.

      "This is Skye Frazier," Patricia said.

      Skye smiled and waved.

      I recognized her from our tour of the school. We had interviewed her mother, Claire Frazier, and I saw the resemblance right away.

      "Go ahead and tell them what you told me," Patricia said.

      Skye nodded. "I didn't think much of it at the time. But after everything that happened, it all makes sense now."

      "What makes sense?”

      "I saw Hannah picking the berries. I thought it was strange at first. I knew she knew better than to eat them."

      "Why didn’t you say anything?"

      She shrugged.

      "When was she picking the berries?"

      "A few days before Father passed," she said.

      "Back in May?"

      She nodded. “I kind of forgot about it until yesterday."

      "Would Hannah have had any access to Fenton’s food or beverages?"

      "With her mother, Julie, working in the kitchen, I suppose so," Patricia said. She frowned. "I hate to think Hannah is capable of such things. But I think it's a possibility that she poisoned Father."

      Skye’s face reddened, and she growled, "That makes me so mad.” Her eyes welled, and tears spilled over her lids, rolling down her smooth cheeks. "He was such a gentle soul. And Hannah killed him."

      In a calm voice, Patricia assured, “Father is not dead. He cannot die. His energy is merely reassembling."

      Patricia looked at JD with a hopeful gaze.

      JD looked at me uncomfortably.

      "Can you show me Hannah's room?" I asked.

      Patricia nodded. "Follow me." She turned her attention to Skye. "That's all for now. Thank you for your honesty."

      Skye sniffled and wiped her eyes. She stood up from the couch.

      "That is, of course, if you don't have any further questions,” Patricia said to me.

      "We need a sworn affidavit,” I said.

      Skye nodded.

      Before we left the house, we had her write a statement and sign it.

      Patricia escorted us to the children's section of the island and took us to the bunkhouse. It was similar to a college dorm. There were two students to a room. Each room had two single beds, two desks, and two dressers. The accommodations were simple and spartan. There were community showers and restrooms—one for girls, one for boys.

      Patricia showed us Hannah’s room. We searched the drawers and the closet. There were pants, shorts, skirts, T-shirts, tank tops, sundresses, and a few coats for the cooler nights.

      Inside a coat pocket, we found a Ziploc bag with a few remnants of rotten berries.

      I frowned and exchanged a glance with JD.

      We collected the berries as evidence and tagged them.

      Patricia watched in horror, her mouth agape, her hand over her lips, her eyes wide. "I know Hannah wasn't happy here, but I never thought she would go to such lengths. Killing Father, then fabricating those horrible stories… It saddens me deeply."

      "I need to speak with Hannah's roommate," I said.

      Patricia nodded. “I'll go get Grace. Stay here," she said before darting out the door.

      I look at JD. He shrugged, not sure what to make of it all.

      A million thoughts ran through my mind. If Hannah’s allegations were true, it would be hard to blame her for taking matters into her own hands. But she’d have to answer for that.

      Patricia returned a moment later with Grace. She was another young girl about 16. Long flowing brown hair, brown eyes, and a gentle face.

      I held up the bag of berries. "You recognize this?"

      She shook her head.

      "But you know what these are."

      She nodded.

      "Did you ever see Hannah with these?"

      "No."

      I asked Patricia if she’d mind stepping out of the room and giving us a little privacy.

      "Of course."

      She stepped into the hallway and pulled the door shut. I looked under the crack of the door, and I could see the reflection of her shoes on the tile. The reflection changed as she walked away, and I heard her footsteps.

      She was probably hovering a few feet away, listening in.

      "Did Hannah ever talk to you about the abuse?" I asked Grace.

      “No. We didn't really get along that well. Every now and then we’d talk. But mostly, we kind of just fought with each other."

      “What did you fight about?"

      "She left the place a mess. She’d take my stuff. Borrow clothes. Say rude things. I tried to let it all go. That's what we’re supposed to do. We’re supposed to be nice to the people who are mean to us."

      "And she never said anything about Fenton being inappropriate?"

      Grace hesitated. "I know she wanted to get off the island. She told me one time that she had a plan. I asked her what the plan was, but she wouldn't say."

      "And what about you? Are you comfortable here?"

      She nodded enthusiastically. "I really like it here. I have everything I want. I don't miss TV or the internet anymore. It was tough for the first couple of months when Mom and I first came here. But I mean, the people are mostly cool. Mom’s a lot less stressed out than she used to be, which is great. Between you and me, she was always cranky before.”

      "Thanks for speaking with us,” I said.

      She smiled. "Anytime."

      We stepped into the hall.

      Patricia leaned against the wall a few doors down. She moved to greet us. "So, what will you do now?"

      "We’ll take these berries to the lab. They might be able to match the strain to the poison that Fenton ingested."

      "What then?"

      "I think we're going to have another talk with Hannah."

      "I really hope, for her sake, that she didn't do what it looks like she did,” Patricia said. “I think as she gets older, her actions will be something very difficult to live with."

      Patricia turned her attention to JD. She stared deep into his eyes for a moment.

      JD stared back.

      He tapped his noggin. "I can guarantee you, Fenton’s not inside here."

      "Give it time, Deputy. Give it time," she said with a smile.

      JD gave me a look like he was ready to get the hell off the island.

      I told Patricia we'd be in touch.

      We left the dorm and marched across the island. The Pavilion was still empty. No trace of the bikini-clad beauties.

      We walked the path to the dock, boarded the wake boat, and headed back toward Coconut Key. I had a few questions for Hannah Hess.

      But there was one small problem.
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      We logged the berries into evidence and sent them to the lab. Afterward, we drove to Sentinel House to speak with Hannah.

      But she wasn’t there.

      She, and her belongings, were gone.

      We searched the premises but found no trace of her. I talked with the house manager and the other residents, but no one could speak to her whereabouts. The other girls didn’t know or wouldn’t say.

      I called Sheriff Daniels and updated him on the situation. He put out a BOLO on Hannah.

      “Does she have any family or relatives in the area?" I asked.

      "No," Daniels said. "According to the records, her dad lives in Alabama. His name is Darrell Hess."

      "Give me his number. I’ll give him a call, see if he's heard from her.”

      I ended the call with Daniels and waited for the number to buzz through to my phone. Then I called Darrell.

      He answered after a few rings and spoke with a heavy southern drawl. "Whatever you're selling, I ain't buying. And take me off your goddamn list."

      "I ain’t selling nothing," I said, trying to put a smile in my voice. I spoke slowly and tried to mirror his tone. I found that was always best when dealing with adversarial personalities. “I’m Deputy Tyson Wild with the Coconut County Sheriff's Department. Your daughter has gone missing."

      "Sally?"

      "No. Hannah."

      He groaned.

      "Have you heard anything from her?"

      "I ain’t heard nothing from her in years. Whatever kind of trouble she's in, talk to her looney tunes mother. She ain't my responsibility."

      His level of compassion was enormous.

      "So, she hasn't tried to contact you?"

      "I just told you, I ain't heard from her in years. I don't expect to, either. To tell you the truth, I can’t be 100% certain that she's actually mine. But I send a goddamn check every month. And believe me, I’m counting down the days till she turns 18. Which ought not to be too long."

      "If you hear anything from her, please give me a call," I said.

      Darrell hung up the phone without saying anything further.

      He sounded like the ideal father. I felt bad for Hannah. The brief interaction with him made me even more grateful for the relationship I had with my father before he died. It was a grim reminder that not everybody has that.

      Daniels called back. "We just got a report from a truck driver. Said he saw a girl matching the description of Hannah hitchhiking on Highway 1 North. Get over there and see what you can find."

      "We're on it," I said.

      “Patrol units are on alert.”

      I told JD, and we rushed to the Porsche, hopped in, and sped away. The engine howled, and the tires squealed as we rounded corners. With a few twists and turns, we were on the highway, and Jack mashed the pedal.

      The speedometer rose, and soon we were in the triple digits. The wind whistled around the cabin. The Porsche felt rock-solid at twice the legal limit.

      I kept my eyes peeled on the shoulder, looking for Hannah with her thumb out.

      My phone buzzed with an AMBER alert from the county, asking anyone with information about Hannah to contact the Sheriff's Department.

      It wasn’t long after that when I got another call from Daniels. “A driver called in and said they saw a girl that matched Hannah’s description picked up by a trucker heading north. A bonneted maroon truck with a sleeper and an air dam. That's all I've got."

      The engine roared as JD blazed down the highway. The Porsche sucked up the asphalt. My eyes squinted into the distance, looking for the maroon truck.

      We raced down the road and got caught up in traffic.

      JD honked the horn and flashed the lights, trying to get the turtle out of the fast lane. Finally, the yellow clunker pulled right, and the old lady flipped us off as we passed.

      We careened down the roadway, the landscape a blur. We left the traffic behind and went through an empty section of highway with another clump of traffic ahead.

      I spotted an 18-wheeler ahead of the traffic that began to swerve, crossing over the dotted white line, then moving back toward the shoulder.

      Something was wrong.

      The movements grew more erratic, and the truck swerved from left to right with increasing frequency, the trailer teetering slightly with each change of direction.

      It looked precarious.

      In a flash, the truck veered right, plowed off the shoulder, and broke through the guardrail like a hot knife through butter.

      The big rig toppled and splashed into the marshy water. Within moments, the cab was almost completely submerged.

      Traffic slowed in both directions, and JD pulled onto the shoulder.

      With the truck on its side, tires above water still spun, and the air smelled like hot rubber and diesel. Steam billowed from the engine compartment as saltwater doused the engine, popping and pinging.

      I bolted from the car, ran through the broken guardrail, and splashed into the water. I climbed onto the rig and stood atop the passenger side door that was now facing skyward. It was just barely above the water level.

      I tried to pull open the passenger door, but it was locked. I peered in through the window—the two occupants were unconscious.

      One of them was Hannah.

      She hadn’t been wearing a seatbelt and had been flung across the cabin. Blood trickled down her face. Her body lay limp atop the driver as the water level in the cab rose.

      In no time, it engulfed the driver and would soon leave both of them submerged.
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      I stomped on the window until the glass shattered. I pushed the debris away, reached my hand in, and unlocked the door. I gripped the door handle and yanked it open. It creaked and groaned.

      I know better than to move trauma victims without a proper evaluation for spinal injuries, but both would drown before EMTs and paramedics arrived. They had to be removed, and the clock was ticking.

      I climbed into the cabin and scooped Hannah up, trying to stabilize her neck and spine. I didn't know what condition she was in.

      By that time, JD was on top of the truck and helped me get her out. He set her flat on the side of the truck, and I tried to get the driver out.

      He was a big boy.

      300 pounds, easy.

      He was wedged between the seat and steering wheel. He had his safety belt on. The airbag had deployed and knocked him unconscious.

      I struggled to unbuckle his safety belt and finally got it released. I hefted the guy up, getting his head above water, but he was non-responsive.

      The cabin had taken on about as much water as it was going to. There was maybe a foot of air between the surface of the water and the passenger door, which faced skyward.

      The driver kept slumping under the water, and I tried to hold him up. I lifted his arms up, and JD grabbed hold of his wrists while I bear-hugged the man's torso and tried to lift him out of the vehicle.

      Two other deputies had arrived on the scene and climbed on top of the truck. They assisted, and together we managed to get the driver out of the truck. With his body sprawled out on the side of the vehicle next to Hannah, JD started chest compressions.

      After a few cycles, the big guy spat up a lungful of saltwater, coughed for a few minutes, and regained consciousness.

      EMTs and paramedics arrived. Red and white lights flickered along with the red and blues of patrol cars.

      Hannah had regained consciousness but was dazed.

      She was evaluated by the medical personnel, then transported from the wreck to the ambulance waiting on the shoulder of the highway.

      Hannah had a bump on her head and a slight laceration near her scalp. It had already swollen to the size of a baseball. The airbags deployed when the truck hit the water. Hannah bounced off the airbag and smacked her head on the roof.

      Both she and the driver were going to be sore as hell in the morning.

      "Keep him away from me," Hannah shouted, pointing at the truck driver as EMTs escorted him to another nearby ambulance.

      “That bitch is psycho," the driver said. “My fucking rig is totaled. So much for trying to help somebody out."

      "Is that what you were doing?” Hannah shouted. "Helping me out?”

      "Alright, what the hell is going on here?" I asked.

      "She went fucking crazy! Grabbed the steering wheel. I tried to fight her off, but it was like she was possessed. Next thing I know, we’re careening off the road."

      Hannah's eyes narrowed at him. "You lying piece of shit. He locked the doors, wouldn't let me out, and tried to make me blow him."

      "She's lying!"

      "I'm not lying! The guy’s a perv!" Hannah exclaimed.

      "Enough!" I growled.

      I pulled the EMT aside. "What condition are they in?"

      "They both need to get to the ER for CT scans to rule out any internal bleeding or cranial hemorrhaging. I think the big guy has a fractured ankle and a broken ulna. X-rays will tell us more."

      I told the EMT this incident was under investigation and that neither of them was to leave the hospital without authorization.

      They were taken back to Coconut County General, and we followed. It was going to take quite some doing to get that semi-truck righted and out of the water.
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      I had Denise run a background check on the truck driver. Spencer Newman had an interesting history.

      We followed the ambulance to the emergency room, and both victims were triaged and brought back to patient rooms. They both received CT scans and x-rays.

      We talked to Hannah while she waited to be seen by Dr. Parker. They had her hooked up to the heart monitor, and the screen beside the bed blipped with craggy peaks. The monitor displayed her oxygen saturation and blood pressure. A nurse started her on an IV drip.

      "What were you doing?" I asked.

      "I was getting the hell out of Dodge, man."

      "Where were you going?"

      She shrugged.

      I gave her a look that demanded the truth.

      "I don't know. I guess I wanted to go see my dad."

      I sighed. “Darrell?"

      "Yeah, how do you know?”

      "I talked to him. I don't think you'd be happy there."

      "I'm sure as hell not happy here."

      "It’s time you come clean. I need the truth and nothing but the truth."

      “I’ve been telling you the truth."

      "About everything."

      Hannah looked at me for a long moment and slumped.

      "You're in a lot of trouble right now."

      “I’m in trouble?" she asked, her brow lifted. "I told you, that guy wouldn’t let me out of the truck. He's a creeper. He was trying to make me do sick shit. Have you seen that dude? No, thank you."

      "Fenton died from eating poisonous berries. We have a witness that saw you picking berries, and we found berries in your closet in the dorm."

      Her eyes rounded. "What!?"

      "Right now, you're the prime suspect in the murder of Fenton Oswald," I said.

      Her face reddened, and the veins in her temples pulsed. She clenched her jaw tight. "Who’s your witness?”

      "It doesn't matter. What matters is the truth. Now, look, you've been through a lot, and I don't think anybody would fault you for wanting to get out of an abusive situation. If you poisoned Fenton, you need to tell me. You’re a juvenile, and I'm sure the courts will take everything into consideration."

      "I didn't poison anybody. I didn't pick any berries. Somebody's trying to set me up. That's bullshit."

      “Hannah…" I said sternly.

      Her eyes welled with tears. They spilled over and rolled down her cheeks. "I swear, I didn't kill him. I just wanted to get off the island. Everybody in that place is nuts."

      "I can't help you if you're not going to be totally honest with me. I want to help you. I want you to end up in a place where you’ll be happy and safe. Where you can thrive and grow and get past all this."

      "I swear," she said. "I didn't pick any berries. I didn't poison that nutcase."

      "And the allegations of abuse?"

      She looked up at me and sniffled. Her face tensed and quivered, "I made it up."

      I exchanged a glance with JD.

      "What happens now?" she asked.

      "I'm not quite sure."

      "I don't want to go back to the island. You can't make me go back."

      "Right now, you’re a murder suspect."

      "I told you, I didn't do it."

      "I want to believe you. But it's gonna take time to sort this out."

      "Does that mean I'm going to juvie?"

      "That depends on if the prosecuting attorney thinks there's enough evidence to bring charges."

      "What evidence? Some bullshit eyewitness and some berries that somebody planted in my room? You’re not seriously buying into this, are you?"

      “What about Spencer?”

      “Who?”

      “The truck driver. Did you make that up too?”

      “I swear. I’m telling the truth about him.”

      “You see how lying about one thing colors everything you say?”

      She slumped and drooped her head.

      "Just sit tight."

      "Doesn’t look like I'm going anywhere, does it?"

      JD and I left the room and huddled in the hallway.

      "What do you make of this?" I whispered.

      "She flip-flops. How can you believe a word she says? I feel for her. Don't get me wrong. But honesty doesn't seem to be her strong suit."

      “Well, with Spencer’s history…” I shrugged.

      We walked down the hallway and found Spencer. He had indeed fractured his ankle and had a mild concussion, a broken left ulna, and two cracked ribs from the chest compressions. He was not a happy camper.

      "Please tell me that little demon is going to jail?" he asked as we stepped into the room. "That was a brand-new rig. Not to mention the cargo inside."

      "She says—"

      “I know what she says. It’s bullshit. That’s what it is."

      "Tell me about the charges in Arizona," I said.

      The color drained from his face, and his eyes widened. "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "You know damn good and well what I'm talking about."

      His eyes flicked from me to JD, then back again. "Those charges were dropped. The girl recanted her statement. Said she made it all up."

      "The girl was your niece."

      "And she happened to have an overactive imagination."

      "Kind of like Hannah?"

      "Yeah, exactly like Hannah.”

      "Are you telling me you didn't lock her in the cab and demand sexual favors from a minor?"

      "No," he said, his face twisted with disgust. “I’m not some kind of perv."

      I stared at him blankly.

      "It's her word against mine. You can't prove anything."

      Innocent people proclaim their innocence. Guilty people tell you that you can't prove it. At least, that's been my experience.

      "So, what caused Hannah to grab the wheel?" I asked.

      "How should I know? She's deranged. A menace to society. She needs to be locked away. She could have killed me, and God knows how many other people. She's a psychopath."

      At this point, I was thinking he was full of it. "Don't go anywhere."

      He scowled at us as we left the room and stepped back to the hallway.

      "I get creepy vibes from that one," JD muttered.

      We ambled down the hallway toward Hannah's room.

      Jack continued, “No telling how many hitchhikers he's picked up on the side of the road and forced to do ungodly acts. Please tell me we can arrest him?”

      "He's got a point. It's her word against his, and right now, she does have a history of false allegations."

      We pushed back into Hannah's room, and I cringed when I saw she wasn't in the hospital bed.

      She wasn't in the room at all.

      I stepped back into the hallway and flagged down a nurse that was hustling past the room. “Have you seen the patient that was in here?"

      She looked at me with concerned eyes, poked her head into the room, and saw that it was empty. "Shit.”

      My eyes scanned the hallway in both directions. Hospital staff scurried about. A doctor was paged over the intercom. The trauma center was full of activity. But I didn’t see Hannah.

      I hustled back to the nurses’ station at the intersection of the next hallway. I scanned in all directions and caught a glimpse of Hannah pushing through a set of double doors at the north end of the hall, still wearing her pale green hospital gown.

      "Hannah!" I shouted.
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      I sprinted down the seafoam green hallway and pushed through the double wooden doors. My sneakers slapped against the tile floor.

      Hannah ran through the automatic sliding exit doors that led to the passenger pickup and drop-off area.

      A man had pulled his pearl Lexus around the circular drive and parked underneath an awning. He had hopped out and grabbed a walker from the back seat for his wife. He helped her out of the car. The 74-year-old woman inched along, unsteady. Her husband escorted her inside, leaving the driver’s door open and the motor running.

      Hannah took the opportunity to dart around the vehicle and slip into the driver’s seat. She pulled the door shut, dropped it into gear, and peeled off just as I arrived.

      I shouted at her again, but it was no use.

      The tires squealed as she sped down the drive, turning onto the main lane, heading toward the exit of the hospital complex.

      I noted the license plate number and called Sheriff Daniels. I told Daniels to put a BOLO out on the vehicle.

      The owner of the Lexus rushed out after he’d gotten his wife situated in a chair in the hallway. "Son-of-a-bitch!"

      I assured the man we’d get his car back.

      JD and I ran down the driveway and across the parking lot toward the Porsche. By the time we reached his car, Hannah had turned onto Beechwood Lane. We took off after her, racing out of the hospital complex, turning onto the roadway.

      The Lexus blasted down Beachwood and took a right on Snow Goose Lane.

      Jack weaved through traffic, banked a hard right on Snow Goose, and floored it. The rear engine Porsche hunkered down and transferred power to the rear axle. The turbos kicked in, and the acceleration thrust me against the leather seats.

      It didn't take long to catch up to the pearl Lexus.

      We were right on its ass when Hannah blew through a stop sign and banked a hard left, cutting across traffic on a divided avenue.

      Tires screeched and squealed.

      Horns honked.

      Cross-traffic braked hard to avoid a collision.

      Grills ate the pavement.

      She was lucky she didn’t get T-boned. Hannah floored it after she made the turn.

      Jack lurched across to the median before the traffic started up again. There were two lanes each way on the divided avenue. Jack punched it, following after Hannah, and the engine screamed. Wind whipped around the cab, and the smell of rubber, leather, oil, hot brake pads, and exhaust swirled.

      The sedan was no match for the German sports car.

      We caught up to Hannah in no time and hugged her tail. JD veered left and pulled alongside her.

      I shouted, "Pull over! Pull. Over!"

      Hannah looked at me for a second, then looked forward. Her wide eyes scanned the roadway. She jammed the brakes and turned a hard right onto Eider Street.

      We overshot it, and JD had to bank a u-turn at the next opportunity.

      Hannah wasn't a bad driver.

      JD pulled to the turnaround, waited on the traffic, then spun the car around. We waited on traffic again to turn left on Eider.

      By that time, Hannah was already at the end of the block. Her tires screeched as she banked another hard left onto Flamingo Drive.

      The traffic broke, and we raced after her. By the time we turned onto Flamingo, a patrol unit was in pursuit, lights flashing, sirens blazing.

      Hannah kept going.

      She swung a hard right into a neighborhood, then barreled down a street lined with cars on either side. There wasn't much margin for error.

      Before she got to the next stop sign, another patrol unit blocked the road.

      Hannah slammed on the brakes, and tires squealed again. Wisps of white smoke wafted from the contact patch, leaving a streak of rubber on the asphalt.

      The Lexus slid across the blacktop, stopping just shy of hitting the patrol unit.

      The cruiser in pursuit boxed her in from behind.

      We pulled in behind the cruiser, and deputies hopped out of their vehicles with their weapons drawn.

      "Go easy," I shouted as I hopped from the Porsche.

      Deputies surrounded the car, and Hannah finally exited with her hands up."

      "On the ground, now!" Deputy McCaan shouted. "Face down."

      "Alright, alright. Don't get your panties in a bunch," Hannah said.

      She ate the asphalt, and the deputy slapped the cuffs around her wrists. They pulled her to her feet and stuffed her in the back of a patrol car.

      I told McCaan to take her back to the ER. She was still undergoing treatment.

      I hopped into the Lexus, drove back to the hospital, and returned the vehicle to the owner. He was pleased to have the car back. He looked it over for damages.

      I filled him in on the situation, gave him my card, and told him to come down to the station if he wanted to file a police report and press charges.

      “You’re damn right I want to press charges. But right now, I’ve got my hands full with my wife's doctors’ appointments." He took another look at the car. "Doesn't look like anything was damaged. How old is the girl?"

      "15."

      "I can tell you, I sure as hell wasn’t doing shit like that at 15."

      "It's a different world," I said.

      "Indeed, it is."

      "Not making excuses, but she's had some troubled events recently."

      The old man frowned. “I’ve got news for her. Life is one big challenge. How we deal with the challenges defines character."

      I couldn't argue with that.

      JD had pulled into the parking lot, and we made our way back to the ER.

      Hannah had been escorted back to her room. This time she was cuffed to the hospital bed.

      She gave me a sheepish look when we entered.

      "You just keep digging the hole deeper for yourself, don't you?"
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      Hannah was admitted to the hospital for observation. The next stop would likely be a juvenile detention facility, where at the minimum, she was facing auto theft charges, and at the maximum, murder.

      We went back to the station and filled out after-action reports.

      Denise poked her head into the conference room. She was always a welcomed sight. "Guess what."

      "What?"

      "I did some digging on the Amy Lauren case. Actually, the Rachel Marsh case, whatever you want to call it. Her sister's friend that happened to be spending the night when Amy/Rachel went crazy… Her name is Iris Fulford. Get this… Her brother, Colin, just happened to move to Coconut Key three months ago."

      I lifted a curious brow.

      "I don't know about you, but I find it a little bit odd.”

      "You think he could have discovered Amy's true identity and followed her down here?" JD asked.

      "That's a possibility,” Denise said. “And after watching this, I think it’s highly probable.”

      She pulled out her cellphone and pressed play on a video clip. She handed the device to me.

      The video was several years old, and the quality wasn’t very good. Someone had recorded the episode of Mystifying Mysteries and uploaded it to YouTube. The episode was shot during the time of Rachel Marsh’s release when she turned 18.

      The true-crime show focused on unsolved murders, cold cases, serial killers, and other grisly events that captured the public's morbid curiosity. The show's host interviewed Colin Fulford.

      He had wavy brown hair and was an average-looking guy, maybe a little on the goofy side. He was outraged at the situation. His face was red, his jaw tense, his eyes narrow. He had quite a few unpleasant things to say about Rachel, including what he'd like to do to her if given the opportunity.

      I sent the video clip to my phone.

      Denise said, “If you want to talk to him, he lives in the Coconut Village apartments at 1309 Calliope way, #202B."

      "Nice work," I said.

      She smiled, her pearly whites sparkling. "You boys would be lost without me."

      "Yes, we would," I said.

      She spun around and dashed away, the faint trace of her body lotion still lingering in the air.

      We finished with the reports and grabbed something to eat at Totally Tubular before heading over to the Coconut Village. The complex wasn’t that old, but it looked rundown. There were several sand-colored buildings with tall, pitched roofs with rust colored shingles that looked worn. Each building contained 8 units, four up, four down. They were surrounded by tall palms, but most looked dried out and sickly with brown leaves. The property was surrounded by a black wrought-iron fence.

      We pulled into the visitors’ lot, parked, and strolled to the pedestrian gate. We dialed the main office, and the property manager buzzed us in. We pushed through the gate, walked around the pool, and found building B.

      We climbed the steps to #202, and I banged on the door.

      Commotion rumbled inside. A moment later, a muffled voice filtered through, “Who is it?”

      "Coconut County," I said, holding my gold badge to the peephole.

      Colin Fulford pulled open the door. He was 6’2”—a little taller than he looked on TV, and his boyish face had aged. His jaw was rimmed with a caramel-colored beard, and he was starting to get crow’s feet around the eyes. The years of anger and resentment had taken a toll, and he had more wrinkles than he should have for his age. “What do you want?"

      "We’d like to talk to you about Rachel Marsh."

      That hung there for a second.

      His eyes rounded ever so slightly, and his face tensed. "That's a name I'd rather not hear.”

      "Not a fan, I take it?"

      "She murdered my little sister. Got off scot-free, then disappeared. No. I’m not a fan."

      "Then you might find it interesting to know that she was living here in Coconut Key."

      He lifted a surprised brow. "Really?"

      "You weren’t aware of that?"

      "This is the first I'm hearing of it," he said dryly.

      I didn't buy it for a minute.

      “Kind of an odd coincidence that you just moved to town, isn't it?"

      "Life is full of strange coincidences."

      "Well, you might be pleased to find out she's dead."

      His brow lifted again. "She's dead?"

      "She fell to her death from the top of the bell tower."

      His face crinkled. "I thought that was a professor at the university.” Then he casually muttered, “I heard about it on the news."

      "Apparently, Rachel was living a double life. She had assumed the identity of Amy Lauren. But you knew that, didn’t you?”

      His face tightened, and he stammered, "No. What are you getting at?”

      "Where were you Tuesday night around 9 o'clock?"

      He shifted uncomfortably. "I was here."

      "Alone?"

      "Yes, alone. I don't know many people in town."

      "What brought you to Coconut Key?"

      "The sea and sunshine. This place is paradise."

      “Where are you working?”

      “I’m in-between jobs right now, living off my savings.”

      “You have a lot saved?”

      “What are you, my financial advisor?”

      I showed him the video clip of Mystifying Mysteries on my phone.

      “Big deal.”

      “That’s you making threats against Rachel Marsh."

      "That was 15 years ago. I was angry."

      "Are you still angry?"

      "You’re damn right I am. My sister was taken away from me. But hey, I guess karma finally caught up with Rachel."

      "Did you have a hand in helping karma?"

      His face tightened. "What do you mean?"

      “Professor Lauren was beaten and sexually assaulted prior to death,” I said.

      “Like I said, karma’s a bitch.”

      “How about you give us a DNA sample so we can rule you out as a suspect?”
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      “I’m a suspect?” Colin asked in disbelief.

      “Person of interest,” I said.

      “I’m not saying any more without an attorney.” He slammed the apartment door.

      It rattled the building.

      JD and I shared a look.

      We plunged down the steps and walked the path to the lot near the building.

      I called Denise, and she gave me the make and model of Colin’s car along with the plate number. I found the red Toyoma in the lot. It was a sporty, 2-door coupe.

      I peered through the driver’s window, surveying the seats, center console, and rear seats. A half-empty pack of cigarettes rested in a cavity below the radio. The doors were locked, but I checked the handle for good measure.

      There were a few cigarette butts in the ashtray. That would give us all the DNA we needed. But I needed probable cause to search the car.

      We stepped away from the vehicle, and I called Denise back. "Is anything outstanding on Colin Fulford?"

      Her fingers danced across the keyboard. "No. He's clean. No outstanding warrants. No speeding tickets. No parking tickets. Nothing.”

      "Do me a favor. Review the footage of the quad around the time of Amy Lauren’s death. See if you can spot Colin Fulford on campus."

      "I'm on it."

      I ended the call and exchanged a look with JD.

      “Hang tight,” he said. “I’ve got an idea.”

      He hustled toward the pool and disappeared down the path.

      I stepped away from Colin’s vehicle and tried to look inconspicuous in the parking lot.

      JD returned about five minutes later with a devious grin on his face. He moved to the red import, leaned by the back bumper, and stuck a magnetic GPS tracking device underneath the car.

      He jogged away from the vehicle to meet me across the parking lot. He launched an app on his phone that allowed him to track the device. They were pretty cheap on the Internet, and we had purchased a bunch of them. The battery was good for a day or two.

      The tactic may not exactly have been legal, but neither was assaulting someone and pushing them off the top of a bell tower.

      "When he's on the move, we can have a patrol unit pull him over for a routine traffic stop. Who knows? They might find a reason to search the vehicle." Jack flashed his mischievous smile.

      It didn't take much justification to pull a vehicle over. Follow someone long enough, and they’d change lanes without signaling. It was a bullshit tactic, but effective.

      We made our way back toward the pool, following the path to the office. We pushed through the pedestrian gate to the visitor parking lot and strolled to the Porsche. About the time we were climbing in, JD got an alert on his phone—Colin’s car was in motion.

      JD cranked up the engine and backed out of the space. We reached the exit on Calliope just as the wrought-iron gate to the resident lot opened for Colin.

      We watched him turn onto Calliope and followed, hanging back a safe distance.

      I called Deputy Mendoza. "Where are you?"

      "Dexter and South Boulevard. Why?"

      "I need you to follow a suspect heading east on Calliope and Vermont. I need you to look for a violation and search the vehicle if possible."

      I gave him the make and model of the car.

      "What are you looking for?"

      “DNA. He’s a person of interest in the Amy Lauren case."

      "On my way."

      We stayed several cars back and followed the red sports car. I gave Mendoza updates as we twisted our way through the city.

      He waited ahead at a cross street and turned in line behind Colin. Mendoza followed the suspect for several blocks, waiting for the guy to make a mistake.

      Usually, patrol cars cause people to drive under the speed limit and backup traffic. Every now and then, a cop car can force an error due to nerves.

      Colin didn't make any mistakes.

      He stayed within the limit, signaled properly, and his car was in compliance. No faulty tail lights. No out-of-date inspection.

      He led us on a zigzag path through the city, and it was clear that he had no particular destination in mind as long as there was a patrol car behind him. You’d have to be a moron not to notice the tail.

      Eventually, I told Mendoza to break it off. I didn’t want to spook Colin too much. With the GPS tracking, we could stay far out of sight as we followed him around town.

      As soon as Mendoza turned away, Colin headed back toward the east shore. He made his way to the marina at Salt Point Harbor.

      We pulled into the parking lot a few moments after he did. Colin was out of the car and rummaging through his trunk. He stuffed several items into a small black bag and closed the trunk. He carried the bag down to the dock in one hand, with a 25-pound dumbbell in the other.

      I knew right away what he was up to.

      Colin strolled the dock to a 25-foot center console fishing boat with a hard-top. He boarded the vessel, cast off the lines, and cranked up the engines. He eased out of the slip and idled out of the marina.

      "Call your buddy at the Coast Guard,” I said to JD. “They don't need a warrant to pull him over and search the vessel."

      Jack called his connection and gave him the name of Colin’s boat, the Pequod.

      I was pretty sure he had damning evidence in that black bag. The 25-pound dumbbell would help make sure it found its way to the bottom of the ocean. Our visit to his apartment had certainly unnerved him. He was probably cruising out to some remote location to dump the bag where no one would ever find it.

      I just hoped the Coast Guard would catch up with him before he ditched the evidence.
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      I called Sheriff Daniels and asked him to dispatch a marine patrol unit. The Sheriff’s Department had the full authority to pull over boaters and inspect for compliance. But, technically, they could only search personal belongings if given explicit permission. But there was no saying “No” to the Coast Guard. Congress had given them full authority to search boats at will to enforce federal law.

      We raced back to the marina at Diver Down and ran to the wake boat. JD took the helm, and I cast off the lines. We idled out of the marina, and JD throttled up, bringing the boat on plane as we cleared the breakwater. We carved through the teal swells, speeding toward Salt Point.

      Daniels called. The marine patrol had caught up to the Pequod and detained Colin until a Coast Guard patrol boat arrived.

      We arrived on the scene, and I boarded the small center console.

      Colin was not happy. His face crinkled, and his jaw tightened. His cheeks reddened. "Why do you guys keep hassling me?"

      "Where are you going?" I asked.

      "None of your business."

      "You mind if we search the boat?"

      "You’re damn right, I mind. I've got rights. You can't do this without a warrant."

      "They don't need one," I said, pointing to the Coast Guard patrol speeding in our direction.

      His eyes flicked to the incoming Defender class aluminum patrol boat speeding across the surface of the water, leaving a trail of frothy white water.

      Colin’s eyes snapped to the black duffel bag on the deck near the center console. He lunged for it, grabbed the handle, and attempted to heave it over the side of the boat. I grabbed his arm, stopping him before he could fling it over. The bag left his hand, smacked on the gunwale, and clunked onto the deck.

      He struggled, and I subdued him and slapped the cuffs around his wrists.

      “This is unconstitutional."

      The Coast Guard arrived, and two petty officers boarded the Pequod. The small boat was getting crowded.

      I explained the situation to them, and they searched the duffel bag.

      The petty officer pulled out the 25-pound dumbbell and found a tactical knife with a stainless steel 7-inch blade with a black aluminum handle. The folding blade had a razor-sharp edge with serrations near the hilt. There was a glass breaker at the end of the handle and a cutting hook near the tip.

      I snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves, and the petty officer handed me the knife to inspect. There were no visible bloodstains on the knife.

      I bagged it as evidence.

      The petty officer also found a ski mask, pepper spray, a black long-sleeve T-shirt, and a black pair of pants in the bag.

      I asked Colin, "Is there some reason you're throwing away these perfectly good items in the middle of the ocean?"

      "I'm not saying anything to you without an attorney."

      We collected the evidence, and I found a few cigarette butts in an ashtray on the boat.

      "This is an unlawful arrest," Colin said. "You’ve got no reason to detain me. I haven't done anything illegal."

      The petty officers continued searching the boat.

      “You ever been to the Vanden Campus?”

      “No. I told you. I didn’t know Rachel was a professor there.”

      He wasn’t doing a good job of remaining silent, and I was okay with that.

      “When the lab analyzes that knife, they’ll find traces of her blood,” I said.

      Colin swallowed hard. His face tensed. “They’re not going to find anything because you’ve got no right to take it.”

      “Destroying evidence of a crime is obstruction of justice.”

      “There is no crime.”

      “Got something,” a petty officer shouted, pulling something from a storage compartment under a settee. He held up a small baggie that contained a gram of white powder.

      “That’s not mine!” Colin exclaimed.

      The petty officer used a colorimetric field test to make a preliminary identification of the powder. The kit was a 3 component modified reagent system. He took a sample and placed it in the test pouch. He tamped it down, then broke the first ampule in the pouch. The liquid spilled out and mixed with the sample.

      In a few moments, we’d know if it was cocaine, heroine, or something else.
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      The petty officer shook the test kit thoroughly for five seconds, then broke the second ampule and repeated the process.

      He finally broke the third ampule, shook it again, and evaluated the results.

      This particular kit gave a telltale pink over blue result as the reagents settled on two different layers. The result was enough to establish probable cause for the possession of cocaine.

      I read Colin his rights, and he protested as we transferred him to the Sheriff's patrol boat.

      “That's not mine. I just bought the boat last week. It has to belong to the previous owner.”

      "Tell it to the judge," I said.

      The cocaine was enough to hold him. Hopefully, the lab would come back with a match on the DNA or bloodstains on the knife. I was pretty sure we had our guy.

      I couldn't blame him for wanting to take revenge on the woman who killed his sister. But like it or not, Amy/Rachel had been through the system and done her time. Whether or not the punishment was commensurate with the crime was open to debate.

      I piloted the center console back to the station, where it was impounded. JD and I filled out after-action reports, then headed to the interrogation room to have a little chat with Colin.

      Denise caught up with us in the hallway. "Hey, you’re not going to like this."

      I cringed in anticipation of the bad news.

      "I've been through the footage of the quad prior to Amy Lauren’s death. I studied both angles, and I never saw anybody that resembled Colin Fulford. Doesn't mean he wasn't there. But he avoided the cameras if he was. He could have entered the building from the other side.”

      I thanked her before pushing into the interrogation room. JD and I took a seat across the table from Colin.

      "I'm not saying anything else without a lawyer."

      He’d been saying that all afternoon yet kept talking. "You're in a lot of trouble."

      "The cocaine is not mine."

      "I don't care about the cocaine. I think you know what I care about."

      He looked up at me with worried eyes and said nothing.

      "Let me lay it out for you. I think you know what the lab is going to find on that knife. You don't have to tell me, but the truth is going to come out. We’ve recovered DNA from Amy Lauren’s body.”

      "Stop calling her Amy. Her name is Rachel Marsh."

      "Whatever you prefer."

      "I prefer not to be here."

      "I think you know that the DNA we’re going to get from your cigarette butts will match the perp’s. You really ought to think about quitting."

      "That evidence is going to get tossed, and you know it. You had no reason or right to take it."

      This is where I bluffed. “I’ve got video footage from security cameras on campus that place you at the scene of the crime at the right time." It was a long shot. But I threw it out there.

      He was silent for a long moment.

      "You already told me that you had never visited campus. So if you want to explain that discrepancy to me, go right ahead. Did you forget?"

      He stayed silent, and an overhead fluorescent bulb flickered and buzzed. I kept meaning to have the maintenance guy swap it out.
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      "Okay, yeah,” Colin admitted. “I was on campus. But I didn't kill Rachel."

      "I'm listening."

      He exhaled a tense breath. "I hired a private investigator. I wanted to find her.”

      "Why?"

      "I don't know why. I needed closure."

      "Bullshit.”

      "I didn't really know what I’d do when I found her. I wanted to make her pay for what she did. I had hired a bunch of different guys over the years and nobody could ever locate her. Then I stumbled across this guy, and he said he could find anybody. He took the last known photo of Rachel from when she was 18. He used computer software to age her. Then he did a reverse image search on the internet and got a possible match with the faculty photo of Amy Lauren on the Vanden website. He came down to Coconut Key, looked into it, then reported back to me. He was positive that Amy Lauren was Rachel Marsh. So, I came down here. I had to see for myself. I rented an apartment, and I started following her around."

      "For the past three months."

      He nodded. "Yeah. It took a long time to work up my courage. But I decided I was gonna do it.”

      “Do what, specifically?”

      He said nothing.

      “Kill her?”

      He hesitated, “I mean, that's what I thought in the back of my head. I didn't know if I could go through with it."

      “So you followed her around campus."

      "That night, she left class and walked across the quad to Patterson Hall. I followed her up to the tower entrance on the 4th floor. I knew where she was going. I’d seen her take a few guys up there before.”

      “You followed her all summer.”

      He nodded. “I approached her, punched her in the face, and forced her at knifepoint up to the tower.”

      “Are you left-handed?”

      “Yeah. How’d you know?”

      “Go on.”

      “I was gonna make her jump."

      "But you decided to rape her first."

      He hung his head. "I don't know what I was going to do. I put the knife to her throat and forced her to the ground. I was on top of her.” His eyes welled as he recalled the details. “Then I heard someone enter into the stairwell. They made their way up the tower. I panicked and left. I spiraled down the staircase, brushing past two guys. I left Rachel on the landing below the observation deck."

      "So, you’re claiming she was alive when you last saw her?"

      He nodded. “I’m not claiming. I’m stating a fact.”

      "And you expect me to believe that?"

      "I'm telling you the truth!"

      "Can you describe the two guys you saw on the staircase?"

      "Young guys. College students."

      "That narrows it down," I snarked.

      “One was shorter and stockier. He had brown hair and a goatee. The other one was tall and skinny. That’s really all I can remember. I was in a rush. I wanted to get the hell out of there."

      I looked at JD. We were thinking the same thing.

      We pushed away from the table and headed toward the door.

      "So, what now?" Colin asked.

      "We’ll chase down this lead and find out if you're full of it," I said.

      "I swear, I'm telling you the truth."

      "For your sake, I hope so."

      I knocked on the door, and a guard buzzed us out. We stepped into the hallway, and the door clanked shut behind us. Colin shouted something, but the closed door muffled him.

      "I think we need to pay Aaron and Bryce another visit," I said.

      I called Isabella and asked her to locate their phones. With a few keystrokes, she told me, “They’re at Gingerbread’s.”

      We left the station, hopped into the Porsche, and headed back to campus. We parked around the corner and walked to Gingerbread’s.

      It had a cool, cozy vibe and smelled like beer and pipe smoke that wafted in from the patio. I glanced around the pub and saw Aaron and Bryce at the pool table in the back, drinking beer and knocking balls around the worn felt.

      They hadn't seen us yet.

      JD and I moved to the bar by the waitress station and took a seat.

      The pub was full of undergrads, a few graduate students, and a couple of professors taking advantage of happy hour.

      "What can I get for you guys?” the bartender asked.

      JD flashed his badge and surveyed the brews on tap. “I’ll take a Hemmingway.”

      It was a local brew.

      The bartender looked at me, and I nodded. Before long, the bartender slid two frothy pint glasses in front of us. “On the house, gentleman.”

      A waitress sauntered to the station and placed her order with the bartender. She was a cute, sunflower blonde with her hair in a tight ponytail. She had cinnamon eyes and alluring features. She wore a ribbed tank top that hugged her form and black boy-shorts that left nothing to the imagination. A black apron with the Gingerbread’s logo screen printed in white was cinched tight around her waist.

      I got her attention and flashed my badge. "Would you be so kind as to do me a favor?"

      She looked me up and down for an instant. A slight smirk curled her plump, glossy lips. "What do you have in mind?”

      It was a loaded question.

      She was damn cute. I could think of a few things. I stayed focused. “See those two guys playing pool in the corner?”

      She looked over her shoulder and spotted Aaron and Bryce.

      "Would you grab their empty beer glasses and bring them back to me, making note of which one is which?"

      I slipped her a $20 bill.

      She smiled. "I certainly can. What did they do?"

      "That's what I'm trying to find out."

      "You want their DNA, don’t you?” she said.

      I smiled.

      "This is exciting. I feel like a secret agent.” Her perfect pearly teeth sparkled. “I’m Reese, by the way.”

      She extended her delicate hand, and we shook.

      “I’m Tyson, and this is JD.”

      He smiled and waved as he sipped his foamy beer.

      Reese’s eyes narrowed with recognition. “You’re the singer for Wild Fury.”

      Jack beamed. “I am.”

      “Can you get me and my girlfriend tickets for the next show?” she asked, hopeful.

      “Talk to my manager,” JD said, nodding to me. “I’m sure he can arrange that.”

      “I’ll put you on the guest list,” I said.

      Her eager eyes focused on me. “Let me give you my number, so you can tell me when and where.”

      I happily exchanged digits.

      I paid the bartender for two more rounds and had Reese deliver the brews to the guys under the guise of being on the house. They were delighted and didn't pay attention to Reese scooping up their old drink glasses and bringing them back to me.

      I put each glass in an evidence bag and labeled them.

      "That was easy," JD said. “I think we should come here more often,” he muttered. “There are plenty of suspicious characters around here,” he said, noting the plethora of hotties.

      “Yes, this place is a hotbed of criminal activity,” I snarked.

      Reese loaded her tray up with drinks and dashed off to serve them. When she returned, she asked, “You don’t think those guys have anything to do with the sexual assaults on campus, do you?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t really discuss ongoing investigations.”

      “Gotcha. But should I be worried?”

      “I wouldn’t put myself in compromising positions with those guys if I were you.”

      “Trust me, they’re not my type,” she said with a flirty gaze.

      “What’s your type?”

      “Strong, handsome, confident. Good sense of humor,” she said, not losing eye contact.

      I smirked.

      She smirked back.

      “I’m funnier than he is,” JD interjected.

      “Funny looking,” I teased.

      JD scowled at me, and Reese laughed.

      “You two are best friends, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” JD said.

      “I can tell.”

      The bartender set drinks on the counter for her.

      “I’ll be right back.” She loaded her tray and darted away.

      We hung out and finished our beer, chatting with Reese in between her orders. When our glasses were empty, JD dug into his wallet and slapped a wad of cash on the bar for a tip as we prepared to leave.

      “Don't forget to put me on the list," Reese said in singsong.

      "You’re unforgettable," I assured.

      She smiled again.

      “Oh, hey. There’s a party at the Kappa Zeppa Epsilon house Saturday night. You guys should stop by.”

      “We just might do that,” JD said.

      We pushed out of the bar. Aaron and Bryce never did notice us.

      We headed back to the station, logged the beer glasses into evidence, and sent them to the lab. Then we hit Oyster Avenue and grabbed something to eat at Gators. Afterward, we ended up on the patio at Tide Pool, and I bought the first round of drinks. We sat at a poolside table and watched the pretty people frolic.

      We hadn’t even finished the first round when Daniels called. "Get down to the station. I’ve got someone here you need to talk to."
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      "Coast Guard picked them up on a makeshift raft," Daniels said in the hallway as he led us to the conference room. He pushed open the door, and we followed him inside.

      Claire Frazier and Ruth Walker sat at the table, wrapped in blankets, their hair still damp and ratty from the ocean.

      "Tell Deputy Wild what you told me," the sheriff said.

      Claire nodded. "My daughter is lying.”

      “Skye is lying about Hannah?” I asked. “What makes you so certain?"

      "I know my daughter. I know when Skye’s telling the truth and when she's lying."

      "Does she lie often?"

      "When it serves her interest."

      "What interest is she serving by blaming Hannah?"

      Claire shrugged. "I don't know. She's been brainwashed by those people. There's no getting through to her." She sighed. "It's all my fault." Her eyes brimmed. "I should never have brought her to that island."

      "Is she still there?"

      Claire nodded. "There was no way I could convince her to leave. And I couldn’t tell her that I was planning on going, or she’d tell the others." Claire exchanged a glance with her friend. "We've been building that raft for quite some time, plotting our escape. There's no way off that island. And anyone who voices their displeasure is dealt with."

      "How so?"

      Claire hesitated for a moment. "Non-believers are considered a threat to the group. It just takes one person to point out that the Emperor has no clothes. Fenton had everyone in a trancelike state, believing in his teachings. Most all on that island followed him blindly. You’ve seen how delusional they can be. There are a handful of us who have woken up, so to speak."

      “There are others on the island that wish to get off?"

      She nodded.

      “Do you know what happened to Sadie?”

      Claire shook her head. “Just that she went missing.”

      “Do you think she ran away? Or was Hannah telling the truth that she was taken away?”

      “At this point, I’d tend to believe Hannah.”

      “Anybody else ‘go missing’ from the island?”

      “Her mother left. Dean’s girlfriend left. They broke up, and Fenton took her back to Coconut Key just like he did with Sadie’s mom. It was a big show to let us all know we could leave at any time. But it wasn’t true.”

      “What’s Dean’s ex-girlfriend’s name?”

      “Aspen Everson.”

      “Do you know anything about Fenton's death that you haven't told me?"

      She shook her head. "But I know Skye is lying. It's my guess that Patricia put her up to it."

      "Why frame Hannah?"

      "I don't know. Take suspicion off whoever really killed Fenton. My guess is that Patricia took care of him herself or had Jim do it."

      "What's her relationship with Jim?" I asked.

      Claire exchanged a glance with her friend. "I think there might be something going on between them. I don't know that for a fact, though."

      I looked at Sheriff Daniels.

      "What happens now?” Claire asked. "We’ve got nowhere to stay,” she said in a desperate tone. “We’ve got no money. We have nothing."

      "We'll find arrangements for you," the sheriff said.

      Claire seemed somewhat relieved but still frazzled. "Thank you." She took a breath. "You’ve got to get my daughter off that island. They can't keep her there, can they? She is my daughter."

      "We'll go back to the island and speak with her again,” I said. “They can’t keep her.”

      "She needs to be deprogrammed,” Claire said. “That entire island needs to be deprogrammed."

      We excused ourselves and stepped out of the conference room with Sheriff Daniels.

      “Get back out to that island in the morning and see what the hell is going on.”

      “You got it.”

      “In the meantime, I’ll have Denise see what she can find out about Aspen Everson.”

      Daniels made arrangements for the women, and we headed back to the marina at Diver Down. JD dropped me off, and I hustled down the dock to the Avventura.

      In the morning, we took the wake boat back to Bongo Key. We tied off at the dock, hopped out, and marched down the path to the main compound. People went about their business as usual. As soon as someone spotted us, a crowd began to form around JD, their curious eyes surveying him, trying to determine if their Guru had returned.

      It wasn't long before Paisley and Raven were at his side.

      "Do you think Hannah really poisoned Father?" Paisley asked.

      "That's what we're here to find out," JD said.

      "That's what everyone is saying. I mean, Skye saw her pick the berries, and you guys found the berries in her room. Why would she lie? Father always taught us not to lie.”

      “Do you know where we can find Skye right now?"

      Paisley and Raven exchanged a glance.

      “She should be in school." Paisley grabbed Jack's hand and pulled him along. "We’ll take you to the classroom."

      The two girls led Jack through the crowd, and we marched across the Pavilion, heading toward the other side of the island.

      I glanced around but didn't see Patricia anywhere. I figured she was in the main house.

      I saw Jim and Dean with their AR-15s. Their suspicious eyes surveyed us before they headed toward the main house, presumably to alert Patricia. I anticipated interference from them, but they stayed out of our way.

      We reached the schoolhouse and pushed inside. Paisley and Raven escorted us down the hallway, past several classrooms. Curious students peered out through open doors as we walked the hallway.

      We reached Skye’s classroom. She sat in the front row as the teacher solved a math problem on the board. The door was open. Paisley knocked to announce our presence. "The deputies need to speak with Skye for a minute."

      The teacher seemed annoyed at the interruption. Her face tensed, and a frustrated breath escaped her nostrils. She gave a look to Skye and nodded.

      Skye nervously climbed out of her chair and meandered toward the door.

      "Is there somewhere we can speak in private?” I asked Paisley.

      She nodded. "Sure. Right this way."

      She guided us down the hallway to an empty classroom. We stepped inside with Skye and closed the door, leaving Paisley and Raven in the hallway.

      "What's this about?" Skye asked, her blue eyes flicking between the two of us.

      "We have a few more questions about Hannah."

      "I told you everything I know."

      "I'm concerned that maybe you told us a few things that you didn't know?"

      Her face crinkled with confusion.

      "Your mother thinks you’re not quite telling the truth.”

      “I don’t care what my mother thinks.”

      “It's my understanding that part of the teachings here are always to tell the truth," I said.

      She nodded.

      "Have you always told the truth?"

      She thought about it for a moment. "Father also teaches that we all make mistakes, and that's okay, as long as we do our best to correct those mistakes."

      "So, you lied before?"

      Her jaw tensed, and her eyes narrowed at me. "I'm a flawed being, but also of the Divine."

      "Enough of the doublespeak. Did you see Hannah pick the berries or didn't you?"

      She gasped exaggeratedly. "How dare you accuse me of such fabrications.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      "Skye, I know you're lying," JD said in an authoritative manner, almost playing the role of the reincarnated Guru.

      Skye shrank and looked at him meekly.

      "Tell the deputy the truth," JD said.

      She hesitated for a long moment. Then nodded, “Yes, Father."

      I gave JD a look, and he winked.

      "Okay,” Skye said. “I didn't see Hannah pick the berries with my own eyes. But I know she did."

      "How do you know that?" I asked.

      "Because… Patricia told me she did. And Patricia wouldn't lie."

      "So Patricia asked you to lie?”

      "She asked me to state the truth. Her truth. She said it would be important in getting justice for Father."

      I frowned and gave another look to JD.

      "Did Patricia say anything else about how Fenton died?" I asked.

      Skye shook her head.

      "And you swear you're telling the truth this time?" I asked.

      She nodded.

      "Good girl," JD said.

      "You can go back to class now," I said.

      She pushed out of the room and headed down the hallway.

      "Did you find out everything you needed to know?" Paisley asked when we stepped into the hall.

      Jack smiled. "Yes, we did."

      We left the school and made our way to the main house, looking for Patricia. I banged on the door, and she answered a few moments later. She forced a smile. "Deputies, what a pleasant surprise."

      "We have a few more questions for you," I said.

      Patricia tried to hide her displeasure. "Certainly."

      Paisley and Raven loitered behind us.

      Patricia looked past us at the girls. "Ladies, don't you have somewhere to be."

      They shrank. "Yes, Mother."

      They said goodbye to us and sauntered away.

      "Please, come in,” Patricia said, stepping aside.
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      “Skye is a troubled young girl," Patricia said.

      My face crinkled with confusion. "Funny, that's what you said about Hannah."

      "Many of the girls here come from abusive backgrounds. Their mothers have escaped bad relationships to seek the refuge of this sanctuary. Unfortunately, sometimes those scars linger and result in behavioral and psychological issues for these girls. Skye is going through additional hardship because her mother has disappeared."

      “Claire hasn’t disappeared. She escaped."

      A quizzical expression twisted on Patricia's face. "What do you mean?"

      "She and Ruth built a raft and fled. The Coast Guard picked them up last night."

      "Thank God they're okay. We've been worried sick about them."

      "I'm sure you have," I said. “But not worried enough to report them missing.”

      I don't think she liked my tone.

      "I can assure you, I love each and every one of our followers as if they were flesh and blood."

      "Did you encourage Skye to fabricate the story about Hannah?"

      Patricia's face twisted, and she gave me an incredulous look. "No, I didn't encourage any such thing. I only encourage truth and honesty. These are Fenton's teachings."

      "I think you encouraged Skye to lie and frame Hannah because you killed Fenton."

      Her brow knitted together. "What!?"

      "Maybe you got tired of him diddling all the ladies in the fellowship. Maybe you wanted all the church’s resources for yourself. Who knows."

      "Those are absurd allegations! None of which you can prove."

      "You're beginning to lose control over the flock. I suspect that, one by one, they'll attempt to leave the island or revolt."

      Patricia's cheeks reddened. "As I've said before, Deputy. Anyone can leave at any time." She took a deep breath. "I'm happy to assist your investigation, but I must say, I grow weary of these constant accusations."

      JD twitched and convulsed like he was having some kind of seizure. His eyes rolled into the back of his head for a moment, and he began speaking in tongues—or his best imitation thereof.

      Suddenly he went still and stood tall in a commanding presence. He looked Patricia in the eye and said, "I know you poisoned me," his accusatory finger aimed at her.

      Patricia's eyes widened, and she gasped.

      "I have returned, and you will suffer my wrath. Confess your sins now."

      I had to admit, I was impressed with JD’s acting skills. It took all the self-restraint I had to keep a straight face.

      JD pulled out all the stops. I was almost certain that the heavens would rumble and bolts of lightning would streak from his fingertips.

      It sure put the fear of God into Patricia. She cowered before him.

      She was about to spill the beans when Jim and Dean entered the living room from either side, AR-15s shouldered, the barrels of their angry weapons aimed toward us.

      "Don't move!" Jim shouted. "On the ground, now! Face down."

      I had let my guard down, amused by JD's theatrics.

      I sure didn't like being on the business end of their rifles.
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      Jim kept his AR aimed at us while Dean confiscated our weapons. We were both prone against the tile. Dean took my cuffs, wrenched my wrists behind my back, and slapped the cold metal around. I never would have let him get the job done if there wasn’t a rifle in my face.

      Dean moved to JD, and when we were both restrained, Jim put a swift foot into Jack’s belly.

      JD groaned.

      “What are we going to do with them?” Dean asked.

      "First thing we need to determine is if Fenton has truly returned," Patricia said. "Get them up."

      The two goons grabbed us from the floor and lifted us to our feet, transferring us to the couch.

      Patricia surveyed us carefully while the two goons stood there with their weapons aimed at us.

      Dean fidgeted nervously, his wide eyes flicking between JD and me.

      Patricia leaned in and stared into JD’s eyes for a long, tense moment.

      "Boo!" JD shouted, breaking the tension.

      Patricia jolted back, her heart in her throat.

      JD laughed.

      That earned him a little reprisal from Jim. He stepped forward and whipped JD with the stock of the rifle. The smack echoed across the room and twisted JD's head to the side. It opened up a gash on his cheek that ran red.

      JD grumbled a few obscenities and threw a defiant gaze back at Jim.

      "Enough!" Patricia said.

      "In case you guys haven't figured it out by now, you're all in deep shit," I said. "If we don't report back to the department, they're going to send more deputies."

      Patricia said nothing.

      Dean shifted uncomfortably, unsettled by my statement. "What are we going to do?"

      “We can't just kill this one," Patricia said, pointing to JD. "Fenton’s spirit will just leave his container and transfer to someone else."

      JD breathed a momentary sigh of relief.

      Jim grumbled, "I told you poison wasn't going to take care of him."

      "Yeah, you can't kill me," JD said.

      "Shut up!" Patricia demanded.

      She thought for a moment.

      "What about an exorcism?” Dean suggested.

      “That could work.” She pondered the thought. A spark twinkled in Patricia's eyes, and a slight smirk tugged her lips. "Yes! That could work, indeed.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      Patricia told the two to keep an eye on us and left the room. She returned a moment later wearing a ceremonial robe and vestments. An ornate headpiece sat atop her hair. She carried a large translucent crystal that had a purple hue to it. She set it on the coffee table in front of JD.

      I exchanged a glance with Jack. The situation was amusing and unsettling at the same time.

      Patricia pulled the shades, dimmed the lights, lit several candles, and burned sage. She waved the wispy bundle of spice about the room, cleansing the air before the ritual. The embers glowed and crackled.

      She stood in front of Jack, closed her eyes, and held out her hands palms up. She began chanting some pseudo-religious mumbo-jumbo, then began speaking in tongues. With dramatic hand gestures, she pulled Fenton’s supposed energy out of Jack's body and forced it into the crystal, repeating the movement several times.

      JD and I gave each other skeptical glances. It was bizarre. We didn’t buy it for an instant. But it was a distraction that kept us alive a little while longer.

      Patricia continued the ritual.

      Finally, she decided the exorcism was complete, blew out the candles, and turned on the light. She stood in front of JD and leaned in, examining him closely.

      JD stared back, mocking her.

      “Fenton’s spirit is no longer within this one. He's in the crystal."

      Dean breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I am not,” JD protested. “You can’t contain me.”

      Patricia studied him again, her eyes staring into his. “Nice try.”

      Jack scowled at her.

      "Take these two and their boat out to sea and get rid of them. Burn the boat and their bodies, just in case any of Fenton's essence still resides within this one."

      She spoke as if she didn't want to mention JD's name. He was no longer a person. He was a thing.

      "Such a peaceful religion you’ve created here,” I snarked.

      Patricia glared at me. "I am saving lives."

      "How so?"

      "You don't know the things Fenton was planning on doing. He was going to lead us all to our doom. He had everyone convinced that the way to achieve the next level of existence was through death. So, yes, I killed him before he could take us down that path. What I've done, I've done for the good of the congregation."

      She grabbed the crystal and held it in her hand. “I will tell the others that Fenton’s spirit is contained within and that through the crystal, he is channeling his wishes to me.”

      I began to wonder if she even believed any of this. She just embraced it as a tool for manipulation and control.

      She moved to the PA system from which she could broadcast to the entire island. Speakers throughout the compound amplified her voice. "This is Mother. Please gather immediately for an emergency meeting at the Pavilion. I repeat, please gather for an emergency meeting at the Pavilion. This is mandatory for all of the fellowship. Thank you."

      "What do we do when the Sheriff's Department comes looking for them?" Dean asked.

      "They came, asked questions, then left. Just make sure there is no trace of them for anyone to find."

      Patricia pushed outside and marched to the Pavilion.

      Jim and Dean waited for the rest of the flock to gather before moving us from the house through the front door, which couldn’t be seen from the Pavilion.

      "You’re going to get caught," I said as we marched down the path toward the beach.

      "Shut up!" Dean shouted.

      "You don't look like the kind of guy that's gonna do well in prison," I taunted.

      "Shut up!"

      “What really happened to Sadie? You’re gonna kill us anyway, so what does it matter now?”

      “What part of shut the fuck up do you not understand?”

      “How many people have gone missing from the island?”

      Dean whipped the back of my head with the stock of his rifle.

      I winced and groaned. “What about your girlfriend? Aspen?”

      “Shut up!”

      WHACK!

      Another smack to the back of the head.

      We pushed through the foliage, emerged at the white sand beach and circled around to the dock. We climbed onto it, and the goons marched us down to the boats.

      We boarded the wake boat.

      Dean hopped aboard and set his AR by the console. Jim stood watch with his AR while Dean tied our ankles with nylon rope he found on the boat.

      When we were secure, Dean took the helm. Jim cast off the lines, and Dean cranked up the engine. He pulled away from the dock and headed out to sea.

      Jim followed aboard Fenton’s sportyacht.

      Dean drew a pistol from his waistband and brandished it. “Don’t try anything stupid.”

      He kept one eye on us and one on the path ahead.

      “We’re dead either way,” I said. “You think that gun’s going to keep us in line.”

      “I’ll shoot you right now.”

      “No you won’t,” I dared. “Remember what Patricia said. Some of Fenton’s essence could still be within JD. Who knows, he could possess you next.”

      Dean scowled at us.
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      The wake boat crashed through the swells, water spraying about, engines rumbling. The sun beamed down, high above.

      With my hands cuffed behind my back, I bent my knees and reached my ankles, starting to work on the ropes.

      Dean hadn’t tied good knots.

      JD did the same.

      We tried to be inconspicuous about it, but Dean caught us. "Hey! Quit fucking around," he said, brandishing the gun.

      He spent more time keeping an eye on us than he did on the path ahead. Dean had my cell phone, wallet, and keys, and JD's as well.

      I gave Jack a look. We’d been like brothers long enough for him to know exactly what I was thinking.

      He nodded, then shouted at Dean, his commanding voice rumbling over the engines, “I’ve got news for you. The exorcism didn’t work. I'm not in that crystal. I demand that you release me this instant.”

      Dean's eyes rounded with concern. "Shut up. I'm not stupid, you know."

      Dean was kind of stupid.

      "I am Father, and you will follow my commands or suffer my wrath."

      "No, you're not."

      “Yes, I am,” JD boomed.

      "Keep talking, and I'm gonna put a bullet in you," Dean shouted.

      I kept working on the ropes every time Dean looked away.

      He drove for 20 minutes, then cut the engines, and the boat slumped into the swells, drifting forward.

      Jim pulled alongside in the sportyacht and handed a plastic gasoline can across the gunwale to Dean.

      I didn't like the situation. I didn't like it one bit.

      Dean unscrewed the nozzle and stepped to the stern. He held the can high, obscuring the sun, his form backlit. He angled the spigot. Gasoline poured over me, stinging my eyes, even though I squeezed them tight.

      My shirt and shorts were soaked.

      Dean proceeded to douse JD as well.

      This is what we like to call in the business a bad situation.

      I’d been working on the ropes and managed to release the knot around my ankles and pull the rope loose. I swung my legs free, and with a swift kick, swept Dean's feet from underneath him.

      It happened to coincide with the crest of a swell that aided in throwing Dean off balance.

      Dean went horizontal and smacked the deck.

      JD kicked his legs free and grasped Dean in a scissor hold, choking him around the neck.

      I jammed my heel into Dean's gonads.

      He attempted to howl, but no sound came out. JD was practically crushing his windpipe.

      I rolled onto my side and managed to stagger onto my feet, my hands still cuffed behind my back. Dean had the keys to the cuffs in his pocket.

      As I stood up, I saw Jim with a flare gun. He took aim at the boat, and my eyes widened.

      "Get off the boat!" I shouted to JD.

      Jim’s finger wrapped tight around the trigger. Then he squeezed.

      The flare rocketed across the gunwale, zipping past me, smacking into the far gunwale of the wake boat.

      It bounced to the deck, hissed, and sizzled with its incendiary red glow.

      JD scampered to his feet, and we dove over the gunwale into the teal water just as the boat erupted in flames.

      WHOOSH!

      Dean screamed in agony as fire enveloped him. He sprang to his feet and dove over the gunwale, his clothes and hair ablaze.

      While I was underwater, I moved my hands under my rear and managed to get the cuffs underneath me. I pulled one leg through at a time, bringing my hands in front of me. It was a little easier to swim that way.

      I kicked and pulled my way to the surface and broke through the water. I slung my wet hair and grabbed a breath of air.

      JD popped up beside me a moment later. He gave me a nod that he was okay, and I scanned around for Dean.

      He had surfaced on the port side of our wake boat, still screaming and groaning. He flopped and flailed in the water, trying to keep his head above the surface.

      I got the sense he wasn't much of a swimmer. I didn’t know how long he'd be able to tread water.

      Flames engulfed the wake boat, crackling high in the sky. Black smoke billowed, and the smell of burning fabric, polyurethane, electronics, and fiberglass filled the air.

      The heat coming off it was intense.

      Jim cranked up the sportyacht and circled around the flaming boat.

      JD and I paddled away.

      Jim angled around, heading straight toward us.

      We nosed down and plunged underwater, trying to get below the V-hull as Jim plowed straight for us.

      The boat carved overhead and circled around for another pass.

      We both swam to the surface and gulped a breath of air as Jim headed back for another run.

      Dean flopped and splashed amid the swells.

      Jim didn't seem to give a shit about him.

      The sportyacht headed straight toward us again, and we plunged under the water just as the hull swooped overhead, the props spinning. The sun silhouetted the hull atop the water.

      We surfaced again amid the choppy wake, and Jim angled around for another pass.

      This time he stopped the boat not far from Dean. He shouldered his AR and took aim at us. Muzzle flash flickered from the barrel, and the AR hammered against his shoulder as he squeezed off round after round.

      The bullets snapped through the air smacking the water around us.

      Crack!

      Crack!

      Crack!

      Plunk!

      Plunk!

      Plunk!

      I sucked in a deep breath and plunged underneath. The bullets hit the surface of the water and lost velocity almost immediately. The copper rounds left trails of small bubbles behind before they lost momentum and fell to the depths.

      JD and I swam underneath the flaming wake boat, the amber glow illuminating the water.

      JD and I were no strangers to underwater breath-holds and combat swimming. I don't think Jim was familiar with our backgrounds. We could both hold our breath for a pretty long time. Not free-diver long, but more than average. We pulled our way underneath the boat and surfaced at the bow, taking another breath.

      Jim didn't see us. He was still focused on the area where we went under.

      Dean had paddled to the side of the sportyacht, and Jim helped pull him aboard.

      Dean groaned as Jim touched his burned and blistered skin.

      He was pretty messed up, but he’d jumped in the water relatively quickly to douse the flames. It was bad, but not as bad as it could have been. Still, he needed immediate medical attention. I assumed a few layers of skin would be sloughing off soon.

      Dean wailed in agony on the deck. "I need a hospital, man."

      "I can't take you to a hospital," Jim said.

      Jim scanned the area where we went down again, looking for us. He took to the helm, throttled up, and circled around one more time.

      JD and I plunged under the water. I watched the hull carve through the swells above us, the wash of the props leaving a frothy trail.

      We came up for air again, then bobbed back down and waited for Jim to make another pass.

      Finally, the boat headed back to the island, and we surfaced.

      I figured Jim thought he might have hit us with a bullet or the hull. We were a long way from land. In his mind, I'm sure he thought there was no way we'd be able to make it back to shore.

      We treaded water in the middle of nowhere, rising and falling with the swells, watching our boat melt away into nothing.

      The sky was filled with sooty black smoke.

      It wasn't long before the remains of the boat sank to the depths, the waters swirling around as it vanished. Within a few waves, it was like the boat had never existed.

      “I guess this means we get to buy a new boat,” JD said, almost happy about it.

      I scanned the horizon. There was nothing but water as far as the eye could see. With the sun directly overhead, it was difficult to get my bearings, but I was pretty sure which direction we needed to swim in order to get back to Coconut Key.

      Swimming with handcuffs presented a small challenge. Things were looking grim. But I was a firm believer that mindset was everything. If you thought you didn’t have a chance in hell, then you didn’t. It’s always best to stay positive.
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      Every moment we stood still treading water was wasted energy. We started swimming a bastardized version of the combat sidestroke, heading toward what I hoped was Coconut Key.

      Not long in, I heard the rumble of an engine.

      I glanced to the horizon as I reached the top of a swell and saw a sport-fish plowing in our direction. I shouted and waved my arms, sinking back into the water. I bobbed and waved, and bobbed and waved.

      The sport-fish made a beeline for us and pulled alongside within a few minutes. We swam to the stern and pulled ourselves onto the swim platform.

      "We saw the smoke,” a man aboard shouted. “You guys all right?"

      The two fellows got a little concerned when they saw our handcuffs, and their eyes rounded. They exchanged wary glances.

      "We’re Deputy Sheriffs," I said as they helped us aboard. "I need you to contact Sheriff Daniels and tell him we need an emergency response team at Bongo Key. Give him our coordinates."

      One of the guys dug into his pocket and handed me his phone. "Here you go."

      I dialed the Sheriff and gave him an update.

      The guys brought us towels and we dried off, and I gave the guy his phone back.

      They were two good ‘ole boys, Wade and Bart, out fishing and kicking back brewskis.

      "You got a paperclip?" I asked.

      Bart ran into the salon and emerged a few minutes later with a paperclip. He handed it to me. I extended it, then fumbled with the locking mechanism. After a few tries, the cuff swung free. I got the other one off my wrist and gave the paperclip to JD, and he did the same.

      “What the hell happened to you guys?" Wade asked.

      "I'm not sure you’d believe me if I told you."

      The sheriff arrived 30 minutes later with a couple of patrol boats full of deputies ready to kick some ass.

      I thanked Bart and Wade. "Come by the station and get a Citizen’s Commendation. The least we can do is buy you boys a few beers."

      They both grinned.

      "Hell yeah,” Bart said. “I’m all for that.”

      We shook hands and thanked the boys again before boarding the sheriff’s patrol boat. Daniels throttled up and headed toward Bongo Key.

      It was time for little payback.
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      Fenton’s sportyacht was tied up at the dock at Bongo Key.

      We pulled to the dock, tied the patrol boats off, and stormed the island. We made our way down the path to the main compound. Deputies in full tactical gear shouldered AR-15s. JD and I both donned vests and carried ARs supplied by the sheriff.

      The helicopter unit, Tango One, pattered overhead.

      We were met by wide eyes and slack jaws when we reached the Pavilion.

      My eyes scanned in all directions, looking for Jim and Dean. I didn’t see them amid the concerned faces.

      We crossed the Pavilion. Atop a stand on the riser was the translucent purple crystal that supposedly contained Fenton’s spirit. I shared a smirk and an eye roll with JD.

      We advanced toward the main house.

      Gunfire erupted from a second-story window as we reached the patio by the pool. Muzzle flash flickered, and brass casings ejected from the port, tumbling out of the window.

      The report echoed across the island.

      I dove for cover and rolled behind one of the tall narrow evergreens.

      Bullets streaked through the air, ricocheting off the concrete, sending chips and debris in all directions.

      Screams filled the air from nearby parishioners.

      Everyone took cover.

      Jim had angled his AR-15 out of an upstairs window and was taking potshots at deputies.

      He had poked the hornet’s nest and was about to get stung.

      We responded with a flurry of bullets, shattering the glass and peppering the window frame.

      My rifle hammered against my shoulder. The tangy scent of gunpowder filled the air. My heart pounded with adrenaline.

      Bullets smacked the siding, and within moments, hundreds of rounds pelted the structure.

      A few hit the target directly.

      Jim’s head vaporized in a crimson mist.

      His body fell back into the room, and his gun tumbled away, falling out the window, smacking the ground.

      I sprang to my feet and advanced toward the house. I tried the sliding glass door, but it was locked.

      Erickson and Faulkner smashed a battering ram into the glass. Shards, like diamonds, danced on the ground, glimmering in the sunlight.

      I crunched over the glass, moving inside, the barrel of my weapon sweeping the area, clearing the corners.

      JD and several other deputies flooded in behind me while others made their way around to the front of the house.

      Commotion rumbled upstairs.

      "Coconut County!” I shouted, my voice filling the house. “Drop your weapons and surrender."

      I advanced across the living room, moving to the base of the stairwell.

      A weak voice upstairs groaned, “Help me. Help me, please!”

      It was the slurry, listless wail of a man in agony.

      With my weapon shouldered, I climbed the steps, the others behind me in a single-file tactical formation.

      I reached the second-floor landing and swept the barrel of my rifle in both directions.

      The hallway was clear.

      "Please," Dean shouted, his muffled voice filtering through the bedroom door. "Help me."

      JD and I advanced down the hall, and we took a position on either side of the bedroom door. We readied our weapons, and I nodded to Faulkner.

      He kicked open the door, and we angled our weapons inside, clearing the room.

      It was empty except for Dean.

      He lay on the bed in agony, his body covered in 2nd degree burns. His scalp, neck, arms, and back were lobster red, and the skin peeled and blistered. His legs were in the same condition. He lay face down, sprawled out since most of the burns were on his backside.

      We checked the closet and the attached bathroom—both were clear.

      "We’ll get you medical attention as soon as the house is secured," I promised, even though the guy would have charred us to a crisp.

      Erickson stayed with him while JD and I moved back into the hallway and advanced toward the master bedroom.

      "Patricia! Come out with your hands up," I shouted.

      There was no response.

      We advanced to the door and took position on either side. When I gave the signal, Faulkner kicked open the door, and we swung our weapons inside.

      Patricia sat on the bed, wearing her ceremonial garb. She raised her hands, stood up, and surrendered peacefully. She seemed dazed, staring off into space—eyes as deep as oceans. Her world had collapsed in a matter of moments. There would be no more mansion. No tropical paradise, no syphoning the funds from new members.

      Jim’s body lay on the floor by the window amid shards of broken glass. Blood oozed from his corpse onto the carpet.

      I marched across the room, knelt down beside him, and checked for vitals just to be sure he was no longer a threat. He was long gone, his brain pulverized and spewed out across the carpet and the side of the bed.

      Deputies secured Patricia, escorted her out of the house, and Mirandaized her.

      With the area secure, the EMTs and paramedics rushed in and attended to Dean. He was treated, stabilized, then medevaced by Tango One to Coconut County General.

      A crowd of terrified onlookers gathered around the Pavilion as we escorted Patricia.

      "What do we do now?" Paisley asked. "We have no one to lead us.”
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      “You don’t need anyone to lead you,” JD said, addressing the crowd. “You’ll do just fine on your own.”

      The fellowship stared at him for a moment.

      “Can I say a few last words to them?” Patricia asked.

      I looked at the sheriff. His face tightened into a frown, but he nodded.

      “You’ve built this community,” Patricia said, her voice projecting across the Pavilion. “You’ve nurtured each other. And you will continue to do so. This land belongs to the church, which now belongs to you. I’ve seen to it. Only you hold the keys to your own happiness. The essence of divinity is within you all. You will be the masters of your own destiny.” She paused and hung her head for a moment. “I have lied to you all. Father’s spirit is not within the crystal. It never was.”

      Patricia nodded to Jack, and he moved to the crystal, snatching it from the pedestal. He raised it high above his head.

      The fellowship gasped.

      JD hurled the crystal to the ground. It shattered, and the shards danced about.

      The crowd gasped and shrieked, eyes wide.

      “You are free,” Patricia said.

      The stunned fellowship looked at each other, not sure how to respond.

      “Time to go,” Daniels said.

      We pulled Patricia through the congregation and took her to the dock.

      The crowd followed along.

      Paisley rushed to catch up with Jack. She stepped in front of him and stared deeply into his eyes, searching for any trace of Fenton. “Father’s not coming back, is he?”

      JD shook his head.

      A solemn look washed over her face. “He was never coming back, was he?”

      JD shook his head.

      “Will I ever see you again?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Somebody will have to come back and check on us from time to time, right? We’ll be out here all alone.”

      “I guess you’re right,” JD said.

      “Well, maybe that someone can be you?”

      “Maybe,” Jack said with a grin.

      I think Paisley might have been a little sweet on Jack, even if he wasn’t a spiritual Guru.

      We headed down the dock, transferred Patricia to a patrol boat, and climbed aboard.

      Paisley stood on the dock with the others and waved.

      JD waved back.

      I patted him on the back and teased, “Just think… you could have been their new spiritual leader. You could have taken advantage of all those nubile babes.”

      “I have ethics, thank you very much. I would never abuse my authority.”

      Daniels scoffed and rolled his eyes.

      “But, she’s right. We probably ought to check on them from time to time,” JD said with a grin.

      Daniels shot him a look.

      Jack shrugged innocently. “What? It’s dangerous out here.”

      I cast off the lines, and Sheriff Daniels cranked up the engines. He maneuvered us away from the dock, banked the boat around, and headed toward Coconut Key.

      We watched the horde of people on the dock wave as the island grew smaller. Ahead, the sun glimmered on the horizon, the giant amber ball plummeting.

      I asked Patricia, “What do you know about Sadie? There's no sense holding back now."

      She looked at me for a moment, then her eyes rolled back into her head, and she began convulsing. She twitched and flopped around, and the contents of her stomach spewed onto the deck.

      Daniels radioed for the medical boat, and they pulled alongside us and boarded. The EMTs and paramedics assessed Patricia’s condition.

      “What has she taken?" an EMT asked.

      I shrugged and exchanged a glance with JD.

      "She looks like she's ingested some type of poison,” the EMT said. “We need to get her to the hospital immediately."

      “Belladonna,” I said. “I’m sure that’s what she’s ingested.”

      We were still a good way out from Coconut Key. Daniels throttled up, and brought the boat on plane. We crashed through the swells, heading back to the island. It was dusk by the time we arrived at the station, and an ambulance was waiting.

      EMTs had a yellow gurney on the dock.

      Patricia was transferred and taken away.

      She was dead by the time she reached the hospital. She’d taken a lethal dose of the poison before her arrest, not wanting to face the music.

      We filled out after-action reports, then JD and I headed out to grab dinner and a few much-needed cocktails.

      Dean was admitted to the burn unit at Coconut County General. He was in critical but stable condition. We visited him the next day in the hospital. All things considered, he’d gotten lucky. He would survive, though he’d have a few nasty scars covering half his body.

      I asked him about Sadie. He didn't want to say anything at first.

      "Dean, it doesn't really matter now,” I said. “You're going away for attempted murder of two Sheriff's Deputies. Start cooperating, and you might get a reduced sentence."

      He didn't say anything.

      “What about Aspen?”

      He looked up at me. “She left the island. Fenton took her back to Coconut Key.”

      “How do you know she ever got there?" I said, letting it hang there for a moment.

      His worried eyes looked into mine.

      "I searched the records. She doesn't have an apartment in her name. No utility bill. I ran a national search. I can't find her. You want to know what I think? I think Fenton trafficked her. I think anybody that caused him problems went away.”

      Dean’s eyes filled, and his face tensed. Finally, he said, “There were two guys. I don't know their real names, but Fenton introduced them as Sherman and Clyde. They came to the island once or twice. I got bad vibes from them. They took Sadie. I saw them.”

      “And you never said anything?”

      “What was I gonna say? You couldn’t go against that guy. That’s why he had to be stopped.”

      "And you never saw Sadie after that?"

      "No," Dean said.

      “But you let her mother think she ran away.”

      Dean’s eyes welled, and tears spilled over.

      “Her mother killed herself, you know?”

      Guilt twisted his face. He sobbed, and the floodgates opened.

      “Can you describe these guys?"

      "Yeah, I think,” he said between breaths.

      "I'm going to get a sketch artist out here and get a composite."

      "Okay.”

      Somewhere out there was a trafficking ring, and I intended to break it up. The victims were probably halfway around the world by now. We might never find them. But every day these guys were operating was a day someone was at risk. We needed to shut them down before they could cause any more harm.

      We left the burn unit. Denise called as we ambled down the seafoam green hallways. “Brenda got a DNA match."

      "On the Amy Lauren case?"

      "Yep. Guess who?"

      "I think I have a good idea."

      "Care to put a little wager on it?"

      "I'm a gambling man," I said with a grin.

      “$100 bucks if you get it on the first guess."

      "I'll take that bet."
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      "It's not Colin,” I said.

      “You’re cheating," Denise replied.

      "How am I cheating?"

      "You say it's not Colin, and it's not so-and-so, and you back-door your way into this. If you get it wrong, you're going to say those weren’t guesses.

      "It's Bryce."

      She groaned. “Is that your final answer?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you do that?"

      "Intuition, my dear."

      "Oh, okay," she mocked.

      "That's $100 bucks you owe me."

      She groaned again. "I still think you cheated."

      I laughed.

      “How are you going to handle this?”

      "We're going to head over to campus and talk to the boys."

      "Bryce is going to say he was in a consensual relationship with Amy. Of course his DNA would be found on her body."

      “Trust me," I said. "I have a plan."

      We hopped into the Porsche and drove to campus. We made our way across the prestigious grounds to Devereux Hall and camped out until Aaron got out of Econ 203.

      I was hoping to catch Aaron alone, and since the two roommates spent nearly all their free time together, catching him at class was about the only way to do it.

      With his backpack slung over his shoulder, he ambled down the hallway after class let out, and we accosted him. I flashed my badge, and his face soured. "What do you want?"

      “I want to give you an opportunity."

      “An opportunity for what?”

      Students flowed past us, gawking with curious eyes.

      Aaron noticed their stares and shifted uncomfortably.

      "We already talked to Bryce," I lied.

      Aaron swallowed hard. "And?"

      “He said that you followed Professor Lauren up to the bell tower. She left the key for you atop the exit sign on the 4th-floor stairwell door.”

      He said nothing.

      “You climbed the tower and ran across a guy on his way down. That guy had assaulted Professor Lauren.”

      “So, why are you hassling me?”

      “You boys were both still involved with her, despite university policy. By the time you got to her, Amy wasn't in the mood for your rendezvous anymore.”

      We had his full attention. His nervous eyes stared at me.

      "She was frazzled and shaken, but you boys didn’t want to take “No” for an answer. You figured she was a little kinky, and she liked it rough anyway, so, what the hell, right? She’d probably enjoy it."

      Aaron was white as a ghost. Sweat misted his brow. "Bryce told you this?"

      "Yeah. He said you instigated everything. He just sat back and watched while you forced yourself on Professor Lauren. Of course, you, being the conscientious guy that you are, used a condom."

      He gulped.

      “After the deed was done, Professor Lauren wasn't so amused. She threatened to go to the campus police and accuse you of assault."

      "That's bullshit.”

      "That's what Bryce says.”

      Aaron’s eyes flicked between the two of us.

      “He's cutting a deal to save his ass. Said that you were the one that pushed Amy over the ledge. Said you punched her in the face, knocked her out, and tossed her over."

      His face reddened. “That’s all bullshit. It was Bryce's idea. He fucked her too. He's the one that threw her over."

      I tried to hide my satisfaction.

      "Come down to the station, make a statement to that effect, and I'll see what I can do for you."

      His face reddened, and his eyes welled. "Man, this is so fucked.”

      I nodded to JD.

      He pulled cuffs from a pocket and slapped them around Aaron’s wrists. I read him his rights, and we escorted him off-campus. Mendoza picked him up in a patrol car near the Founders Court.

      Aaron gave a full statement and recounted every last detail. Together with the DNA evidence, it was enough to get a warrant for Bryce's arrest. We picked him up later at the dorm.

      He was just as eager to turn on his best friend once we told him Aaron had ratted him out. Of course, Bryce said it was all Aaron's idea. It was up to a jury to sort it out now.

      We followed up with their girlfriends, Stacey and Brooke, at their dorm.

      “Okay, so maybe we were off about the timing,” Stacey said.

      “How off?” I asked.

      “It was probably 10 PM when they finally showed up.”

      “Why did you lie?”

      She shrugged and looked at Brooke. “We didn’t lie,” she said. “We were just confused.”

      “But you’re not confused now.”

      “Nope, everything is crystal clear.”

      “Why were their cellphones at Gingerbread’s during the murder?”

      The two girls looked at each other again.

      "It was a trust thing,” Stacey said. “We made them give us their phones for a day so we could see what other skanks were texting them."

      "So you had their phones with you at Gingerbread’s that night?"

      They both nodded.

      "And did they get any random texts?"

      "No," Stacey said. "I'm sure the sneaky little bastards told their skanks not to text them."

      "You girls will testify, right?"

      They exchanged another glance, then nodded.

      "Absolutely,” Stacey said. “They screwed around on us. Time for a little payback."

      The girls smiled. Hell hath no fury.

      The Lexus owner decided to drop the auto theft charges against Hannah. DCF wrapped up their investigation, and Hannah went back to the island to live with her mother, Julie. Some people decided to leave the island, but most stayed and gave it a go. Things had changed quite a bit, but they were moving forward in a more egalitarian way.

      We still had a human trafficking ring to bust. I gave Paris Delaney the composite sketches of Sherman and Clyde to broadcast, and we searched the criminal database for matches. Neither resulted in any leads. But I was optimistic.

      Then there was the matter of the other campus assault to deal with. I was pretty sure it was unrelated to the Amy Lauren case.

      We hit the frat party at the Kappa house. It was like Vegas. The party never ended. The chapter was on the verge of having its national charter revoked.

      The house was a two-story classic red-brick Georgian mansion with limestone quoins, white windows, black shutters, and a pitched roof with three gabled dormer windows. Steps led up to the main door, painted red, and covered with a round portico with corinthian columns. The structure looked presidential. The property was surrounded by a low, red-brick wall topped with wrought-iron, and trimmed with hedges. It was a block off campus and didn’t have to comply with university rules, but students could still be subject to disciplinary action.

      There were multiple kegs and trash can punch. I knew better than to drink the punch. A shot girl roamed around in boy-shorts and a bikini top with tequila holstered on one hip and Jägermeister on the other.

      The place was packed with tight bodies. A band in the backyard rocked out. It wasn’t long before JD was on stage running through ‘80s classics with the band. He certainly made new fans.

      I looked for Reese in the crowd, but she never showed up. I planned to give her a little hell the next time I saw her, but I had fun nonetheless.

      I booked Wild Fury in for a show at Sonic Temple in a few weeks. The guys started up rehearsal again. It was good for them to get back into the groove of practice. They’d taken enough time off, and they were all enthusiastic about taking things to the next level. That magic spark was back.

      We made a few trips out searching for the treasure but still couldn't find anything. I had no doubt, if we spent enough time out there, we’d stumble across it again. We were out one afternoon, fishing, letting the sonar drone do its thing when Daniels called. "Where are you at?"

      "I'm not quite sure," I said, not about to give our location to anyone.

      "That doesn't surprise me. I need you two nitwits to get down to the station ASAP. We've got another situation.”
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for all the great reviews!

      I’ve got more adventures for Tyson and JD. Stay tuned.

      If you liked this book, let me know with a review on Amazon.

      Thanks for reading!

      —Tripp
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      Wild Ocean

      Wild Justice

      Wild Rivera

      Wild Tide

      Wild Rain

      Wild Captive

      Wild Killer

      Wild Honor

      Wild Gold

      Wild Case

      Wild Crown
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      Wild Impact
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      Wild Thunder

      Wild Season

      Wild Rage

      Wild Heart

      Wild Spring

      Wild Outlaw

      Wild Revenge

      Wild Secret

      Wild Envy

      Wild Surf

      Wild Venom

      Wild Island

      Wild Demon

      Wild…
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      I'm just a geek who loves to write. Follow me on Facebook.
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