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The heavy fist careened toward my face like a sledgehammer.

SMACK!

The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth.

The fist cocked back and struck again.

BAM!

More blood.

I spat out a mix of blood and saliva. It drizzled down my chin, down my neck, and stained my shirt. I wasn’t really worried about the shirt. The black bag over my head made it hard to breathe, and that was part of the point. Disorienting and claustrophobic. The waterboarding would start soon after they softened me up. I knew the drill, and these guys were textbook.

BOOM!

Another fist. This one hit my cheek, wrenched my head aside like the others, and rattled my spine. My teeth chattered. I was quite fond of my teeth and wanted to keep all of them. My brain bounced around in my skull.

Pain throbbed.

“I think you’ve made your point,” I said dryly.

“No,” Mr. Fist replied. “I don’t think I have. We’re just getting started.”

CRACK!

This went on for quite a long time.

“If you keep that up, he’s not going to be able to tell you much of anything,” a voice in the corner of the room said to Mr. Fist.

Through the fabric of the bag, hazy shapes were visible, backlit by a work light in the other corner. Mr. Fist backed off and shook out his hand, which was throbbing as much as my face. At least I hoped the son of a bitch was in pain, too.

It was time for the good cop, bad cop routine.

Footsteps shuffled near, and the good cop huddled close. He leaned in and spoke in a hushed tone. "You know, this would be a lot easier if you just cooperated.”

I said nothing.

"Tell us how the reporter got the information."

"I want to speak with my attorney."

Good Cop laughed. "You're not under arrest.”

"So I'm free to go?”

There was a long, ominous silence.

"You violated a national security gag order,” he said in a low growl. “You disseminated classified information in violation of said order. Right now, you and your friend are in a very precarious position. Your actions have posed a threat to national security. Some might consider what you've done as an act of treason. You could be classified as a domestic violent extremist. An enemy combatant. If you're not careful, you could spend the rest of your days in Gitmo, awaiting due process.”

I laughed. "Due process. Is that what this is?”

Good Cop sighed. "Just admit that you gave the reporter classified information.”

This guy was a moron if he thought I was going to admit to anything. Yes, I had given Paris classified information to expose corruption. Yes, Julian Ashby had tried to kill us, and the feds were protecting him. Yes, I was pissed off about it.

“Look, your friend has already admitted to everything. Do yourself a favor and start playing ball.”

It was laughable to suggest JD would crack. This guy obviously hadn’t done his homework. Not in this lifetime or the next would either of us roll over.

When it was clear I wasn’t going to talk, the beatings resumed.

SMACK!

POW!

BAM!

Mr. Fist eventually tired of using me as a punching bag. That’s when the real fun began.

Someone yanked my head back, the bag squeezed tight around my face. My lungs sucked in a deep breath. I knew what was coming.

The cold water hit my face like a waterfall, soaking the fabric, flattening it against my skin. I kept my mouth shut and exhaled slowly through my nose to keep the water from flooding my sinus cavities. No stranger to underwater breath holds, I could go a long time without taking a breath. Longer than most. That would play in my favor.

But I soon ran out of breath to exhale.

The water poured into my sinuses, dripping down the back of my throat.

The key in situations like this was not to panic—to fight the involuntary urge to take a breath and suck in more water. It was a method of torture that didn't leave any scars. At least none that could be seen. But the mental trauma could take its toll. Hours and hours of this kind of thing, over the course of several days, could get to you.

The torrent of water seemed endless.

This was going to be a long, uncomfortable situation, with no end in sight. How long would this go on? Days, weeks, months? They’d get tired eventually and move on to something else. Wouldn’t they?

I worried about Buddy and Fluffy. Who would take care of the animals if I never made it home?

When the flood ended, I coughed and sucked in a breath.

My heart pounded. The water trickled down, soaking my shirt, spilling over my chest. Adrenaline flushed my veins, increasing my need for oxygen. It was all about regulating your autonomic nervous system. Keep the demand for oxygen low. Focus, meditate, maintain composure. I didn't need oxygen. I didn't need to breathe. They would get tired before I would need to breathe. That's what I kept telling myself.

My lungs didn't quite believe it.

Before I had a chance to make up for lost oxygen, cold water hit my face again. That's the real kicker—when your lungs are on fire, screaming for air, and you want to take that big gasp, you’re met with a wall of water. And the worst part of it? You know that no one is coming to save you.
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Ilost track of time.

It seemed like the waterboarding went on for hours. But that could have just been my perception of it. By the time they were done, my sinuses were inflamed, my throat scratchy from coughing, and my eyes puffy and swollen. Dizzy and disoriented with the wet bag still over my face, I sat in the chair, bound about the wrists and ankles, trying to settle myself as the world spun.

Footsteps shuffled out of the room, and the heavy steel door closed.

The loud heavy metal music blasted through speakers. It never stopped over the next few days, except when Good Cop asked me questions.

Questions that went unanswered.

Once a day, the bag was taken off my head, and I was given water and a peanut butter and jelly sandwich on stale bread. It was just enough to keep you alive. If you could call this alive. It felt somewhere in between. Death seemed like a better option at times.

From the brief glances I got of the room, it had dingy concrete walls with no exterior source of lighting. Yellow work lamps on stands blasted 2,000 watts of halogen lighting on me at all times, day and night. I didn't get any real sleep—just half-ass losses of consciousness.

I figured JD and I were on the fast track to being disappeared. Soon, we’d be transferred out of Coconut Key to Gitmo or some similar site. A place where the rules didn't apply. As far as they were concerned, we were non-persons with no rights. We’d committed the ultimate sin. It was the ultimate hypocrisy.

The door unlocked and creaked as it opened. With the black bag still over my head, I didn't see who it was. But by the sound of the shoes, they were expensive loafers. The stride was confident. The scent of cologne hit my nostrils a few paces before the man reached me. "Take the bag off," he commanded, annoyed.

I squinted and blinked as the light hit my eyes. They were swollen, narrow slits after the beatings. I'm sure my face was all shades of the color wheel. My lip was fat and split. My whole body ached.

The man standing before me came into focus, still backlit by the lighting. He wore a navy suit, a white shirt, and a red tie. He had dark hair, dark eyes, and a square face. In his mid-30s, he looked in reasonable shape for a pencil pusher. Definitely not a field operative.

He smiled. "Nate Sterling, Deputy Director of National Intelligence. I must apologize for any inconvenience you may have suffered.”

"Inconvenience?"

He chuckled. "Sometimes, on the battlefield, things can get… confused."

"Confused," I repeated.

"I'm sure you understand.”

I understood all too well how chaotic a battlefield could get. But this was beyond confusion.

"It seems you have friends in high places.”

I gave him a quizzical look.

"By order of the President, you and Jack Donovan are hereby released. I've given instructions to the agents to delete all transcripts, notes, and footage pertaining to your… detainment.”

"Detainment?" I said, incensed.

"The President appreciates your service to your country.”

JD and I had saved his life on a previous adventure. It was good to know that the good deed had not been forgotten.

"As a condition of your release, you will forget all about this incident. You are not to talk to the press, and you must stay away from Julian Ashby.”

"The guy’s a scumbag who tried to have me killed."

"We are aware of the situation. Julian Ashby will be dealt with in due time. For now, he is a valuable asset.”

My lips tightened, and I stifled an eye-roll.

Sterling asked again, "Do we have a deal?”

I didn't particularly like the terms, but it was better than sitting in this hellhole, or somewhere worse, for the rest of my life, however long or short that may be. "We have a deal."

"By the way, you just used your get out of jail free card. There won't be another. Are we clear?”

I nodded.

"If anyone asks, you and Mr. Donovan went on a fishing trip.”

I gave him an incredulous look. "And how exactly did I get this black eye?”

Sterling smiled. "You're creative. I'm sure you'll think of something."

Sterling gave a nod to the other goons, and they cut me loose. My arms were sore. The restraints had cut grooves in my skin. I rubbed my wrists and stretched.

"I'm sorry, but since this is an anonymous site, you'll have to be bagged on exit." Sterling nodded to the other operatives, and the dirty, wet bag was pulled back over my face. It smelled like blood, stale spit, and misery.

"Good luck, Deputy Wild," Sterling said in a sincere tone. "Stay out of trouble."

Two jackasses grabbed my arms and lifted me from the chair. It had been so long since I stood that I had almost forgotten how. My legs wobbled, weak from days of inactivity. Blood rushed to my brain. I felt woozy as they escorted me toward the door.

The goons marched me outside and tossed me into a van. Hazy shapes filtered through the bag. JD’s unmistakable silhouette came into view.

The cargo door rumbled shut. The goons piled in, and the driver put the van into gear. He peeled out of the lot and headed across town. The van wobbled and creaked as we twisted and turned through the streets.

Minutes later, we pulled into the parking lot at Diver Down. The goons pulled the bags from our faces, and the cargo door slid open. They all wore face coverings. I wouldn’t be able to identify them if I ever saw them again.

Nobody said a word.

JD and I exchanged a look, climbed out of the van, and the door rumbled shut behind us. Tires chirped, spitting gravel as the van sped away.

"You look like shit," I said to Jack.

He was in as bad a shape as I was.

"Hello, pot. Meet kettle."

We ambled down the dock toward the Avventura, squinting from the brilliant Florida sun. I had one thing on my mind.
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Ihurried across the passerelle to the aft deck of the superyacht. Usually, I was greeted by an excited Jack Russell, but the hyperactive terrier was nowhere to be found. I was hoping Teagan had figured something was amiss.

I unlocked the glass door, slid it open, and stepped into the salon. The boat was quiet. I called out for Buddy, but he didn't come running. Fluffy wasn't on her usual perch.

The feds had confiscated our phones and our weapons when we were bagged. I hustled up to the bridge deck, grabbed my other phone from the nightstand drawer, and called Teagan. Only a few people had this number. And there were dozens of missed calls and texts.

The gorgeous brunette answered a moment later. Commotion in the background filtered through. "Where have you been?”

"Long story. Did you come by the boat and pick up the animals?”

"You’re welcome.”

"Thank you," I said in a relieved breath.

"Who is she, and was she fun?” she asked with a hint of jealousy in her voice.

I chuckled. "I wish.”

"Is this one of those things where I shouldn't ask questions?"

"Yes.”

She huffed. "Fine. But you know me. I'm not going to tell anybody. I can keep a secret."

"It's better if you don’t know.”

"You mean safer?”

"Something like that."

A frustrated exhale escaped her lips. "You need to be careful.”

"Some things can't be anticipated."

"How much longer are you and Jack going to do this?”

"How's everything at the bar?" I asked, changing the subject.

"Don't dodge me.”

I laughed. "What do you want me to say?”

"I've been terrified for the last three days. I kept thinking the sheriff was gonna walk in here and tell me bad news. I mean, you guys disappear all the time, but I had a bad feeling about this one," she said with a shaky voice.

"We’re still here.”

She was silent for a long moment. "You've got to promise me. You're never going to make me cry over you.”

I chuckled again. "I promise."

"Say it again."

"I promise.”

"I'm sorry, I didn't hear you."

"I promise," I said, louder.

"That's three times." She paused. "I'm telling you right now. I'm not going to your funeral. Nobody is going to hand me a folded flag. You got that.”

It didn't take a rocket scientist to see how much she cared. “I'm not going anywhere, anytime soon."

She took a deep breath. "I’ve got the little fur balls here if you want to come get them, or I can keep them for the rest of the day.”

"JD and I are pretty hungry. I'm going to take a shower, get changed, and we’ll see you at the bar in a bit.” I ended the call, peeled out of my dirty, stinky clothes, and hopped into the shower. The hot water felt so good. I stayed in there for way too long, washing off the trauma of the last few days.

I hopped out of the shower, toweled off, and cracked the hatch. I wiped the steam from the mirror, then took a good look at the damage. It looked like I'd been through hell and back. I'd seen guys go 12 rounds with a heavyweight that looked better.

I shaved, brushed my teeth, and got dressed. JD joined me in the salon, then we headed down the dock to Diver Down. A few people dined, taking in the view of the ocean.

We grabbed a seat at the bar. Teagan gasped, eyes wide when she saw us. "Oh my God! What the hell happened to you two!?”

JD and I exchanged a quick glance.

"Fishing trip," we said in unison.

"Fishing trip?" Teagan replied, hands on her hips.

"You see, I hooked this fish," Jack started.

Teagan’s teal eyes narrowed at him. She stood there behind the bar in disbelief, wearing a tight bikini top and cut-off jean shorts.

Jack continued, "It was a big son-of-a-bitch. The line snapped, and the reel kicked back and smacked me in the eye."

It was a lame story, and she didn't buy it for a second. Her eyes flicked to me. "You too?”

"Equipment malfunction,” I said.

"We ought to sue the manufacturer," Jack added.

"You guys are so full of shit.” She knew it was a pointless exercise. She wasn’t going to get the story out of us. “What do you want?"

We grabbed menus and started looking over the items.

Harlan sat at the end of the bar, sipping a longneck. By the look on his face, he had something snarky to say. He held it back for a moment. After another beat, he said, "Looks like an improvement to me."

Jack sneered at him.

We went with the basics—bacon double cheeseburger with Pepper Jack and sautéed mushrooms. A basket of crispy sweet potato fries was the perfect complement. We chowed down and filled our bellies. It was arguably the best meal I’d ever had for obvious reasons.

Paris Delaney appeared on the flatscreen behind the bar. The gorgeous blonde never missed much. "I'm here at the county courthouse, where Darrell York has entered an Alford plea. Accused and convicted of the murder of Sarah Sweet 15 years ago, Darrell has been serving a life sentence in Palmetto Pointe Correctional Facility. That is until today. After new DNA evidence came to light exonerating York, the deal allows him to walk a free man due to time served, sparing the state the expense of a costly retrial. Several notable musicians and celebrities have advocated for York, maintaining his innocence. A Go Fund It page established by his girlfriend has generated over $1 million in support so far. With me now is the family of Sarah Sweet."

Paris turned to the couple standing next to her. Now in their late 50s, a mix of rage and sadness brewed on their faces. "Can you share your thoughts about this new development?"

Mr. Sweet could barely contain himself. "It's sickening! A travesty of justice. They're going to let this monster walk the streets. I've had to endure 15 years of celebrity support for this creep, and not one ounce of compassion for my daughter." Mr. Sweet was on the verge of tears. His wife was already there.

Their son, now in his early 30s, put a comforting hand on his mother’s shoulder.

Jacob Sweet was a tall, athletic gentleman with blond hair now heading toward gray. He had a square jaw and blue eyes. His wife was a petite brunette with shoulder-length hair, full lips, and dark eyes, which she blotted with a tissue.

Their son, Chris, resembled his mother with dark hair and dark eyes.

"It looks like York is exiting the courthouse with his attorney now," Paris said into the camera.

The crowd rushed to surround York, and Paris was no exception.

Cameras and microphones closed in. Flashes squinted York’s eyes.

Reporters shouted questions.

"Did you kill Sarah Sweet?”

"How does it feel to be a free man?”

"What will you do with the million dollars?"

His attorney did his best to settle the crowd. "Mr. York is pleased with the terms of the agreement and anxious to put the past behind him. Robbed of 15 years of his life for a crime he did not commit, he intends to start again and make the most of his remaining time. We ask that you respect his privacy and not harass the man.”

“If you're innocent, why did you take the plea agreement?” a reporter shouted.

Darrell's attorney started to answer, but York took this one. “Well, it's pretty simple," he said with a slight southern drawl.

York was 50 now, with long, stringy brown hair that dangled above his shoulders. He had a mustache and a goatee. His puffy, narrow eyes surveyed the crowd. He was the kind of greasy, shifty guy that didn't exactly inspire trust.

York continued. "I can either take this shitty agreement and walk now. Or I can sit in jail for another six months to two years waiting for my appeal to go through. With as corrupt as this county is, I didn't want to take the risk of anything happening. Wouldn’t be the first time this county has lost exculpatory evidence or convicted an innocent man. I have a limited number of days left, and they grow shorter every day. This was a chance to get my life back, and I'm ready to get busy living."

"What will you do with the money?"

Darrell sucked his lips and thought about it for a second. "I haven't rightly given it much consideration." He smiled and held his arms outstretched. "It's just good to breathe the free air, feel the sunlight on my face, and dream of possibilities."

"You're a murderer!" Mr. Sweet cried. "You killed my daughter. I swear to God, you will reap what you sow!”

At that point, I fully expected Mr. Sweet to pull out a pistol and shoot the man.
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The Sarah Sweet murder was way before our time in the department. Darrell York was a drifter living aboard a dilapidated 32-foot sailboat in the Mariner’s Pointe Marina when it happened. Damning evidence had been found aboard his boat, but he denied any involvement. With a prior sexual assault charge, which was later dismissed, Darrell had been a prime suspect.

The nature of the case, combined with Sarah's condition, pointed to a vile predator. A monster. People demanded justice. Darrell fit the profile. It seemed a rush to judgment had put an innocent man behind bars. There was a lot of controversy around the case at the time. I didn't expect that controversy would end anytime soon.

Sarah’s father was red in the face, yelling at Darrell in front of the courthouse. If he had a gun in his possession, he didn't pull it out. He spoke his mind and finished with, "I hope you rot in hell!"

Darrell just smiled. "Already been there. I'm sorry for your loss, and I hope you can find peace."

"Fuck you!"

Mr. Sweet took his wife's hand and stormed away. Chris glared at Darrell, then followed his parents.

The media frenzy soaked up the exchange. This was prime-time drama.

"Think he did it?" JD muttered.

I shrugged.

The case wasn't exactly cut and dry. Trace DNA from two individuals had been found in Sarah's panties—neither of which belonged to Darrell. But the panties were found aboard Darrell’s boat, and witnesses had seen them together on the day of her disappearance.

From all the cases that we’d done, I knew there were several possible explanations. Explanations people don’t often like to consider. Sarah could have had two prior consensual partners that day. Just because Darrell’s DNA wasn’t found didn’t rule him out. By the time her body was recovered, the ocean had washed away all trace evidence.

“I tell you, if that son of a bitch did that to my daughter, I’d take matters into my own hands,” Jack said.

“What’s the saying? Anger is a hot coal you hold in your hand, waiting to throw at someone else. Sometimes you gotta just let go,” I said, playing devil’s advocate. “Let the Universe sort it out.”

“I think I might just become the Universe in a situation like that.”

The case resonated with anyone who had a young daughter at the time.

It was all a moot point now. The case was closed, and Darrell was a free man. I didn’t know if he was innocent or guilty. But if another teen girl went missing, we’d sure pay him a visit.

JD and I chowed down and filled our bellies.

"Listen, I told the folks at the Children's Hospital I’d make an appearance as Santa.”

I gave him a curious look.

"Their Santa fell through. Apparently, that guy got caught exposing himself at Echo Park. Go figure. Creep. Anyway, they're having a hard time finding a replacement on short notice. I said I’d dress up and bring my helper with me.”

"Helper?"

"You know, Santa's got elves."

My eyebrow lifted. "You want me to dress up as an elf and go with you to the Children's Hospital?”

"It’s for a good cause.”

"I'll do anything for those kids, but you realize elves are short and small. I don't exactly fit the description."

"So it’s settled. You'll do it.”

“You’re not exactly fat and jolly.”

Jack’s face tightened. “I’m tremendously jolly.”

"I think I should go as Santa’s bodyguard,” I said. “I’ll dress in a suit, dark sunglasses, and wear an earpiece."

JD's face wrinkled, and he shook his head. "No. Santa needs a little helper.”

“Little?”

Jack stared at me.

"I'm not wearing an elf costume. So get that idea out of your head right now."

"These kids are really going to be disappointed,” he said in a sigh.

I frowned at him. "I know what you're doing.”

Jack smiled. "I’m not doing anything. Like I said, it's for a good cause. But, you know, hey… If you don’t have the heart to dress up and put a smile on those kids’ faces, I understand.”

"Fine, but I'm not wearing tights.”

"Yes, you are. That's what elves wear.”

“How do you know what elves wear? Have you ever seen one?”

"As a matter of fact, I have."

I gave him a flat look. "Outside of movies and TV, have you ever seen an elf in real life?”

Jack leaned in and spoke in a hushed tone. "Have you seen Jasmine?”

“Jasmine?”

“We met her backstage at one of the shows.”

It could have been any number of women. I didn’t remember. “She’s not an elf.”

“No. Of course not. But that woman is fine.”

"Is that what this is about? Are you just doing this to impress her?”

"No. She called and asked, and I couldn't say no. Some of those kids are dying. If we can put a smile on their faces just for a minute, I'm there."

Since he put it that way, there was no way I could say no. It’s not that I didn’t want to help. I just didn’t want to look like an idiot.

I surrendered with an exhale. "Where do we find an elf costume on short notice that will fit?”

Jack smiled. "I don't know, but I'll find out.” He paused. "It'll be fun. We'll ask them for a list of toys and make their Christmas dreams come true."

"And what if they ask for something we can't deliver?"

Jack's face wrinkled as he dismissed the notion. "We can deliver."

"Just don't get their hopes up for something that's impossible."

"Would you stop being a downer?”

I raised my hands in surrender. "Whatever it takes, we’ll make it happen."

"That's the spirit!” Jack said with a grin. “Giving, sacrifice, joy! That’s what the season’s all about.”

I didn’t know it at the time, but there would be a lot of sacrifices made this holiday season.

“If we show up looking like this, we’re gonna scare those kids,” I said, motioning to my black eye.

“Relax. We’ll hire a special FX makeup artist. A little concealer and we’ll look as good as new.”

It would take a lot of concealer.

We took the rest of the day to recover from our torture session. JD and I hit the mall, got new phones, and synced our devices with the cloud. Jack touched base with the guys in the band and let them know we were okay. I returned missed calls and texts. We kept the evening pretty chill on the boat.

In the morning, Sheriff Daniels called with bad news.
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Lights flickered atop patrol cars. The medical examiner was already on the scene. A crowd of curious neighbors loitered in the street, watching first responders come and go from the house. A few uniformed deputies kept them at bay.

We pulled up to the curb and parked behind the ambulance. JD and I hopped out of the 1979 Light Blue Metallic Porsche 911 SE, then walked across the lawn to the Stingray Bay mansion.

Whispers of gossip drifted through the crowd.

Paris Delaney and her news crew hadn't yet arrived, but the ambitious blonde would be here soon.

We stepped onto the imported marble tile of the foyer and followed the commotion up the grand staircase and down the hall to the master bedroom. All these cookie-cutter mansions looked the same. The neighborhood offered a handful of different floor plans—all nice, but if you’d been inside one, you'd been inside them all. Don't get me wrong, they were nothing to sneeze at. But the real money was in Palm Haven.

The bedroom was full of slick furniture and modern art. Atop the white four-post bed was a stunning brunette with lifeless azure eyes fixed on the ceiling. Completely naked and uncovered, her skin was pale, and her plump lips blue. The color had drained from her skin as blood pooled. She hadn't been this way long, judging by the faint trace of death in the air. At first glance, there appeared to be no trauma to the body. No blood splatter. Just a perfect porcelain corpse.

I saw the obvious culprits on the nightstand right away.

A distraught man in his 40s stood in the corner with his hands covering his face, sobbing. Deputy Faulkner talked to him.

Brenda hovered over the woman’s remains, wearing pink nitrile gloves, examining the body.

Dietrich snapped photos, and forensic investigators chronicled the scene.

Sheer curtains blew with the breeze. French doors opened to the balcony, slightly ajar. The sprawling terrace was home to lounge chairs, tables, and an outdoor bar. A great place to sit in the evening and take in the view of the pool and the canal beyond that was full of expensive boats. Across the canal, more mansions.

A few prescription bottles rested on a black lacquer nightstand, along with an almost empty bottle of red wine. A few lines of a white powdery substance, which appeared to be cocaine, were cut neatly atop a small mirror. It told me just about everything I needed to know.

"What's her name?" I asked.

"Whitney Hollingsworth," the sheriff grumbled with a tight face.

The name sounded like money, and with a place like this, she had a lot of it.

Sheriff Daniels gave a nod to Faulkner, who got the cue to escort Mr. Hollingsworth out of the bedroom.

"Do we have a time of death?" I asked.

"Judging by the body temperature, sometime between midnight and 2:00 AM," Brenda said.

"Cause?”

"Hard to say. No signs of blunt-force trauma. No bruising or petechial hemorrhaging. No indication that she was strangled. My guess is a combination of narcotics, cocaine, and alcohol depressed her nervous system and respiration.” Then she added in a hushed tone. "I can tell you this, she wasn’t alone last night. Let's just say there's plenty of DNA all over the sheets."

Daniels whispered, "The husband was out of town. Came home and found her like this. Or so he says."

I cringed.

"That would certainly put a damper on your day," JD added.

"Do we have any idea who was with her last night?" I asked.

"No, but I'm sure you two are going to find out," the sheriff replied. It was more of a command than anything else.

"Has anybody checked the doorbell footage for visitors?"

"That’s a great idea. Why don’t you do that?” Daniels snarked.

I pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves, moved to the nightstand, and examined the pill bottles. The prescriptions were written to:

Diesel (canine).

Owner: Winnie Hollingsworth.

Prescribing physician: Dr. Hunter Carlson.

"You want to tell me why a dog has a prescription for Xanax and oxycodone?" I asked.

"Especially in those dosages," Brenda added in a suspicious voice.

I shared a look with JD and the sheriff.

"Looks like we've got a Dr. Feelgood," Jack said.

"More like a Dr. Death," Daniels added.

I grabbed a cell phone from the nightstand, held it in front of Whitney's face, and the security screen cleared. I accessed the video doorbell feed and reviewed the footage. The last clip in the timeline was from yesterday afternoon when a delivery guy had left a package at the front door.

There was nothing that evening.

I grimaced with disappointment. "I'm guessing her visitor came and left by the back door."

"Talk to the husband and to the neighbors," Daniels said. "See what you can find out. Talk to Dr. Feelgood, too.”

While I was in the phone, I scrolled through the recent text messages. There were quite a few juicy ones between Whitney and Jett Pool Service. The conversation had been going on for most of the prior evening. Whitney sent him several sexy photos and told him to come over. The last text from Jett read: [On my way.]

I grabbed screenshots of the conversation as well as recent calls, then sent them to my device. I listened to the last several voicemails, but there was nothing juicy.

I set the phone back on the nightstand and told the forensic guys to log it as evidence.

JD and I left the bedroom, strolled down the hall, and descended the grand staircase to the foyer. The stunning chandelier glimmered in the Florida sun as it filtered through the transom windows.

We stepped into the living room, onto the bleached hardwoods. Mr. Hollingsworth sat on the couch with his head in his hands in shock. Deputy Faulkner kept an eye on him.

Hollingsworth was a handsome man with short brown hair, an athletic build, and light eyes.

JD and I approached, and Faulkner stepped back. I flashed my badge and made formal introductions. "I know this is a difficult time, but I need to ask you some questions."

Mr. Hollingsworth pried his face from his hands and looked up at me with misty, tortured eyes. He nodded and said in a weak voice, "Sure."
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"It’s my understanding you’ve been out of town," I said.

Ford Hollingsworth nodded, still in a daze.

"What time did you get home this morning?"

He thought for a moment. "I guess it was about 9:30 AM. The home was so quiet when I stepped in. I know the kids are at school, but still… Something was off. I mean, the TVs are usually always on."

"Did your wife work?"

He shook his head.

"When did you discover the body?"

Ford took a deep breath. "I called out for Whitney, but she didn't answer. I went upstairs and found her in the bedroom like that. At first, I thought it was some kind of prank. But when I touched her skin, she was so cold," he said, his lip trembling. His eyes filled again.

"Did you attempt CPR or anything?"

He shook his head. "No. I mean, I just figured she had been dead for a while. Like I said, her skin was like an ice cube.”

"Tell me about the drugs.”

A frown tensed his face. Flustered, he said, "I don't really know. I mean, I know she would take a little something here and there for anxiety."

"Did she have a prescription for that?"

"No.” He bit his tongue.

"What about the pet medication?”

Ford frowned. "She would take those from time to time." He sighed. "She didn't want to go to her regular doctor for that kind of thing. She didn't want to get labeled with some kind of mental illness. She didn't want that in her chart. That kind of thing sticks with you, and they start looking at you like you’re crazy. Her back would bother her occasionally, and she'd take an oxy. Her regular doctor wouldn’t prescribe anything that strong. What he did prescribe didn’t work, according to her."

"So she went to the vet and got it for Diesel.”

Ford frowned and nodded. “That guy is doling out pills to half the women in Stingray Bay.”

"Where is Diesel?"

"I don't know. Whitney said the kids were spending the night out last night. I guess Diesel’s with them at Ainsley’s house.”

"Where does Ainsley live?”

"She lives a block over on Pearl Point.”

I made a mental note. "How long had your wife been using cocaine?”

Ford looked at me with concerned eyes. "I didn't know she was using cocaine.”

"You’ve never seen any indication of drug use, apart from the prescriptions?"

Ford shook his head. "I don't even know where she would get hard drugs like that."

I shared a look with Jack.

"Is that what killed her?"

I hesitated. "We can't be sure yet. The medical examiner will get to the bottom of it. But it looks like she may have overdosed. The combination of substances could have proved lethal."

Ford's mouth tensed, and he gritted his teeth. "I blame that son-of-a-bitch for this. He's responsible. She never would have had that medication otherwise."

"Dr. Carlson?"

Ford nodded. "That's illegal, right? He can't just prescribe medications like that to pets, knowing these women are going to take them.”

"No. It's not legal.”

Ford shook his head in frustration. "I should never have allowed that kind of thing.” He shook his head in frustration. “I didn't think she had a problem. As far as I knew, it was only occasional use."

"Sometimes all it takes is one time and the wrong combination of substances."

Ford's cheeks reddened.

"Tell me about your relationship with your wife."

He shrugged. "It was great," he said, his eyes filling again. "Why?"

"Did you ever get into any arguments or disagreements?"

His face wrinkled like it was a ridiculous question, and it was. "Sure. What married couple doesn't?”

I didn't think he had anything to do with his wife's death, but at this point, I didn’t want to rule him out as a suspect. Perhaps he facilitated her overdose.

"Are you seeing anyone else on the side?"

His face tensed even more. "No! What does that have to do with anything?"

I hesitated another moment and shared a look with Jack, then continued. "There are indications that your wife had a visitor last night."

That hung there for a moment.

Ford looked like he'd been hit with a brick. "A visitor?”

I took a deep breath. "I don't know how to tell you this, but there's evidence your wife was having an affair.”

"What!?" he said, dumbstruck. "With whom?”

I gave him the nitty-gritty and showed him some of the text messages between the two.

His eyes filled, and the tears spilled over. A mix of sadness and rage filled his face. "She's fucking the pool boy!? You've gotta be kidding me!"

"I'm sorry."

The news looked like it came as a genuine surprise to him. Brenda would do a full tox screen, and the forensic team would dust the wine bottle and surfaces for prints. It's quite possible Ford could have put something in the wine before he left town, knowing his wife would get into it. Maybe Ford had full knowledge of the affair. Maybe he thought this was a cheaper option than divorce.

His face fell into his hands, and he sobbed. After a moment, he wiped the tears away and said, "How long? How long have they been seeing each other?”

"I'm not sure. How long has he been cleaning your pool?”

"My wife hired Jett about six months ago. Of course, the referral came from Ainsley." The name left a bad taste in his mouth. Pretty much anything did at this point.

"That's his name, right? Jett?"

Ford nodded. "Next time I see that guy, I’m going to drown him in the fucking pool."

"Might not want to do that," I cautioned.

"Him and that fucking doctor.”

Ford was pissed. Understandably so.

"Let us handle this. Trust me, you don't want to take matters into your own hands.”

We asked him a few more questions, then I gave him a card and offered our condolences once again.

By the time we stepped outside, Paris and her camera crew were on the scene, soaking up footage, waiting for the deceased to be removed in a body bag.

JD and I started banging on neighboring doors. The woman who lived next door had a few interesting things to say.
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“Idon’t mean to gossip,” Lucy said in a salacious tone that suggested she enjoyed doing just that. "But I saw a rather handsome gentleman arrive at the house around 11:30 PM." Then she muttered aside, "And it wasn’t the first time I’d seen him visit late at night, either."

Lucy was a slightly frumpy woman in her late 30s with a chubby face, short brown hair with frosted tips, and powder blue eyes.

"So you recognized the man?" I said.

"He thinks he’s being sneaky. Pulls up in the canal in his 40-foot sportfish and comes to the back door. Of course, he never pays a visit at that hour when Mr. Hollingsworth is home.”

"How long has this been going on for?"

She shrugged. "Oh, I don't know. A few months now. Put me in an awkward position.”

"How so?”

She looked at me like it was a silly question. "What am I supposed to do? Do I keep her secret, or do I tell Mr. Hollingsworth? I don’t like sticking my nose in other people's business, mind you.” I had no doubt she loved to stick her nose into other people's business.

"Did you recognize the gentleman?" I asked.

"I'm pretty sure it was her pool boy." A disapproving frown tugged her lips, and she shook her head. "I'm sure Mr. Hollingsworth would like to know he was cleaning more than the pool filters." Then she asked, "Do you think he had something to do with Whitney's death?”

"I can't say at this time.”

"Sure. I understand.”

I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. "Get in touch if you remember any other details that might be helpful."

"I sure will. Such a tragedy. Whitney was such a beautiful woman. And those kids…" Sadness tortured her face. "My heart goes out to them. Please let Mr. Hollingsworth know that if he needs anything, just ask.”

“I will," I said.

Brenda and her crew rolled the body out on a gurney. Paris got her money shot, and the neighbors looked on with a mix of curiosity and horror.

JD and I walked across the lawn and joined the sheriff as he stepped out of the home.

A frantic blonde woman approached, her eyes wide as she looked at the body bag atop the gurney. "What's going on here?"

She was with a man in his late 30s, early 40s. He had short dark hair, dark eyes, a square jaw, and an athletic build.

A deputy blocked their path. "I'm sorry, ma'am. You’ll have to step back."

Her face contorted with sorrow, and her eyes misted. "Who is that?”

The deputy said nothing.

"Who's in the bag? Is that Whitney?"

"Ma'am, like I said, you'll have to step back.”

The sorrow turned to rage. "I'm not stepping back. Whitney was my best friend. I demand to know what's going on.”

The commotion caught my attention. JD and I approached the attractive woman. She was mid to late 30s with wavy golden hair that dangled to her chest. She had brown eyes, full lips, and soft skin.

I flashed my badge. "You were close to Whitney?”

She nodded. "Yes. Her kids stayed with us last night. What happened?”

"You must be Ainsley.”

Her brow wrinkled with confusion. "Yes. How did you know?”

Her husband, Dylan, introduced himself, and we shook hands.

"We've got a few questions for you," I said in a casual tone. "Would you mind stepping aside for a moment?”

Flustered, she said, "Sure."

I wanted to get away from the crowd and the horde of media that had arrived. We moved around the side of the house and up the driveway. Of course, the cameras moved with us and tried to get an angle. Two uniformed deputies kept anyone from getting close.

"Who died? Is that Whitney?” Ainsley asked, pointing to the ME’s van as they loaded the remains inside.

I gave her limited details, and tears spilled over her lids.

"Were you aware of her drug use?”

Her brow wrinkled. "Drug use?”

"We found cocaine, along with prescription narcotics."

Ainsley played dumb. "That's news to me."

She exchanged a glance with her husband to gauge his reaction.

"She was your best friend, right?”

Ainsley nodded.

"Were you aware she was having an affair?"

Ainsley froze and swallowed hard. Her look wasn't one of surprise. More like panic. "No. What makes you think she was having an affair?”

Ainsley clearly wasn’t going to spill the tea in front of her husband.

"Lying to me is not going to help your friend."

"I really don't know what you're talking about,” she said, growing defensive. “I'm not lying.”

“What are you getting at?” Dylan asked.

"Did she ever talk to you about someone named Jett? Her pool boy."

Ainsley swallowed hard again. "Jett does a lot of pools in the neighborhood. Does fantastic work. Why?”

"Does he service your pool as well?"

She shifted and looked uncomfortable. "Yes. What does that have to do with anything?”

I shrugged. "Maybe nothing. We think he might be the last person to see her alive.”

"Well, I talked to her last night around 10 o'clock, and she never said anything to me about a visitor," Ainsley said.

"Why were her kids at your house?"

"Because our children are friends and they wanted to do a sleepover. Whitney said she could use a little me time. I took it at face value. We all need a little time to ourselves." Ainsley paused. "Are you saying that Whitney died of a drug overdose?"

"The medical examiner hasn’t made a determination yet.”

From Whitney's phone records, Ainsley had called around 10:00 PM. That was the only thing about her story I believed. She knew a lot more than she was willing to admit in front of her husband.

I gave them both a card and told them to get in touch if they had anything insightful to add.

Paris closed in with the camera as we walked back to the Porsche.

I gave her the standard line about not discussing ongoing investigations and asked for any witnesses to contact the Sheriff's Office.

Whitney had a lot of secrets to keep, but her death may have been as simple as what it appeared to be—a tragic overdose. We’d find out soon enough.

JD and I hopped into the Porsche and set out to find Jett.

I had Isabella track his phone.

We caught up with him at the Platinum Dunes, cleaning the pool of another sprawling mansion. It seemed his clientele wasn't limited to Stingray Bay.

Jett was a sun-worshiping surfer type with a tanned body chiseled from stone. His medium-length, curly blond hair dangled into his brown eyes. He was the kind of guy who had a permanent smile etched on his face. With his life, who could blame him? Low stress, desperate housewives, lots of fringe benefits. Florida wasn't exactly the surfing capital of the world, but from time to time, you could catch good swells if you knew where to look. It seemed like Jett rode most of the good waves inside the luxury bedrooms of the elite.

According to the registration records, he lived on his 40-foot sportfish. He had a storage unit full of pool cleaning supplies and chemicals that he officed out of. A white truck, wrapped in his company logo, was his only street-legal vehicle.

Jett was just getting by, but getting by was enough for him.

His truck was parked at the curb at 738 Crescent Way. Jack parked behind it. We ambled up the driveway to the backyard and stepped through the wrought-iron gate. I flashed my badge as we approached.

Jett smiled. "Afternoon, gentlemen. What can I do for you?”

"You can tell me about your relationship with Whitney Hollingsworth."
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“Uh, I clean her pool,” Jett said.

“I’m sure you do,” JD muttered.

“We know there’s a little more to it than that,” I said. “Were you with her last night?”

He stammered, “Well, I was just⁠—“

“Save it. I’ve seen the text messages.”

A guilty look tensed his face. “So what? Is that illegal now?”

“What time did you leave her house last night?”

He didn’t want to answer, but he did anyway. “I don’t know. Maybe 1:30 AM. Why?”

“Tell me about the cocaine.”

His face wrinkled. “What cocaine?”

He knew damn good and well what cocaine.

“Did you give it to her?”

“No,” he said, his face twisted even more.

I didn’t buy it. “Was she coherent when you left?”

“She was passed out. I call her Sleeping Booty. As soon as that chick gets off, she’s always out.”

“So this was a frequent occurrence?”

Jett shrugged. “Like I said, is that illegal?”

“I don’t think her husband is too pleased.”

His face went long. “He doesn’t know, does he?”

“He does now.”

Jett’s face twisted. “Shit, man! How’d he find out? Did you guys tell him?”

I said nothing.

“That’s going to fuck my business.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have played hide the sausage with clients’ wives,” Jack muttered.

“Man, those people talk. I’m going to lose so many clients!”

“Whitney’s dead,” I said.

His eyes rounded in disbelief. “What!?”

I gave him limited details.

“She was alive when I left,” he said, raising his hands innocently.

“Where’d you get the cocaine?”

“I swear, that wasn’t mine. She had that.”

My eyes stared into his, looking for signs of deception. It was hard to say. I regarded everything with a healthy dose of skepticism. “Do you know how much medication she was on?”

He shook his head. “She had a glass of wine while I was there and did a few bumps.” Then he added, “I don’t do that shit.”

Again, I looked at him with doubtful eyes. "Do you know where she got the cocaine from?"

He shook his head. "I really don't know."

"It's not like these women are going down to Dowling Street and buying it off the corner," I said.

"I'm sure she's got a safe connection.”

After I stared him down for another long moment, I dug into my pocket and handed him a card.

“Am I some kind of suspect or something?”

I shrugged.

We left and walked back down the driveway to the Porsche.

"Think he's full of it?" JD asked.

"I think we're getting about half the story.”

We hopped into the car and headed back to Diver Down to grab something to eat. We sat at the bar and chowed down on pulled pork sandwiches.

We caught a replay of Paris Delaney’s segment from the scene in front of Whitney's house. The segment cut back to the news desk, and the anchor said, "In other news, massive flooding continues in Texas. So far, the death toll has risen to 27. Our very own Emilia Everett is live at the scene.”

They cut to the reporter in the field, standing in waist-deep water as the rain poured down and the wind howled. “As you can see behind me, the area is completely underwater, and the devastation is worse in the valley at lower elevations. The rain continues to come down at an unprecedented level. Rescue crews are working tirelessly around the clock, and the death toll is expected to rise. We’ll have more on this story as it develops.”

"Tragic news," the desk anchor commented.

Jack got a call from a stylist he knew who owned a costume shop. They had a brief exchange, and JD said, "Fantastic! We'll head your way now."

He ended the call and slipped the phone back into his pocket, then looked at me with a grin. "Nicolette has a line on some costumes. I gave her your sizes, and she was able to put something together."

I regarded him with some trepidation about what this costume was actually going to look like.

We hopped off the barstools, hustled across the parking lot, and climbed into the Porsche. We sped across the island to the costume shop and met Nicolette.

The place was filled with rows and rows of high-quality costumes. These weren’t cheap Halloween get-ups. They were high-end theatrical props—pirate outfits, law enforcement uniforms, prisoners’ jumpsuits, medical scrubs, period costumes, you name it.

Nicolette was a spicy little redhead with fair skin, freckles, and tawny eyes. She looked me up and down, squinting. “I'm pretty sure this will fit. Right this way.” She led us through the shop to the back, where she had pulled some costumes.

Hanging on a rack were a Santa suit and an elf costume.

I took one look at it. "You've got to be kidding me.”

"What? I think it's going to look great," Nicolette said. Then she looked at JD. "And I've got a belly pad for you to make you look more rotund."

Jack had been keeping himself in pretty good shape, and I didn't think he wanted to gain a few pounds for the role. He wasn't exactly a method actor.

“The dressing room is right over there," Nicolette said. "Try them on. See if they fit."
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It was with great hesitation that I stepped out of the dressing room and showed the others.

They burst into laughter.

Jack grabbed his phone and snapped a few pictures.

I tried to block the lens with my hand. "No pictures."

He kept snapping.

I chased after him and tried to grab the phone.

He yanked the device away and took off running through the rows of costumes, his Santa boots smacking against the concrete floor.

"I think it looks great," Nicolette said. "The kids are going to love it."

I grimaced at her, then stepped in front of the full-length mirror and looked at myself. The costume had silly green pointy shoes with bells on them, yellow tights, a green jacket, and a green tasseled cap. I looked absolutely ridiculous.

Jack peered around the corner, laughing, and approached with caution.

"If that gets posted online, I swear to God…"

He raised his hands innocently.

"Yeah, you better be afraid," I said.

"I think it looks authentic. You look totally elf-like."

"Ears. You need ears," Nicolette said. "I've got just the thing."

She darted away and returned a moment later, handing me prosthetic ears that could be glued on. She sized us both up. "You two look great. How does everything fit?"

"It's a little snug here and there," I said.

"Well, you’re only going to be wearing these for a few hours. I think you'll live. Besides, that's the biggest-sized tights I could find.

Jack smiled, admiring his jolly self in the mirror. With a flowing white wig and fake beard, he could reasonably pass for Santa.

"Nicolette, you’ve outdone yourself,” he praised. “I can't thank you enough."

"Anything for you, JD. It's for a good cause."

Jack smiled. "You're the best."

"Thank you," I said to her.

"Don’t worry. You two will be great."

We thanked her again, and Jack gave her a little something for the effort, though she declined to take it.

He insisted.

We left and brought the costumes back to the Avventura, then set out to find Dr. Carlson.

His office was located in the Harborview Plaza on the fourth floor. The office was chic and classy with mint green walls, white rattan furniture, and coastal accents. Fashion magazines rested atop glass coffee tables. The air was filled with a breezy scent that masked the smell of wet dog. Several attractive women waited with their pets in the lounge. Large diamonds glimmered on perfectly manicured hands. Bodies sculpted by Pilates and hot yoga squeezed into tight leggings and sports bras. A flatscreen on the wall kept the expensive yappy dogs occupied.

I flashed my badge at the receptionist, and her eyes widened. "We need to have a word with Dr. Carlson.”

"He's extremely busy at the moment,” she stammered. “Can I tell him what this is regarding?"

She was an attractive woman in her mid-20s with short raven hair that dangled just above her shoulders.

"It's urgent," I said, not elaborating.

She hesitated. "I'll let him know you're here."

The receptionist stood up from the desk and walked into the back, then returned a moment later. She forced a smile. "Please have a seat. Dr. Carlson will be with you shortly."

We found some empty chairs, and JD chatted up one of the lovely ladies cradling a Yorkshire Terrier in her lap.

The dog growled at him.

“Chauncey, no!” She smiled. “You’ll have to forgive him. He just hasn’t been himself lately.”

“What’s the matter?”

“I don’t know. They didn’t renew his favorite show. I think he can sense it’s over.”

“I’m sure,” JD said, agreeing with whatever she said.

An assistant poked her head into the waiting room and smiled. “Deputies, Dr. Carlson will see you now.”

Jack smiled at the woman and Chauncey, then we followed the assistant past exam rooms to the doctor’s office. She offered chairs across from his desk and said, “He’ll be with you shortly.”

She slipped out and closed the door.

"Maybe I missed my calling," Jack said. "Maybe I should have been a veterinarian."

Judging by the clientele in the waiting room, Dr. Carlson was doing okay.

He stepped into the room a moment later with a bright smile and perfect teeth. His square jaw, short brown hair, and bright blue eyes were a little too synthetic. This was a guy who spent a lot of time at the dermatologist and plastic surgeon. He wore a white lab coat and looked like a medical doctor. "What can I do for you, gentlemen?"

We stood up, shook hands, and exchanged pleasantries. Carlson took a seat behind his desk.

"It's about Whitney Hollingsworth," I said.

A fond smile curled his lips. "Wonderful woman. How is she?"

"Dead."

His smile faded, and his brow raised. Confusion washed over his face. It didn’t compute. "She was just in last week.”

"What brought her in?”

Dr. Carlson hesitated for a moment. His eyes narrowed and darted between the two of us, sizing us up. "How did she die?"

"The medical examiner hasn’t made a determination yet.” I didn’t want to go into too much detail.

"I've been seeing Diesel for a while. The poor guy has hip dysplasia and generalized anxiety disorder. Hip dysplasia is common in the breed. It can be extremely painful at times for those animals, and we try to make sure that they are comfortable," he said, then followed with a smile.

"You prescribed enough oxy to medicate a horse,” I said.

Carlson’s face tightened. "Diesel is a big dog. Many of my patients find it more economical to cut medications down. You pay the same for a 5mg pill as you do for a 10mg pill in many instances.”

"I don't think Whitney Hollingsworth was too concerned about the economics of it all."

"Money is money, Deputy. Rich or poor, no one likes to get taken advantage of." His brow knitted again. "Is there some kind of problem?"

"Why not prescribe something like tramadol? Much more common."

Dr. Carlson hesitated, then forced a smile. "My patients are very particular when it comes to the care of their animals. Oftentimes, they want the best, most effective medication. If a client asks for a specific medication, I will do my best to accommodate requests, within applicable law."

"So, you’re willing to prescribe whatever these women ask for," I said.

Dr. Carlson chuckled. "You’re putting words in my mouth, Deputy. We’re talking about beloved older pets. These animals can't speak for themselves. Somebody has to be their advocate. No one knows them better than their owners. These animals are more than just pets. They are trusted companions and members of the family. We owe it to them to keep them comfortable as the end draws near."

“I understand. I love my pets. I’d do anything for them.”

He took a breath. "I'm not running a pill mill here, gentlemen. I'm merely trying to serve my clients with dignity. Feel free to look at my records and prescriptions. You'll find nothing out of order. How my clients manage medication outside of the office is beyond my control."

There was a long silence.

"I take it there's more to the story than you're telling me,” Dr. Carlson continued.

"Like I said, the toxicology report hasn't come back yet, but I suspect it will find alcohol, cocaine, oxycodone, and Xanax in her system."

Dr. Carlson frowned and shook his head. "That can be a lethal combination. No doubt about it.”

“Were you aware of Whitney’s recreational drug use?”
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“Whitney wasn’t my patient,” Dr. Carlson said. “Diesel was. I didn’t discuss Whitney’s personal life with her during visits.”

“What did you discuss?”

"We discussed the health and well-being of Diesel.”

I gave him a doubtful look. "Never anything more?”

Dr. Carlson's eyes narrowed at me. "What exactly are you getting at?"

"She was an attractive woman,” I said.

"Whitney was indeed. But I'm a happily married man. I would never violate my marriage or a patient's trust like that.”

"But you’d prescribe her pain and anti-anxiety medicine.”

"I prescribed those for her dog," he said in a clear voice. “If that's all, gentlemen, I have patients I need to attend to." Dr. Carlson stood up. That was our cue to leave.

I wasn't done just yet. "Did you ever see Whitney outside of the office?”

His face grew tight. "It’s a small island. I bumped into Whitney from time to time.”

"I bet you did," Jack muttered.

Carlson shot him a look. "What are you implying, Deputy?"

Jack shrugged.

"Did you ever visit Whitney at her house?" I asked.

Dr. Carlson shifted, and his face tensed. "From time to time, I will make a house call in emergency situations."

"Was there ever an emergency at the Hollingsworth residence?"

He breathed in deep through his nostrils, growing agitated. "I don't recall the circumstance, but I believe I have been to the residence once or twice before." Dr. Carlson's brow wrinkled. "I'm sorry, but do you suspect some kind of foul play?"

I smiled. "Just trying to get a sense of the bigger picture. That's all."

"I can assure you, gentlemen, I have done nothing wrong. I have violated no professional ethics. My relationship with Whitney was entirely professional."

"As you mentioned, she wasn't your patient. Diesel is."

He gave me an annoyed look. "If you’ve got any more questions, get in touch with my attorney." Carlson moved toward the door and held it open for us.

We walked back down the hallway and stepped into the waiting area. Chauncey’s owner smiled at Jack, and he smiled back, possibilities in the air. The ginormous rock on her finger cautioned against that idea. That was a line JD wouldn’t cross.

As soon as we stepped into the outside hallway, Jack muttered, "He was definitely banging her.”

“Nothing illegal about that,” I said.

“The Florida Board of Veterinary Medicine might take a disapproving view.”

“They might not like his prescribing habits either. But it seems he’s managed to cover his ass.”

“Walking a fine line,” JD said.

We left the professional building, returned to the Avventura, then met the guys at the practice studio. Wild Fury jammed for an hour, then we hit happy hour at Volcanic. Somehow, happy hour lasted until 2:00 AM. There was a small gathering on the boat afterward.

A good time was had by all.

Brenda called bright and early the next morning.

I grabbed the phone from the nightstand, swiped the screen, and scratched out, “What have you got?”

“Tox report came back. Pretty much as expected. Xanax, Oxy, alcohol, cocaine, an anti-histamine, and an anti-depressant. The combination resulted in central nervous system depression. I see nothing to indicate foul play, other than the irresponsible prescribing habits of her veterinarian.”

"Thanks. Good to know.”

I ended the call, pulled myself out of bed, and made my way down to the galley to fix breakfast. I flicked on the TV and watched the morning news. “Now to our very own Erin West with the latest weather,” the news desk anchor said. “She has some surprising developments.”

The camera cut to a shot of the gorgeous brunette standing in front of a map of Florida. Nobody watched for Erin’s accuracy. They watched for that tight little red dress she wore. "We may be in for some unseasonably cool weather. Conditions are forming for a cold snap. It may just be time to break out a winter coat.” She smiled. “We could see it get as low as 50 degrees soon. I can confidently say there will be no white Christmas in the Keys this year, but we might have some unseasonably cool temperatures to put us in the Christmas spirit. I’ll be keeping a watch on this Arctic high-pressure zone, so be sure to stay tuned.” Erin finished with a smile, and the camera cut back to the desk anchor.

“I think a little cold weather might be nice,” the anchor said. “Thanks, Erin. In other news…”

Applewood bacon sizzled in the pan. I scrambled eggs, made hash browns, and made avocado toast. The smell of fresh coffee swirled.

Jack dragged himself out of bed with tousled hair and bleary eyes to join me for breakfast. We chowed on the sky deck, taking in the warm amber rays. If the forecast was right, this wouldn’t last long.

My phone buzzed with a call from the sheriff. “Get your asses in gear. We’ve got another dead body.”
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The sheriff’s aluminum patrol boat crashed through the swells. The briny air swirled, and the twin outboards rumbled, as we carved through the teal water. The morning sun danced on the surface.

It took about 35 minutes to get out to Driftwood Key. The 32-foot Solstice LX sailboat was anchored offshore. A 25-foot center console was tied up at the stern.

A distraught woman sat in the cockpit of the sailboat, waiting for us to arrive. Her short brown hair had a stylish cut and hung in her eyes. Her tank top and jean shorts hugged her petite form. She looked late 20s with fair skin, dotted with freckles.

We pulled alongside and boarded the boat, along with Brenda and her crew. Dietrich and the forensic investigators joined. The boat got crowded quickly.

The distraught woman tried her best to hold back the tears. But that was a losing battle. Her big blue eyes filled, and the droplets spilled over, streaming down her cheeks. She wiped them away as best she could. With a gesture below deck, she said, "I just found him like that.”

The sheriff climbed down the companionway, followed by Brenda. We brought up the rear while the others waited in the cockpit.

It was a nice, older boat with a galley to port and a settee to starboard.

In the main salon, a man lay slumped on the vinyl cushions of the settee. A needle, a spoon, a lighter, and all the accessories needed to shoot heroin lay nearby. His brown eyes were fixed, staring into space. The color had drained from his skin. Rigor had set in. His body was stiff.

I figured he’d been like this for 6 to 12 hours, but Brenda would make a determination. He wasn't totally ripe yet, but that fishy smell of death lingered.

I placed him in his mid-30s, but he had a boyish look to his face. His shaggy, sandy-blond hair hung in curls past his ears.

The boat pitched and rolled with the swells.

The sheriff just frowned and shook his head. "Dietrich, get down here and take some photos."

He joined the party and started snapping away. Camera flashes bounced off the bulkheads.

I glanced around, taking an inventory of the scene, then climbed back into the cockpit to question the woman. I flashed my badge and made introductions.

"When did you find him?”

“This morning,” Lacey said. “I’d been trying to get in touch with him last night. But sometimes cell service can be spotty out here, and he moves around a lot. He’d been anchoring here for the last week or so.”

"What's your relationship with the deceased?" I asked.

Lacey shrugged. "I don't know. I guess he's my boyfriend. Was my boyfriend." Her eyes filled again. "I mean, we've kind of been off and on lately."

"What's his name?"

"Wes. Wesley Oliver.”

"How long had he been using?"

Lacey shrugged. "I'm not really sure. That's kind of how we met.”

I gave her a curious look.

"I got clean. I told him I couldn't be around him if he was still doing that stuff. He went into rehab. Sobered up. He'd been clean for a few weeks. I told him we'd ease back into our relationship." Her eyes filled. "I really did love him. I thought…”

She choked up and couldn't finish.

"You know where he got the stuff?"

Lacey shook her head.

"I'm sure you know who his dealer was before he went into rehab.”

She nodded but didn't say anything.

"I need a name."

Lacey bit her bottom lip and thought about it for a moment. "Tad. But you can't tell him I gave you his name."

"Does Tad have a last name?”

After a moment’s hesitation, she said, “Vickers.”

"When was the last time you saw Wes?" I asked.

"A couple of days ago. Like I said, we were taking it slow.”

"You know if he saw anyone else yesterday?"

"I don't know. I talked to him in the morning." Her eyes filled, and her throat tightened again. "We were supposed to spend the day together today." She sobbed for a moment. "Something must have happened to set him off. Last time I talked to him, he sounded so optimistic. He talked about all his plans. How he wanted to make everything right. Start over."

I gave a sympathetic frown. "Did he have a job?”

"No, he was between jobs at the moment. He worked in tech before, and I think he’d done okay. But he constantly complained about having to pay his ex-wife so much money. Plus child support."

"Do you know her name?"

"Angela Oliver."

It broke my heart to learn he had kids. A senseless reason to lose their father.

I gave Lacey a card and told her to get in touch if she remembered any additional details.

JD and I joined the sheriff below deck as Brenda examined the remains. "No signs of trauma," she said. "Everything is consistent with an overdose, but I'll know more when I get him back to the lab.”

There was enough heroin left in a glassine bag to test. There was a high probability he had hit a hotspot of fentanyl. Or perhaps he just overestimated the dose. Happens all the time when junkies fall off the wagon. They go back to shooting their old maintenance dosage, but they've lost their tolerance. Just a little bit can be enough to kill sometimes.

Brenda and her crew bagged the body, and we wrapped up at the scene. Wesley's remains were transferred aboard the patrol boat, and the sailboat would be impounded. JD and I took it back to the marina at the sheriff's office, then filled out paperwork.

I ran background on Tad Vickers to see if he had a criminal record, but the guy was clean.

Afterward, we set out to find Wesley’s ex-wife, Angela, to inform her of the tragic news. She had a few interesting things to say.
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We caught up with Angela at her home in Whispering Heights. It was a nice neighborhood, but a far cry from the mansions of Stingray Bay and the Platinum Dunes.

Angela was a striking woman with long blonde hair that dangled well past her shoulders. She had tawny eyes, a natural face, and a trim figure. In her mid-30s, she was a little older than her replacement, but it was clear Wesley had thrown away a damn good life for the junk that killed him. The two-story house was the American dream. French gray siding, Arctic white columns, a well-tended yard, and a white picket fence. What more could a man ask for?

Angela was upset, but not surprised. A grim frown tugged her face, and her eyes misted with sorrow. "I don't know how I'm gonna tell the kids," she said, blotting the tears away with a tissue.

She had invited us in, and we sat on the sofa in the living room. The home was cozy and well-kept. Pastel yellow walls and white accents. Breezy coastal furniture. French doors opened to a patio and a pool.

Angela's jaw tightened. "It makes me so mad. I just spoke to him last week. He told me he was out of rehab, and that was all behind him. He was done for good this time. For him, I really hoped he was telling the truth. There was no chance for us. He messed that up a long time ago.” She frowned. “Wes was such a kind soul. He was a hard guy to stay mad at," she said with a slight chuckle. She exhaled a frustrated breath as the memories flooded in. "I tried. I really did. I held out for as long as I could, but the kids could see what was going on. I couldn't have him around them in that condition. You understand?"

She didn't need to ask us for approval, but I'm sure somewhere inside, she felt responsible for Wesley's death.

"There's no one to blame but Wes. He made his own choices."

Angela frowned and nodded.

She grabbed another tissue from the coffee table and blotted her eyes again. "Can I get you anything to drink? Water, coffee?"

"No, thank you,” I said. “We’re fine. You know Tad Vickers?"

Her jaw tensed, and her eyes filled with anger. "That little weasel has been selling him drugs since high school."

"High school?"

"Wes wasn't doing heroin in high school. Back then, it was weed, Molly, and a little cocaine on special occasions. As they grew older, Tad graduated to the heavy stuff." She thought for a moment. “Are you gonna put him in jail?"

"We're certainly going to have a talk with him.”

"He can be charged with manslaughter because Wes died, right?"

"If he sold him the drugs. But proving that might be difficult.”

"I hope you put him under the jail,” she said, anger narrowing her eyes. “I can’t imagine how someone who is supposedly a friend could watch another person deteriorate like Wes did and keep feeding him drugs. I guess it's all about the money with that guy.”

"When was the last time you talked to Wes?”

"Just a few days ago," Angela said. "Like I said, Wes called last week and swore up and down he was clean. Wanted to talk to me about working out some kind of custody agreement where he could see his kids again. I got sole custody after the divorce because of his drug use.”

"Did he have a criminal record?"

"No. But he had tried rehab twice before during our marriage. It was a documented part of our divorce.”

"What do you think instigated his drug use initially?”

She exhaled a hopeless breath. "I don't know. I think in high school and college, it was just fun. Recreational. Everybody dabbled here and there. But something happened. Wes changed. I saw it even before we got married. I kept thinking that marriage would straighten him out. Then, I thought kids would straighten him out." She shook her head. "I was wrong. Some people you just can't fix."

I thanked her, offered our condolences once again, and gave her a card. I told her to get in touch if she needed anything or remembered any details that might be helpful. But I was of the mind that this was open and shut. Wes had made poor life choices and overdosed. Just like Whitney Hollingsworth. Two senseless deaths in the span of 24 hours. It was enough to make you think there was an epidemic at hand. And perhaps there was.

We left and set out to find Tad Vickers. According to the DMV, he lived in the Nautilus. It was a luxury high-rise with all the amenities and a private marina. It was a nice place, and the units didn’t come cheap.

Jack pulled up to the valet, and the kid jogged to grab his door. “Keep it up front,” he said as he slipped a few bills in the kid’s palm. “We won’t be here long.”

“Nice car,” he replied, ogling the classic beauty.

We walked to the main entrance, and I flashed my badge at the glass doors. The doorman let us in. I didn’t see the concierge. JD and I strolled across the opulent lobby to the elevators and zipped up to the 15th floor. We marched down the hall, and I rang the video doorbell at unit #1517.

There was no answer.

I rang again, and we hung around another few moments with no response. If Tad was inside, he wasn’t answering.

We left and made our way back down to the lobby. I asked the doorman if he’d seen Tad lately.

“I think he left early this morning.”

“Did he say where he was going?”

The doorman shook his head.

I thanked him, gave him my card, along with a wad of cash, and asked him to get in touch when Tad returned. I wasn’t holding my breath that I’d hear from him.

The valet pulled the Porsche around, and we climbed in. I texted Isabella and asked her to track Tad’s phone.

She texted back a few minutes later. [He doesn’t have a cell phone listed in his name. He’s probably using a prepaid, and he’s smart enough not to use it from his condo.]

[Thanks.]

Tad had been in the drug game long enough to know how to cover his tracks. Never sell to people you don’t know. Never do deals over devices that can be linked to you. Never handle product directly if you can avoid it. I’m sure at this stage, he had runners.

We headed back to Diver Down and grabbed lunch. Teagan greeted us at the bar with a cheery smile as we took our seats. Somehow, she seemed to make all the troubles of the world fade away with that smile of hers.

Afterward, we went back to the Avventura, got into costume, and set out for the children’s hospital. I pulled on a pair of sweatpants over the elf tights so I didn’t look like a total idiot as we traveled between here and there. I carried the jacket, cap, and shoes, and brought a change of clothes.

Jack donned the wig and beard. He looked pretty jolly in the red suit, but he'd already worked up a sweat by the time we got to the Porsche. A little cool weather might be a welcome relief.

We drove to the hospital and took a moment to get into character in the parking lot. Game face on, I climbed out of the car, put on the jacket and cap, and followed JD into the lobby.

“Ho, ho, ho,” Jack bellowed as we entered.

Jasmine greeted us with a warm smile in the lobby. With bright eyes, she said, “Oh my God! You two look amazing!” In a soft, sincere tone, she added, “Thank you for doing this. The kids are going to be thrilled.”

Jasmine was a heavenly creature with raven hair, tan skin, and smoldering dark eyes. She was a Christmas package JD was just waiting to unwrap. If he played his cards right, she might just be under the tree on the big day.

“So, I figured we’d just go room to room and greet the kids. I’ll keep a watch on the time and try to keep it moving so we can get to everyone.”

“We’ll get to everyone,” JD assured. “Doesn’t matter how long it takes.”

Jasmine smiled, already melting.

I had a sneaking suspicion this wasn’t about Jasmine at all. Jack just wanted to make the kids smile. So did I. For some, that was a little harder than anticipated.
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“You’re not Santa,” Jonah said. “You’re not fat enough to be Santa.”

Jack’s face wrinkled in protest. “I most certainly am Santa.”

Jonah was 11 and sharp as a tack. He was propped up in bed, looking pale and weak, his head slick from the chemo.

It had been going well up to this point, but Jonah was a tough customer.

The kid rolled his eyes. “That’s a fake beard.” Jonah gave me a look. “And who’s he supposed to be?”

“He’s an elf. He makes the toys.”

Jonah wasn’t buying it. He muttered to Jasmine. “Where’d you get these guys? The mall?”

Jasmine whispered to Jack, “I warned you he might be a little challenging.”

“We came in all the way from the North Pole,” Jack said.

Jonah scoffed. “Yeah, and I’m Superman.”

Jack squinted. “Well, it says right there on your chart, Jonah, Super Hero.”

The kid gave him a doubtful look.

“Well, you’re tremendously brave,” Jack said. “I hear this is your second time in here. They tell me you’re doing just fine. A man of steel. No, a man of titanium. Even better.”

“If I were made of titanium, I wouldn’t have any of these problems.”

“Think of it as an opportunity to prove how strong you really are. A man made of titanium can overcome any obstacle. You got this.”

Jonah wasn’t sold yet. His doubtful gaze persisted.

“What do you have there?” JD asked, pointing to a sketchbook at Jonah’s side.

With a modest shrug, Jonah said, “Just some doodles.”

“Can I take a look?”

“I guess. But they’re just sketches. They’re not very good.”

Jonah handed Jack the leather-bound book. As he flipped open the pages, his eyes widened with surprise.

I huddled over his shoulder.

“Not very good, huh?” JD said. “These are fantastic!”

Jonah gave another modest shrug.

The kid had sketched out characters that belonged in a finished comic book. Perfect proportions and anatomy, a command of fabrics and materials, a sense of motion and action. Impressive talent.

“Who’s this guy here?” JD asked, pointing to a heroic figure with bulging muscles, rippled abs, and a flowing cape. The hero had a jaw so sharp it could cut diamonds.

“That’s Captain Immortal.”

“What’s his super power?”

“Captain Immortal can heal anyone. He can control an energy field that makes cells regenerate and destroys mutations. But every time he uses his power, it shortens his life. He’ll eventually die if he saves enough people.”

“Sounds like a helluva guy. But if he can die, he’s not really immortal, is he?”

“The last person he heals will inherit his power and continue the mission. In that way, Captain Immortal lives on forever.”

“And what happens if the person who inherits his power decides not to use it?”

Jonah thought about it for a moment. “That’s part of the hero’s journey. Coming to accept his responsibilities.”

“Sounds a lot like life,” Jack said. “That’s really cool. And you created him?”

“Yup,” Jonah said. “Too bad he’s not real.”

“He could be. You never know.”

“I’m not stupid, you know. He’s a figment of my imagination, that’s all.”

“The imagination can be a powerful thing.”

“Trust me, I’m using my imagination, and I still don’t believe you’re Santa.”

Jack frowned at him playfully. “Sometimes you’ve just got to believe. How do you expect your Christmas wish to come true if you don’t believe?”

“I want Captain Immortal to visit me and make me well. Can you make that happen, Budget Santa?”

“Captain Immortal is your creation. Maybe you can will him into being.”

Jonah rolled his eyes. “Captain Immortal doesn’t exist, just like you don’t exist.”

“I’m standing right here, aren’t I?”

Jonah stared at him for a long moment. “How do I know you’re not a figment of my imagination?”

The kid was tough, alright.

“Maybe you conjured us up for a reason,” Jack said.

Jonah’s doubtful eyes persisted. “Okay, Dollar Store Santa.” He glanced at me. “Elf.” His gaze returned to Jack. “I’ll give you an easy one. If you’re really Santa, make it snow for Christmas.”

Jack tried not to look defeated, then muttered. “How about a game console? What’s your favorite?”

“Nope,” the kid said, folding his arms. “I want snow.”

JD thought about it for a moment. “You know it’s never snowed in the Keys.”

“There’s a first time for everything, isn’t there? You weren’t here when dinosaurs roamed the earth. How do you know it didn’t snow then? Anything is possible.”

“Okay. You want snow, you’ll get snow. But on one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“You can’t ever give up. I don’t care if you believe in me, but don’t ever stop believing in yourself. You just said it yourself. Anything is possible. Do we have a deal?”

Jonah considered it. “Deal.”

The two shook on it.

“Well, we’ve got a lot of kids to see and a lot of wishes to fulfill,” Jasmine said. “Jonah, tell Santa and his little helper thank you.”

I gave Jasmine a playful scowl.

With a reluctant frown, Jonah said, “Thanks, Discount Santa. Big Elf.”

JD smiled. “You behave now. Listen to the nurses. Do as your parents tell you. Stay on the nice list.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered.

We stepped into the hallway.

Jasmine said, "I told you he’d be a tough one."

"Smart kid," Jack said. "Talented.”

"Poor guy has been through a lot. Intense chemo. Multi-week infusion cycle. Looking for a matched donor now for a stem cell transplant. He’s an early relapser. ALL, acute lymphoblastic leukemia. His prognosis isn’t good,” she said with a heartbreaking frown. “I just don’t want to get his hopes up, then be disappointed. You’ve got to be careful about what you promise these kids.”

“We’ll deliver on everything,” Jack said with confidence.

“How do you plan on making it snow?" she asked.

Jack smiled. "Easy, peazy. We hire a snow machine."

"It will melt when it hits the ground," Jasmine said.

"I said I’d make it snow. I didn’t promise it would stick around.”

We continued on and spent the rest of the afternoon visiting the kids, exchanging Christmas wishes. I kept all the requests in the notes app on my phone.

Afterward, we returned to the Avventura, changed out of our costumes, and started placing orders for the toys online. In a few days, we’d return and deal out the gifts.

JD couldn’t help but order something for himself. It was the biggest present of the bunch. He showed me on his tablet.

I gave it a curious look. “What are we going to do with that?”

Jack grinned from ear to ear. “It’s going to be awesome. Just look at it.”

It did look pretty cool.

“Be here tomorrow.”

“What did that cost?”

“You don’t want to know.”

After our shopping spree, we headed up to Oyster Avenue for the tail end of happy hour. We chowed down at Wetsuit on calamari, crab cakes, and lobster bisque, watching divine waitresses prance around in bikini bottoms and tight neoprene tops. I had just taken a sip of whiskey when the sheriff called. I almost didn't answer.

"I need you to nitwits to get back over to Stingray Bay."

"What's going on?”
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It was a horrific scene.

Two blocks over from the Hollingsworth residence, patrol cars swarmed. Red and blue lights flashed, painting the mansions in swaths of color. The evening sky gave way to gray. Mortified neighbors gathered on the street, trembling and crying, eyes wide, faces tortured.

During the holidays, Stingray Bay was a sight to behold. Everybody went all out on lights and decorations. It was as close to a winter wonderland as you could get in a tropical climate. Houses, trees, and shrubs all wrapped with twinkling LEDs. Reindeer, snowmen, and inflatable Santas dotted lawns.

Jack pulled to the curb and parked behind the medical examiner's van. We hopped out and marched to the gruesome scene. Uniformed deputies kept neighbors at bay.

Four people wearing ugly holiday sweaters lay strewn about the walkway and front porch. Blood oozed from bullet holes that peppered their bodies. The crimson crawled down the walkway toward the street.

The victims were a wholesome, clean-cut bunch. Or so they appeared.

A woman in her early 40s lay slumped in the doorway. She must have been the homeowner.

I recognized one of the victims right away.

The others ranged from young to old. A teenage girl, blonde, wearing a green sweater with reindeer and snowmen. A gentleman in his late 30s with dark hair, dark eyes, and sharp features. A woman in her early 30s with long, wavy chocolate hair, tawny eyes, and a trim figure.

Dr. Hunter Carlson was among the bunch. He wore a red sweater with dancing Santas.

My mind swirled with possibilities. Had all these people been targeted, or just Dr. Carlson? Our visit with him put him at the forefront of my mind.

Dietrich snapped photos, and onlookers sobbed. Camera flashes reflected in the pools of blood.

Sheriff Daniels looked on with a grim face.

"What happened?” I asked.

Daniels exhaled a frustrated breath. "According to eyewitnesses, there was a drive-by shooting.”

This wasn’t the type of neighborhood where drive-bys typically occurred.

"Anybody get a make and model on the assailants’ vehicle?"

“Late-model black Dominator GT. Four-door. According to witnesses, the scumbags drove by, opened fire with automatic weapons, and dropped the Christmas carolers. Cut down the homeowner as she stood in the doorway." The sheriff’s face tightened with sadness. He just shook his head in dismay.

"What's the homeowner’s name?"

"Mary McCarthy.” The sheriff pointed to a distraught man sitting in the back of an ambulance, overcome with grief. “That’s her husband. He’s not taking it too well.”

In his 50s, Mr. McCarthy had dark hair with hints of gray. Slick with sweat, his skin had lost its color. On the verge of shock, his worst nightmare had come true.

“Some type of gang initiation?” I suggested.

The sheriff shrugged. “Could be.”

Paris Delaney and her news crew had arrived, soaking up the grisly footage.

"When did this happen?"

"About half an hour ago now," the sheriff said. He pointed to a blonde woman in her 30s with a black cocker spaniel on a leash. “She was walking the dog when she saw the incident. Her name’s Lindsey Hewitt.”

I wanted to talk to Mr. McCarthy, but I figured I’d give him a few more minutes to compose himself.

JD and I walked across the lawn to Lindsey. She was talking to Deputy Mendoza. Still frazzled, her hands were crusty with crimson, and nervous sweat slicked her skin.

I flashed my badge and made introductions. "I just need to ask you a few questions.”

Lindsey nodded and wiped her weepy eyes with her wrists, since they weren’t covered in blood. "It was just horrible. I was right there," she said, pointing to the street. "They drove past me and opened fire. It was so loud. I didn't realize what was happening at first. The carolers fell, and the car took off. I ran up to them, trying to help, but there was nothing I could do. I'm not a medical professional. I’d never been in a situation like that. I called 911." Her eyes filled, and the tears spilled over. "They were all dying. I tried to stop the bleeding, but I couldn't."

"Did you get a look at the vehicle?"

She nodded and gave the same description the sheriff had told me.

"What about a license plate?"

Lindsey shook her head, and her blonde ponytail swayed. "It happened so fast. I wasn't thinking.”

"Did you get a look at the assailants inside the vehicle?"

"Not really. The car had dark-tinted windows. The guys with the machine guns wore baseball caps, sunglasses, and bandannas.”

"What color bandannas?"

"Black. Maybe navy blue. I'm not sure.”

Forensic investigators scanned the street, looking for shell casings—of which they found more than a few.

I asked Lindsey to describe the machine gun. She did, and from what she told me, it sounded like a Mac 10. Popular with gang bangers.

"Did you know the victims?”

Lindsey nodded. Her face tightened, then tears spilled over again. "Ivy was so young. 17. She was a senior in high school. Nick is a real estate developer. Sheila was a hospice nurse. She was so kind. Then there’s Dr. Carlson. Everybody loves Dr. Carlson. He takes care of Biscuit for me. I don't know what I'm going to do without him.”

"What about Mrs. McCarthy? Did you know her well?" I asked.

Lindsay nodded. "Super sweet. Her poor husband. He just adored her.” She looked at the ambulance. Mr. McCarthy was just barely holding his grasp on reality—his world turned upside down.

We chatted some more, and I gave her my card.

JD and I stepped away and talked to one of the forensic guys. They had found several 9mm casings, consistent with some Mac 10s. It was a lighter, faster round and allowed higher capacity magazines than the .45 ACP versions.

Judging by Lindsey’s description, the assailants hadn’t used suppressors.

We found Mr. McCarthy still sitting in the back of the ambulance. I asked an EMT, “How is he?”

“Traumatized, but stable.”

I flashed my badge at Mr. McCarthy as we approached. I offered my condolences, then said, “I know this is a terrible time, but I need to ask you a few questions.”
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“Iwas in the kitchen,” Mr. McCarthy said between jerking sobs. “She had just called me to come see the carolers. Gunshots rang out as I entered the foyer. She dropped right there.” He broke down in sobs.

When he settled, I asked him to describe the assailants, but he said he didn’t get a good look at them. He was still inside the house.

“I need to get a look at your video doorbell footage.”

He nodded, pulled his device from his pocket, and launched the app. He gave the phone to me. “I can’t watch that.”

I cued up the footage and replayed the clip. It started from the moment the carolers rang the bell.

“Hi, Mrs. McCarthy,” Ivy said with a cheery smile. “We’re caroling again. Do you have a request?”

Mrs. McCarthy thought for a moment. “Can you do ‘Silent Night?’”

“We sure can,” Ivy said with enthusiasm.

The quartet broke into song.

They had barely finished the first verse when a hail of copper rained down on them. The minions of death drilled through flesh, splattering crimson, speckling the camera lens. Screeches and screams filled the air. The quartet collapsed, and the camera caught a glimpse of the assailants’ vehicle.

I exported the clip and sent it to my phone, then forwarded it to the sheriff.

On its face, it seemed like a random shooting. Violence for the sake of violence. But I didn't want to jump to any conclusions.

"Can you think of anyone who may have wanted to cause harm to your wife?"

Mr. McCarthy shook his head. His brow wrinkled with confusion. "You think this was targeted?"

I shrugged. "Just looking at all possibilities.”

"I think the savages were out for a joyride and decided to cause chaos."

"Did you know the carolers well?"

"Not well. But they all lived in the neighborhood. All good people. No one deserves something like this."

"Of course not.”

"You'll find who did this, won't you? You got the make and model of the car. Do you have a license plate?”

"No license plate. But we’ll check with other residents. I'm sure we can narrow it down and come up with some good leads."

"Tell me you’ll find the people who did this,” he pleaded. Rage tightened his jaw. “I want them to pay."

"We'll do everything we can," I assured.

I gave Mr. McCarthy a card, offered my condolences again, and said we'd be in touch.

JD and I banged on neighboring doors and collected more doorbell footage. None of the footage had a clear view of the plates.

We rejoined the sheriff as Brenda and her crew bagged the bodies.

"You got any thoughts on this?”

I said, "It's a long shot, but…”

"At this point, a long shot is better than nothing.”

"I think Dr. Carlson had been supplying a lot of ladies in this neighborhood with prescription medication. Just a hunch, but I think he might be providing some of them with more than medication, if you get my drift."

The sheriff knew where I was going with this.

"It's possible he was the one targeted out of this group,” I said. “Say, for instance, a jealous husband finds his wife dead from an overdose of pills from the local veterinarian. Maybe he wants to take revenge. Might be a deadly combination."

“Hires some gangbangers to do it,” Daniels said, following my logic. "You’re right. It’s a stretch. Look into it. Talk to Carlson’s wife, see if she has anything to add. Somebody's got to tell her Dr. Carlson is dead."

"We’re on it.”

Jack and I left the scene and drove a block over to 856 Crystal Court. The lights were on, and cars were parked in the driveway. Christmas lights covered the hedges. Like all the other homes in the neighborhood, it was decorated to the max—Santa in his sleigh with a bag full of presents, illuminated reindeer leading the way.

JD parked the Porsche at the curb, and we made our way to the front porch. I rang the video doorbell and waited to deliver the bad news. Dread twisted my stomach.

A moment later, a figure approached the door, backlit by lighting in the living room. Privacy glass distorted her figure. She looked through the glass and called out, “Who is it?"

I displayed my badge and replied, "Coconut County.”
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Mrs. Carlson pulled open the door and looked at us with curious eyes. Meredith was a striking young woman in her early 30s with deep red hair that dangled just above her shoulders. Her emerald eyes could hypnotize. Her porcelain skin was flawless. Why Dr. Carlson would want to step out on someone like that was beyond me. Then again, I had no proof he was fooling around. Just a suspicion.

"I'm sorry to have to tell you this, ma'am," I said before I broke the devastating news.

As usual, it hit like a ton of bricks.

Meredith stared at me in disbelief for a moment, then began to tremble. She blinked a few times. "What? How?"

I gave her all the gruesome details, but tried to make it sound less terrible. Somehow, it just sounded worse.

She grew unsteady in the doorway.

"Maybe we should talk about this inside."

The sound of the TV in the living room filtered down the foyer. Commotion in the house let me know her two children were at home.

Meredith pulled herself together and stepped outside, pulling the door shut behind her.

She steeled her resolve and dried her eyes. "I need a moment to compose myself before I tell my children."

“Certainly," I said.

Meredith fought to stifle her emotions. She did a good job of it, but I figured at some point it would all come spilling out. "I thought I heard something, but I dismissed it as fireworks. That must have been the gunshots," she said, her throat tightening, barely able to get the words out.

She closed her eyes and fought the tears back again. After a moment, she asked, "Do you have any idea who's responsible?"

"We have a few leads, but nothing solid at the moment. We do have a description of the vehicle."

"Who else was hurt?"

I gave her the names, and that hit like a punch to the gut. Meredith's eyes widened, and she froze. Speechless, she fumbled for words, but they didn't come.

Her face tensed with confusion. "Was this just random?"

"We don't know yet." I paused. "Can you think of any reason why someone might want to harm your husband?"

Meredith thought for a moment. "No. I don't think so. Everybody loved Hunter."

"So I hear," JD said.

She didn't quite pick up on the insinuation, and that was a good thing.

"I know this may sound insensitive at a time like this, but were either of you going outside the marriage?"

Her eyes narrowed at me. Anger tensed her face. “No. Absolutely not. Why would you ask such a thing?"

"We're just looking for possible motives. Jealousy is often a powerful one."

She stood tall and held her nose high. "We had a wonderful relationship. Hunter was about as close to a perfect husband as you could get.”

“I'm sure he was," I said, trying to mask my doubt. I paused for a moment, then asked, "Did you know Whitney Hollingsworth?"

Confused, she replied, "Yes. She lives in the neighborhood. Terrible what happened.”

"She was a client of your husband's," I said.

"As are many of the residents in this neighborhood," she said in a slightly defensive tone.

"According to the toxicology report, she overdosed on a combination of drugs and medication. Medication that was prescribed to her dog by your husband."

Meredith’s brow knitted. “So?”

"Did Hunter discuss his patients with you?"

"No." She paused. "What does this have to do with my husband's death?"

"Like I said, we’re looking for people who may have had a motive to kill him."

"I told you. My husband was well-liked by everyone.” She put the pieces together. “Are you suggesting Ford might be behind this?”

“I’m not suggesting anything. Just looking for answers.”

“If you’ll excuse me, I don't think this is an appropriate conversation to be having now. I need to collect myself and my thoughts. My children’s father is no longer living, and I’ve got to find a way to tell them.” Her throat had grown tight and dry, and her eyes wet.

She stepped back inside, closed the door, and latched the deadbolt.

"Maybe you should have been a little smoother about that," JD said.

He was right, but I was convinced Dr. Carlson wasn't squeaky clean. At this point, Ford Hollingsworth had a strong motive. Carlson was indirectly responsible for Whitney’s death. Ford was next on my list of people to talk to.
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“It’s a shame about the others,” Ford said when we caught up with him at home. “But don’t expect me to feel bad about Dr. Carlson. Guess he got what he deserved.”

I gave him a look.

"What? My wife would still be alive if it weren't for that guy. Do you disagree?"

"Can you tell me where you were at the time of the murders?"

Ford laughed. "You really think I did a drive-by and killed a bunch of innocent people just to get Dr. Carlson?"

"I didn’t mention anything about a drive-by," I said.

Ford gave me a flat look. "It's all over the TV." His eyes flicked between the two of us. “You know, I don't have to say anything to you."

"You're not under arrest," I said.

He laughed. "What could you possibly arrest me for? I’ve done nothing wrong. I was here with my kids. You want to talk to them?” Ford quipped, “They’re traumatized by the loss of their mother, but I'm sure they wouldn't mind getting harassed by you as well."

"Just doing our jobs."

Ford's jaw tensed. "It looks like karma did your job for you. Dr. Carlson won’t be making any more fraudulent prescriptions to patients. Hopefully, no one else in the neighborhood will OD. With any luck, that pool boy will drown. Wouldn’t that be great? I can certainly tell you he's not going to find employment in this neighborhood anymore. I’m telling everybody I know what was going on between him and Whitney.” Ford paused. "I guess if he turns up dead, you’ll be banging on my door again, right?"

"You would be a prime suspect if his death looks suspicious."

“Why do I get the feeling that every death looks suspicious to you?”

I shrugged. Around here, there was a lot to be suspicious about.

“I wonder how many other wives in the neighborhood he was banging,” Ford said. “I'm sure there are quite a few husbands who would like to put a bullet into the pool boy. Now, if you’ll excuse me, gentlemen, I need to finish cooking dinner for my kids since they no longer have a mother."

He closed the front door and flipped the deadbolt.

Jack muttered as we strolled down the walkway, "Can’t say I blame the guy for being upset. I’d be pissed too. But I don't think he mowed down a bunch of Christmas carolers just to get revenge.” He considered it. “He certainly has the means to hire someone to do it. But I doubt a guy like that went down to the hood and recruited some gangbangers."

We hopped into the Porsche and headed back to the station to fill out reports.

Afterward, we grabbed a few cocktails with the guys on Oyster Avenue. It was a pretty low-key night.

In the morning, Denise called. "Toxicology report came back on Wesley Oliver. There was enough fentanyl in his system to kill an elephant. You think some street dealer got careless when he cut his supply?"

"Possible. Sometimes an overdose is good for business. Lets people know you’ve got powerful stuff."

"Won’t have customers for long if they all die," she said. "By the way, I did a little digging on last night’s victims, looking for connections."

"Find anything?"

"Maybe. Nick Kingston is a real estate guy. Slumlord. Owns properties in Jamaica Village. Seller financed. No banks involved. A lot of evictions. You know, the kind of deal where you miss one payment, and you’re gone?”

“A lease to own, but the tenant will never own. Nick was renting to people with a high probability of default.”

“Exactly. Predatory lending, if you ask me.”

“Kind of a legal gray area.”

“I'm sure the guy has made a boat-load of enemies. Might be an avenue to pursue.”

"Might be, indeed."

“I’ll send you addresses and contact info for next of kin for all the victims. Everyone has already been notified."

"Any hits on the vehicle?"

"Nothing was reported stolen. There are at least a dozen Dominator GTs registered on the island. But get this… I broke them down by age and gender—males between 18 and 35. There are two cars that fit. Both owners live in Jamaica Village."

"Now that's starting to sound like a connection.”

“It is, isn’t it?” she said with a smile in her voice.

“Nice work.”

“Let me know what you find. Be careful. If this is gang-related…”

“I know.” I thanked her for everything and promised we’d use caution.

The info buzzed my phone a moment later.

JD and I chowed down on breakfast. His phone rang with a call as we finished up. He answered and held the device to his ear. “This is Jack Donovan.” He listened intently, and a wide grin curled his mouth. “Fantastic! I’ll be right there.”

Jack ended the call and couldn’t stop grinning. “Looks like Christmas came early.”

We bused our plates, and I followed Jack to the parking lot. A flatbed had hauled the beast in from Miami.

The driver greeted us with a handshake and a smile. “I’ll get her off the truck, we’ll do a pre-delivery inspection, then I’ll just need a bit of paperwork.”

“Sounds good to me,” Jack said.

With a matte stealth gray finish, sharp aggressive lines, and fat knobby tires, the Revenant XTV looked like a space-ace armored personnel carrier. Made of composite alloys, carbon fiber, and Kevlar, the thing could withstand anything the urban jungle could throw at it. EV with integrated solar, the amphibious vehicle could thrive on land or sea. It might not be the fastest thing on the water, but it would get you there in style.

Once the driver got it off the flatbed, we walked around the beast, inspecting for damage.

It was pristine. Not a scratch or blemish.

The build quality was impeccable, like a tank. The doors were solid yet light and had a satisfying feel to them when opened and closed. The fresh leather interior filled my nostrils when I peered inside the vehicle. Retractable steps provided easy access. The ginormous tires gave plenty of ground clearance. The interior was sleek and modern, with a mix of digital and analogue displays. Full leather with deviated stitching gave it an upmarket feel. Luxury and security while traversing apocalyptic wastelands. Heated seats, adaptive suspension, 4WD with torque vectoring, run-flat tires. The works.

The delivery driver gave us an overview of the features, then Jack signed off on the delivery. With keys in hand, the Revenant was his.

We needed an armored vehicle since the Devastator was sitting in the impound lot in Pineapple Bay as evidence. But this might have been overkill.

“Want to take it for a spin?” Jack said as he sat behind the wheel.

“Hell yes!”

The vehicle came alive when he started it, the dash glowing, reading out vital statistics. The first order of business was to find good music. That was my job. I fooled with the radio until I found something suitable.

We zipped across the island to speak with Nick’s wife, Lena. She lived on Breakwater Lane. The giant knobby tires whirred against the asphalt. There was nothing like it on the island, and only 250 had been allocated nationwide. Most were sitting in showrooms.

It drew stares from everyone. Not exactly a low-profile vehicle. Then again, Jack didn’t do low profile unless it was a mission requirement.

JD parked in front of the mansion, and we ambled to the front door. Jack couldn’t help but look back at the magnificent thing.

Yard crews buzzed next door, blowing leaves in circles. The smell of fresh-cut grass and exhaust filled the air.

I rang the video doorbell.

Lena's voice crackled through the speaker a moment later. "Can I help you?"

I flashed my badge to the lens and made introductions, shouting over the leaf blower. “I hope we’re not interrupting. We just need to ask you a few questions."

"I'll be right there," she said.

The line crackled with static as she disconnected. Lena appeared at the door a few moments later and pulled it open.

She was an attractive woman in her mid-30s with long raven hair that hung to her mid-back, seductive honey eyes, olive skin, and full lips.

"I know this is a difficult time," I said. "We're just trying to put all the pieces together.”

"Do you have any leads?”

I told her we were trying to track down the shooters’ vehicle. "The more we know about your husband, the better.”

She nodded. "People are saying this was a random gang initiation.”

"It could be.”

Lena shivered. "Those people have no idea how many lives they have destroyed. Families broken apart.” Her throat tightened, and her eyes misted.

"Can you think of anybody who may have wanted to harm your husband?”

She cringed. "Nick was such a nice guy. Everybody who knew him loved him.”

I gave her a look. “No problems with tenants recently?”

She stammered. “Nick could be difficult in certain business situations. Don’t get me wrong, he maintained properties and lived up to his word. But he had zero tolerance if somebody didn't live up to their end of the bargain.”

I knew exactly where this was going.

"Did he evict anybody recently?”
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“Nick did everything he could to keep tenants in their homes,” Lena said. “He extended credit through seller financing to people who could never get it otherwise. He was giving an opportunity to people who wouldn’t normally have it.“

“Some say he was setting people up to fail.”

She huffed. “Give someone a hand and you’re the bad guy, right?” She scoffed. “Eviction is part of the business. What are you going to do, let some deadbeat who doesn't pay rent occupy a property indefinitely?”

“Who did he recently evict?”

“A guy named Ray Muñoz,” Lena said. “I felt bad about it. Ray’s got a wife and two kids.”

I cringed.

“Nick gave him every opportunity to make good. Tried to work out a lower payment for him. Ray was behind three months' rent. How long was Nick supposed to float the guy?” She paused. “We had to get the sheriff’s department to evict him.”

“I take it Ray wasn’t too happy about that. Did he make any threats?”

Her eyes rounded and she nodded. “Called the house. Came by one time. Harassed the new tenants.” She thought for a moment, putting all the pieces together. "This had to be him. Can’t be anybody else.”

"Do you know what kind of car he drives?"

Lena thought about it for a moment. "The time he came to the house, he was driving a black four-door.”

"A Dominator GT?”

"What's that? I'm not really into cars," she said, a convertible Maserati sitting in the driveway.

"We’ll check with the DMV," I said.

I thanked her for the information, gave her my card, and told her I'd be in touch as things developed.

We walked back to the Revenant and climbed inside. I ran background on Ray through the online portal. He was shaping up to be a suspect, especially after what I found.

Ray served five years for aggravated assault. He had gang affiliations. According to the records, he turned a wrench over at Randy’s Garage. Ray’s current address was listed as the place he got evicted from.

I called Randy’s Garage. A receptionist with a delightful Southern drawl answered after a few rings.

“Is Ray working today?”

“He's not in today.”

"When do you expect him back?”

"Don't. Ray got fired.”

I lifted a curious brow. "What did he get fired for?"

She hesitated for a moment. "Well, I'm not really supposed to discuss employee business with the customers."

"I'm not really a customer," I said, then introduced myself as a deputy sheriff.

"Well, in that case, I really shouldn’t be talking to you.”

I laughed. "This sounds too interesting. Now you’ve got to share. You have my curiosity piqued."

"It's not all that scandalous. Ray kept showing up drunk and high. I know he was going through some hard times, but that ain't no excuse. Randy had to fire him.”

"When was this?"

"Oh, I’d say three or four days ago. It’s a shame. Ray was a good mechanic. He’d only been working here a few weeks. Maybe a month. I suspect he got fired from his previous job for the same thing."

“You know where he was working before?”

“Carlo’s Customs.”

"Thanks for the info," I said.

"Is Ray in some kind of trouble?"

"Could be.”

She laughed. "Now you’ve got my curiosity piqued.”

"Tell you what, if he's guilty, I'll give you a call, and you'll be the first to know."

"Well, thank you, darling. I look forward to your call.”

I ended the call, then dialed Isabella and asked her if she could find a cell phone in Ray’s name.

Her fingers tapped the keys, and a few moments later, she said, "Looks like his cell phone is on Ocean Avenue near Taffy Beach.” Then she added, “And just FYI, his phone was off the grid at the time of the murders.”

That didn't bode well for him.

I thanked her for the information. We headed back to Diver Down and swapped the Revenant for the Porsche. I had no doubt we’d put the Revenant through its paces at some point.

We drove across the island to Ocean Avenue. It had become a hotspot for illegal overnight camping. People would park along the boardwalk, enjoy the view, and live rent-free. The city hadn’t cracked down on it yet, but that was about to change.

We cruised down the boulevard until we spotted the four-door sport sedan. Covered in dust, it was in desperate need of a wash. Someone had doodled smiley faces, dicks, and the obligatory wash me in the dust.

Jack found a place to park. We hopped out and strolled the sidewalk to the car. I peered inside. With all the junk inside the vehicle, it looked like this was Ray's new home. But there was no way the vehicle could handle a family of four.

Ray wasn't anywhere around.

I cupped my hands around the glass to get a better look inside the vehicle, but I didn't see any spent shell casings on the floorboard.

What I did see were a lot of empty soda bottles, fast food wrappers, a couple of empty beer cans, random napkins, and other trash. Clothing items littered the backseat. The passenger seat was reclined all the way, and a pillow and blanket rested on the seat.

We kept walking down the sidewalk, looking for him. Hotties with knee and elbow pads whizzed by on rollerblades. Tourists strolled up and down, taking in the view. Teal waves crashed against the shore.

I spotted a guy at the median at the next intersection who matched Ray's DMV photo.

JD and I walked to the light and waited at the crosswalk until traffic cleared, then hustled to the median.

Ray held a cardboard sign. Scrawled in Sharpie in barely legible handwriting, it read, “Homeless. Please help. God bless.”

I flashed my badge as we approached, and momentary panic filled Ray's eyes.

He was late 40s with shaggy dark hair, a thick mustache, brown eyes, and tan skin that more closely resembled shoe leather. He'd been out in the sun all day and looked sufficiently baked.

The red solo cup in his hand held the loose change he’d gathered throughout the day, and his pockets looked stuffed with dollar bills. Fear in his eyes, he considered bolting for a moment, but thought better of it. With a sneer, he said, "What do you want? I'm not breaking any laws."

Standing in the roadway was illegal in Florida when panhandling. However, I hadn’t seen Ray do it. He made sure to stay on the median in our presence. Coconut Key had passed an ordinance against aggressive panhandling. You couldn’t follow people around, begging for money. You couldn't solicit near ATMs, schools, or bus stops. Whether or not those ordinances would hold up in federal court was another matter. But for now, they were on the books. Ray didn't appear to be violating any of those at the moment.

I smiled, "Relax. We just want to have a friendly chat."

His suspicious eyes narrowed. "Bullshit. I never had a friendly chat with a cop in my life."

I kept up with the smile, but I didn't think today was going to be the day to change that. "Is that your Dominator GT over there?" I asked, pointing.

Denise hadn’t picked up his vehicle in her initial search. Ray was outside her search bracket.

He glanced at the dusty muscle car. "It's not parked illegally. I don't have any outstanding warrants or tickets. No parking tickets. The registration is up to date."

"There is no overnight camping on the boulevard," I said.

Ray's face tightened. "Is that what you're harassing me about? You gonna mess with everybody else parked along the boardwalk?"

"We're not parking enforcement," I said.

"Then what the hell do you want?"

"You been out here all day?"

"Ain’t got nowhere else to go. Sometimes I'll move a block over. Sometimes I'll go up to Oyster Avenue. Just depends. You’d think I’d do better up there, but those college snots don't want to part with their beer money. I do better on the boardwalk with the tourists.”

"What about yesterday?"

Ray stared at me for a moment before answering. "Don't really remember. Kinda blurs together out here. Every day is the same."

"You recall where you were yesterday evening?"

His suspicious gaze continued. "Why do I get the feeling I shouldn’t be answering any of your questions?”

Ray knew the drill, and he knew nothing good ever came from talking to cops.

"If you don't answer my questions, I'm going to get suspicious and think you're hiding something. You don't have anything to hide, do you?"

"I don't have much of anything anymore. But I was right over there on the boardwalk last evening," he said, pointing. "Then, I walked across the street to Surfside Pizza, grabbed a few slices, drank a beer, then went down to Ernie's and shot some pool. Is anything about that illegal?"

I shook my head. "Can anybody verify that?”

Ray smiled. "All the good people who gave me money. Good luck finding them.”

"When’s the last time you saw Nick Kingston?"

The mere mention of the name soured his face. "Part of me hopes I never see that son-of-a-bitch again. The other part of me hopes I run into him on the boardwalk. Better yet, in a crosswalk. I might just forget to brake.”

I shared a look with Jack.

"Why don’t you tell us how you really feel?" JD asked.
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Ray just couldn't help himself. "I swear to God, if I see that son-of-a-bitch, he's a dead man."

"You don't say.”

"I do say. That prick kicked me and my family out on the street like it was nothing. I begged him. He wouldn't give an inch. I was one day late on the rent. One day.”

"That's not exactly the story I heard,” I said.

Ray’s cheeks reddened with anger. "Who'd you hear that from? Nick?” Ray shook his head in disgust. "I told him I was going to be a little late on the rent. Circumstances beyond my control. He assured me it would be okay. Some unforeseen expenses came up, and I was a little short. Then I lost my job, found another one, but there was a little gap in between. Could happen to anybody.”

"You lost two jobs,” I said. “You don't work at Randy’s Garage anymore."

Ray’s face twisted. "Well, look who’s got the big brain? If I had a job, I wouldn’t be out here. Why are you digging into my background anyway?”

"Where are your wife and kids?”

He looked at me like it was a stupid question. "My wife left. You think she was going to stick around and live in that car?” He scoffed. “Hell no. She’s got a new boyfriend. My son is 18. He's on his own. My daughter is 16. Want to know what she's doing? She’s selling her ass online on one of those fan sites."

It was a shocking admission.

"You realize that’s illegal.”

"Well, you can tell her that when you find her. She don't listen to me none. My whole family fell apart because of Nick. Forgive me if I’m not a fan of the guy."

"Nick's dead.”

Ray's eyes rounded with surprise. "Dead as in he ain't breathing no more?"

I nodded.

Ray couldn't help but smile. "Well, the Lord works in mysterious ways, doesn’t he?"

"Are you in possession of a firearm?"

"I'm a convicted felon," Ray said. "That would be illegal."

"You mind if we take a look around your vehicle?”

"You got a warrant?"

"I can get one," I said, even though I knew I didn't have probable cause.

"Then get one. If that's all, would you mind leaving me alone? You’re scaring off business.”

Ray moved to the crosswalk and waited for the light.

“You still running with a gang, Ray?” I called after him.

He shot me an annoyed look.

"Do I look like I'm still running with a gang?"

I shrugged.

"If I were, I wouldn't be hustling on the street corner, begging for change. I'd be making real money. But I ain't doing that shit no more.”

The light turned green, and Ray crossed the street, walking back to the boardwalk.

JD and I followed, making our way back to the Porsche.

Ray kept glancing at us over his shoulder with annoyed eyes.

We paced him for a bit, then hopped into the Porsche. Jack fired up the engine. "What do you make of that guy?"

I shrugged. "You’d have to be pretty stupid to mow down a bunch of Christmas carolers in your own car.”

"Maybe he tapped some of his old crew to help him out," Jack said.

I certainly couldn’t rule Ray out.

Jack pulled away from the curb, and we headed across town to the Delphine. Sheila Morris had lived with her roommate, Erica Bell. Sheila was the only victim who didn't live in Stingray Bay.

We parked in the visitors’ lot, hopped out, and made our way to the entrance. I buzzed the unit from the call box.

A soft voice answered a moment later. "Can I help you?"

"Deputy Wild with Coconut County. Is this Erica?”

“Yes," she said in a tentative voice.

“We just need to ask a few questions about your roommate."

"Okay, but I'm getting ready to walk out the door."

“This will only take a minute.”

She buzzed us in, and Jack grabbed the door. We hurried through the lobby and took the elevators up to the fifth floor, then ambled down the hallway to #514. I knocked on the door, and Erica answered a moment later. She was a cute blonde with short hair that hung just above her ears. Her big brown eyes and adorable features had an enchanting quality.

I introduced Jack, and we exchanged pleasantries.

She said, "Please, come in."

Erica stepped aside and escorted us down the foyer and into the living room. She offered us a seat on the sofa.

The Delphine was an upscale midrise, popular with young professionals. The unit had light gray hardwoods and was decorated with coastal furniture and beachy accents. The balcony offered a view of the neighboring complex. Plastic patio furniture provided a place to sit, and a 10-speed bike took up most of the terrace.

Erica shook her head in dismay as she sat. "I can't believe she's gone."

"Were you two close?" I asked.

Erica nodded. "We met in nursing school. We've been friends ever since. Sheila used to work with me in the ER, but then went private, doing end-of-life care."

“Were you working last night?”

“Yes. 7:00 PM to 7:00 AM,” she said in an exhale, the grind apparent in her voice. "I’m on again tonight, then I’ve got a couple of days off.”

"How do you like working nights?"

"I don't mind it so much. Sheila and I were hardly ever here at the same time. It kept us out of each other's hair. It almost felt like I didn't have a roommate at times. Made the bills a lot easier." She frowned. “I don’t know what I’m going to do now.”

"Can you think of anybody who may have wanted to harm her?"

Erica looked confused. "I thought this was just random gang violence. That's what they're saying on the news.”

"We're still looking for the shooters and a motive. We don’t know who the target was or why.”

Erica thought for a long moment. "You know, I can't really think of anybody who wanted to hurt Sheila. She was such a kind and compassionate person." Erica cringed. "I guess she did have a pretty nasty breakup with her boyfriend. But I don't think Wade would mow her down, taking out a bunch of innocent people."

"Wade?"

"Wade Donnelly. They’d been dating about nine months, I'd say. I guess you could call it dating. I thought it might get serious there for a minute, but Sheila was a hard one to nail down.”

"Commitment issues?"

"You could say. She liked being light and unencumbered. She liked the idea that she could pick up and go at any time. Nursing is the kind of job where you can travel and work in different settings. Meet new people." Erica hesitated, then said, "Sheila liked to meet new people, if you know what I mean."

I knew what she meant. "I take it that didn't sit well with Wade.”

"Wade wanted a commitment. I think he was looking to settle down and start a family. But Sheila was getting a little long in the tooth for that. I don't think that was ever in her plan.”

“It’s a pretty massive commitment," JD said.

“I don't want to speak badly about my friend, but if Sheila met somebody she liked and was attracted to, she would indulge in that."

"Did Wade ever catch her indulging?"

"I guess Wade was under the impression they were dating exclusively. Sheila didn’t see it that way. There sure were fireworks when he found out.”

“Did he get violent?”

“I wasn’t there when it went down, but Wade wasn’t happy about it. There was a lot of screaming and yelling. Some pretty harsh words were exchanged, from what Sheila told me.” Her brow wrinkled as she thought about it for a moment. “You know, somebody did slash her tires after that.” Erica shook her head. “She couldn’t prove it was Wade.” She frowned, not totally unsympathetic to Wade’s plight. “I don't know if she ever made it clear to him that she still considered their relationship open. After a certain amount of time, especially nine months, I think a certain degree of monogamy is expected. Or at least implied. I mean, what are you doing dating that long if it’s not moving in a direction?" She paused. "Usually it’s the other way around. The guy doesn't want to commit. But Sheila liked to consider herself a free spirit.”

"What about you? Are you seeing anyone now?" JD asked, not entirely for professional reasons.

Erica looked him up and down, considering it for a moment. "I happen to be in between Mr. Wrongs at the moment.”

Jack tried to contain his grin, possibilities in the air. Erica was an attractive woman.

She looked at her watch. "I really need to run."

I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. "If you think of anything else that might be relevant, please get in touch."

"I will."

We stood up and started for the door. JD said, "It was a pleasure to meet you. I wish it were under more pleasant circumstances."

"Me too.” A frown tugged Erica's pretty lips. "What are the odds of catching these guys?”

Jack shrugged. "No promises, but we have a pretty good track record.”

She nodded and walked us to the door. We thanked her again, then stepped outside and strolled back down the hallway.

"She was cute.”

"Do not use that as an excuse to go to the ER just because you want to see her again," I said.

"Trust me, I've had my fill of that place.”

We took the elevator back down to the lobby and hurried out to the visitor lot. We hopped in the Porsche and set out to find Wade Donnelly.
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After stopping by Wade’s apartment, we caught up with him at the Loose Cannon, where he tended bar.

Wade was about 6’2” with shaggy blond hair, brown eyes, and an athletic figure. He gave off jock-ish vibes and didn’t seem like he’d be joining MENSA any time soon.

JD and I ambled up to the bar, and I flashed my badge to get his attention.

Wade approached with some trepidation. "What can I do for you?”

"I'm sure you know why we're here.”

He frowned and nodded. "About Sheila, I assume.”

"When was the last time you talked to her?”

Wade thought about it and shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe two weeks ago. She wouldn’t return my calls or texts.”

"Why is that?"

He gave me a look like it was a silly question. "I guess she didn't want to talk to me."

"I heard you had a pretty nasty breakup.”

"She was fucking everybody. How was it supposed to end?”

"You're the one who initiated the breakup?"

"What was I supposed to do? Act like it was cool? I wasn’t going to let her disrespect me like that."

"Made you mad, didn't it?”

"Damn right it did.”

"Mad enough to get into a car and do a drive-by with some of your friends?” I had to admit, it was a long shot.

Wade's face wrinkled, and he glared at me. "What are you talking about? That's crazy! No. I didn't gun down my ex-girlfriend because she couldn't keep her legs closed."

"Where were you yesterday evening?"

"Here, working."

"Can anyone else verify that?"

He huffed, annoyed, then shouted to a passing waitress. "Tammy, tell these good gentlemen where I was last night.”

"Standing right where you are now," she said with a twang as she passed, wearing impossibly short shorts and a tight tank top.

Wade smiled in triumph. "I came on around 5:00 PM. Left about 2:30 AM. Any other stupid questions?”

“Why did you keep calling Sheila if you're the one who broke up with her?"

He frowned and exhaled through his nostrils. "Because… I missed her." He hung his head. "I know. I'm a total cuck. I couldn't stop thinking about her, man. It's so fucked up. What are you supposed to do in that situation? I wasn't cool with it at all, but I just couldn't imagine my life without her." His throat tightened, and his eyes misted. He tried to hold it all in and looked like he was going to explode. "Now she's gone," he said, covering his eyes with his hand as he teared up.

He took a second to pull himself together. Wade growled to himself, sucked up the pain, then shoved it down into a cold, dark place in the back of his mind. "Fuck it. Onward and upward, right?”

"Did Sheila have any enemies? Anybody who might want her dead?”

Wade thought about it for a moment. "If she was dating me, and I thought I was the only one, how many other guys were in the same position? Maybe one of those guys found out that she was cheating, too. Maybe one of those guys gunned her down."

It was something to think about.

Then he added, "You know she was under investigation, right?”

My brow lifted with curiosity. "Investigation?”

"Yeah. The Department of Health.”

"What for?"

"I don't know the ins and outs of it," Wade said. "Some old lady died. Her daughter bitched about something. Said Sheila acted inappropriately." Wade shook his head. "I don't really get it. The old woman was in hospice. She was going to die anyway. What did it really matter whether it was on Tuesday or Friday?”

“When did the investigation begin?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. A month or two ago.”

I gave him a card and told him to call if he thought of anything else relevant.

We left the bar, and I called the Department of Health.
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“Aformal complaint was lodged,” Sondra said. Her fingers tapped the keys. “According to our investigation, everything looks in order.”

“What was the issue?” I asked.

“According to the complaint, Rachel Van Cleef alleged Sheila had given her mother, Lois, an overdose of medication that ended her life. Rachel was out of town when her mother passed. Her brother, who was taking care of Lois at the house, denied the allegation. Investigators checked the logs and dosing schedule. They found nothing out of order. Granted, those logs are self-reported, and there is no oversight during in-home hospice care. Of course, all medications are tracked by the pharmacy.”

"Was an autopsy done?"

"Lois Van Cleef was 97 years old,” she said flatly. “No, Deputy. An autopsy was not done."

"Wouldn't be hard to save up medication, log it in the charts, then give one big dose to fade Lois into oblivion."

"Greg Van Cleef says he was with his mother the entire time and monitored Sheila's actions. He said nothing inappropriate was done. It's Greg’s word against Rachel's. Now you’re telling me that Sheila is deceased. It's a moot point, isn't it?"

"I suppose it is. But it could be a motive for murder."

"A pretty weak one if you ask me, but people will kill you as soon as look at you these days." She sighed. “As far as we’re concerned, our investigation will close. Good luck with yours.”

I thanked her for the information and ended the call. I planned on having a word with Rachel Van Cleef at some point. What could it hurt?

We headed up to Oyster Avenue and grabbed lunch at Mango Tango. Jack ordered the spicy shrimp tacos with pineapple slaw and a mango cream sauce. I went with the grilled swordfish with mango salsa and coconut rice.

Afterward, we drove back to Stingray Bay to have a word with Ivy's mother. She lived two streets over from the shooting on Windswept Court.

JD and I rang the bell, and Mrs. Rourke answered the door a moment later. I flashed my badge and made introductions. A grim frown tensed her face, and she invited us inside.

It was easy to see where Ivy had gotten her good looks. In her early 40s, Mrs. Rourke was an attractive blonde with short, stylish hair, a trim figure, and elegant features.

She escorted us across the vaulted foyer, into the sprawling living room, and offered us a seat on the sofa. We obliged, and she took a chair catty-corner to us. Megan grabbed a tissue from the box on the glass coffee table. Already starting to tear up, she blotted her ice-blue eyes.

The furnishings were sleek and modern. Walls were decorated with pastel abstracts. It had a cozy but modern vibe. Like many of the homes in Stingray Bay, there was a nice patio and a pool. Floor-to-ceiling glass window walls offered a view of the canal beyond.

"Do you have any idea who did this?” she asked with a shaky voice.

"We are in the process of running down several leads," I said. "Did Ivy have any enemies? Anyone at school she was at odds with?”

Megan shook her head. "Not that I'm aware of. But you should talk to Casey.”

I gave her a look that begged her to continue.

"Her best friend. I was close with Ivy, but I'm sure there were things she told Casey that she told no one else.”

“I’ll need contact info for her.”

“Certainly.”

"You live here alone?"

Her face tightened, and tears spilled over. It was probably a bad question to ask. “I do now. Ivy's father is deceased. He passed away two years ago."

"I'm sorry to hear that.” She didn’t go into detail, but curiosity got the best of me.

She continued, her eyes welling again. “Helicopter crash in the mountains in Colorado. Poor visibility. They should never have gone up that day.”

I gave a sympathetic frown and offered condolences again. “What about jealous ex-boyfriends?”

Megan shook her head. “Ivy didn’t have time for boyfriends. Too busy with school, her friends, and computers.”

“Computers?”

“She was on that thing 24/7, trading crypto, programming, playing games.”

“Do you know how much crypto she had?” JD asked.

“Oh, I wouldn’t even begin to know.” With skepticism, she asked. “Is that really anything? Seems like a Ponzi scheme to me.”

JD shrugged. “Fastest-growing asset class.”

“Tulip mania, if you ask me.”

“I’m sure the answer is no,” I said. “But did Ivy ever use drugs?”

Megan looked at me like the notion was absurd. “Lord, no. Ivy was a good kid. Straight A’s. She was too smart to get involved in something like that.”

“Of course.” I took a deep breath. “Well, we won’t take up any more of your time.” I gave her a card. “Please get in touch if you think of anything that might be helpful.”

She nodded, then texted me Casey’s contact info.

Megan escorted us to the door, then pleaded with a tormented face, “Please find the people who killed my baby.”

“We will,” I assured her before expressing our condolences once again.

We left and strolled the walkway back to the Porsche. JD and I planned on talking to Rachel Van Cleef and Casey Monroe next, but my phone buzzed with a call that would send us on a detour.
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Red and blue lights filled the parking lot of the Park Plaza professional building. It was an upscale office complex, home to doctors, dentists, and other medical types.

Dietrich snapped photos of the gruesome sight. First responders swarmed. An ambulance was on the scene, along with the medical examiner's van. Brenda snapped on a pair of pink nitrile gloves and went to work.

A crowd of curious onlookers had gathered.

A woman lay on her back at the base of the steps that led to the main entrance, her blank eyes fixed on the azure sky. Blood pooled around the body on the asphalt. Two wounds in her chest had done the dirty business. She had been shot as she approached the building. Blood soaked her cream blouse.

Two spent shell casings littered the ground nearby. With any luck, the forensic team would pull a print.

Not far, a fast-food bag littered the ground. The spilled drink inside seeped through the bag.

The sheriff looked on with a grim face.

"Anybody see what happened?" I asked.

The sheriff pointed to a brunette woman in her mid-30s wearing a gray pantsuit, sobbing nearby. She looked terrified. "Said the assailant was waiting by the entrance, smoking a cigarette, wearing a hoodie, dark sunglasses, and a surgical mask. The victim approached, and he put two bullets into her chest. Then he grabbed her purse and took off running that way." The sheriff pointed to a gap in the hedges that separated this parking lot from the next.

I glanced around for security cameras that may have captured the scene.

"Who’s the deceased?"

"Dr. Miriam Renick. At least, that's what the witness says.”

JD and I approached the witness, and I flashed my badge. "I'm Deputy Wild. This is Jack Donovan, Special Crimes."

She nodded, wiped her eyes, and sized us up.

"Can you tell me exactly what you saw?"

She repeated what the sheriff had told us.

"What’s your name, ma'am?”

"Elizabeth Halford. Dr. Elizabeth Halford. But you can call me Liz."

"Do you think you could describe the assailant?”

"It's really hard to say. I was so traumatized by the whole thing. I knew Miriam. Her office is just down the hall from mine. We would grab coffee occasionally and discuss cases, in a professional sense, of course."

"Anything you can offer might be helpful," I said.

Elizabeth nodded. "He was maybe 6 feet tall. Caucasian. He wore a hoodie, dark sunglasses, and a surgical mask." Her face wrinkled. "Which I thought was weird because he was also holding a cigarette in his hand. But to tell you the truth, I never saw him take a drag. Granted, I was just passing by. In hindsight, it seemed like he was waiting for Miriam, and the cigarette was just an excuse."

"You’d make a good detective," I said.

"I'm just observant. It's part of my job to notice people, their behaviors, their nonverbal cues." She paused. "People will lie, but their body language almost always tells the truth."

"You’re a psychiatrist?”

She nodded.

"Like I said, you'd make a good detective."

Liz forced a smile, "Thank you. But I don't think I could do what you do. Too much violence. I suppose it’s hard not to be affected by that over time. How do you manage?"

"With a lot of whiskey," Jack said.

She admonished him with her look. "That's not healthy, Deputy…”

"Donovan," Jack said.

"Yes, of course. I'm sorry. So many details right now. It’s hard to keep everything in my head."

"Understood."

"He took her purse," Liz said with a furrowed brow. "But it was an afterthought." She squinted, picturing the scene in her mind. "He dropped the cigarette when Miriam got out of her car. He approached, drew the pistol from a pocket in his hoodie, and fired twice before Miriam even had a chance to react.” She shivered. “He took a step away, then turned back, snatched the purse, and ran right through that gap in the hedges," she said, pointing. After a moment's consideration, she said, "This was an assassination."

I shared a look with JD, then asked Liz, "Can you think of anyone who wanted to harm Dr. Renick?"

Liz paused for a moment as she thought. "Well, I know that Miriam was going through a pretty contentious divorce."

I shared another look with Jack.

Liz asked, "Do you think her husband could have done this, or perhaps he hired someone?”

“You read my mind. Like I said, good detective.”

Liz blushed. "Maybe in another life, Deputy."

“I only met her husband once, but as I recall, he had a similar build to the assailant. The hoodie kept me from getting a good look at his face. But I think this guy was younger.” She frowned. “I can’t be sure.”

"So, we’re looking for someone fit and athletic.”

Liz nodded. "Yes. This guy was calm and cool about it. Matter of fact. Seemed professional. Or maybe I just watch too much TV."

I smiled. "It never hurts to be suspicious."

"See, that's what I’m talking about. The long-term effects of being suspicious of everyone. Does that affect your personal relationships? Do you have trust issues?" Before I could even answer, she said, "Of course you do." She read my uncomfortable expression. "Sorry. It's a bad habit. I tend to read people, dig into their psyche, their deepest, darkest fears and secrets. I just can't help myself. I find it fascinating."

I changed the subject. "Is there anyone else Miriam had issues with? Other tenants in the building? Disgruntled patients?"

My question sparked a thought. Liz said, "Miriam told me about one woman who was fixated on her. A patient. Developed an unhealthy attachment. Wanted to be friends socially. She would bring coffee and doughnuts. Gifts. Miriam said that she even showed up at the house uninvited once and wanted to chit-chat."

"Do you happen to know her name?"

"No. Of course not. That would be unethical to discuss private health information outside of a clinical setting.”

"What's wrong with two doctors having a chat over lunch about patients? I'm sure it happens all the time."

"As long as the data is kept anonymous, there's generally not a compliance issue.”

"So you have no idea who this patient with the unhealthy fixation might be?"

Liz hesitated for a moment. "I do know that Miriam dropped her as a patient and referred her to another therapist. I'm sure if you could subpoena her files, you might be able to compile a list of women who were recently referred out."

"Thank you," I said. "I need to get contact information from you. It would be best if you came down to the station and made a full statement." I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. "Please get in touch if you remember any other details."

She nodded, and we exchanged information.

Paris and her news crew had arrived on scene.

We searched for the cigarette butt and found dozens of contenders. It was a popular place for smokers. I told the forensic guys to collect them all. Maybe we could isolate some DNA, but if the shooter never took a drag, it was unlikely.

JD and I stepped inside the professional building and walked across the atrium to the elevators. The Florida sunshine spilled in through the skylights, and Koi fish swam in the pond. If you hung by the edge of the water long enough, they’d gather looking for food.

We took the elevator up to the fourth floor and found Dr. Renick's office. The receptionist behind the desk still hadn't heard the bad news. Renick’s office was on the other side of the building from the parking lot. I flashed my badge and made introductions.

"What's going on out there?” Stacy asked. “I heard someone was shot in the parking lot. Do you have any idea who?" Panic crept into the receptionist’s eyes as that feeling in her gut became clear. "Dr. Renick was supposed to be back 30 minutes ago."
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Stacy’s face contorted with terror when I gave her the bad news. “Oh, my God. She’s dead?”

I nodded.

Stacy was an attractive sandy-blonde with a round face and chubby cheeks. She wore royal blue scrubs.

The patients in the waiting room looked on in shock.

A guy in his early 20s stood up and said, "That blows. I guess my appointment is canceled. Can you refer me to another doctor?”

The receptionist grew annoyed. "You'll have to call the office later."

The patient walked out, followed by another older woman.

"I'll be in touch, Mrs. Thompson," Stacy called after her. Still in a daze, the receptionist asked, "Do you have any idea who did this?"

I shook my head. "Dr. Halford mentioned Miriam was having a problem with a particular patient who had developed a fixation. You wouldn’t happen to know who that might be?”

The receptionist’s brow knitted. "I can't disclose patient information."

"Of course. But anything you could do would be helpful."

Stacy thought hard for a moment. I had put her in a difficult position, asking her to do something unethical.

"I realize you can't disclose protected health information,” I said in a whisper. “I would never ask you to do something like that. I certainly wouldn't ask you to write a name on a Post-it note then leave your desk for a moment."

Stacy thought long and hard.

Then she grabbed a pen and scribbled a name on a pink Post-it pad. "If you'll excuse me, I need to use the ladies' room for a moment.”

She pushed away from the desk and walked into the back.

I peeled the top sheet of the Post-it note off. The name read Tabatha Benson. I folded it up and stuffed it into my pocket.

Stacy returned a moment later.

We never mentioned it again.

"Can you think of anyone else that Miriam might have had issues with—colleagues, personal relationships, disgruntled employees?"

"Well, considering I’m the only employee, and we got along great, I don't think you'll find anything here. I’ve been in this office since 8:00 AM this morning. Miriam said she’d bring me back lunch.” Stacy frowned. “Miriam got along well with her other colleagues.” She paused, then added, “You do know she's going through a divorce right now, don't you?"

I nodded.

Stacy hesitated. In a hushed voice, she said, "You know, sometimes she would talk to me about him.” She paused. “He would do things to her.” Her eyes flared, and she let that hang there a moment.

Stacy had my curiosity piqued. "What kind of things?”

"Well, he was verbally and, I think, at times, physically abusive. On more than one occasion, she showed up with bruises on her arms—one time with a black eye." She hesitated, then said, "And that's not all."

She drew out the moment. I don't know if she was doing it for dramatic effect or if she was hesitant to delve into a private area.

"I'm listening," I said, urging her on.

"Well, she told me she liked it a little on the rough side, if you know what I mean."

I knew what she meant.

"Nothing wrong with that, mind you, as long as it's between consenting adults. But she told me a few times her husband tied her up, beat her, then… Well, I don't even really want to say.”

“It could be helpful to the case,” I said.

“He let other men come in and… well, you know.”

JD and I both lifted an astonished brow.

"She told me she didn't consent to that. He let them have their way with her over a weekend.”

"Did she file a police report?"

"Not that I am aware of. I don't think she wanted her personal life exposed like that. Can you imagine your personal business flashed all across the news?” Stacy shivered at the thought. “Patients would never look at you the same way again.” Then she added, “And this wasn’t an isolated incident, either.”

"Her husband sounds like a real scumbag," Jack said.

Stacy replied, "Now this is all secondhand. Just what Miriam told me. What really happened, I don't know. But she had no reason to lie to me. It sounds horrible, unless you're into that kind of thing, which she claimed she wasn't.”

"We’ll have a talk with her husband," I said.

"The guy just gives me the ick. I don't know what she ever saw in him. Steve is a total douchebag. You'll see when you meet him."

I took her contact information, then gave her a card and told her to get in touch if anything else came to mind.

She sighed. "I guess I need to start calling patients and canceling their appointments. I can't believe this happened."

JD and I expressed our condolences, then started for the door.

Stacy called after us. “Do you think…" She stopped herself, then started again. "Do you think maybe Steve got afraid she was going to file charges? And that's what this is all about?”

I shrugged. "Sounds like as good a theory as any."

A prideful smile tugged the corners of her lips. "If that's true, I hope you nail the son-of-a-bitch to the wall."

This case just took a dark, twisted turn.

We set out to find Steve Renick and have a few words with him.
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The DMV had Steve Renick still living in Whispering Heights, but we didn’t find him at the house. A neighbor said he moved out and was living on a friend’s boat in the Mangrove Bay Marina, or so he heard.

We drove over and found Steve’s black Lexus SUV in the parking lot. Jack parked the Porsche, and we hopped out. I called Isabella and asked her to track Steve’s phone.

With a few taps of the keys, she located the device and guided us to his phone. It was aboard a 50-foot sailboat named Triple Leverage. Brand spanking new, with all the latest tech and gadgets—twin helm station, carbon fiber Bimini top, flush-mounted fully integrated solar panels, teak deck work. Stainless-steel rails glimmered in the sun.

I banged on the stern and shouted, “Coconut County."

A moment later, Steve climbed the wide companionway and poked his head out of the hatch. He looked at us with quizzical eyes.

Steve was an average-looking guy in his mid-40s with short brown hair, a slightly receding hairline, and a square face. Miriam was a little out of his league. "Can I help you?"

I made introductions and said, "I'm afraid I’ve got some bad news for you. You mind if we come aboard?"

Steve shrugged, then joined us in the cockpit as we boarded.

He was fit and had some muscle on him. By the looks of things, I figured he was on 100mg of testosterone a week. He fit the general description of the assailant.

I played it like I would any other death notification. "You might want to have a seat.”

Steve’s face was still wrinkled with confusion. "Is something wrong?"

"It's about your wife. I’m sorry to tell you she’s deceased.”

He lifted a surprised brow but didn't seem upset. "She's dead?”

I nodded and watched him carefully.

He processed the information, and it took a moment to sink in. His face twisted again as he thought, staring at the deck. Then he looked at me. "How did you find me?"

Not exactly the question I was expecting. Usually, the first one from the innocent is “How?”

"Your neighbors said you were living on a friend’s boat,” I said. “I take it things weren’t great at home.”

Steve finally took a seat on the settee. He shook his head. "They haven't been great for a long time." He stared at the deck for a moment in a daze. "I guess we’re not going to patch things up now." Steve paused. "I'm sorry, I'm a little stunned. How did you say she died?"

"I didn't.”

He looked at me with a wrinkled brow. "Don't you know?”

I ignored the question. "Have you been here all afternoon?”

"Yeah. I'm just taking a few days off work to get my head straight." He took a deep breath. "I guess if you’ve been talking to the neighbors, you know we were in the process of getting a divorce. Miriam wanted me to leave the house. I landed here.” He paused, then connected the dots. “Are you saying Miriam was murdered?”

I nodded.

Steve gave me a suspicious look. "You don't think I had something to do with it, do you?"

"No, of course not,” I said, trying to put him at ease. “Just trying to rule you out. Spouses are always a suspect. A matter of procedure."

A frown tensed his face. "Makes sense. Just so you know, I didn’t have anything to do with it. I swear.”

"You got anybody that can verify your whereabouts?”

He shrugged. "Not really. I guess you could talk to the other folks in the marina. When did this happen again?”

“Within the last few hours.”

Isabella told me Steve’s phone had been off the grid since early this morning. It only popped up on the grid after the murder, when he was back aboard the boat. I couldn't use that information in a court of law without getting it through legitimate means. It would take some time to subpoena phone records. That alone wasn't enough probable cause.

"Are you saying you haven't been out all day?"

"Well, I went out for breakfast. Then I played 18 with a buddy, then came back here in the afternoon. Fell asleep and took a nap. Next thing I know, you guys are banging on the hull.”

I shared a doubtful look with JD. I took everything Steve said with a grain of salt.

“Why was your phone off all day?” I asked.

His brow knitted. “How do you know that?”

“We know a lot of things,” I said.

“It died on the course. I forgot to charge it last night.”

"I'll need the name of your golfing buddy.”

Steve nodded. “Brian Edwards.”

"Where do you play?" JD asked.

"The Country Club.”

"What did you shoot?"

Steve frowned. "Dogshit. 89."

"Not terrible."

"It ain't winning any tournaments, I'll tell you that."

"Tell me about your relationship with your wife," I said.

Steve looked at me and shrugged. "What do you want to know? It was great for a few years, then it wasn't.”

"What went wrong?”

He shrugged. "I'm not really sure. I wanted kids, she didn't. I gave her a little time to build her career and her practice. Years started flying by like nothing. I figured she'd come around eventually, but the idea never took. She was starting to run out of time. I told her, every year we wait is a year we don't have with our kids." He sighed, and a frown tightened his lips. "Maybe I pressured her too much. She withdrew.” Steve shook his head, mourning the loss. “I mean, there were other things too, but I think that was the brunt of it. Irreconcilable differences, as they say."

"You ever get in any arguments?"

That elicited a chuckle. "No such thing as a married couple that doesn't get into arguments from time to time."

"Did those arguments ever turn violent?”

His face twisted. "No.”

"You ever hit your wife?”

His scowl persisted. "What kind of questions are these?”

"Just routine."

"They don't sound routine. Sounds like you've got an agenda. And I don't think I like it."

"I'm sorry. I’m just trying to rule you out. That's all.”

He gave me a doubtful look.

"We talked to a witness who said Miriam showed up with bruises on multiple occasions.”

"What witness?"

"I can't reveal that information."

"So, just anyone can make up outlandish stories, and I don't have the right to defend myself or confront my accuser?”

"Apparently, your wife confided in this person and admitted that you two had quite the spicy sex life."

He laughed. "That's a good one. My wife hasn't slept with me in over six months.”

"Maybe it's because you tied her up, beat her, and let your buddies run a train on her,” JD muttered, unable to hold back.

Steve’s scowl deepened. "What!? Where are you getting this from?”

I said nothing.

"I can assure you, everything that happened between me and my wife was consensual. We were married, for God's sakes!”

"A person can't consent to battery,” I said. “And they certainly can't consent to sexual assault."

Steve's jaw tightened, and his cheeks reddened. We’d certainly touched a nerve.

"Not that it's any of your business, but there was a time when Miriam liked to engage in…” he chose his words, “rough activities. I never intentionally did anything to hurt my wife. But there were times when she asked me to hit her. I did, but only because she wanted me to."

"Did you get off on it?" JD asked.

Steve glared at him. "That's none of your goddamn business!”

"Did you force her to have sex with your friends?" I asked.

Steve's eyes narrowed at me. "Where is this coming from? First, you tell me my wife was murdered. Now you’re asking me if I beat and tortured her. What’s wrong with you people? Am I under arrest? Are you going to charge me with something?”

"You want us to find out who killed your wife, don't you?" I said, reframing it.

"Yes, I want you to find out who killed my wife. Of course. I can tell you, it wasn't me. That’s for sure. Now, if you'll excuse me, gentlemen, I don't think I want to answer any more of your questions without an attorney. Please get off my boat."

"It’s not really your boat, is it?" I said. "Do you have any weapons aboard?"
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We had the right to do a routine compliance inspection of any boat on the water. We couldn’t rummage through drawers or do a thorough search, but if something was in plain view, it was fair game.

Steve looked on with a distressed face as we inspected the boat. “As you said, it’s not my boat. I can’t be responsible for compliance.”

We moved below deck. Right away, things weren’t looking good for Steve. I saw a pack of cigarettes on the counter, and a navy blue hoodie rested on a settee in the salon. I pointed to it. "Is that yours?"

"Yeah, why?"

"Not exactly hoodie weather, is it?"

"Have you been paying attention to the news? That cold snap is coming. They say the temperatures are going to get down to freezing. That's the only thing I have. I figure I ought to keep it handy.”

"It's never snowed as long as I’ve been in the Keys," JD said. "I'll believe it when I see it."

"Did you forget about your promise?" I muttered to him.

Jack frowned at me.

"We need to make sure you've got all the proper paperwork, registration, life vests, flares, fire extinguishers, etc.," I said.

"Knock yourself out. I don't know where Brian keeps any of that stuff."

"So, we have your permission to search the boat?"

"Yeah, sure. Go ahead. I don't have anything to hide. But if you find anything, remember, it's not mine.”

JD and I started rummaging through the boat. We had clear permission. I wasn't concerned about the fire extinguishers or the life preservers. I started sifting through drawers, looking for a 9mm or ammunition. Something. Anything.

I didn't have to search too long.

The inside of the boat was as sleek and modern as the outside. Hand-stitched leather seating, a galley with state-of-the-art appliances and quartz countertops, and touch screen controls. An L-shaped settee in the main salon offered a comfortable place to relax. Florida sun filtered in through the slim windows that ran the length of the salon.

In a drawer in the galley by the radio, I found a black 9mm pistol. After I pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves, I picked up the weapon, dropped the magazine, and press-checked it. There was a round in the pipe, and it looked like a few cartridges were missing from the magazine. It smelled like gunpowder and gun oil. "This yours?”

Steve's eyes rounded. "No. That must be Brian's."

I ejected the round from the chamber and collected it. "We're going to run ballistics on this. Brian will get his gun back in a few days. How about you come down to the station and answer some more questions?”

Steve shifted uncomfortably, and panic filled his face. "Are you arresting me?”

"Not at this time."

"I'm not saying anything else without an attorney."

"Suit yourself.”

I moved into the salon and examined the hoodie. It didn't have any logos, and there were no obvious signs of blood spatter. I collected it nonetheless. The lab might be able to find something under closer examination.

"You’re just gonna take that?”

"You'll get it back," I assured.

"What happens when the freeze hits?”

"It's not going to freeze," I said. "The last thing I heard on the news, it was going to get down into the 50s. Maybe the 40s."

"Still, that's pretty damn cold.”

By Key standards, that was arctic.

"Buy another jacket," I said, unsympathetic. "You can afford it now that you're not getting a divorce."

He glared at me, and his jaw tightened. His cheeks reddened.

I tried to remain objective about the whole thing, but I wasn’t doing a good job. Stacy could have been talking out of her ass. But Steve just gave off icky vibes, like she said. I was of the mind that maybe he did beat Miriam and do horrible things to her. Things I knew I would never be able to prove. I was cautiously optimistic ballistics might come back as a match.

I got Brian’s number from him, then said, "Don't leave town.”

"I guess you can move back into your house now," JD muttered.

Steve said nothing.

We climbed to the cockpit, hit the dock, and walked back to the parking lot.

“I don’t like that guy,” Jack grumbled.

“I don’t like him either.”

When we reached the car, I grabbed evidence bags, sealed the items, and labeled them.

We climbed inside. JD fired up the flat six, and we drove back to the station, logged the evidence, and filled out after-action reports.

I called Brian to verify Steve’s whereabouts. He answered after a few rings and told me that Steve did play golf with him this morning. But that still left him plenty of time to shoot his wife in the parking lot in the early afternoon.

By that time, Jack and I were ready to unwind with a cocktail. We headed up to Oyster Avenue and met the guys at Castaways. We had a few drinks, blew off steam about the cases, then hit Tide Pool.

Afterward, we caught Lava Lamp Lust at Vibe. They were a psychedelic mix of classic rock and shoegaze. The guys sat in for a few songs and brought the house down with some Wild Fury favorites. We hung out afterward and rounded up a small entourage for a party back on the boat. That continued into the wee hours of the morning.

I managed to get a few hours of sleep before my phone buzzed on the nightstand in the morning. Shafts of amber light spilled in through the blinds. With my eyes still closed, I reached a sleepy hand for the phone and swiped the screen. I scratched out, “Hello?”

“Rise and shine, sleepyhead,” Brenda said.

“Tell me something good.”
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"The tox screen on Dr. Renick came back," Brenda said. "Normal stuff. An antihistamine, an antidepressant, an H2 blocker for reflux, thyroid medication, and birth control. No drugs, that I can tell. No cocaine, no alcohol.“

"Good to know," I said. "What about ballistics?”

"Not a match for the gun you brought in yesterday. No blood or gunpowder residue on that hoodie either. No prints on the shell casings found at the scene. Sorry. I wish I had better news for you."

A disappointed frown tightened my face. We either had the wrong gun, or Steve wasn’t the shooter. It didn’t mean he didn’t hire someone to kill his wife. "Keep me posted."

"You got it."

Brenda ended the call, and I pulled myself out of bed.

I stumbled down to the galley, put on a pot of coffee, and started grilling up breakfast. I flipped on the TV and caught the morning news.

Jack staggered into the galley a few minutes later, looking a little ragged. With red, puffy eyes and hair darting in all directions, it looked like he'd been hit by a tornado.

The smell of coffee swirled, and Jack poured himself a cup.

My phone buzzed with a call from Isabella. "I think you’ll find this interesting."

"What have you got?”

"It may be nothing, but it just struck me as an odd coincidence."

"You know how I feel about coincidences.”

"Like I told you, there were no cell phones in the immediate vicinity besides Miriam's and Dr. Halford's at the time of her shooting. I looked back through her recent calls and texts. Nothing stood out. Then I took a look at her office line. Guess who made several calls to her office over the last few months?”

I thought about it for a moment, but I hadn’t had a full cup of coffee yet and wasn't firing on all cylinders.

"Wesley Oliver," Isabella said before I could answer.

"Is that so?” I said with a slight grin.

"I’m going to go out on a limb and say he was a patient, though I haven't hacked the office database yet. It’s probably pretty secure, but nothing I can't handle. Want me to give it a shot?”

"Let me know what you find out.”

"Will report back," she said before ending the call.

I filled JD in as I finished grilling up scrambled eggs with goat cheese and chives. We chowed on the sky deck, crunching on bacon and sourdough toast. The morning was a little cooler than usual. Maybe we would see some cold weather after all.

Jack puttered around on social media and skimmed the local news on his tablet. "It looks like Wes's funeral is at 10 o'clock," Jack said. "We might want to crash that.”

"Think his dealer might show up?”

Jack shrugged. "Are we really sure he OD’d? Or did someone load his heroin with fentanyl for a reason?"

“His girlfriend? She looked genuinely distraught. Or maybe she was a damn good actress."

"Maybe I'm just being paranoid," JD said. "You're rubbing off on me.”

I chuckled. "Sometimes it pays to be paranoid.”

“What are the odds his shrink gets shot a few days after his death?”

My phone buzzed with a call from the sheriff.
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"Ineed you two nitwits to get back to the Park Plaza."

"What happened now?"

"Somebody broke into Dr. Renick’s office.”

I told him about the connection to Wesley Oliver.

"Sounds like it's a little more than just a coincidence to me," he said.

I told him we were on the way.

We finished breakfast, bused our plates, then pulled ourselves together. We hustled down the dock and hopped into the Porsche.

It only took a few minutes to reach Park Plaza. Miriam's crusted blood still stained the asphalt in the parking lot—a grim reminder of what had happened less than 24 hours ago.

JD and I pushed into the lobby and took the elevators up to her office. The frazzled receptionist behind the desk looked relieved to see us.

"It's just the craziest thing," Stacy said. "I came in this morning to do some administrative work. There is a lot of billing to take care of, patients to call. I'm not really sure how this is all going to get sorted out or how I’m going to get paid. I need to be looking for another job. But I talked to Steve. He said he would make sure I get taken care of." A revolting expression twisted her face. "Not that I trust that guy. Were you able to talk to him?”

I nodded.

"And?”

I shrugged.

"You probably can't talk about it, can you?”

"Not really.”

"So, it was the strangest thing. The building has key card access, as does the office. There were no signs of forced entry when I got here this morning. At least, not that I can see. Not like I'm an expert or anything. But all the computers are gone. It looks like the file cabinets were rummaged through. Some of Dr. Renick’s personal notes from therapy sessions are gone. Not all of them, but certain ones.”

I shared a look with JD.

"You know what I think," Stacy said in a scandalous tone. "I think whoever shot Dr. Renick yesterday took her purse, which had her key card. I think they came in here and tried to steal patient information. But what those dipshits don't realize is that the data in the computer is backed up in the cloud to a HIPAA-compliant database. All the therapists use pretty much the same patient management software.”

"You think someone was after specific patient information," I said to clarify.

"I'm no detective. But that's what I think.”

"I bet that patient was Wesley Oliver.”

Her brow knitted. "How did you know Wesley was a patient?"

I grinned. "I guess that confirms it."

The left side of her mouth scrunched. "Sneaky."

I smiled.

"Why would someone want Wesley's patient information?”

"You know Wesley is deceased, don't you?”

Her eyes rounded with shock. "No! What happened?"

I told her.

Sadness filled her eyes. "That's terrible. I liked Wesley. Seemed like a nice guy. Had issues like everybody else, but seemed sweet."

"You know what kind of issues?”

"Again, that's protected information.”

"I don't think Wesley would mind at this point," I said.

“Patient information is protected for 50 years after death unless you can get a subpoena or a family member to sign off on it." Then she added, "But I can tell you this, the walls around here are pretty thin. You wouldn't believe some of the conversations I’ve heard."

“I’m beginning to think Wes may have told Dr. Renick something that somebody wants to keep secret.”

Stacy grew excited, and her eyes sparkled with intrigue. “Ooh! I like the way you think.” She considered it for a moment. “To tell you the truth, I don’t remember hearing anything juicy during Wesley’s sessions. Not that I paid much attention, mind you. I tried to let it just go in and out. Usually, I was preoccupied with other drama.”

"Well, if you remember anything that stands out, get in touch," I said.

Stacy smiled. "I will.” She paused. "What about the stolen computers?”

From her phone, I helped her file a formal report through the online portal.

We left the office and walked back to the elevators. I had already contacted building management about getting security camera footage. They hadn't sent it over yet.

I called the management company again, reminded them of the urgency of the situation, then told them I needed footage for the last 24 hours. Of course, I didn't get to speak to the management company directly, only a receptionist at an answering service. I had my doubts that anyone at the management firm actually got my message. I would stay on top of it until they complied.

We left the building and stepped into the Florida sunshine. A front marched toward us in the distance. Something told me the weather was about to change. The sky in the distance looked ominous.

JD and I hopped into the Porsche and set out for Wesley’s funeral.
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By the time we got to Holy Cross, the service was wrapping up. JD and I weren’t exactly dressed for church.

The gothic stone cathedral loomed large with spires that pierced the heavens. Ornate stone work and stained glass weaved an intricate tapestry. Arched oak doors, worn and darkened with age, guarded the path to redemption.

I pulled open one of the heavy doors, its hinges groaning louder than I would have liked. We slipped in with caution, partially expecting to get hit with a bolt of lightning.

We hovered by a column in the back and looked over the crowd. Pews creaked and groaned as mourners shifted. Father Callahan’s Latin incantations bounced around the vaulted ceilings—ancient and traditional, yet comforting. He moved with solemn grace, his flowing white robe draped with a purple stole over his shoulders. Candles flickered, and the smell of incense and limestone hung heavy in the air.

Father Callahan was a young guy in his mid-30s and relatively new to the parish. His medium-length wavy brown hair crested the tops of his ears, and he had a trimmed beard.

Wesley’s casket rested in front of the sanctuary.

Sniffles and sobs seeped from the crowd. There were a lot of people here who had cared about Wesley. That was obvious by the size of the crowd. It was tragic his life had to end in such a senseless way. But I grew more and more of the mind that it hadn’t been of his own doing.

When the service ended, six strapping men served as pallbearers. Most were around Wesley’s age. One was older. I figured they were Wesley's friends, and perhaps his father. Maybe some of them had information to share.

Father Callahan sprinkled holy water over the casket before it was transferred to the hearse. The parade of mourners followed to the cemetery for the Rite of Committal.

A tent had been set up to offer shade for the mourners. We lost a few in the journey, but Wesley's ex-wife, Angela, his sort of girlfriend, Lacey, and the pallbearers were all in attendance.

The priest said a few more prayers, sprinkled more holy water, and gave a final blessing. With that, the casket was lowered into the ground.

Sniffles and sobs drifted about, and the smell of flowers filled the air.

Father Callahan said, "There will be a reception at the activity center with snacks and beverages. Please join us."

I spotted Angela. She was talking to some of Wesley's friends who served as pallbearers. Lacey and Angela had exchanged a few awkward glances during the service. Now that the committal was over, Lacey avoided the crowd and walked back to her car. I suspected she wasn't going to make the reception. I sent JD to chase after her before she got away.

I approached Angela and offered my condolences again.

"Deputy Wild, these are my children, Abigail and Maddox.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said. “I’m very sorry about your father.”

They looked up at me with big, weepy eyes.

Angela continued, “This is Holden, Cameron, Landon, and Ian. They all went to school together. This is Mr. Oliver, Wesley's father, and his brother Ben."

We shook hands and exchanged pleasantries.

I said to Angela in a soft voice, "I know this isn’t the best time, but would you mind if I asked you a few more questions?”

"Sure. No problem. Anything I can do to help." We stepped aside while the others chatted, slowly making their way back to their vehicles. The kids stayed with their grandfather.

"How long had Wesley been seeing Dr. Miriam Renick?"

She took a deep breath and thought about it. "I guess off and on for a couple of years now. I suggested counseling before the divorce. That didn't work,” she said flatly. “I insisted he go see somebody about his mental health and his drug use. I know he liked Dr. Renick. He felt comfortable with her. It seemed like it was going well for a little while.” She sighed. “There were things that Wesley just kept to himself. He was very… guarded most of the time. I tried to get in, but he wouldn’t let me. That was part of the problem. He was just so closed off. By the time we actually got professional help, we were beyond hope, to tell you the truth.”

“Was he always closed off, or did something trigger it?”

She thought for a moment. “I don’t know. He was never very expressive that way. Most men don’t like to talk about their feelings. I thought he would open up to me over time.”

"I ask because someone shot Dr. Renick yesterday. Her office was broken into this morning, and some of her files were stolen."

Angela's eyes rounded. "Really?"

I nodded.

Her brow knitted with confusion. "Do you think there's some kind of connection?"

I nodded again. "Is there anything Wes might have told her that was so horrible someone would want to kill to cover it up?"

Angela stiffened and swallowed hard. "Horrible like what?"

"You tell me.”

She lowered her gaze, and her eyes flicked about as she thought. “Wes never got in any real trouble. He was kind of lucky that way. I mean, he got a DUI once. But that was about the extent of his trouble with the law. It’s not like he killed anybody.”

I stared deep into her eyes, looking for signs of deception. “If anything should come to mind, you know how to get in touch.”

She nodded. “I guess I should get to the reception. Will you be joining us?”

“If you don’t mind. I’d like to talk to some of the others.”

“Do what you need to do.”

I walked with her toward the black stretch limo where Wesley’s father waited with the kids and Ben.

“Tell me about his friends.”

“They all grew up together. Went to CKHS, then Vanden. Bunch of hell raisers back in the day.” She shook her head. “Never in a million years would I have pegged Wesley as the fuck up. I thought Holden had a lock on that. But they all turned out to be reasonably well-adjusted adults. Despite his trust fund, Holden turned out okay. He's an influencer, and I think he landed a deal for a show with the network. Camden's a pediatrician. Ian is an attorney. Landon is a District Commissioner, of all things." She shook her head again. "Wesley could have been anything he wanted. He was such a smart guy. Makes me sick to see all that talent wasted. I guess we've all got our demons. His got the best of him."

"I'd just like to know what those demons were."
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Classical music played through speakers. Chatter filled the air. At some point, there would be a remembrance where friends and family could recall anecdotes. A 16x20 portrait of Wesley stood atop a table near the center of the reception hall.

I caught up with Holden at the bar. "It’s my understanding you were pretty close to Wesley.”

"We were best friends growing up," he said.

Holden was a handsome man with light brown hair, narrow blue eyes, and a sharp jaw lined with a stylish amount of stubble. He carried himself with an air of confidence, but struck me as a guy who had never really accomplished anything on his own. He never had to work too hard for anything. Maybe what Angela said about his trust fund had biased me. But there was a cocky edge to him that wasn’t quite justified.

"Did you stay close with Wes after graduation?"

Holden shrugged. "For a few years. But you know how it is. Life goes on. We all have our own lives, girlfriends, wives. Gets harder and harder to find time to hang out with your bros."

The bartender poured a glass of whiskey on the rocks, and Holden stuffed a few bills into the tip jar.

I abstained.

We stepped away from the bar and moved to the food table. Holden fixed a plate of hors d'oeuvres and mini sandwiches.

"When was the last time you saw Wes?"

He took a deep breath, then exhaled as he thought. "I don't know. It's been a little while. I talked to him on the phone the other day.”

"What about?"

Holden shrugged. "You know, the usual. Just kinda catching up.”

"Did he sound concerned about anything to you?”

"No. Quite the opposite, actually. He was really upbeat and positive. Told me he had just gotten out of rehab and was getting his life together. I think he was planning on getting back with Lacey." He looked around the room for her, but didn't see her. "I think he really wanted to give that a shot.”

"And you don't remember the last time you saw him before that?"

A slight frown tensed his mouth. "I had to back away from the dude. Don’t get me wrong. I loved Wes like a brother. But I can't tell you how many times I got a phone call from the county jail and had to bail him out. The last time I got him out of jail, I told him it was the last time. He called once after that and asked me to blow into his breathalyzer to get his car started. I told him hell no. If I do that and you run off and kill somebody, I'm liable." Holden paused and shook his head. "When he called last week, I think that was the first time I'd answered his call in years. Sometimes, you think you're avoiding someone, then you realize maybe they were avoiding you. I think he thought I betrayed him because I wouldn't help him anymore. Sad. Like I said, I loved Wes like a brother. I'd have done anything for him, but you know how addicts are. Sometimes you just gotta let them hit bottom."

I knew all too well where he was coming from. “Angela said Wes didn’t get in much trouble.”

Holden scoffed. “She didn’t know the half of it.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“I think he got arrested for DUI multiple times. Got popped for possession. Ian got him out of most of it. Guy’s a good lawyer.”

"Did you know Wes was seeing a shrink?”

Holden remained expressionless, then shrugged. "No, but it wouldn't surprise me.”

"Can you think of any reason why someone might have wanted to kill him?"

Holden's brow wrinkled. "Kill him? I thought he OD’d.”

"There was enough fentanyl in that heroin to kill an elephant. I'm beginning to wonder if someone didn't give it to Wes on purpose."

Holden’s confused look persisted. "Why would somebody do that?”

"I don’t know. That’s what I’m hoping you can tell me.”

Holden kept staring at me, drawing a blank.

“Did Wes have any enemies?”

“I wish I could help, but I really haven’t been around the guy in years. I don’t know what he got himself into. Maybe he screwed over a drug dealer. Maybe he was going to rat somebody out.”

“That would be Tad Vickers.”

Holden looked surprised I knew the name. By his expression, he wanted to ask how I knew. He stammered, “Um, I really don’t know who he was getting his supply from these days.”

”But he was getting drugs from Tad at some point in the past,” I said.

“Look, I don’t really want to throw anyone under the bus.”

“Well, your friend’s in the ground, and I’m starting to think somebody put him there.”

Holden’s face tightened. After a moment’s hesitation, he said, “Yeah, he used to buy from Tad. But like I said, I haven’t really hung out with him recently.” Then he added, “You didn’t hear that from me.”

“When was the last time you saw Tad?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe a few months ago at a club.”

“Which club?”

“Prohibition, I think. I’m not totally sure on that.”

“You know Wesley’s therapist was killed, too?”

His brow lifted with surprise. “No shit?”

I nodded.

“That’s kind of freaky.”

“I think the two deaths are connected. If that’s the case, whoever killed Wesley would have to know him pretty well.”

Holder’s brow wrinkled. “Why do you say that?”

“How else would they know Wes was seeing Dr. Renick?”

“You think the killer was one of his friends?”

I shrugged.

Holden considered it, then dismissed the notion. “That’s kind of a stretch, don’t you think? I mean, that’s too crazy.”

“I’ll admit, I’m grasping at straws here. This is all theory and speculation.”

“Don’t overthink it, bro. The simplest explanation is often the correct one. Dude got a hold of some bad shit. His therapist got mugged.”

“Eh, you’re probably right.” Then I asked, “How did you know she got mugged?”
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“Iheard something about some doctor getting shot and mugged yesterday,” Holden said casually. “I figured it had to be the same person.”

I dug into my pocket and handed him a card. “Listen, get in touch if you think of anything.”

“I will.” He sighed. “I don’t know what’s worse. Wes doing this to himself, or someone doing it to him. Either way, it sucks. That guy had so much potential. He was the smartest out of all of us.” Holden shook his head in dismay, then excused himself.

JD and I mixed and mingled. I talked to Ian. “I hear you helped out Wes with some legal troubles.”

Ian had a square jaw, piercing eyes, and wavy dark hair. He looked like he could have been a TV heartthrob. Dressed to perfection in a DiFiore suit and silk tie, he had a fashionable sense.

Ian dismissed it. “Nothing major. Stuff that could happen to any of us on a bad day.” Then he added, “I don’t drink and drive or do drugs, but I’m just saying. A few glasses of wine at dinner can put you over the limit.”

“How often were you in contact with him?”

Ian shook his head again. “Not often. Not as much as I should have been. We all kind of backed away when he was going through the worst of it. That’s when we should have stepped up the most.” He frowned, and sadness filled his eyes. “I should have been there for him.” He took a deep breath and held back the tears as his eyes misted. “But what can you do when someone is hellbent on destroying themselves?”

“Any idea why?”

At a loss, he said, “I don’t know.” He paused. “Holden says you think this might not be an accident?”

I shrugged. I told him my theory. “What are your thoughts on that?”

“Maybe he got himself in with some bad people. Owed some money. Turned CI. Who knows?”

I asked him to tell me about Tad, but he didn’t say anything I hadn’t heard before.

I gave him a card, talked to Cameron, Landon, and a few others. They all had pretty much the same thing to say. Some mentioned Tad. Some played dumb. Nobody offered a compelling motive.

We left the reception with full bellies after chowing down on finger foods, then headed back to the Avventura.

“What did Lacey have to say?” I asked Jack along the way.

He shrugged. "Not much. She knew that Wes was seeing Miriam from time to time. She didn't think he had gotten at odds with his drug dealer. She couldn't name anybody whom she thought wanted to harm him. And she didn’t seem to know about any deep, dark secrets he was hiding. Nothing worth getting killed over."

“We need to find Tad Vickers.”

JD agreed.

The front had rolled in, and the sky was thick with angry clouds. Thunder crackled, and a light rain fell. The wind picked up. I wouldn't say it was cold, but the T-shirt and shorts weren’t really going to cut it.

Jack pulled into the lot and parked by the dock. We climbed out and hustled to the superyacht amid the chilly drizzle.

Buddy barked as we hurried inside. I petted the little guy, then climbed up to my stateroom and threw on a pair of jeans. I grabbed a light jacket. This was actually hoodie weather. I felt a little bad about taking Steve's hoodie, but I still hadn't ruled him out as a suspect. Though my focus was now on someone who knew Wesley. Most people are killed by someone they know. Miriam was collateral damage.

We headed back to the Nautilus to catch up with Tad. As we arrived, a red Ferrari Spider waited at the entrance. The valet hopped out and held the door for a blond-haired gentleman and his stunning raven-haired girlfriend as they approached the vehicle. Wearing a skimpy designer dress, stylish sunglasses, and spike-heeled shoes, she looked more expensive than the car.

I recognized Tad from his DMV photo.

He was mid-30s. The roots of his naturally dark hair showed through the platinum dye job. Unlike his clean-cut schoolmates, Tad had cultivated rockstar vibes over the years. His arms were sleeved in tattoos, and a silver chain dangled around his neck. He wore a few rings and wristbands. But Tad was anything but a rockstar. He gave off the aura of a guy trying too hard to be cool.

At six feet tall with a medium build, he could have been Miriam Renick’s shooter. It was hard to say.

“I think that’s our guy,” I said as Tad helped his girlfriend into the passenger seat.

I ran the Ferrari's plates through the online portal. It was registered to an LLC.

Tad hurried around the car and slid behind the wheel. He didn’t bother to tip the valet.

The engine roared as the Ferrari launched forward. Tad banked a U in the drive and darted out of the parking lot.

We followed.

The red demon zipped through traffic, weaving in and out of cars.

I called dispatch to see if we had any patrol units in the area.

“Mendoza’s on Palm Court, not far from Coralstone,” the dispatcher said.

“Tell him there’s a red Ferrari headed his way on Coralstone. I think he’ll find plenty of reasons to pull it over.”

“I’ll let him know.”

I thanked her and ended the call.

We hung back a few car lengths, trying not to be too conspicuous about it.

Tad had two speeds—fast and faster. But I couldn’t blame him with the way that engine sounded. Its sonorous note was pure music. The tactile feel, handling, and throttle response made speeding almost a forgivable sin in a car like that.

We kept following the Ferrari as it swerved in and out, the top down, the brunette’s hair flowing.

The light at the cross street ahead turned yellow.

Then red just as Tad blasted through the intersection.

It was arguably a pink light, but Mendoza's flashers kicked on. The siren swirled, and he pulled into the intersection, chasing after the Ferrari.

I didn't think Tad would run in a situation like this, but you never knew. It depended on what he was holding.

With red and blue flashing in his rearview mirror, Tad decided to take the civilized option and pull over.

Mendoza’s squad car pulled in line behind him. He sat in the car for a moment, running the plates, then hopped out and approached the vehicle with caution.
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Tad had a clean record. A few speeding tickets here and there, but nothing much to speak of. No drug possession charges, no DUIs, no aggravated assault. Nothing to raise red flags. He’d been doing a good job staying under the radar.

Jack pulled up behind Mendoza's squad car. He killed the engine, and we hopped out to join the party.

"Driver’s license and proof of insurance, please," Mendoza said as he reached Tad’s door.

"Certainly," Tad replied, cautiously digging into his glovebox. He handed the necessary paperwork to Mendoza, who looked over it.

"Do you know why I pulled you over?”

"You liked the car and wanted to get a closer look?" Tad said with an optimistic smile.

"It is a nice car, sir. But you were going 65 in a 35, changing lanes without signaling, and you ran a red light."

Tad smiled again. "I could have sworn it was yellow. Was I going that fast?"

Mendoza nodded.

"Did you clock me on radar?"

"We’ve been trained to estimate speed. You were going twice as fast as anyone else on the road. I think 65 is a generous estimate."

"Do you think that's really going to hold up in court?"

Mendoza's face tensed. "Have you had anything to drink this afternoon?”

It was a bullshit line, and Tad knew it. He wasn't happy about the direction this was going. His face wrinkled, and he said, "No!”

"Do you have any drugs in the car?"

Tad's scowl deepened. "No. What does that have to do with anything?”

"I'm going to need you to step out of the vehicle."

"What? Why?"

"I gave you a lawful command. Are you failing to comply?”

Mendoza was doing everything everyone hates about traffic stops. A seemingly unnecessary escalation. It was a lawful command that would often lead to non-compliance, which was a violation. The subject could then be arrested for resisting or obstruction.

"Why do I have to get out of the car? This is ridiculous. Is your bodycam rolling? Are you recording this?”

"I am.”

Tad said to his girlfriend, "Record this."

She started to dig into her purse.

"Ma'am, I would ask you to move slowly and keep your hands where I can see them." Still in its holster, Mendoza's hand found the grip of his pistol.

I didn't blame him. Mendoza had been shot before.

By this time, JD and I were on the passenger side of the vehicle, ready for anything.

"Sir, I'm going to ask you to step out of the vehicle once again. If you fail to do so, I will arrest you for obstruction and resisting arrest."

Tad frowned, but complied. He unbuckled his safety belt, pulled the door lever, and climbed out of the low-slung sports car.

Mendoza escorted him to the rear of the vehicle, where we joined them.

Tad said, "I do not consent to any searches."

I flashed my badge and made introductions. "Special Crimes. We have a few questions for you."

The scowl on his face deepened. "Is that what this is about? Just pulling me over to harass me?”

We took over, and Mendoza walked back to the driver's side and scanned the vehicle, looking for any obvious signs of drugs or paraphernalia.

"You know Wesley Oliver, right?"

Tad's face soured. "Yeah. We went to school together.”

"Kinda surprised you weren't at his funeral today." I wasn't surprised at all. I didn't think a guy like Tad would want to show up to see his handiwork.

"I don't think Wes cared one way or the other whether I showed up today or not. Besides, I don't like to see my friends in caskets. Makes me depressed."

"I would imagine so, especially after you sold him the dope that killed him."

His brow lifted with surprise. "What!?”

"Cut the crap, Tad. We all know what you do for a living. That stuff you sell kills people.”

"I don’t know what you're talking about, man. I hadn’t seen Wes in a long time. Last I heard, he’d gotten clean. Good for him.”

"Maybe he got on your bad side. Maybe you dosed him up with enough fentanyl to kill a small army.”

His brow knitted, and he huffed, dismissing the notion. "Now, why would I want to do something like that?"

"Maybe you found out Wesley was working with the DEA as a confidential informant."

Panic filled his widened eyes.

I made it all up, but it had the desired effect.

Tad swallowed hard and said, "Wes was working with the DEA?"

It was a look of genuine surprise. I didn't think Tad was that good of an actor. It kind of crushed my theory.

"You know if someone dies from an overdose on junk you sold them, you can be charged with murder.”

Tad remained silent for a moment. "I think there's been some kind of mistake. Someone’s giving you bad information. You're operating under incorrect assumptions."

“Is that so?”

"I'm a legitimate businessman. I don't sell drugs. I don't do drugs. I don't hang around with people who do either.”

"This is a nice car. How do you afford something like that?”

"Smart investments." His eyes flicked between the two of us. "How about you clowns write me whatever tickets you’re gonna write me. I'll have my attorney get them dismissed. This is a bullshit harassment stop if ever I've seen one. You can think whatever you want, but it's not true. You got nothing on me.”

I stared him down for a long moment.

Mendoza wrote him a citation for running the red light. He knew the speeding ticket would likely get tossed.

Tad signed the ticket, got his driver's license back from Mendoza, and hopped into the Ferrari. He cranked up the engine, and the exhaust snarled as he pulled back into traffic and sped away.

"Did you get what you needed?" Mendoza asked.

"Sort of,” I said.

“Well, by his reaction, we know he didn’t think Wes was a snitch?”

“Maybe Wes was deep into him for money. Who knows?”

We thanked Mendoza for the assist, and he climbed back into his patrol car and drove off.

JD and I walked back to the Porsche. We hopped into the car, and I called Dr. Halford. She answered after a few rings. “Do you recall if Miriam’s shooter had any tattoos?”
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“Not that I could see,” Liz replied.

“No rings or jewelry?”

She hesitated. “I don’t think so. It happened so fast. I was in shock. But…" She thought for a moment. "Now that I think about it, the shooter may have been wearing latex gloves. But I can't be certain.”

I thanked her for the information and told her I'd be in touch. Jack cranked up the engine and pulled away from the curb.

I slipped my phone back into my pocket.

Tad wasn't quite as muscular as Steve Renick. I didn't figure him for the shooter, but I couldn’t rule him out. Eyewitness testimony is notoriously inaccurate.

So far, we had a whole lot of nothing.

We headed back to Stingray Bay. I wanted to talk to Ivy's friend Casey. Maybe we could catch a break in the drive-by shooting.

She lived a few houses down from Ivy. Jack pulled to the curb, and we hopped out and strolled to the front porch. I rang the video doorbell.

A woman's voice crackled through a moment later. "Who is it?"

I flashed my badge and made introductions. "I'd like to speak with Casey if she's available."

"She's here. Is she in some kind of trouble?"

"No ma'am. This is regarding Ivy Rourke.”

"So tragic. I'll be right there.”

Static crackled as the line disconnected.

Mrs. Monroe answered the door a moment later. She was an attractive woman in her early 40s with short, dark hair, brown eyes, and a trim figure. "It's gotten even colder out,” she said as a chill gust fluttered her hair. “This is so unusual. Please, come in."

She held the door for us as we stepped into the foyer. She called up the stairs, "Casey! You've got visitors."

The muffled sound of pop music spilled out of a room on the second floor and drifted down the hallway.

Mrs. Monroe frowned. "I'm not sure she heard me. I'll go get her."

She climbed the steps and disappeared down the hallway. She knocked on the door a few times, then cracked it open and told Casey she had visitors.

A few moments later, the two returned. Casey's curious eyes surveyed us. She hesitated at the top of the steps.

"These two deputies would like to talk to you," her mother said.

Casey jogged down the steps with caution in her eyes and greeted us in the foyer. She was a typical teen girl with a fresh face, sparkling blue eyes, and long, chocolate hair that hung past her shoulders. Wholesome and innocent, she looked like she could sell face cream or be on the cover of a teen magazine.

I made introductions and told her we had a few questions about Ivy.

Her mother gave us space to talk in private and disappeared into the living room. She fumbled around in the kitchen, but I'm sure she was listening.

"Sorry about your friend," I said.

Casey nodded.

"Was she in any kind of trouble?”

"What do you mean by trouble?"

"Did she have any problems with anybody? An ex-boyfriend, a jealous rival at school? High school can be cutthroat at times."

"You think somebody from high school mowed her down with automatic gunfire because… why?" she said in a skeptical voice.

I shrugged. "We’re just looking for something. Anything that might explain why five people were brutally murdered."

Casey frowned. "I don't know. She was my best friend, you know." She hung her head and stared at the marble tile on the floor. She didn't cry or get weepy. More introspective. "I guess we all have to die sometime, right?"

"That's one way to look at it. But your friend was taken way too young."

"Tell me about it." She paused for a long moment. "She didn't deserve that.”

"None of them did.”

Casey hesitated another moment. "Look, I really don't want to talk about this right now."

"I understand. It's a difficult time. But the more information we have, the better. The longer this case goes unsolved, the harder it will be to solve. You want to see justice for your friend, don't you?"

She scoffed. "Is there such a thing as justice? What does that even mean? Nothing's going to bring Ivy back. You can talk about serving justice all you want, but it really doesn't change anything.”

"If we take bad people off the street, maybe we save somebody else's life.”

Casey looked around to see if her mother was nearby.

Sounds from the kitchen still filtered into the foyer.

Casey walked past us to the door and pulled it open. For a second, I thought she was gonna kick us out. Then she stepped onto the porch.

JD and I stared at her for a moment.

Casey gave us a nod to step outside, looking at us like we were fools for standing still.

In a tank top and shorts, she didn’t seem bothered by the cold at first.

We followed and stepped onto the porch. Casey glanced at the video doorbell. An instant later, the blue indicator ring flashed on. Her mother was watching from her cell phone.

Casey huffed, annoyed, and put her hand over the lens. After a moment, she strolled down the walkway, then across the lawn to the driveway, out of view.

We followed.

"She thinks I'm a child. I'm not a child.”

"I'm sure she's just being protective," I said.

"I'll be 18 next month.”

We stared at each other for a long moment.

"Tell me what's on your mind.”

Casey glanced around, making sure no one was in the area. "What I’m about to tell you has to remain a secret. Promise?"
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“Casey, I need to know what’s going on,” I said.

“Ivy made me promise I would never tell.”

“I think Ivy would want us to solve her murder.”

Casey’s lips tightened. “Okay, but I didn’t tell you this.” She glanced around again with nervous eyes. “Ivy was pregnant.”

That hung there for a moment.

“Who was the father?”

Casey’s face tensed. “I don’t know if I should say.”

“I think we’re beyond that point. You need to tell me. It could be relevant.”

“Oh, it’s relevant.” After another long pause, she said, “You’re not going to believe me.”

“We’ll do our due diligence and verify whatever it is you tell us.”

“I don’t know how you’re going to verify this.” She paused. “You gotta keep my name out of this.”

“Casey…”

She took a deep breath. “Okay. It was Father Callahan.”

Our eyes widened with surprise.

“Father Callahan?” I said.

“I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”

“Now, just hang on. I didn’t say I didn’t believe you. Those are serious accusations, and we’ll need to investigate. How did this happen?”

She gave me an annoyed look and talked to me like I was a child. “See, when a man and a woman have sex without protection, sometimes babies happen.”

I gave her a flat look. “Thanks for enlightening me. Now, can you tell me the circumstances surrounding their affair?”

“Well, they were spending a lot of time together because of the choir, and Father Callahan is kind of hot in that I-can’t-have-you kind of way.”

I shared a look with Jack, then asked Casey if Ivy had told anyone else.

“Just me and Father Callahan. Ivy was freaking out. She didn’t know what to do.”

“I bet Father Callahan was freaking out, too,” Jack said.

“Yeah. No doubt,” Casey said. “He’d go to jail for something like that, right?”

I nodded. “Ivy was 17.”

“That’s starting to sound like a motive for murder,” JD muttered.

That hung in the air like smoke.

“You know he does gang outreach, don’t you?” Casey said. “He goes to the county jail, goes to Jamaica Village, tries to help them find God. Kind of ironic, don’t you think?”

I shared another look with JD.

“Maybe he got some gangbangers to take care of his problem,” Jack said.

“Why do you think I’m so freaked out?” Casey said.

“Does Father Callahan know you know?” I asked.

“I don’t know what Ivy told him.”

“Have you told anyone else?”

”No.”

“Say a word to no one until we give you the go-ahead. You got me?”

She nodded. “Trust me. I’m keeping my mouth shut.”

“We’re going to look into this.” I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. “You call me if you think of anything else, or if you start to feel unsafe. We’ll need you to come down to the station at some point and make a full statement. I want to run a few things down first.”

Casey nodded.

“Don’t tell your mom right now. You know how people gossip in this neighborhood. That could put you at risk, and I don’t need angry residents taking justice into their own hands.”

“I told you. I’m not saying anything.”

We escorted her back to the door. Once she was inside, I called Brenda. “I need you to look into something for me.”

“I’m glad you called. I’ve got something for you.”

“I think I know what it is.”

“Okay,” she said in a curious tone. “You go first.”

“No, no. After you,” I insisted as we strolled back to the car.

"Looks like Ivy recently had a failed pregnancy. There is endometrial thickening, trauma, and an elevated hCG. She must have been in the early stages. It's possible Ivy had a miscarriage or an abortion. Is that what you were expecting to hear?”

"We just talked to a witness about that."

"And here I was, thinking I was one step ahead.”

"Keep working hard. Maybe one day you'll surprise me," I teased.

She laughed. "Oh, I’ve got plenty of surprises, believe me.”

We hopped into the Porsche, and I called Isabella. If anybody could suss out information on Father Callahan, it would be her.

With a few taps of the keys, she had quite a few interesting things to share.
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"Father Callahan quietly got moved from another parish due to allegations of an improper relationship with an underage girl," Isabella said.

My jaw tightened.

"I looked at phone records. There are numerous calls and texts between him and Ivy. Their phones appear at the same location on numerous occasions. And not just at the church.”

Isabella also confirmed Father Callahan's outreach with gang members. It painted a damning picture.

My blood boiled, but I tried to rein in my temper. I thanked Isabella for the information, then we set out to find the cretin.

We drove over to Holy Cross and found a place to park. JD and I approached the grand stone structure and stepped inside the parish. The sky was still gray and angry, and the air grew cooler. Ambient light filtered through the stained glass. The church was empty.

We walked down the main aisle, then around the sanctuary and out a side door. I figured we might find Callahan in the rectory. As soon as we stepped outside, the smell of freshly lit tobacco filled my nostrils.

Father Callahan leaned against the side of the building, smoking a cigarette, looking like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He forced a smile. "I guess you caught me." He brandished the cigarette. "My only vice."

It most certainly wasn’t his only vice.

"Terrible habit, I know,” he said. “I'm sure my secret is safe with you."

I displayed my badge.

"Uh, oh. I'm not under arrest, am I?" he joked. "I know it doesn't make me the best role model.”

"We're investigating the choir group murders," I said.

A sympathetic frown tugged his face, and he shook his head. "Such a tragic and senseless loss. Do you have any leads?"

"A few interesting ones."

With intrigued eyes, he said, "I'd love to hear. If you can share."

"Tell me about Ivy.”

His eyes narrowed. "She was a talented young girl. Great singer. A valued member of the community." After a brief pause, he said, "Do you think she was the target?"

“How would you characterize your relationship?”

His face tightened a little. "I tried to be a positive influence in her life. I know her father passed tragically, and I think she needed a strong male presence in her life."

"There's no doubt she needed a positive male role model. I'm just not sure you were it," I said, the muscles in my jaw flexing as I stared him down.

His brow wrinkled. "I'm not sure what you mean."

"You two spent a lot of time together. There were a lot of phone calls and text messages between you at odd hours."

His confused look persisted. "What are you talking about?”

"Did you know that Ivy was pregnant?”

That hung there for a moment.

The color drained from Father Callahan's face, and he swallowed hard. "Yes. I was aware. I didn’t want to say anything, but since you know. She came to me for guidance. I’ve counseled many young women in challenging situations. Of course, I encouraged her to keep the child. Motherhood is a blessing from God." He paused. "If you'll excuse me, gentlemen, I need to prepare for the next sermon." He flicked the cigarette to the ground and stomped it out with the sole of his shoe.

"Not so fast. We know about your scandal in Garden Grove.”

"Nothing more than false accusations. I was cleared of any wrongdoing after a full investigation by the local police.”

I pulled a pair of nitrile gloves from my pocket and snapped them on, then picked up the cigarette from the ground.

Father Callahan's face wrinkled with confusion. "What are you doing?"

"Littering may not be a sin, but it really pisses me off. You realize we’re going to match the DNA from this cigarette to the fetus. You’ll be charged with sexual battery of a minor.”

His eyes rounded, and his whole body stiffened. I didn't think his skin could grow any paler, but it did.

I continued, "You had some of your gangbanger friends do a drive-by. I'm not sure what you offered them in exchange, but you're going away for a long time."

"You don't have a warrant for that cigarette,” he said with panic trembling his voice.

"Don't need one. You discarded it as trash. It's fair game.” I smiled. "Pleasure chatting with you."

The whole thing was a bluff. There were no fetal cells to recover.

Father Callahan's emotions got the best of him. Fear and panic took hold. He lunged for the cigarette butt, trying to grab it from my hand.

We scuffled, and that scuffle ended up with Callahan on the ground, his face against the concrete. I pinned him down and slapped the cuffs around his wrists.

"You're under arrest for assaulting an officer. You have the right to remain silent…"

I yanked him to his feet, and Jack called for a squad car. We escorted Callahan to the parking lot and stuffed him into the back of the patrol unit when it arrived. He was facing obstruction charges along with the assault, and possibly a tampering with evidence charge.

We hopped into the Porsche and followed the patrol unit down to the station. We filled out reports and let Callahan stew in the interrogation room for a little over an hour. It was enough to drive anyone mad. He was in tears by the time we entered the room and took a seat across the table from him.

"My life is ruined," he said.

I didn't have much sympathy for him. "Think about Ivy’s life.”

He tried to steady himself. In a low, calm voice, he said, "I have failed miserably. I am so disappointed in myself. I did everything I could to resist, but I succumbed to her charms. She was persistent. She wouldn't take no for an answer. In a moment of weakness, I gave in to her beauty."

"Oh, so it was all her fault," I said, disgusted by his lack of accountability.

"No. It was certainly not her fault.” His eyes fell to the table and remained there. “It was my fault for allowing such a situation to develop. We had gotten close. I had a natural attraction for her. She was an angel. I…” He paused. "I deserve whatever punishment is coming for me.” Then he looked up at me. "But I swear to you, as God is my witness, I had no involvement in her death or the deaths of any of the choir group."

I gave him a doubtful look.

“It’s all a little too convenient,” I said.

"There's nothing convenient about any of this," Callahan replied.

“You might as well confess to everything,” I said. “You’re not getting out of jail anytime soon. I can assure you of that."

Callahan grimaced and hung his head. We had nothing on him until he confessed. That sealed his fate. I was hoping to get a little more out of him.

"I did not, I would not, and I could not commit such a heinous act as murder," Callahan said.

I watched his face for ticks or micro-expressions.

At this point, he was so nervous it was hard to tell.

After we finished the interview, we left the station and met the guys at the rehearsal studio for practice. Wild Fury banged out the hits, then Jack took the gang to dinner at the Five Fathoms. Afterward, we headed to Oyster Avenue and raised a decent amount of hell.

It was a little after 2:00 AM when the sheriff called. Never a good thing at that hour.
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Red and blue lights danced across the parking lot behind Forbidden Fruit. It was the premier strip club on the island. Deputies kept the crowd of onlookers at bay. Paris Delaney and her news crew were on the scene, soaking up the gory footage.

A man lay face down in a pool of blood in the parking lot, not far from a pearl SUV.

A few 9mm shell casings littered the asphalt nearby.

Dietrich snapped photos, and forensic investigators chronicled the evidence. Brenda pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves and approached the remains. She knelt down and started her evaluation. Sheriff Daniels looked on with a grim face.

By the tan line on the victim's wrist, his watch was conspicuously absent. Probably stolen.

I asked the sheriff, "What happened?"

"It's pretty obvious, don't you think?" he said in a dry tone. He pointed to a rather well-endowed blonde standing nearby with long, straight hair, wearing pink sweatpants. Traumatized, she hugged her boyfriend. He was a good-looking guy in his late 20s with shaggy brown hair. He wore sunglasses, which at this hour was a little odd. I'm sure he was stoned out of his mind.

I approached the blonde and flashed my badge. "I'm Deputy Wild, this is Deputy Donovan. Special Crimes. Your name is?”

"Alexis," the blonde said, still frazzled by the whole thing. "This is Ryan.”

"Tell me everything you saw."

"I had just gotten off work. Ryan was waiting for me in the parking lot. I stepped out the back door just as this guy shot him."

"What did the assailant look like?”

Alexis shrugged. "I'm not really sure. It was so dark. He wore a dark hoodie, sunglasses, and a surgical mask over his face.”

I shared a look with Jack. He matched the description of Miriam Renick's shooter.

"How tall was he?”

Alexis shrugged again. "Maybe 6-feet tall.”

"Describe his body type.”

"Athletic. He wasn’t a bodybuilder or anything, but he was in good shape.”

I asked Ryan, "What about you?”

"I was just waiting for her to get off. To tell you the truth, I fell asleep in the car. I heard gunshots. When I peeled open my eyes, that guy was on the ground," he said, pointing to the victim. "The guy in the hoodie took off that way.”

"I suppose you didn't get a look at his face either.”

Ryan shook his head.

I asked Alexis, "Do you know the victim?”

"No. Not really. I think he was in the club earlier.”

I gave her a card and told her to hang around for a moment.

Jack and I stepped close to the body, trying to get a look at the victim.

"No wallet or identification," Brenda said.

"No need," I said. "I know this guy.”

Brenda lifted a surprised brow.

"His name is Cameron. He's a friend of Wesley Oliver’s.”

That hung there for a minute.

Jack muttered, "I'm beginning to think this definitely isn't a coincidence.”

Cameron was kind of a nerdy guy with medium-length curly brown hair that hung mid-ear. He had a narrow face and sad blue eyes. They were blank and staring at the asphalt now.

I stepped back to the sheriff and updated him.

He stifled a groan. "What do you think the connection is?"

"So far, we have Wesley, his shrink, and his friend from college.”

"Maybe all three of them knew something that somebody didn't want getting out," Jack said.

The sheriff sighed. "Notify his wife. Put the pieces together. I'm tired of people dying." The sheriff paused. "How much have you two had to drink tonight?"

JD and I exchanged a sheepish shrug.

"On second thought, I'll send another deputy. Talk to the wife in the morning when you don't smell like a distillery.”

I wouldn’t say we had overindulged or anything, but we certainly had a few adult beverages while chatting up lovely ladies on the strip. I didn't feel like doing a death notification at this time of night, anyway.

We walked back to Oyster Avenue and caught a cab to the marina. We’d pick up the Porsche in the morning. No sense in risking it.

It was around 10:00 AM the next morning when we caught up with Cameron’s wife, Lily. She lived in Whispering Heights on Rum Hollow Drive.

She greeted us at the door, looking like a zombie. I don't think she had gotten much sleep, not after being awoken by deputies at close to 3:00 AM. Lily was a gorgeous woman with wavy red hair that hung past her shoulders, elegant bone structure, fair skin, and a light dusting of freckles. Her hypnotizing emerald eyes were red and puffy. "Please come in," she said, holding the door open for us.

We stepped into the foyer, and she led us into the living room.

The house was quaint and cozy. A French colonial with teal paint, white trim, bleached hardwoods, and a light, airy feel. French doors opened to the patio and a small pool.

We took a seat on the couch, and she sat catty-corner. She blotted her teary eyes with a tissue and sniffled. “It doesn’t seem real, you know.”

We offered condolences.

“I had no idea he was visiting such establishments.”

“Where did you think he was last night?” I asked.

It was a double whammy. Not only had Lily lost her husband, but she had also lost trust in him. "He told me he was going out with Landon for a few drinks to watch the game," she said in utter dismay.

"We believe this may be connected to the deaths of Wesley Oliver and Dr. Miriam Renick," I said.

She looked at me with astonished eyes. "How so?"

"There are some pieces we haven't quite put together. Did your husband have any enemies that you were aware of?”

She exhaled a frustrated breath. "No. But apparently, there were quite a few things about his life that I was unaware of." Her eyes welled, and the tears spilled over. She blotted them away again. "I don't know how I'm going to break this to the kids. I still haven't told them."

"Are they here?"

Lily shook her head. "I called my sister to take them this morning. I needed some time to collect myself.”

"Was your husband ever a patient of Dr. Renick's?"

"No. Not that I'm aware of.”

"It's my understanding Cameron was a pediatrician?”

Lily nodded.

"You were home all night last night?"

She nodded again.

"Do you recall what you were doing around 2:00 AM?"

She gave me a quizzical look. "I was asleep. Why?"

"Just standard questions. I have to ask."

She gave an understanding nod.

I said her husband's assailant and Dr. Renick’s had the same appearance. "Can you think of anything that might connect the two?”

Her mouth tightened as she thought about it for a moment. "No. I don't think they knew each other.”

"When did you meet your husband?”

"We've been married for seven years now. We dated for less than a year. We knew right away." A fond smile tugged her lips as she recalled happier times. "Actually, a friend set us up on a blind date. It was kind of crazy. I wasn't expecting much. When I first met him, I wasn't all that impressed. But as the night wore on, we just seemed to have this connection. You meet people, and they just get you. He got me."

Her eyes filled again.

I offered my condolences once again and set my card on the glass coffee table. I told her to get in touch if she could think of anything helpful or if she needed anything.

She escorted us to the door, and we walked back to the Porsche. Brenda buzzed my phone as I climbed into the passenger seat.

"What have you got for me?"

"These murders are definitely related. Ballistics match. The same gun that was used to kill Dr. Renick was used in last night’s shooting.”

I thanked her for the info and updated Jack.

With a wrinkled face, JD asked, "What the hell do the three of them have in common?"
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Back at the Avventura, I spent the next few hours searching the Internet, going down rabbit holes, trying to connect the dots.

That's when I came across several news articles, and it all started to make sense. I double checked with court records, and the full picture emerged.

I shouted to JD, "I think I figured it out.”

I had set myself up at the bar in the salon with my laptop, tapping away at the keys. I never thought I'd say this, but it was too cold to sit on the sky deck and do this kind of thing. With the overcast skies, the gusts of wind, and the dribbles of rain, it was below 50°.

The TV in the salon was tuned to a financial news network. The anchor said, “With me now is Frank Macy, CEO of Valterion Capital Partners. Thanks for joining us today.”

“Pleasure to be here,” Frank replied.

“Valterion's stock is up 37% in the last six months. You’ve aggressively acquired biotech startups and tech companies. You’re diversified into aerospace, real estate, agriculture, and the list goes on.”

“We believe the best way to position ourselves moving forward is to have a strong footprint in key areas. It’s hard to predict what the future will look like, but we know there will always be a demand for technology, communications, defense, food, land, etc.”

JD hurried into the salon, eager to hear my discovery. We both felt like we'd been running around in circles on this.

"I've been doing some digging," I said. “Wes and Cameron were both witnesses for the prosecution in the case against Darrell York.”

That hung there for a moment.

"That's not all. So were Ian, Landon, and Holden.”

"And you think Darrell York is targeting them out of revenge?"

"It's the best theory we've got so far,” I said. “York is six feet tall with a muscular build. He matches the description. He's got motive, means, and opportunity. He was released from prison just days before these murders began.”

"What's the connection to Dr. Miriam Renick?”

I shrugged. “I don't know. I haven't figured that part out yet. As far as I can tell, she was not a witness or a juror in that case.”

"So you think Darrell gave Wesley the drugs he OD’d on?” Jack said, doubtful.

I frowned at him. "What if Darrell went to Tad? Paid him to overdose Wesley."

"That's kind of a stretch, don't you think?”

"You're killing my excitement for this," I said with a frown, then I added, "Maybe Wesley didn't get the drugs from Tad. Maybe he got them from a new supplier.”

JD said, "Well, let's go knock on doors and rattle cages.”

Sometimes it was the only way to get a case rolling. You just had to stir things up, one way or the other.

We grabbed an umbrella, left the boat, and hustled down the dock to the Porsche. We climbed in and headed across the island to Sandpiper Point. It was an upscale marina full of tech types, crypto millionaires, business magnates, and Darrell York.

Like a fish out of water, he was hobnobbing with high society. His Internet funding campaign had turned him into a millionaire. I'm not sure how much of that he had left after buying a 42-foot sailboat and paying for slip fees at the marina. But for now, Darrell York was living the good life aboard the Freebird.

I banged on the stern and shouted, “Coconut County.”

The Freebird was a thing of beauty. With a navy hull, white trim, and teal deck work, it was elegant yet capable. A hydraulic swim platform, dual helms, and open cockpit with a Bimini hard top and integrated solar panels, the ‘Bird was ready to take on the seas.

A few moments later, Darrell opened the hatch and poked his head out. His brow furrowed with annoyance. “What the hell do you want?”

“Just need to talk,” I said, displaying my badge.

“I got nothing to talk to you about.”

Darrell knew the drill all too well, and he knew to keep his mouth shut.

"Thought you might like to know Wesley Oliver and Cameron Talbot are dead," I said.

Darrell's eyes narrowed with curiosity. He hesitated a moment and said, "Well, sucks for them."

"Not a big fan of those guys, are you?"

He huffed. "Why should I be? They took 15 years of my life. Added an untold amount of stress. That kind of stress will send you to an early grave," Darrell said.

"You still mad at them?"

Darrell forced a smile. “I've tried to let go of all that. But those bastards got up on that stand and lied. Every last one of them. For a man in my position, I think forgiveness is key. It's the only way to move on. You hang on to something like that for too long, and it will eat you up inside. I wasted enough of my life in that cell. I don't need to waste any more time thinking about those assholes. I don't wish nothing bad upon nobody, but I suspect they'll get what's coming to them eventually.”

"You don't have the slightest urge to take revenge?" I said, egging him on.

Darrell stared at me for a moment. "Like I said, I don't think about them much. Prison was an eye-opening experience. Made me look at the world in a whole new way."

"Did you find God in prison?" I asked in a sardonic voice.

Darrell laughed. "You could say that I found a certain kind of spirituality. One that transcends the physical realm. I don't believe in violence. It's not my place to dispense justice." He smiled. "I'm just here to embrace the moment, maximize my presence in the Universe, and leave a positive impression. I believe what we do here, however insignificant, leaves a cosmic imprint. Maybe it's just a scratch on the wall, or a scuff on the tile, but it's something. The building blocks of history. You see, I've come to realize we’re all hurtling through space on a rock at a million miles an hour. No brakes, no seatbelt, and nobody behind the wheel. We are all part of the same existence—this unique moment in time—this crazy train. Good or bad, it is what it is, and we must embrace the experience."

I couldn't really disagree with anything Darrell said. But coming from him, it sounded like unicorn farts and fairy dust. "Seems like everything turned out okay for you. You made over $1 million. You got a nice boat. You got a fresh start."

Darrell smiled again. "I got a book deal and a movie deal, too. Seems everybody wants to hear my story. Hell, that pretty blonde is coming out this evening to do a story. You know, they got a big movie star attached to play me. Go figure."

"You want to tell me where you were at 2:00 AM last night?"

"Well, I was right here on this boat, knee-deep in the most heavenly slice of pie," he said with a lecherous grin.

"Can anyone verify that?"

Darrell called back into the salon. "Lexi, can you come here and tell these gentlemen where I was last night?"

A moment later, a gorgeous brunette with Arctic blue eyes poked her head through the hatch and surveyed us. "He was here with me."

I recognized her right away.

"You work at Forbidden Fruit, don't you?"

She smiled. "Guilty as charged."

"Were you working last night?”

"Until I met Darrell.” She shared a lustful glance with him. “It was lust at first sight. We’ve been together ever since.” She gave him a kiss. "Darrell's gonna be famous."

"I'm already famous," Darrell said with a grin, then kissed her back.

“What time did you leave the club?” I asked.

“Around midnight, I suppose,” Darrell said. “But Lexi’s a time machine,” he said, gazing into her hypnotic eyes. “She can make a man lose all track of the outside world.”

Lexi beamed with pride. She knew exactly what kind of effect she had on men. As a convicted killer, Darrell had a mystique that was catnip for certain women. Danger and power were strong aphrodisiacs. Alpha male, apex predator energy.

"You in possession of a firearm, Darrell?" I asked.

He broke from her enchantment and glanced at me. “As a wrongly convicted felon, that would be against the law."

"We're gonna need to board your boat and take a look around. Routine compliance inspection.”

Darrell's grin faded. He knew the law, and he knew we had the right to do it. "Well, if that’s what you gotta do, let’s get it over with. I’ve got important things to do." He said to Lexi. "How about you clean up the cabin for our guests?”

She got the hint and disappeared below deck as we climbed into the cockpit.

Darrell moved out of the companionway, and by the time we descended into the galley, Lexi had hidden whatever Darrell wanted her to hide—probably drugs or other paraphernalia. Perhaps, a weapon.

The boat was sleek and stylish. Every option had been ticked. Black stainless steel appliances with an induction stove in the port side galley, convection microwave, and a fridge. A dining area with a settee to starboard, and a luxurious salon with slim windows, plush seating, and hand-stitched leather upholstery. Gloss walnut panels and brushed aluminum accents.

"I think it is bullshit, if you ask me," Darrell said. "I can't carry a gun to protect myself when there are all kinds of crazies out there. Hell, Mr. Sweet vowed to kill me. I think I ought to be able to protect myself, don't you?”

"I will need to see your paperwork, life preservers, flares,” I said. “You know the drill."

Darrell moved to a drawer to get the documents.

JD and I took the opportunity to look around the boat. Anything in the line of sight was fair game. I noticed a few suspicious things right away.
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"Is that blood on your shoe?" I asked, pointing at the crimson speckle.

Darrell's eyes rounded. He looked down at his feet. "I had a damn nosebleed. Just started gushing for no reason."

I figured there was a reason. Maybe he and Lexi had been doing a lot of nose candy. Maybe he had shot Cameron. It didn't particularly look like blood spatter from a gunshot, but it had piqued my curiosity.

"I need the shoe," I said.

Darrell's face wrinkled at me. "You can't take my shoe."

"Exigent circumstances. Now, I can get a warrant, or you can just hand it over to me. Either way, I’m gonna get the shoe and analyze that blood spatter.”

Darrell huffed, pulled off the shoe, and handed it to me. "Here. You can stick that right up your ass."

I smiled. "I got a better use for it. Putting your ass back in jail."

Darrell shook his head. "Oh, no! Ain't no way I'm going back there. You can bet your life on that.”

"You got a cell phone, Darrell?" I asked.

He shook his head. “Ain’t nobody I want to talk to. Except maybe Lexi." He looked at her and winked.

She smiled back.

"Do you know Dr. Miriam Renick?"

His brow wrinkled. "No. Can't say that I do."

"She's dead, too."

"Damn shame. But that sounds like a you problem. Not a me problem. I'm alive, and I plan to stay that way."

We finished our search, but didn't turn up a weapon or any other blood-splattered clothing. Nothing in plain sight, anyway.

We left the boat. On the way back to the parking lot, Jack said, "I think he's picking off these people one by one. Everyone he feels responsible for putting him in jail.”

"What's the connection to Dr. Renick?”

He shrugged.

"Let's see what we can dig up.”

We hopped into the Porsche and drove back to the sheriff's department. I logged the shoe in as evidence, then we found Denise at her desk. I had her dig into Dr. Renick and see if there was anything that would connect her to Darrell York.

Her fingers tapped the keys as we huddled around her desk, doing a deep dive on Miriam Renick, cross-referencing her name with Darrell York.

Nothing turned up.

We headed back to Diver Down to grab a late lunch. Teagan greeted us with her infectious smile as we took a seat at the bar. “What’s shake’n boys?”

We caught up on the latest gossip, then perused the menus. We started off with chips and lobster queso dip, and snacked on fried coconut shrimp with a pineapple rum glaze. Jack ordered the grilled mahi mahi, and I went with the jerk chicken sandwich.

By this time, it was downright chilly. It drizzled off and on throughout the day, and the clouds stayed pretty thick. This kind of weather was certainly an unusual occurrence in Coconut Key.

We returned to the boat, and I took Buddy out for a run in between showers. I got a workout in, and by that time, it was arguably happy hour.

We headed up to Oyster Avenue, and Jack found a place to park on the boulevard. There wasn't much traffic out since the weather wasn't so great. We hustled down the street, stepped into Sandy Bottoms, and took a seat at the bar.

It was a casual place with a beachy vibe and murals of white sand, teal water, and, of course, sandy bottoms. Driftwood tables and chairs, soft lighting, and cheap drinks at happy hour. Delightful waitresses pranced around in bikinis. Although in this weather, they weren’t too happy about it. The air smelled like fresh coconut.

I’d worked up an appetite after my workout and was ready to chow again. We ordered a round of cocktails and a platter of appetizers—crab balls, grilled shrimp, oysters on the half shell.

Paris Delaney’s interview with Darrell flashed on the flatscreen behind the bar. The cameraman followed them as they walked the dock in the marina. In between drizzles, it was the ideal time to do it. But the unseasonable weather forced both into wearing jackets. Gusts of wind blew their hair. At first glance, you would think the interview had taken place in New England during the winter. It looked nothing like Florida.

"Tell me what it feels like to be a free man after all this time," Paris said.

Darrell smiled. "It feels wonderful. Ain’t nothing like it in the world. God bless America. I tell you one thing, it's hard to appreciate the light if you've never been in darkness. I appreciate my freedom much more now than I ever did before.”

"The Alford plea that you took allowed you to get out of jail for time served. As far as the state’s concerned, you've been tried, convicted, and you’ve served your time. You are in a position where you could tell the truth without repercussions."

"I've been telling the truth for 15 years, and I'm still telling it.”

"I guess what I'm getting at is that you could, at this point, admit to killing Sarah Sweet and face no repercussions."

Darrell's brow wrinkled. "I could. But why would I lie like that? Why would I admit to something I didn't do?”

"So, you're telling me, right here and right now, that you did not rape and murder Sarah Sweet."

"No. Of course not.”

"Why was her underwear found aboard your boat?"

"I think it's clear, don’t you? That evidence was planted. They needed a scapegoat, and I was the perfect patsy. I don't know if you’ve been paying attention, but this county doesn't have the best track record when it comes to integrity. I wouldn't be the first innocent man to be put behind bars in this county, and I'm sure I won't be the last."

"Are you saying police fabricated evidence?"

Darrell shrugged. "I'm saying somebody did."

"Those are bold allegations.”

"I think it was pretty bold of the state to convict me on flimsy evidence. They had nothing on me. No DNA.”

"Five eyewitnesses saw you with Sarah Sweet on your boat the evening of her disappearance."

"And those five witnesses are liars.”

"Two of those five witnesses are now dead. What do you have to say about that?”

"I'll tell you what I told the deputies who paid me a visit earlier this afternoon. I didn't have anything to do with their deaths, and I'm tired of this county trying to railroad me. My mind is not shackled by conformity. But that doesn’t make me a criminal. I’m a free spirit. You can throw me in jail, but you can never imprison my mind.”

"The future certainly looks bright for you with a movie deal on the horizon. You're living the good life.”

"You can say I’ve gotten everything a man could want," Darrell said with a smile.

It was at that moment that a figure in a hoodie approached. The figure pulled out a black semiautomatic pistol, took aim, and squeezed off two shots.

Muzzle flash flickered from the barrel.

The deafening bangs clipped the audio on the camera.

The copper rounds pelted Darrell's thoracic cavity. He tumbled back against the deck. He writhed and moaned.

Paris shrieked, her face contorted with horror.

The assailant spun around and took off, running back toward the parking lot, his sneakers slapping against the concrete.

The cameraman twisted around to catch his retreat.

The broadcast was live, and the segment cut back to the news anchors. "Shocking footage coming to you live from Sandpiper Point. We apologize if this violent imagery may have upset viewers. Paris, are you okay?”
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Jack paid the tab, and we hustled out of the bar. I knew the sheriff would be calling soon. We jogged to the Porsche, hopped in, and sped over to Sandpiper Point.

Lights from emergency vehicles flashed and flickered. EMTs and paramedics were on scene, triaging Darrell. A crowd of curious onlookers had gathered.

JD found a place to park. We hopped out of the Porsche and hustled down the dock to the gruesome scene.

Off-camera, Paris still jittered with nerves.

The cameraman filmed as emergency responders attempted to save Darrell's life.

"Are you okay?" I asked Paris.

She nodded.

"Did you get a look at the assailant?"

"It was Sarah Sweet's father, Jacob.”

"Are you sure about that?”

"Positive. He was wearing a hoodie and a bandanna over his face, but I saw his eyes. It was him. He has that tattoo of her name on his inside right wrist."

The sheriff had arrived. He put a BOLO out on Mr. Sweet.

The EMTs managed to stabilize Darrell. They transferred him to a gurney and hustled him down the dock to the ambulance. They loaded him into the back of the meat wagon, closed the doors, and blasted the sirens as they rolled out of the parking lot.

Of course, Paris didn't miss the opportunity to get on camera and say a few words with flashing lights in the background. "We just witnessed the shocking attempted murder of Darrell York. He is currently en route to Coconut General. We will update you on his condition as the situation develops. I’m Paris Delaney, and you heard it from me first."

She and her crew followed us to the station and made sworn affidavits. We were able to get an arrest warrant for Jacob Sweet.

We put together a tactical team and headed over to his house. He lived with his wife in Papaya Park. It was a quaint little cottage home with mint green siding, white trim, and a well-manicured lawn with a picket fence.

Jack pulled to the curb, and squad cars parked behind us. We all hopped out, stormed through the gate, and marched to the front porch. Decked out in tactical gear with bulletproof vests and AR-15s, it might've been overkill for Jacob. But we weren't taking any chances. Jacob was armed and had proven himself dangerous.

Mendoza and Robinson covered the front porch with us while Erickson and Faulkner made their way around to the rear of the house.

I banged on the door and shouted, "Coconut County! We have a warrant!"

With a heave of the battering ram, the jamb splintered, and the door swung wide.

The tac team flooded into the house, weapons shouldered. I announced our presence once again. We entered the foyer, cleared the parlor, and advanced to the living room.

Mrs. Sweet launched from the couch and shrieked in horror.

"Hands in the air! Now!”

With angry barrels staring her down, she complied.

The large flatscreen TV was tuned to a news channel, replaying the events of the shooting. I wondered if she knew her husband was the man on TV. Did she know what he intended to do? Was she part of the conspiracy?

“Where’s your husband?” I demanded.

She stammered, “I don’t know.”

The rest of the team flooded through the house, clearing bedrooms and bathrooms. They rejoined us in the living room.

Mendoza shook his head. "He's not here."

"Where's Jacob?" I asked his wife again.

"I told you, I don't know.”

"When was the last time you saw him?"

"Earlier this afternoon.”

"Did he say anything to you about his plans?"

Her brow wrinkled. "What plans?"

I gave her a flat look. "His plans to kill Darrell York."

Her jaw dropped with astonishment. She glanced at the TV. I couldn't tell if it was an act or if she really didn't know.

"I need you to cooperate with me, or you're going to be charged with conspiracy, aiding and abetting, obstruction of justice, and whatever else the state’s attorney can think of."

Mrs. Sweet swallowed hard. "I don't understand. What's going on?"

"Stop playing games with me. You know what's going on.”

She frowned.

"I want you to call your husband right now. Find out where he is.”

Robinson frisked her to make sure she wasn't carrying any weapons. You couldn’t be too careful in a situation like this.

She grabbed her phone from the coffee table, then dialed her husband. I told her to put it on speakerphone and let it ring.

"You've reached the voicemail of Jacob Sweet. I can't get to the phone right now. Please leave your name and number, and I will return your call as soon as possible."

She looked at me with a blank expression.

"Tell him to call you back. Don't say anything else.”

She did as instructed, then ended the call.

I texted Isabella and asked her to track Jacob’s phone. She texted back a few moments later with bad news.
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“His phone’s off the grid,” Isabella said when she called. “Been off the grid all afternoon. I’ll let you know if anything turns up.”

I thanked her for the info and asked her to monitor comms between family members. I ended the call and asked Mrs. Sweet, "Where would Jacob go?"

She shrugged and gave me a blank look. "I really have no idea."

"Your son lives here on the island, yes?"

She gave a hesitant nod.

"Where?"

She didn't want to answer. "On a boat at Pirates’ Cove. Serenity.”

I told Mendoza, Robinson, and the others to stay here and keep an eye on the house just in case Jacob came back.

JD and I hustled out and darted back to the Porsche. We hopped in and sped across the island to Pirates’ Cove.

At the marina, we hopped out and jogged down the dock, looking for the Serenity. It was an older 32-foot monohull in decent shape. It had a single helm station, a blue Bimini top, and was a tad grungy.

We drew our weapons and surveyed the vessel.

I banged on the stern. "Coconut County! Come out slowly with your hands up."

A few moments later, Chris poked his head through the hatch with terrified eyes.

"Keep your hands where I can see them!" I shouted, my weapon aimed at him.

"What's going on?"

"Is your father aboard?”

His face wrinkled. "No.”

"Step into the cockpit," I commanded. “Slowly.”

Chris did, taking uncertain steps. He was mid-30s with dark hair, dark eyes, and a narrow face. He kept himself fit but wasn't overly muscular. He stood about six feet tall.

We boarded the boat, and JD secured him, making sure he didn't have any weapons.

I cautiously poked my head through the hatch and glanced from the galley to the salon. I climbed down the companionway and cleared the area.

"What are you doing?" Chris grumbled, annoyed. "You can't search my boat without a warrant."

"Routine compliance inspection," JD said. "When was the last time you talked to your father?”

Chris shrugged. "I don't know. A couple of days ago. Why?"

"I take it you don't watch the news," Jack muttered.

I searched the boat, checking both the forward and the aft berths as well as the heads. After clearing the boat, I returned to the cockpit and asked Chris, "Where's your dad?"

"Why? Is he in some kind of trouble?"

"You could say that.”

Chris’s nervous eyes flicked between the two of us.

"He’s wanted for attempted murder. You better pray that Darrell York doesn't die."

Chris's face soured at the mention of the name. “Darrell York!?”

There was a little resemblance between Chris and Jacob, though he really favored his mother. I didn't think Paris could mistake the two. Jacob was a little taller. Chris didn't have a tattoo of Sarah's name on the inside of his right wrist.

"If you hear from your dad, get in touch with me," I said, handing him a card. "If you offer him any assistance, you’re aiding and abetting a fugitive and can be charged as an accessory after the fact. You understand me?”

He gave a reluctant nod.

“Your family's been through enough trauma already. No need to make this any worse."

Dread washed over Chris's face. "You're telling me my dad tried to kill Darrell York?”

"On live TV."

Chris took a moment to process the information.

"Do you have any idea where your father would go?”

Chris thought about it for a moment, then shrugged.

“I need names of friends, girlfriends, someone he might turn to for help.”

Chris scowled at me. “My father doesn’t have a girlfriend.”

“Who are his friends?”

“I don’t recall,” he said in a defiant tone. “You people are really going to take Darrell York’s side? Do you know what he did to my sister?” he said, his cheeks red, the veins in his neck throbbing. “He’s a sick man, and he deserves to die.”

I understood his frustration. “Darrell York did his time. Now, your father’s going to do his. The longer this drags out, the worse it’s going to get.”

I didn’t think we’d be getting any assistance from Chris.

We left the boat and walked back to the parking lot. I called Dr. Parker and left a message on his voicemail, hoping to get an update on Darrell.

JD and I headed up to the station and filled out after-action reports. Daniels put a patrol unit at Pirates’ Cove as well as one at Jacob Sweet’s residence. He could have been anywhere by now, but he wouldn’t get far. Not unless he had a stash of cash and a fake passport.

Afterward, we stopped by the Eternal Skies Funeral Parlor for Cameron Talbot's wake. Again, we weren't exactly dressed for the occasion.

The place had an overwhelmingly floral scent. Enough to overpower any smells that might emanate from the deceased. All the embalming was done off-site.

Flatscreen displays looped pictures and videos of Cameron from childhood to his adult years. Grieving guests mixed and mingled, recounting stories of the deceased, mourning the loss of a loved one.

Bottled water, soda, wine, and cocktails were available to help you get through it.

People gave us a few dirty looks because of our attire as we drifted through the crowd.

The usual suspects were present—Cameron's wife, Wesley's ex-wife, Ian, Holden, Landon, and others. I’m not exactly sure what we were looking for. Anything that might give us insight into the case. These murders were clearly connected to their testimony against Darrell York, or so it would seem.

Plenty of gossip drifted about the room, discussing the recent shooting. Most of the people in attendance were in support of Jacob. He was a hero to this crowd. But something more was going on, and I had my suspicions.

I bumped into Holden and offered my condolences.

He asked, "Do you have any idea who's doing this?” It was a loaded question.

“We’re considering all possibilities.”

"Darrell is responsible. I don't care what he says.”

"You know, he's maintained his innocence all these years," I said, just to get a reaction out of him.

It did.

His jaw flexed, and his eyes narrowed. "I saw Sarah with him on his boat the day she disappeared. We all did. He's guilty as sin. Nothing he or anyone else is ever going to say is going to make me change my mind. Go back and talk to anybody involved in that case. Darrell had been harassing Sarah for weeks, coming on to her. She wanted nothing to do with him. The guy was a creep, and still is.”

Holden was pretty hot about it. Understandably so.

He continued, "Darrell’s going after everyone who testified for the prosecution. That’s obvious.”

“How do you explain the doctor?”

His brow wrinkled. ”What was her name? Renfield?"

"Renick. As far as I'm aware, she had nothing to do with Darrell's prosecution."

I planned on having another chat with Darrell as soon as he was stable, if he survived.

"I don’t know how she fits in. But I’ve got half a mind to go to the hospital and pull the plug on the fucker myself."

"I would caution against that," I said.

Holden dismissed the notion. "I wouldn’t really do it. I'm just talking. But I sure would like to."

"Let us handle it."

"Well, you’re not really doing a good job so far. Figure it out because I'm tired of going to funerals.” He stormed off and headed toward the bar for another drink.

We talked to Landon. He was unsettled and emotionally distraught over the loss of his friend. He wanted answers, like everybody else. Answers we didn't have.

Landon had a square jaw, a low, brooding brow, short, wavy dark hair, and an athletic physique. I’d seen him here and there on the news and in campaign ads. On most occasions, he had the fake smile of a politician, but today he wasn't smiling. "Do you have a plan to identify who is responsible for these killings?"

"I can assure you, we’re doing everything we can. Sometimes, these things just take time to play out."

"Time?" he repeated, incensed. "Every second that goes by is an opportunity for another one of us to die. It's obvious to me that these murders are connected and motivated.”

"On the surface, it would appear that way.”

"On the surface?” He scoffed. "Please, we all know who's behind this, and he’s sitting in the hospital right now. Don't you find it a little coincidental that all these deaths started occurring after that scumbag got released from prison? He should never have been let out. At least somebody had the balls to do what needed to be done."

Landon wasn’t a big fan. Nobody here was. They were all moments away from grabbing pitchforks and demanding justice. Anyone in their path would get skewered. Landon walked off, disgusted.

Somehow, we’d become the bad guys in this whole thing.

Father Flannery approached with some trepidation. He was late 50s with stark white hair, rosy cheeks, and a somewhat bulbous nose. He stood about 6'1" and had an affable, comforting demeanor. "I just want to say how shocked and appalled I am by Father Callahan's behavior. I want to assure you both that I had no knowledge that he was engaging in such activities. When he was transferred into our parish, I was given no information about his background or the allegations in Garden Grove.”

"I hope there aren’t any other victims that we’re unaware of," I said.

It was a mortifying thought, and that was evidenced by Father Flannery's expression. "Yes, indeed. I just want you to know, my door is always open if you have questions or need to discuss anything.”

"Thank you, Father."

"I'll be performing the service tomorrow for Cameron. I do hope you have some leads on who is responsible for this." He was fishing for information.

"Right now, we have no evidence to connect Darrell York to any of the deaths. But we do know the same gun was used to kill Cameron and Dr. Renick.”

Father Flannery frowned. “Well, I’ll be praying for your safety and for wisdom that you may come to the proper conclusion.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Father Flannery excused himself and moved on to comfort other mourners.

We talked to a few more people, then headed back to the Avventura. The rest of the evening was pretty low-key.

In the morning, Brenda called with the results of the blood analysis.
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“That blood drop on Darrell’s shoe is not a match for either Cameron or Dr. Renick. I’m not saying he’s not your shooter, but this doesn’t connect him.”

I thanked her for the info before ending the call.

Daniels had put a deputy in the hospital to watch over Darrell. As long as Jacob Sweet was at large, Darrell was at high risk. I didn't think Jacob would stop until he had accomplished his mission.

I pulled myself out of bed, showered, dressed, then headed down to the galley to fix something to eat. I cracked a few eggs and sizzled bacon in the pan. The smell of fresh coffee wafted.

I flipped on the TV and caught up with current events. Paris interviewed Darrell from the hospital. With a beaming smile on his face, he lay in a bed, wearing a pale green gown. An IV dripped into his arm, and vital statistics blipped on a monitor beside the bed.

"Someone was looking out for me," Darrell said. "I’ve got a purpose and a plan. I’ve been blessed.” He paused. "Though the last time you interviewed me, I got shot. Maybe I should stop doing interviews with you," he teased.

Paris laughed. "Jacob Sweet is wanted by authorities in connection with the shooting. What are your thoughts?"

"I suppose he feels he's doing what's right. My heart goes out to him. It really does. But he's going to have to serve his time like everybody else. I sure hope our good people in law enforcement can bring him to justice just as swiftly as they brought justice to me." Then he added, "More like injustice."

"Still bitter about your conviction?"

Darrell forced a smile. "I'm not bitter about anything. I'm happy to be alive. I've been given a second chance. Perhaps I should call this my third chance.”

"Would you be willing to do a sit-down interview with Jacob Sweet after he's been arrested?"

Darrell pondered it for a moment. "I suppose if you can arrange such a thing, I'd be game. I certainly have a few things to say to him.”

"When do you think you'll get out of here?" Paris asked.

"Well, unlike my last incarceration, I can leave anytime I want." Darrell flashed that sly smile again. "They say if all goes well, I might actually go home today. They tell me the bullet went between my fourth and fifth intercostal, whatever that is. Said it grazed my lung. I had a pneumothorax. The bullet got lodged in the bone, and they were able to remove it. They put in a chest tube, but took that out this morning. If everything looks good, they’re gonna send me home at the end of the day, possibly tomorrow. Like I said, somebody was looking out for me.” He looked to the heavens, then he added, "I’m thankful Jacob didn't have very good aim. He might want to spend more time at the range, but I’m not upset that he didn't.”

Jack staggered into the galley in time for breakfast. We ate at the breakfast nook. It was still overcast and cold outside. 48°. It was nothing to the snowbirds, but down here, that was close to an Ice Age.

A bunch of packages had arrived. The aft deck looked like a warehouse of brown boxes. We gathered the toys and organized them.

I called the sheriff after we finished and told him about Darrell's impending discharge.

"What do you want me to do about that?”

"That guy’s going to be a prime target as soon as he gets out,” I said.

"You want me to babysit him?"

"I think it would be wise to keep a deputy on him. At least until Jacob is apprehended.”

"Are you volunteering?”

"I think our resources are better spent elsewhere.”

"Why did I know you were going to say that?” The sheriff sighed. "Might want to reevaluate your usefulness. Last time I checked, you two didn't have anything solid on this case."

"This one has proven more challenging than anticipated.”

"I’m stretched thin on resources as it is. But you’re right. Jacob Sweet might turn up at Sandpiper Point to finish the job.” After a pause, he said. “I’ll put Van Zandt on it. In the meantime, start talking to gangbangers. See if there is any talk on the street about the drive-by. Somebody has to know something.”

“We’re on it,” I said.

After we pulled ourselves together, JD and I drove to Jamaica Village and chatted up prostitutes, dope dealers, and gang members. As you can imagine, we didn’t get far. Nobody wanted to talk. Nobody on the street wanted to be seen as a rat. There were consequences. Snitches get stitches and sometimes worse.

While we were in the neighborhood, we looked up James William Wilson. Jay-Dub was 32 years old and drove a tow truck. He had a prior conviction for simple battery and resisting. Plead it out and did 12 months probation. That was 12 years ago. He hadn’t gotten crossways with the law since. But he did own a black Dominator GT.

He lived at 463 Avenue K. It was a poured concrete cracker box with pale blue, weather-stained stucco siding and a pitched roof. The desolate lawn was surrounded by a sagging chain-link fence. Weeds attempted to reclaim the walkway. The wrecker was parked out front, and the Dominator was in the driveway.

Jack parked behind it. We hopped out and stepped to the gate, and a pit bull lunged at us, snapping and growling. The only thing that kept it from taking a chunk of flesh was the heavy chain staked to the ground. It gave Chompers the run of the small yard.

“Easy there, boy,” I said with a smile.

Saliva dripped from its pearly fangs as it continued to snap.

“Got any doggie treats?” JD muttered.

“Back at the boat.”

The dog was an effective strategy to deter knock-and-talks. That much was certain.

The commotion drew enough attention to bring Jay Dub to the door with a shotgun. “What the fuck are you doing to my dog!?”

The barrel stared me down. I was never a fan of being on this end of it. With caution, I reached for my badge and displayed it.

He lowered the weapon. “What the fuck do you want?”

I pointed to the Dominator. “That your car?”

Jay Dub’s face wrinkled. “I don’t talk to cops. Get the hell out of here!”

“Just a few simple questions.”

He stepped back inside and locked the door.

The car was in the gated area, and well within range of Chompers. We weren’t going to get a closer look without a warrant. We didn’t have enough probable cause at the moment.

We banged on neighboring doors. My hope was that maybe someone saw Jay Dub coming or going in the GT the night of the murders, but nobody would talk to us.

We drove a few blocks over to the Pine Crest Place apartments. Several brown multi-unit buildings comprised the complex. A few towering palms swayed overhead. Like most of the complexes in this area, landlords stretched out maintenance schedules as much as possible, and the grounds were in need of attention.

Jack drove through the parking lot, and we spotted another black Dominator GT. He found a place to park, and we hopped out and approached the vehicle.

It was an outdoor car and had seen better days. The rear tread was almost bare, and the paint was a little oxidized in spots. The dark-tinted windows had a few bubbles and had a slight purplish cast from an ammonia-based cleaner. There were two bullet holes in the rear quarter panel. I shared a look with JD.

“This may be our car,” he said.

I cupped my hands and peered in through the windows, looking for spent shell casings.

I didn’t see any.

“You fuck with Edwin’s car, he’s gonna kill you,” a kid on a bike said when he pulled up. He couldn’t have been more than 8.

I smiled and said, “Just looking. It’s a nice car.”

The kid eyed me with suspicion. “You a cop?”

“What makes you think that?”

“Ain’t nobody around here dumb enough to touch Edwin’s car.”

I chuckled. “Is he around?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t talk to 5-O.” The kid rode off.

I shared another look with Jack.

A skinny guy approached with an angry face. He wore jeans, a leather bomber jacket, and a backwards red baseball cap. “What do you want with my car?”

“You must be Edwin.”

“Depends who’s asking.”

I flashed my badge.

Edwin was mid-20s and unimpressed with authority. “What do you want?”

“How’d you get the bullet holes?”

“I don’t know. It’s a rough neighborhood. Came outside one day and it was like that.”

I didn’t see any obvious gang tattoos, but his arms and legs were covered. Edwin had priors for possession, simple battery, and shoplifting.

“Mind if we take a look around the inside of your car?”

“I do mind. What’s this about?”

“A car like this was used in the drive-by murder of some Christmas carolers a few days ago.”

“Not my car,” he said with confidence.

“Where were you that evening?”

“Get the fuck out of here. I didn’t do nothing.”

“Do you know Father Callahan?”

Edwin chuckled. “Do I look like I go to church?”

“You run with a gang?”

“Naw, I ain’t into that shit,” he said, looking away.

I didn’t buy it for a second.

“Look, man. I gotta go to work. Do you mind?”

I didn’t move from his path. “Where do you work?”

“Am I being detained? Am I under arrest?”

I shook my head and said, “No.”

He stared at me for another beat, then I stepped aside. Edwin clicked the key fob, and the lights flashed. He brushed past me, pulled open the door, and slid behind the wheel. The aftermarket exhaust growled as he fired up the car.

JD and I stepped out of the way as he pulled out of the space and took off, the exhaust singing.

Jack looked at me and said, “Now, that guy’s up to no good.”

Our adventures on the wrong side of town took up most of the day. I called Lindsey, who had witnessed the shooting. When she answered, I said, “This is Deputy Wild. Do you remember if the assailants’ vehicle had bullet holes?”

She paused. “I don’t. I’m sorry.”

“Was there anything else about the car you remember? Faded paint? Bubbling tint?”

“I’m sorry. Like I said, it all happened so fast.” After a beat, she asked, “What do you need me to say?”

She was clearly willing to say whatever was necessary. People were scared. They wanted a resolution.

“I need you to tell the truth.”

I thanked her and ended the call.

We headed back to the Avventura and regrouped.

It was early afternoon when the sheriff called and told us to get back over to Holy Cross.

“What happened now?”
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Red and blue lights flashed atop patrol cars. An ambulance and the medical examiner’s van were on site. First responders swarmed the area in front of the church.

A man lay face down on the concrete walkway. Crimson pooled around his body.

Deitrich snapped photos.

We joined the sheriff as he looked on with a grim face. Father Flannery stood nearby, his vestments soaked with blood, his hands stained.

As I got close, I recognized the victim. It was Landon.

"What happened?" I asked.

Father Flannery said, "I was inside. I heard gunshots. By the time I got outside, Landon was on the ground. I tried to administer first aid, but there was nothing I could do. I didn't have a cell phone with me. There was no one else around. I ran back inside and called 911. By the time I got back to him, he was dead.”

"Did you see the assailant?" I asked.

Father Flannery shook his head.

I glanced around, but I didn't see any surveillance cameras. I asked Father Flannery, and he confirmed there were no security cameras in the parking lot or on church premises.

Two 9mm shell casings littered the ground not far from Landon's body. It didn’t take a mental giant to put two and two together. This was most likely the same shooter with the same gun. Ballistics would tell us as much.

As far as I knew, Darrell York was still in the hospital. He couldn't have done this. Daniels confirmed with Deputy Magnussen. He was at the hospital, watching Darrell.

"Unless that guy can be in two places at once, he's not our shooter," the sheriff said.

"Tell me why Landon was here this afternoon?" I asked Father Flannery.

"We had services for Cameron this morning. Landon approached me afterward and said there was something he needed to get off his chest. I told him to stop by today at 3:00 PM. I would have time to hear confession.”

"And did you hear his confession?"

Flannery stiffened. “The process is anonymized. I am bound by oath not to share any information that is given to me during that Holy Rite.”

"Obviously, Landon had something on his mind he wanted to discuss with you, which is relevant to this case. Perhaps information that got him killed," I said. "Information that you now know. It could make you a target."

Father Flannery shifted with discomfort. "I'm sorry, but I can’t tell you what we discussed. Anyone familiar with the Rite of Confession knows that.”

"Just like a psychiatrist can't share confessions made by their patients.”

Professional oath or not, it didn't save Dr. Renick. Father Flannery realized that. By the look in his eyes, he had a heavy burden to bear. He'd heard something, and he couldn’t unhear it. The sacramental seal was inviolable. It was against the rules for a priest to violate the trust of the penitent in any way, regardless of whether they were alive or dead.

I gave Father Flannery a card and told him to get in touch if he thought of anything he could share.

Daniels gave us the unenviable task of notifying Landon's wife, Sadie. We set out to find her. She lived at 1334 Orchid Lane.

Jack parked at the curb. We hopped out and pushed through the gate at the picket fence. We strolled up to the two-story French colonial with coral siding, white trim, and a red brick walkway. There was a nice veranda with a swinging bench. An American flag flew from one of the columns.

I rang the video doorbell, and we waited on the porch.

A figure approached the door a moment later, her image distorted by the privacy glass. She called through, "Who is it?"

I displayed my badge and said, "Coconut County."

She pulled open the door, and her curious blue eyes flicked between the two of us. Sadie was gorgeous, with short dark hair that had been highlighted with frosted tips. Her long bangs hung around her sculpted cheekbones. She had full lips, big eyes, and a petite figure. But it looked like she was carrying a little extra weight. Her skin glowed.

The district commissioner had done well for himself—a nice home, a beautiful wife, a loving family. I hated to deliver the bad news. It didn't matter how delicately I approached the subject—it always hit like a ton of bricks. A sledgehammer to the gut.

Sadie went wobbly and almost collapsed in the doorway. JD and I steadied her and escorted her inside to the living room, and helped her to the sofa. She went into a full-blown panic attack.

Jack grabbed a glass of water from the kitchen and brought it out to her. Her chest heaved with jerking sobs, and her eyes spat tears that could flood the island.

It didn't matter how many times you’d made a death notification—you couldn’t watch something like that and not get heartbroken.

Sadie’s skin went pale, and she broke out in a cold sweat. "I'm sorry, but I need to lie down right now."

"Is there anything we can do for you?"

"Yes, there is, actually. Would you call my sister and ask her to pick up the kids from piano?”

"Certainly," I said.

Sadie reclined on the couch and tried to stop the world from spinning. She pointed to her phone on the coffee table, told me the passcode, then I scrolled through her contact list to find her sister after she told me her name.

I relayed the request to Lynn, and we talked for a moment. Sadie was not in a condition to talk to anybody. Lynn said she would take care of everything and would be there shortly.

I noticed Sadie was just starting to show. It looked like they had another child on the way. It broke my heart even more to know that the kid would grow up without a father.

I shared a grim look with Jack, and we were both thinking the same thing.

We waited till Lynn arrived, then gave Sadie some space. I left my card on the coffee table and told her we’d catch up with her later.

There was something on my mind, and I wanted to have another word with Chris Sweet. We left and headed over to Pirates’ Cove.

I banged on the stern of the Serenity and waited for a response.
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After I banged a heavy fist on the stern a few times, Chris poked his head through the hatch. With a scowl, he said, "I'm not saying anything else to you guys without an attorney.” Then he added, "No. My dad's not here either. I still don't know where he is.”

"We’re not here about your dad," I said.

Chris's brow wrinkled with confusion. "Then why are you here?"

"I want to ask you about your sister."

His wrinkled expression continued. "Why do you care?"

"I'm trying to get to the truth."

"The truth is, Darrell York raped and murdered my sister. Somehow, the state thought it prudent to let him go. Now people are dead."

"You know that happened before our time with the department. I really don't know anything about your sister. I don't know what her hopes and dreams were. I don't know what motivated her. I don't know what her life was like."

"What does any of that matter now? Her life is over. None of her dreams came true. And nothing you, me, or anyone else can do is going to change that.”

"I think Sarah deserves justice, don't you?"

His mouth tightened, and he hesitated for a moment. “She will only get justice when Darrell York is dead.”

"What was she like?”

Chris took a deep breath and lost himself in a recollection. His voice softened. "She was beautiful. I mean, she was my sister, but even I knew she was beautiful. Though a lot of people couldn't see that. They couldn't see her underneath it all. She was high-functioning. We really didn’t have terms for it back then. But she was on the spectrum. Super smart. Hyper focused. Shy. Awkward in social settings. She got picked on a lot. But I think it was really out of jealousy. She was way smarter than anybody in her class. All the girls knew she was prettier, but she just didn't really know how to own that. You know?”

Chris frowned and hung his head.

"Did she have a boyfriend? Was she interested in anybody?”

Chris shook his head. "She didn't have a boyfriend, but she crushed hard on Wesley.”

“Oliver?" I asked with a surprised brow.

Chris nodded.

I shared a look with JD, then asked Chris, "Don't you think that's relevant?"

Chris shrugged. "How so?”

"He was a major prosecution witness.”

"So. A lot of people she knew were.”

"Did they ever date?”

"Not that I'm aware of." Chris thought back. "I think Wesley had a girlfriend at the time. I'm not sure. It was a long time ago." Chris paused. "I still don't see what that has to do with anything.”

I shrugged. "Maybe it's nothing. But all the prosecution witnesses are dying. You're aware that Landon Walsh was shot this afternoon."

His brow lifted with astonishment. "No. I hadn't heard.” He paused. Thoughts raced behind his eyes. "You don't think my father is involved in that, do you? I mean, what possible reason would he have to kill Landon?”

"We’ll have ballistics back soon enough.”

I thanked him for speaking to us.

Before we left, he said, "Sarah was really special. One-of-a-kind. Who knows? She could have changed the world."

We walked down the dock toward the parking lot.

Jack said, "Where are you going with this?”

"I'm not sure." I had a theory brewing in the back of my mind, but it hadn’t formulated yet.

We hopped into the Porsche and drove over to Sandpiper Point.

Darrell had been discharged, and Deputy Van Zandt was keeping tabs on him. Jacob Sweet was still at large. I was convinced that Darrell didn't have anything to do with this, but I still had questions for him.

Jack found a place to park, and we strolled the dock to the Freebird. I banged on the stern and shouted, “Coconut County!”

Lexi poked her head through the hatch a moment later. She looked at us with annoyed eyes. “What do you want?”

“How’s he doing?”

“He was doing great until you two showed up. Why do you keep harassing him?”

“I’m not here to harass him,” I said. “In fact, I don’t think he’s involved in the recent shootings.”

Her brow wrinkled. “You don’t?”

“Landon Walsh is dead.”

Her eyes narrowed at me. “Who’s Landon Walsh?”

“Can we come aboard?”
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Darrell reclined on a settee in the salon while Lexi catered to his every need. For a guy who had been shot yesterday, he didn’t look too bad.

“To what do I owe the pleasure, gentlemen?” Darrell asked in a slightly sardonic tone.

“We just stopped by to see how you were getting along,” I said.

He laughed, then winced. It hurt to laugh. “Bullshit.”

A guilty smile tugged my mouth.

“I’m glad you stopped by, actually,” Darrell said. He grabbed a letter from a nearby ledge and handed it to me. “I’ve got something for you.”

The envelope had already been opened, and the letter presumably read.

I noticed the sender’s address right away.

“I hadn’t checked my mail since I got out of prison,” Darrell said. “You wouldn’t believe the fan mail. I don’t know how these people got my address.” He pointed to a giant stack. “Box was full. Of course, there are a few haters in there, but the overwhelming majority is supportive.”

I began to read the letter Wesley Oliver sent to Darrell. It was postmarked the day before his death.

A beaming smile pulled Darrell’s lips as I read the letter:

Dear Mr. York,

I know you probably have no desire to read or hear anything I have to say. But please read this in its entirety, as it will exonerate you. First, I wish to offer my deepest and most sincere apology for the havoc and chaos I have wreaked upon your life. Not a day goes by that I do not regret my actions. I know I cannot change the past, but perhaps I can set the future on its proper path.

My testimony, and that of my colleagues, was entirely fabricated. I did not see Sarah Sweet aboard your boat the afternoon of her disappearance. Neither did anyone else. I can say that with absolute certainty because she was aboard our boat on that fateful day.

It all began when we saw Sarah riding her bike home from the marina. I was a passenger in Holden Ellington’s truck along with Landon Walsh, Cameron Talbot, and Ian Harrison. I told Holden to pull over. I wanted to talk to Sarah. We were all planning on going out on Holden's father’s boat that afternoon, and I wanted to invite her. I had always fancied her, but I was too embarrassed to make my feelings known. At that time, Sarah had been the object of some ridicule among her peers. To my surprise, she accepted my invitation. We threw her bicycle in the back of Holden’s truck, then drove to the marina. We boarded his boat and set out for what would be the most horrific experience of my life, and Sarah's.

I will regret that day until my dying breath.

Please do not misunderstand. I am in no way asking for absolution or shifting blame. I take full accountability for my role in her ultimate demise.

We’d been drinking, and that clearly clouded my judgment. I'm not sure Sarah had ever indulged in alcohol before, but she quickly became intoxicated. From there, one thing led to another. What started as a simple kiss turned into something terrible. Before I knew it, with the encouragement of my friends, I took what I wanted from her. Then, my friends did as well. I'll never forget her tears and the betrayal in her eyes. There have been countless times since when I have relived that moment in my nightmares. Countless days where I wanted to end it all. Nothing ever took away the pain. Not the drugs, not the alcohol, nothing.

Again, I'm not making excuses or asking for absolution. But I believe the truth needs to be known.

After we had violated her trust, Holden began to panic. We all did. It would be her word against ours, but the gravity of what we had done loomed over our futures. Before I knew what had happened, Holden grabbed a wrench and hit Sarah in the back of the skull. There was so much blood. It gets kind of hazy for me after that.

Holden repeatedly beat her until she was gone. With the help of the others, he dumped her body overboard. Her clothes still remained on the boat as we headed back to shore. We tossed all of them away except for her undergarments, which, as you know, were planted aboard your boat.

When we returned to the marina, we cleaned Holden’s father’s boat and collaborated on the story we would tell the police. Sarah’s bicycle was still in the back of Holden's truck, which we disposed of later by throwing it in a dumpster behind the Mega Mart.

I hope this letter will bring you some sense of vindication. I plan on contacting the authorities and will turn myself in. I know there's nothing I can do or say that will take away the lost years of your life, but I do ask for your forgiveness. I hope the best years of your life are ahead of you.

Sincerely,

Wesley Oliver.

The letter was signed in blue ballpoint below.

Darrell leaned back with his hands behind his head in a triumphant pose. "What do you think about me now?” He paused. “I think I’ve got a helluva civil rights case against the county and everyone who perjured themselves. If you think I’m rich now, just wait,” he said with a grin.

Lexi smiled, along for the ride.
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“Let’s get a handwriting expert to determine the authenticity of this,” the sheriff said after he read Wesley’s letter.

We had congregated in his office.

"The case needs to be reopened," I said.

"Once it's authenticated, I will take it to the state’s attorney."

“An innocent man sat in prison for 15 years. Now, someone is killing the people who put him there. And it's not Darrell.”

"You got any idea who it might be?”

I nodded. "Someone who doesn't want the truth getting out. Wesley was about to come clean and rat everyone out involved. I think the others were starting to get nervous. Some of them may have been considering coming forward and cutting a deal. If Wesley had done it first, it's likely he would have gotten immunity if he agreed to testify against the others.”

"Well, at this point, there are only two people it could be. I suggest you get on top of that ASAP."

"We're on it," I said.

“I’ll see if I can track down that boat. It’s been 15 years, but it’s worth a shot.”

We left his office and talked to Denise at her desk. She pulled background on Holden. He lived on the 26th floor of the Nautilus.

JD and I left the station and zipped across the island to the luxury high-rise. Jack pulled up to the valet, and the kid grabbed his door. JD slid a few bills into his palm, and we hurried to the door. The concierge buzzed us in, and we headed up to the 26th floor. Holden’s trust fund had taken care of him.

I rang the video doorbell and waited for a response.

Holden’s voice crackled through a moment later. “Can I help you?”

“Yes, you can. It’s Deputies Wild and Donovan. We’ve met before.”

“I know who you are. What do you want?”

“We got a lead in the case, and we think you might be able to help.”

Holden was silent for a moment. "Sure. Anything I can do to help law enforcement. I'll be right there."

The line crackled with static as he disconnected. Footsteps shuffled down the foyer a moment later. Holden flipped the deadbolt, then pulled open the door. His cautious eyes flicked between the two of us. "What can I do for you?"

I held a folded copy of Wesley's confession in my hand. I didn't play the card yet. "I know it was a long time ago, but I was wondering if you could walk me through the day that Sarah disappeared."

Holden's jaw tightened, and he swallowed. "I don't see what that matters now. They let that scumbag out of jail. It's not like you can put him back in, right?"

I chuckled. "No. That would be double jeopardy. You can't be tried twice for the same crime.”

Holden took a deep breath. "Well, let me see. I was out with my friends. We went to the marina that day. We took my father's boat out. That's when we saw Sarah aboard Darrell's boat."

"As you were leaving that afternoon?”

"Yeah."

"Do you recall who was with you?”

"Yeah. It was me, Wesley, Ian, Cameron, and Landon.”

"That's it. Nobody else."

"No.”

"What happened when you were out on the water?"

Holden shrugged. "I don't know. We just drank and had a good time."

"Are you sure Sarah wasn't with you?"

His face went stiff, and the color drained. "No. I just told you. The last time I saw Sarah, she was aboard Darrell's boat.”

"That’s interesting. That’s not what Wesley says.”

Holden's brow knitted with confusion. "Wesley is dead. He's not saying anything."

I handed him the copy. "It looks like he’s speaking from beyond the grave. It's funny how the dead have a habit of doing that sometimes."

Holden's eyes rounded as he began reading. He tried to contain his emotions, but a mix of rage and panic filled his eyes.

JD and I shared a look. Holden's involuntary reaction had confirmed everything Wesley had said. That alone didn’t mean anything in a court of law, but it was enough for me to know the truth.

The page fluttered in his hand as he neared the end. The wheels turned behind his eyes. He stared at the page for a moment, trying to formulate his story. Holden was quick on his feet, as most sociopaths are. He had an answer for just about everything. He handed the page back to me. "This is absolute nonsense. Wesley has rotted his brain with drugs and alcohol over the last 15 years. I don't know what he was trying to accomplish with this, but it's a complete fabrication. You can't take this seriously."

"Don't you find it odd that he sends this confession, then dies of an overdose a day later?"

"Proof that he was using and out of his mind. Wesley had mental issues. He suffered from depression for years. He was paranoid and had delusions. You can't possibly buy into this?"

“I think someone helped Wesley overdose. Someone who knew he was going to go to the cops. Someone who didn’t know about this letter.” I stared him down as my words hung in the air.

Holden swallowed hard.

I continued, “New evidence has come to light that corroborates Wesley's account."

Panic filled his face again. “What new evidence?”
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“How about giving us a DNA sample? It would let us rule you out.”

Holden scoffed. “Why would you need that?”

“There are two distinct sets of DNA in Sarah’s panties. Neither matched Darrell York.”

“So? Maybe she had consensual sex prior to being assaulted by Darrell.”

“Come on,” I said. “Your friend admitted to it.”

“Wesley was clearly out of his mind when he wrote that!”

This is where I stretched the truth a bit. “If it’s a fallacy, then why does Landon’s DNA match?”

That hung there for a moment, and Holden’s face grew even paler. “If you have any more questions, you can talk to my attorney.”

Holden stepped back, closed the door, and latched the deadbolt.

We walked back down the hallway toward the elevator.

JD muttered, "I do believe that guy is shitting in his pants right about now."

I called Brenda and asked her to test Landon's DNA against the DNA evidence in the Sarah Sweet case. There was a good chance my bluff wasn't a bluff at all.

The evidence would have to be transferred to the crime lab. I asked for a rush job.

We took the elevator down to the lobby, stepped outside, and the valet pulled around the Porsche.

Storm clouds brewed on the horizon. It was about to get ugly.

We hopped in and sped over to the law offices of Sterling, Hartwell, and Harrison, LLP. The firm was located in Stratton Plaza. JD parked the car. We climbed out and strolled through the lobby, then took the elevator up to the third floor.

We stepped through the floor-to-ceiling glass doors into a small lobby that had a comfortable couch, a flatscreen display, a coffeemaker, and a mini fridge with bottled water.

The receptionist greeted us with a smile. "How can I help you, gentlemen, today?"

I flashed my badge. “We’re here to see Ian Harrison."

“Do you have an appointment?" she asked.

"It's urgent. I think he’ll want to speak to us.”

The receptionist dialed his extension. "Mr. Harrison, two deputies are here to see you. They say it's urgent." She paused and listened intently to his response. "I'll tell them." She hung up the phone, then addressed me. "He's just down the hall," she said, pointing, "Last door on the right."

I smiled with appreciation, and we walked past the desk and down the hall, moving past other offices that had ocean views.

We reached Ian's office, and I knocked on the door, which was open.

He sat behind his desk on a phone call, the floor-to-ceiling windows offering a view of the teal waves beyond. He waved us in and got off the phone. “I’ll call you back.”

The office was nice and stylish. Leather-bound legal tomes lined bookshelves. There was a couch, a coffee table, chairs, and a flatscreen display mounted to the wall. A minibar with soda, bottled water, and snacks provided in-meeting refreshments.

Ian stood up and extended his hand across the desk. "Gentlemen, I’d say it’s a pleasure to see you again, but I suppose the circumstances aren't exactly joyful."

We shook hands.

"Please, have a seat," he said, offering the chairs across the desk from him.

We obliged.

"Working late?”

"Work never ends," he said with a smile. "What can I do for you?”

He sat down and leaned back against his chair.

This was an upscale office that catered to upscale clients. A small boutique firm that handled corporate elite in matters involving insider trading, wire fraud, tax evasion, SEC investigations, FINRA compliance violations, and crisis management issues.

"I'm not sure if you're aware, but Landon Walsh was killed earlier today," I said.

I surveyed him carefully as a solemn frown tugged his face. "Terrible news. My wife called earlier to let me know." He shook his head. "I just got off the phone with a friend, talking about it. We’re all in shock. Please tell me you have some leads. Is this connected to Cameron’s shooting? Should I be concerned?"

"I think you should be very concerned," I said.

Momentary panic filled his eyes. "What do you think the connection is?"

"I think you know what the connection is."

Ian's nervous eyes flicked between the two of us. "I'm sorry, I don't follow. You think this is connected to the Sarah Sweet case?"

There was no doubt in my mind that he’d just gotten off the phone with Holden. He knew exactly why we were here. But he was playing dumb.

I slid the copy of Wesley’s letter across the desk to him.

Ian looked at it for a moment with trepidation, then back at me. Then he picked up the letter. He unfolded it and skimmed through, but he already knew what it said. "Wesley clearly wasn’t in his right mind when he wrote this.”

"Funny, that's what Holden said.”

"The case is closed."

"The case is being reopened.”

His face tightened. "You would need substantially more evidence than this to bring charges. With Wesley's history of drug use and mental instability, this will get tossed. Hearsay. How do we know it's even authentic?”

"Once that gets authenticated, and I believe it will, it will be admissible hearsay, since Wesley is deceased and cannot testify. It could be considered a dying declaration.”

Ian tried to hide his displeasure. He knew I was right.

"Imagine the fallout if that letter should get leaked to the press," I said. "Your career is over. So is Holden’s. He can kiss that TV deal goodbye.”

"Is that a threat, Deputy?"

I ignored him. "You know what I think? I think one of you found out Wesley was going to come clean. You knew he was going to pull the rest of you down. He had to be eliminated. Easy enough. A simple overdose would solve the problem. Nobody would look into it. Nobody would think twice about a junkie dying after coming out of rehab."

Recognition flashed in Ian's eyes.

"But then there were unintended repercussions." I had put all the pieces together. "Wesley had confessed to his therapist. She was the only other person on Earth who knew. She had to be dealt with. What if she violated her oath? A long shot, but a risk. Now you, as a lawyer, know that she can’t violate her professional ethics. Just like you have an attorney-client privilege. Someone like Holden, on the other hand, might let paranoia get the best of him.”

Ian knew where I was going with this. It was obvious by the look on his face.

"I think Holden killed Cameron and Landon,” I said. “I think you're next on the list. If you disagree, you're just lying to yourself. Right now, you're the only other person who can testify against him. You're the only person who was on that boat and knows exactly what happened to Sarah Sweet.” I let it hang there for a moment. "If you're smart, and I think that you are, you'll realize this is an opportunity to make a deal. Come clean, testify against Holden, and let the truth come out. The family deserves that. Sarah deserves that."

Ian stared at me with those sharp eyes for a moment, contemplating his next move. "That is quite the imaginative story, Deputy. I think that would make a fascinating episode on a crime scene drama, but it's just not reality. If you'll excuse me, gentlemen, I’ve got work to do.” He pushed the letter back across the table.

"You can keep that," I said. “There's more where that came from. By the way, I will be back with a court order to compel your DNA. Right now, you should be asking yourself, what are the odds your DNA shows up in Sarah Sweet’s panties? I think the odds are pretty high.” I shrugged. "Something to think about."

We pushed the chairs away from his desk and stood up. Ian looked unsettled as we turned and walked for the door.

I shared a grin with JD as we walked down the hall toward the reception area. We both enjoyed turning up the heat on these scumbags. With any luck, they'd be cooked pretty soon.

We left the building and walked across the parking lot to the Porsche. My phone buzzed with a call from the sheriff. I swiped the screen and held the device to my ear. The sheriff barked, “How the hell did she get that letter!”

He was not a happy camper.

“Who?”

“You know damn good and well who.”

“Paris? I didn’t give it to her.”

“Well, it’s all over the damn news now. You think that’s going to taint a potential jury pool!”

“I had nothing to do with it.”

Then we both said in unison, “Darrell.”

I sighed. “Well, can you blame him? He wants everyone to know he’s innocent.”

That leak to the press set quite a few things in motion.
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Teagan greeted us with that delightful smile when we hit the barstools at Diver Down. It had been a crazy day, and it wasn’t over yet.

We scanned menus as we watched the flatscreen behind the bar. Paris did what she does best—stir things up. She and her crew had camped out at Ian's house and accosted him as he pulled into the driveway.

Lightning flashed, and cold rain poured down. Thunder boomed.

The camera closed in. Ian tried to shield his face as he marched toward the front door, carrying a briefcase.

Paris shouted questions. "What's your involvement in the death of Sarah Sweet?"

Ian didn't answer.

"Is there any truth to Wesley's confession?”

Ian said nothing.

"Did you rape and murder Sarah Sweet?”

Ian’s wife looked out the window as he marched across the lawn.

Camera crews haunted him.

Ian made it to the front door, pushed it open, and stepped inside.

Paris moved in front of the lens. "A shocking confession by Wesley Oliver. You just saw a visibly distraught Ian Harrison avoid all questions. Implicated in the death of Sarah Sweet along with Holden Ellington, Darrell York may finally get the vindication he deserves. I’m Paris Delaney, and you heard it from me first.”

JD and I watched with glee as the pressure kept building. With any luck, these guys would crack.

We looked over the menu, then ordered dinner. Jack went with the lobster tail, and so did I. We chowed down and filled our bellies, washing it all down with Wild Fury whiskey.

It was about 30 minutes later when a breaking news segment cut to Paris as Ian stepped onto his porch. The cameras rushed in. Microphones drew near. He read from a prepared statement, denouncing Wesley’s confession as that of a drug-addled mind. He went on to maintain his innocence.

The reporters shouted questions when he finished, but Ian didn’t stick around. He stepped back inside. His statement only fueled further speculation.

Isabella had been monitoring Ian’s and Holden’s calls. It wouldn’t be admissible, but it gave added insight. She texted me an audio file of a call between the two. [You’re going to want to hear this.]

I played the recording, and Jack listened.

“What the fuck, man?” Holden barked, panic in his voice.

“Just relax,” Ian said. “I’m working on this.”

“Relax? How am I supposed to relax? Wes fucked us. He totally fucked us.”

“I told you, I’m handling it.”

“They’re gonna test that DNA. It’s going to come back to us.”

“First, they need to get a warrant to compel samples. And even if they do. They’re not going to be able to match the DNA. I’ve taken care of that.”

“How?”

“Don’t ask questions. It’s better if you don’t know. Let’s just say someone owes me a favor.”

“You’re solid on this?”

“Yes. Just keep your mouth shut and deny till death.”

Holden breathed a relieved breath. “I’m counting on you, man.”

“When have I ever let you down?”

“Keep me posted,” Holden said.

The recording ended, and I dialed the sheriff.

"We've got a problem," I said, then updated him on the situation. “I don’t think that evidence is secure.”

The sheriff groaned. "I'll call you back. I'm going to check on this right now.”

Daniels ended the call, and we waited at the bar, nerves bristling with anticipation. This whole case could go up in smoke if somebody got to that evidence.

About ten minutes later, the sheriff called me back. "That evidence was picked up less than an hour ago by a sworn civilian courier to take it to the crime lab for a rush job. He had all the proper paperwork. Guy’s name is Zach Slater.”

"Where is Slater now?”

”I’m about to call the regional crime lab and find out. I’ll keep you posted.”

Dread twisted my stomach. Maybe Slater was Ian's guy on the inside who owed him a favor.
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It was about an hour later when the sheriff called back. "You want the good news or the bad news?"

"Just the good news, please. I've had enough bad news recently."

"The crime lab received the evidence. It was sealed and didn't appear to be tampered with.”

I breathed a sigh of relief.

"Don't get too excited. When the lab tech opened the bag containing the panties, he noticed a faint odor of bleach.”

My heart sank.

"Somebody got to that evidence. It's likely that any DNA that remained on that fabric has been degraded. It seems like Ian accomplished his mission.”

"Where is Slater now?”

"I sent a patrol unit to his residence to pick him up. They have him in custody. I'm sure you want to have a talk with him.”

"Absolutely!” I said. “Check all the logs in the property department. See if anyone else accessed that evidence. We'll be there shortly."

I ended the call and told JD. We said goodbye to Teagan, hopped off the barstools, and hustled across the parking lot to the Porsche.

By the time we got to the station, Slater was in an interrogation room. We chatted with the sheriff in a hallway before questioning the courier.

“The property clerk said no one had direct access to the evidence lockers during her shift, except for her,” Daniels said. “Oddly enough, the camera went down,” he added with a suspicious expression. “There’s no footage from the last several hours. I’ve got Crenshaw looking into it.”

“I want to talk to the clerk.”

“We did have a power surge during the storm this afternoon that could have knocked the camera offline.”

I frowned.

“Find out if this asshole had any involvement,” Daniels said with a sour face.

JD and I stepped into the interrogation room and took a seat across the table from Zach. He was in his late 20s with short brown hair, thick eyebrows, and dark eyes. He carried a little more weight than he would have liked, and his black polo shirt clung snugly around his belly.

I flashed my badge and made introductions.

Zach wasn’t cuffed. He wasn’t under arrest yet. He raised his hands innocently. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but that evidence was sealed when I picked it up, and sealed when I dropped it off. I’ve been working for the lab for five years and never had a problem.”

"You picked up the evidence this evening. But it didn't get to the lab until over an hour later. It doesn’t take that long to get to the lab. Can you account for the discrepancy?"

"I was hungry. I stopped and got something to eat.”

"Where at?"

"Big Tony's. It's the best pizza in town.”

That much was true.

"Look, I didn't do anything,” Zach said. “I don't have a dog in this fight. I told you, I've been shuttling evidence around for the county for the last five years. Never an incident. Never a problem. I like my job. It's not hard. Why would I want to screw that up?"

"Do you know Ian Harrison?”

His face wrinkled. "No. Never heard of the guy."

"You know, we’re going to pull phone records, dig into your background, your bank accounts, everything. Investigators are going to crawl so far up your ass⁠—"

He laughed. "This is outrageous. I didn't do anything." He paused. "How long has that evidence been sitting there? By the dates on that evidence bag, it hadn’t been touched in 15 years. Maybe somebody got to it a long time ago."

"Then why did the lab tech smell bleach when she opened the bag?”

"You guys searched my van, right? Did you find any bleach? Did you find anything?"

I frowned and didn't respond. Deputies had gone over the van and his personal vehicle when he was brought in for questioning.

"Am I free to go?”

I reluctantly nodded. We didn't have anything to hold him on.

He stood up and marched away from the table. A guard buzzed us out, and we followed him into the hallway.

JD and I moved to the next interrogation room and spoke with the property clerk. Deputy Simmons sat at the table in uniform, waiting for us. It was an unusual sight.

"I know this is all part of the process, but you don't really think that I had anything to do with this, do you?” Peggy said.

She was a slightly frumpy brunette with dark eyes, curly dark hair that hung above her shoulders, and a round face.

"Just procedure," I assured. "What time did you come on shift?”

"3 o'clock. I get off at 11:00 PM."

"Did anyone else access the property department at that time?”

"No.”

"Did you leave the property department at all during your shift?”

"Around 6 o'clock, I left and got something to eat."

"How long were you gone?”

She shrugged. "15, maybe 20 minutes."

I shared a look with JD. It was enough time for someone to get in there and potentially do some damage. The power surge knocked the system offline at 5:20 PM. The cameras went down, and the logs stopped recording entries and exits to the property department. There was no record of Peggy leaving to grab dinner. There was no record of her return.

The standard procedure was for all evidence to be logged with the property clerk, who would then store it. A strict chain of custody was kept, logging everyone who handled a particular piece of evidence. Date and time of access were noted.

Somebody tampered with the evidence, but at this point, it was impossible to say who or when.

I called Isabella and had her run background on both of our suspects. I asked her to do a deep dive into their phone records and bank accounts. A phone call to or from Ian would be damning.

Isabella told me she’d get back with me shortly.
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"I've gone through all the call logs for Zach and Deputy Simmons,” Isabella said. “There is nothing from Ian. If he did contact either one of them, I'm sure he used some kind of encrypted messaging app.”

I thanked her for the update. Isabella said she'd keep working on it.

We left the station and met the guys in the band at Red November for a few drinks. The cold weather kept people indoors. The patio at every bar was empty. Nobody swam in the outdoor pool at Tide Pool. Nobody swam in the indoor pool for that matter, either. Temperatures weren’t Arctic yet, but everyone was bundled up.

A lot of the tourists had left. This wasn't exactly fun-in-the-sun weather. They came down here to escape the winter wonderland up North. It wasn’t Chicago cold, but it certainly wasn't bikini weather.

The evening was pretty relaxed. There was no after party aboard the boat. I didn’t feel much like celebrating. The case against Ian and Holden had evaporated. Wesley’s letter was the only piece of evidence we had, and that certainly wasn't enough to convict. Not without some kind of corroborating evidence.

I got a phone call the next morning from an unknown number. I swiped the screen and held the phone to my ear. "This is Deputy Wild.”

"Hi, my name is Tonya Avery. I’m a counselor at the high school.”

"Hi Tonya, what can I do for you?"

“I’ve been following the Ivy Rourke case. I can't seem to get it out of my mind. She was such a sweet girl. Terrible what happened with Father Callahan. I hope he gets locked away for a long time.”

“He’s not going to see daylight anytime soon.”

“Do you really think he had gang members do a drive-by just to clean up his mess?”

“That’s looking like a plausible theory at the moment. But we have nothing to back that up.”

“This has probably nothing to do with anything, but I thought I should tell someone.”

"What is it?"

"I'm sure you're aware of this, but the FBI stopped by the school the week before Ivy was murdered. I'm not quite sure what they wanted. They pulled her out of class. Like I said, I don't know if that means anything. And if you’re convinced you’ve already got your man, you can ignore this.”

I wasn’t convinced of anything. "You don't know why the FBI wanted to talk to her?”

"No. Of course, there was a lot of speculation and gossip among the kids. It was the talk of the school for a minute. Then, they were on to something else. You know how attention spans are these days.”

"What kind of speculation?”

"These kids have wild imaginations, let me tell you. I heard Ivy was everything from a drug dealer to an international arms smuggler.” She laughed. “Some thought the FBI was going to recruit her because of her computer skills. The former seems outrageous. The latter seems possible. She was very smart. But I always thought recruitment like that was a CIA thing. Then again, I don't really know anything about the CIA, other than what I see on TV and in the movies. I'm sure that has nothing to do with reality."

I laughed. "You never know. There might be a kernel of truth to some of it."

She sighed. "I wish the CIA would recruit me. Sounds so much more interesting than what I do now.”

"Don't sell yourself short. You’re providing valuable counseling to these kids."

"I think it goes in one ear and out the other.”

"Some of them hear it.”

"I appreciate the vote of confidence. Anyway, I hope I'm not disturbing you. I just needed to get that off my chest. I'm sure you get a lot of calls from crazy people with all kinds of theories."

"What's your theory? Can you think of anyone at school who wanted to do her harm?”

“I just figured if the FBI is pulling her out of class to talk to her, maybe she knows something. Maybe that got her killed.” She sighed. “Then again, I do like a good conspiracy.”

I thanked her for the information and told her I’d let her know if her theory panned out. My next call was to the local FBI office to find out if there had been an investigation involving Ivy Rourke. It was a call I didn’t really want to make, after everything we’d been through.
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"Ivy Rourke was not a source or subject in any active investigation," Special Agent Murphy said when I called.

"You wouldn’t tell me if she was, would you?"

"Now, Deputy, you know full well that our agency prides itself on cooperation and transparency with local law enforcement.”

It was total BS. They would absolutely withhold information if it was related to national security, pertained to an ongoing investigation, or if there was a need to protect sources or methods. Plus, I hadn't exactly made friends at the Bureau.

I called Ivy's friend, Casey. She answered after a few rings, "Hello?"

"Casey, this is Deputy Wild.”

"What do you want?" she snapped in a defensive tone.

"I'm told the FBI visited Ivy at school. Did she talk to you about that?"

Casey was silent for a moment. "I don't think I should talk about this on the phone."

That piqued my curiosity. "What's going on?”

After a long pause, she asked, "Do you have Memo?”

It was a secure, encrypted messaging app. Even Isabella had a hard time hacking apps like that. The encryption was end-to-end. Not even the company that ran the servers could access messages between users.

“Yeah.”

"Call me on Memo," she said.

I ended the call, launched the app, and dialed her number. Casey answered after a few rings. This was about as secure as you could get for a commercial application.

"Want to tell me what's going on with the cloak and dagger stuff?"

"Can I trust you?" Casey asked. "You're not with them, are you?"

"With whom?"

"Last week, the FBI came to the school to talk to Ivy. But they weren’t the FBI. They were lying.”

"How do you know?"

"They were trying to scare Ivy. They were security from Valterion Capital. At least that's what Ivy told me."

"Why would security personnel from Valterion Capital pretend to be FBI?”

"Think about it." Casey sounded frazzled. "Mom said they stopped by the house earlier today. Thank God I wasn't there. Said they wanted to ask me questions about Ivy.”

"Where are you now?”

“I'm staying at a friend's house. I'm not going back home. Not after what happened. I'm starting to think they killed Ivy.”

"Why?"

"You promise you're not one of them? How do I know you're really a cop? I mean, you guys certainly don't look like cops. You could be anybody. You could be with the company or some corrupt shadow government agency."

"I think you know we’re cops. But call the sheriff's department and ask for Denise. She’ll vouch for us.”

Casey paused for a moment. "Okay. If you check out, I'll call you back. If not, you'll never see me again.”

She ended the call. Something certainly had her spooked.

I gave JD a look and updated him on the situation, then texted Denise and told her to expect Casey’s call.

Denise texted back: [You’re not going to believe this. Jacob Sweet turned himself in. I guess he saw the news about Wesley’s confession and felt like a total shithead. Confessed to everything.]

I replied: [One less thing I have to worry about.]

Casey called back a few minutes later on the encrypted app. I put it on speakerphone so Jack could hear. "What I’m about to tell you is totally top secret, okay?”

"Casey, we’re trying to help solve your friend’s murder," I said.

After a pause, she said, "You need to talk to Ethan."

"Who's Ethan?”

"A friend of ours. He had a hopeless crush on Ivy. It took a lot to get it out of him, but he just told me they hacked Valterion. That's why they came to visit her at school. That's why they offered her a job."

"A job?" I said with a wrinkled brow.

"They were going to pay her a shit-ton of money. Of course, the job came with a non-disclosure agreement. They wanted to shut her up. She told them to screw off. So, they killed her. It all makes sense now."

"Why? What did Ivy find during the hack?"

"I don't understand it all. Something about the weather. Ethan can explain it better than I can. But you don't think this is natural, do you? The floods, droughts, and cold weather in the Keys. Never in my life has it been this cold here. Never.”

"Where's Ethan?”

"Scared shitless, hiding out. They’ve been by his house, too.”

"Where is he hiding?”

Casey paused. "I don't want to say. I'm not gonna rat him out. Let me call him and see if he's willing to talk to you.”

She ended the call, and we waited for a reply.
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“Were you followed?” Casey asked with nervous eyes that darted around.

We met her at Salt Point Harbor.

“No,” I said, almost amused. “Were you?”

“No. Of course not,” she said with a crinkled brow, like it was a silly question. “I know what I’m doing.”

Casey was, perhaps, a little overconfident in that department. At 17, she had no training.

Her frantic eyes glanced around the parking lot again before leading us down the dock to Ethan. He was hiding out aboard his uncle’s boat.

The Barnacle Palace was a 1969 trawler yacht that had been completely refurbished. With a royal blue hull and an Arctic white wheelhouse, it was in great shape. No bubbling rust. No weathered patina. Clean and seaworthy. I don't know how much money Ethan's uncle had dropped into the recondition, but it wasn't cheap.

As we approached the boat, Ethan stepped onto the side deck from the wheelhouse. His nervous eyes glanced around, then he motioned us aboard.

Ethan was 17 years old with shaggy dark hair, dark eyes, and a slim build. With the starboard side moored against the dock, we climbed over the gunwale. He led us into the wheelhouse, wanting to get out of sight quickly.

There was a small galley with stainless steel countertops, large windows, and all the appliances you might need—a refrigerator, dishwasher, and induction stove. The space had been converted to a small living area with a couch, a U-shaped settee for dining, and a flatscreen display. Forward and up a companionway was the helm station. There were berths and day heads aft. Below deck, the engine room waited for marching orders. With a beam of 5.9 meters and a length overall of 22 meters, the boat was quite spacious. If you liked the old-world aesthetics and could live with its quirky charms, this was a boat that could handle just about anything the sea could throw at it. It had already proven itself in the North Sea before the refurb.

Casey introduced us to Ethan and his uncle Nate. We shook hands and exchanged pleasantries.

Nate was a barrel-chested guy with a bushy beard and curly dark hair. He had a swarthy tan from days in the sun, and he had those crazed, icy eyes of a man who craved adventure.

Ethan shifted, nervous at first. It was understandable. He didn't know us from Adam.

"They're okay," Casey said. "I checked them out. Besides, if they wanted me dead, they could have done it by now."

A stainless steel .45 ACP was holstered on Nate's hip for all to see. I had no doubt the man knew how to use it. He wasn't taking any chances with his nephew.

Ethan moved to the window and looked down the dock again, just to make sure we weren't followed.

The area appeared clear.

I had kept my head on a swivel all the way over here and all through the parking lot. "So, Ethan, you want to tell me what's going on?"

"If I admit to anything, I'm not going to get in trouble, right? I have your word?"

I took a deep breath, then exhaled. "From what Casey tells me, it sounds like you may have illegally accessed a computer network and downloaded proprietary information. You're probably looking at multiple felonies."

His eyes rounded when I said that. He started to say something, but I motioned to stop him.

"That's not my main concern,” I said. “My main concern is to find out who killed Ivy and why. I'm sure if you help us, said indiscretions will be overlooked."

"I haven't admitted to anything," he said.

"Do we need a lawyer for this conversation?" Nate asked, looking out for his nephew.

"Like I said, I'm not interested in building a case against Ethan for hacking a computer system. I'm interested in getting to the truth."

"The truth is really messed up," Ethan said. "You're probably not going to believe it."

"Try me."
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"We started noticing weather anomalies," Ethan said. "We built a program to track global data, then match it against historical precedent. Time after time, we were witnessing statistical impossibilities. Obviously, there have been conspiracy theories for years talking about geoengineering. But they’re not conspiracies. We tracked all the satellite launches by Valterion Capital. As you may or may not be aware, they are a mega-conglomerate with vertical integration across a wide breadth of industries. They own Space Frontier, they own real estate holding companies, and they are heavily invested in agriculture and own huge tracts of farmland. Valterion launched several thousand satellites over the last few years. With the increased number of satellites, we saw a direct correlation to the increase in weather anomalies in a linear fashion. It was clear what was happening, but we needed proof. We tracked all the data from NOAA, NASA, the FCC flight logs, orbital data, you name it. Every major anomaly in the past 18 months occurred within the footprint of their growing constellation of satellites."

"You're saying that Valterion is engaging in weather manipulation?"

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

It sounded fantastical, and I regarded him with a degree of skepticism.

“Valterion is using a combination of cloud seeding with drones, directed energy, and microwave transmission to enhance weather patterns. We have the proof. Schedules, orbital patterns, revenue projections. All of it. It’s crazy.”

I shared a look with Jack.

“How much revenue?” JD asked.

“A lot,” Ethan said with big eyes. “You want to influence oil prices? Create storms in the Gulf. Want to redevelop land? Create a natural disaster, then scoop up property at distressed prices. Want to influence grocery prices, create a drought in crucial farmland. We’re talking pinpoint accuracy, too. Don’t believe me? It’s going to snow here by midnight. Guaranteed. Why? Proof of concept, just to show how powerful their system is.”

“Show who?”

“Have you considered the military applications for this kind of technology? It could wreak havoc on an enemy territory with plausible deniability. “

“The US signed the Environmental Modification Convention,” I said.

Ethan gave me a flat look. “Do you think that really matters? Weather manipulation is a violation of state law. They’re supposed to report all cloud seeding to NOAA, but they don’t. Using this technology to manipulate commodities and real estate is wire fraud and a violation of RICO. Not to mention how they run afoul of environmental regulations. They are essentially engaging in eco-terrorism. But when have these people ever given a shit about the law? I hate to break it to you, but the law only applies to people like you and me. They play by a whole different set of rules. You think all their crony friends in government aren’t in on it?” Ethan scoffed. “They’re riding the gravy train all the way to the bank. As long as Valterion plays ball with the government, they’ll never face prosecution. Are you starting to get the picture now?”

The kid made a good argument.

“And you have proof of all of this?” I said.

“Right here,” he said, pulling a small USB drive from his pocket and brandishing it.

"I’ll talk to the state’s attorney. I'm sure we can work out a deal for immunity.”

Ethan shook his head. "No. Haven't you heard a word I said? You can't stop these people. They're too big. No one will ever go to jail over this. You, me, and everyone else involved will disappear."

I couldn't argue with the kid. He was right. JD and I had experienced the corruption firsthand. Some people were just beyond the law. Beyond prosecution. Beyond justice.

It was about that time when gunshots erupted. A stream of molten copper shattered glass. Bullets whizzed across the wheelhouse. One of them caught Nate in the throat. He clutched at the wound as crimson spurted.

Ethan’s eyes rounded in horror as his uncle fell to the deck.

"Get down!" I shouted.
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Glass rained down as the hail of bullets continued.

Jack attended to Nate and tried to stem the tide of blood, but it was too late. His carotid artery had been severed. He bled out on the deck in a matter of moments.

Tears flowed from Ethan's eyes.

Casey shrieked in horror.

I moved to the hatch that opened to the side deck. Bullets peppered the wheelhouse, popping and pinging off the steel.

I angled my pistol through the hatch and took aim.

Two thugs blasted at the boat with Mac 10s, taking cover behind dock boxes. Their barrels spit fire and death.

Bullets whizzed through the air.

I returned fire, my pistol pounding my palm, ringing my ears.

Smoke wafted.

The tangy scent of retribution drifted from the barrel.

The dock boxes offered a little concealment. Not much cover.

I sent enough copper downrange to give one of the goons a bad day. He fell back against the dock, writhing and moaning until he bled out.

His comrade took off and ran down the dock. He hopped into a black Dominator GT waiting in the parking lot.

With a glance inside the compartment, I said, “Is anyone else hit?”

Casey shook her head, her skin white with fear. Her hands trembled.

Ethan sobbed over his uncle.

JD had already called dispatch for backup. EMTs and paramedics were on the way. The distant sound of sirens warbled.

I stepped out of the wheelhouse and climbed the gunwale to the dock.

Curious neighbors poked their heads out with fearful eyes.

I advanced to the perp, kicked his weapon away, and checked vitals.

The punk was long gone.

He wore a baseball cap backwards. Dark sunglasses shielded his eyes, and a black bandanna covered his face. Dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and a black jacket, he matched the description of the assailants who’d gunned down the Christmas carolers.

I pulled the kid’s bandanna down to get a better look at his face. He was mid-20s with gang tattoos that extended above his collar. I snapped a photo and texted it to Isabella. She would be able to identify him in no time. No doubt he had a criminal record. We could learn his gang affiliations and figure out what crowd he ran with.

There was no doubt in my mind someone at Valterion had hired these thugs to take care of their problem. If Ethan was right, Valterion Capital was protected. But a public scandal could sink their plans and bring down everyone involved. They would stop at nothing to keep that information from getting out. They were willing to kill innocent people. They had proven that much. But I didn't realize just how far they were willing to go.

I was about to find out.

My phone buzzed with a call from an unknown number. It came through on Memo—encrypted and untraceable. “Hello?”

A calm voice filtered through the speaker as I held the phone to my ear. “Deputy Wild. I’m so glad you answered. We have much to discuss.”

“Who is this?”

“That is of little consequence. What matters is what you do next."

That sense of dread filled my stomach. "What do you want?"

"I think you'll find that we both want the same thing. As you are by now aware, certain information has been compromised. Information that is best kept out of the public domain. It seems our initial reaction to this situation was problematic. It could have been handled with much more finesse. I'll admit that and take full responsibility. I should have overseen the process myself. Instead, we hired amateurs to do a professional job. That mistake won't be made again.”

"I’ll ask again. What do you want?"

"This has become more complex than initially envisioned, thanks in no small part to your efforts. Sadly, in a few moments, you will have a terrible decision to make. I don't envy your position.”

That sense of dread grew. “Since you’re in the mood to confess, how about you come down to the station and give me the full story?”

“Don’t be so simplistic, Deputy. You know that’s not going to happen.”

"You're not going to get away with this.”

He laughed. "Yes, I am, and you know it. There really is no other option. You see, the powers that be will demand that I get away with this. What we’ve set in motion is the natural progression of things. There is too much at stake for any other outcome. Once you accept that realization, it will be easier for you." He paused. "I’ve come to the realization that there are two types of problems in the world. Money problems, and everything else. Most problems are money problems. You throw money at them, and they go away. No amount of money, on the other hand, can stave off a terminal disease that science has no cure for. I pride myself on my ability to read people. I wouldn't have gotten this far without that skill. Something tells me that you are not a money problem, am I right?”

"You would be correct," I said.

"Since no amount of money is going to make you go away, I have to resort to other means. It really pains me to do this.”

The sound of sirens drew closer. First responders would be in the parking lot any moment now.

"By now, you are fully aware of our capabilities. At my fingertips is the power to decimate any geographic area that I wish. Large or small. I can operate with pinpoint accuracy if need be.”

“Am I supposed to be impressed?”

“You should be. I think you will soon realize you have no other option but to comply.” He paused. “What you are going to do is hand over the data that Ethan has acquired, along with all copies. Bring him and the girl to Spice Key at midnight, and we can all go about our business as if none of this ever happened.”

“And if I find that objectionable?”

"I feel bad even saying it, but should you fail to comply, something terrible might happen to the Children's Hospital. It could be as simple as a power outage or as devastating as a fire. Perhaps even a bomb planted by some terrorist organization.”

My jaw clenched tight, and my blood boiled. My hands balled into fists. I wanted to reach through the phone and strangle the guy.

"I'm going to find you,” I growled.

The voice laughed. “I’m not hiding. It's not just me you’re up against. You're fighting the system. The system always wins. You're smart enough to know that. You've learned that fact the hard way. Take this as a loss and move on.”

I paused, contemplating my next words.

"Do you think we haven’t been keeping tabs on you? Do you think we don't know what you hold dear? Today, it’s the Children's Hospital. Tomorrow, it could be that lovely bartender you've got working for you. Perhaps that adorable redhead in the department that you’re so fond of. Believe me when I say I can get to everyone and everything that matters to you.”

That hung there in the most unpleasant way.

"If I cooperate, you're just going to kill us all.”

"And if you don't, I'm going to kill a lot more. The choice is yours.” Then he added, "I have use for a man like you. I have just enough leverage over your life. It might be worth keeping you around. You never know.”

If he were smart, he'd kill me at the first opportunity. If I ever got the chance, he was a dead man.

Red and blue lights flashed as patrol units screeched into the parking lot.

“I expect you to keep this conversation between us. Come alone. Just you and your partner. Bring the kids and the data. No need to ruin anyone else’s life. Meet in the clearing at midnight, Deputy,” he said before ending the call.
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The sheriff arrived on the scene. First responders swarmed. Dietrich snapped photos of the deceased. Forensic investigators chronicled the scene. Shell casings littered the dock by the fallen thug.

I pulled the sheriff aside, and we boarded the Barnacle Palace. I brought him below deck, getting out of sight, then caught the sheriff up to speed. I didn't hold anything back. "Just FYI, they’re probably watching us right now. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re monitoring comms and the department radio.”

A grimace tugged his face. "How do you want to play this?"

"I don't think there's a way to evacuate the Children's Hospital between now and midnight. And even if we could move all the critical patients, it would be obvious and might instigate a strike."

The sheriff's jaw tensed.

"If you can quietly do a sweep with the BDU, do it,” I said. ”But I don't want marked patrol cars and bomb squad vehicles outside of the hospital.”

"You’re not considering complying with their demands, are you?"

"I need to buy us as much time as I can.”

Ethan stood atop the companionway, listening. He’d heard everything. The metal steps clanked as he descended below deck.

We both gave him a look.

His eyes were red and puffy, and the sadness had turned to rage. “I've got a way we can screw them. We can bring down the whole operation. This is actually an opportunity.”

We gave him a curious look.

"What's your plan?" I asked.

"Something I've been working on for a while. Ever since we hacked the system and downloaded the data.”

He told me his idea.

"Can you get back into their system?" I asked.

Ethan shook his head. "No, they patched the security flaws. I tried. There's no way back in. The only way to get back in is through a direct terminal or a remote login from a company-issued laptop with the proper encryption keys.”

“How exactly do you plan on getting access?” the sheriff asked.

“If we play this right, they’ll give me access.”

The sheriff’s face wrinkled. “And just how do you think that’s going to happen?”

Ethan told us.

I shared a look with the sheriff, then asked Ethan, "Are you sure this is going to work?"

"Hell yes, it'll work. We can use their paranoia against them." Then he added, “Don’t even think about trying to do this without me.”

Casey joined the party. "That goes for me, too. I'm going with you. You need both of us. If you show up at Spice Key without either one, there won't be a deal.”

"I can't sanction this," the sheriff said.

"A lot of innocent people are going to die if we don't take this opportunity to bring them down,” Ethan said. “They can’t be allowed to move forward with their plans. It would be catastrophic. They will go after anyone and everyone who stands in their way.”

The kid had a point.

I said to the sheriff, "You remember what happened the last time the FBI got involved in something like this? We keep this in-house. Need-to-know only."

"I can't send you out there with two hostages and no backup," Daniels said.

“If it even looks like we’re mobilizing, they may strike the Children's Hospital. There's one way to handle this right now. The kid’s way.”

The sheriff's face tightened. He knew we were between a rock and a hard place. "If this goes south, it will be all of our asses.”

"Then it better not go south," I said. I looked at Ethan one more time. "Are you sure this will work?”

Doubt crept into his eyes. He shrugged. "Yeah. It should. Unless something has changed in their system.”
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The aluminum patrol boat sliced through the midnight swells. The twin outboards roared. The wind was icy. The temperature had fallen dramatically.

Clouds blanketed the sky.

We were on our own. It was hard to say just how deep Valterion’s surveillance of the department was, but none of us were taking any chances. Anything unusual could trigger an attack.

Daniels quietly took some guys from the Bomb Disposal Unit over to the Children's Hospital. In plainclothes with a German Shepherd, they hoped they wouldn't attract attention. I didn't think they'd stumble across a bomb or an improvised explosive device. Valterion wouldn’t use something so crude. A directed energy weapon fired from a satellite would be enough to start a fire. It would look like a lightning strike or a random occurrence.

It took about 45 minutes to reach Spice Key. The small island was only a couple of miles in diameter. Jack manned the helm and circled the island, doing a reconnaissance pass. With IR optics, I scanned the island, looking for activity.

It was deserted.

We’d beaten them to the island, or so it seemed.

Jack ran the boat aground on the soft sand in the bay. With wireless earbuds and an encrypted app, we had secure comms. We did a quick radio check, then I helped Ethan and Casey ashore.

The water was cold, and the wind colder. It was completely surreal. I’d never seen anything like it. The temperature was now 31°.

We marched up the beach, through the underbrush. Jack took off through the dense foliage with a sniper rifle. Decked out in full IR-resistant camouflage, an IR poncho, face paint, and tactical gear, he would provide overwatch for the operation. With any luck, he’d blend in with the scenery.

We also wore IR ponchos to minimize our signature. But over time, the fabric would heat up.

It was just after 11:00 PM.

I took point, moving down the trail, leading Ethan and Casey to the clearing as instructed.

We camped out at the tree line and waited, shivering with gusts of wind that penetrated deep. Nobody was prepared for this kind of weather.

There was an upside—not a solitary mosquito buzzed my ears. At least there was something to be thankful for.

I told Ethan and Casey, "It's not too late to turn back. You can take the boat and go back to Coconut Key. JD and I can handle it.”

Ethan shook his head. "These people have taken everything from me. I want to see it go down in real time. You need me to pull this off.”

I told both of them to hide in the underbrush and wait until I gave the signal to come out. “Don’t move.”

They agreed and scattered in different directions, then made themselves small in the brush.

A few minutes before midnight, the dull thump of rotor blades approached. Moments later, a sleek black helicopter circled the island.

My phone buzzed with a call from an unknown number again. I just barely had a signal out here. I answered the call.

“Deputy Wild,” the familiar voice said. “I’m so glad you could make it. I see your boat. I know you’re here, hiding. Unfortunately, you seem to be under the impression that I will tolerate your shenanigans. I’m not sure what you’re hoping to accomplish. Do you think I’m bluffing? Should I go ahead and destroy the hospital?”

“That won’t be necessary,” I replied, removing the thermal poncho. I stood up and stepped into the meadow.

“Tell your friend with the rifle to put the gun down and show himself. Did you think I wouldn’t have the latest thermal imaging? I think I should be offended. So little respect. Tell the others to come out as well. I'm not playing games with you. Once you've complied, I will touchdown in the meadow, and we can transact our business.”

I radioed JD over our encrypted comms and told him to come out. They clearly had advanced FLIR optics and had seen all of us from the air.

I shouted for Ethan and Casey to join me. Once we had all gathered at the edge of the clearing, the helicopter touched down. The rotor wash bent the high grass, sending a sharp, icy breeze across the meadow. The cargo door slid open, and two goons hopped out with automatic rifles shouldered. They scanned the area, looking for additional threats.

A gentleman in a long, dark trench coat exited a moment later. In his mid-50s, he had a square face, short brown hair that was slicked back, and narrow eyes. He wore a suit and a red tie underneath the trench coat. I recognized him immediately.

Another gentleman in his mid-20s followed him. This guy was bigger. Probably a personal bodyguard. They all had earpieces.

The pilot kept the rotors spinning. The goons kept their weapons aimed at us as Mr. Trenchcoat stepped into the meadow.

We moved toward him and stopped about 20 paces apart.

Mr. Trenchcoat smiled. Frank Macy was the CTO of Valterion and a regular fixture, giving interviews on financial news networks. "I'm so glad you made the right decision. It would break my heart if something happened to those kids.”

"You're a sick man," I said.

My insult bounced off him like it was nothing. "We all have our own unique way of looking at the world. Now, let's get down to business, shall we? Where's the data?"

I nodded to Ethan, and he pulled the thumb drive from his pocket.

The sight of it made Frank smile. He motioned to bring it to him.

Ethan handed me the drive, and I approached Macy. “How do you know there aren’t more copies? How do you know we haven’t disseminated this to every media outlet or put it on the internet?”

“As a general rule, I try to never underestimate the stupidity of the general public. But you’d have to be a fool to think you could do something like that and not suffer repercussions.”

“The more you try to contain this, the farther it will spread.”

Frank laughed again. He had a slight Southern flavor to his voice and the confidence of a man who knew he was untouchable. “You vastly underestimate our capabilities. You think I don’t know everything that was downloaded from our network? You think I don’t have AI crawlers searching the web for that data? You think I haven’t monitored all traffic from your devices? The kid may have that data backed up on a hard drive somewhere, but he hasn’t sent it to anyone over the web. The minute that data shows up anywhere, I’ll be on top of it.”

“You know what a deadman’s switch is,” I said.

He seemed mildly amused. Not the reaction I was going for. “Is this the part where you tell me you’ve made a copy and a colleague will disseminate this information far and wide?”

My eyes narrowed at him, wondering what was up his sleeve. “Something like that.”

“You mean this colleague? The pretty blonde?”

My heart sank as he pulled his phone from a pocket and showed me a video clip of Paris. She was in a dark space, bound at the wrists and ankles, with duct tape over her mouth. Tears streaked her mascara. A thug held a stainless steel 9mm to her head.

“I hate to be the one to tell you, but your deadman switch has been disabled, shall we say. There are a few things that you should be aware of. We will buy off, blackmail, or discredit anyone who stands against us. And if that doesn’t work, we will put them in the ground. Do you understand me?”

I gave a subtle nod.

“I have to hand it to these kids for being dumb enough to think they could make a difference.”

I wanted to smack the smug grin from his face.

“Do you know how easy it is to ruin someone’s reputation these days? A mere allegation of impropriety is usually enough. But it’s not hard to plant incriminating photos on cellphones and computers. Disgusting images of children that could land someone in a federal penitentiary for a long time. There’s no coming back from something like that.” His grin widened. “No. I’m not worried in the slightest. You’re a man with too much to lose. Easy to control. I don’t even have to kill you.”

I glared at him.

Frank held out his hand. “Now, give me the drive. Once I verify the data, we can go our separate ways.”

I handed him the data.

Frank handed it to his assistant, who plugged it into a laptop and scanned the drive.

After a moment, the assistant gave Frank a nod. Everything was in order. It was everything Ethan and Ivy had downloaded from the company servers.

Frank smiled. “See how easy that was?”

My heart thumped. There was no way he was just going to let us walk away, despite his prior monologue.

Snowflakes fluttered down from the heavens. It was the most surreal thing I’d ever seen.

Trenchcoat held out his hands, palms to the sky in a reverent way, and smiled. “Sometimes I feel like God. Then I realize I’m not. God has the capacity to forgive. I do not.” His grin faded, and he commanded his goons, “Kill them all!”

They shouldered their rifles, and fingers drew tight against triggers.

Ethan’s and Casey’s eyes rounded with fear.

“Might not want to do that just yet,” I said.

“And just why is that?”


55




“Because I left a worm in your system the last time I was there,” Ethan said.

Frank’s eyes narrowed with doubt. “That’s not possible. Our system would have detected it. Just like we detected and tracked your intrusion.”

Ethan laughed. “Okay, boss. You got me. I didn’t bury a polymorphic payload inside a dummy config file. Nothing to worry about. It’s not like I set up a heartbeat check where it pings a ghost server every 48. Two missed check-ins and it deploys. I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s not like your satellites will come crashing out of the sky.” Ethan frowned and shook his head. “That would be expensive. Hell of a show, though.”

Ethan had delivered the speech with the right amount of detached snark. It was enough to give Frank pause. His eyes narrowed at the kid, trying to see through his bluff.

“What’s the name of the config file?” Frank asked.

“Why should I tell you?”

“I think that’s obvious. Unless of course you prefer to have your brains splattered all over this nice fresh snow.”

Ethan hesitated a moment. “Default_orbital_123x.cfg.”

Frank nodded to his assistant. “Log onto the server. Find that file.”

The assistant did as instructed. He tapped the keys, his face buried in the screen. The glow illuminated his intense eyes as he searched the system. “Got it!”

“Verify it’s a foreign file,” Frank said.

After a few taps of the keys and swipes of the trackpad, he replied, “That file was copied to this system the day of the intrusion.”

Frank grimaced. “Delete it.”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Ethan said.

Frank glared at him. “Why is that?”

“By all means, if you want to activate it, go ahead.”

“How do we get rid of the worm?” Frank demanded in a low growl, his intense eyes staring into the kid.

“It’s really simple. I can do it with a few keystrokes.”

“Then do it!”

“This is where we renegotiate,” Ethan said.

"You have thousands of satellites in orbit. Expensive. I doubt you have the working capital to replace that. Not to mention the time involved. When those start falling out of the sky, your whole operation will go up in smoke. Your stock will tank. All of those wonderful revenue projections you've made will disappear.”

Frank's face reddened, and his jaw went tight.

"It seems we both have something to lose," Ethan said. "But there's a way that we can all go home happy. I'm going to give you an address to a crypto wallet. You're going to transfer $1 billion. That's not too much to ask considering what's at stake. Let's call it a gentleman's agreement. You transfer the funds, and I will disable the worm. Of course, you promise not to destroy the Children's Hospital or retaliate in any way." Ethan smiled. "We can all go about our lives as though none of this had ever happened."

Frank glared at him. "You're bluffing."

With a concerned look on his face, Frank's assistant said, "No. He's not. The satellites are de-orbiting."

Frank's eyes rounded. "What!?”

"The orbital patterns have changed. Within an hour or two, they will begin to reenter the atmosphere."

"How many?”

"All of them," his assistant said in a grave tone.

Rage boiled on Frank's face. He scowled at Ethan. "You little shit. I'm going to fucking kill you!" he warned as he marched forward.

Ethan took a step back. "I'm the only one who can stop it. Do we have a deal?"

The veins in Frank's forehead bulged. It looked like he was about to explode. There was nothing he could do. He’d lost control of the satellites. His plan to fire a directed energy weapon at the hospital was nullified. The window of opportunity was gone. The shifting orbit of the satellites made anything like that impossible now.

Frank slowly came to the realization he had no other choice. He said to his assistant, "Do it!"

Ethan gave him the address to a crypto wallet. With a few taps on the keys, $1 billion in crypto was transferred to the kid.

Ethan confirmed the transaction on his phone.

"Now, restore control of the satellites, or I swear to God, I'll kill you all right now and everyone you've ever known or loved."

Ethan laughed. "You guys are such dipshits. The logic bomb has already exploded. I’ve got news for you. I never left a worm on your system. It was on the USB drive. The minute you connected to your server, it executed." Ethan shrugged. "Sorry, bro. I don't care what you do to me. This moment is priceless. You and all your crony friends are so entirely fucked right now.”

Frank reached his breaking point. He grabbed the M4 assault rifle from one of the goons and took aim at Ethan. His finger wrapped tight around the trigger.
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This was the opportunity to strike.

JD and I both drew our weapons at the same time. In a flash, I took out Frank, while Jack blasted at the other armed goon.

Muzzle flash flickered from my barrel, and bullets streaked through the air, pelting Frank in the face before he could squeeze the trigger.

The bullets drilled through his brain and blasted out the back of his skull, painting the helicopter with crimson.

Frank fell to the ground as I took aim at the other thug as he drew his pistol. Two more shots hammered against my palm and drilled into his chest with a wet thud. He staggered back against the fuselage, then fell down to the skids.

The pilot didn't want anything to do with this. He adjusted the controls and lifted off the ground.

Frank's assistant shuffled into the craft and pulled the cargo door shut. The craft ascended into the snowy sky. The pilot banked the helicopter around, and I opened fire, trying to put as many bullets into the engine as I could. The thump of rotor blades vanished into the night.

The snow came down heavily now.

I called the sheriff and updated him on the situation. I told him to put a BOLO out on the helicopter and informed him that Paris had been kidnapped. I had no idea where she was being held.

JD and I checked vitals on the dirtbags.

They had all transitioned to the afterlife.

I didn't envy where they were going.

After digging through Frank's coat pocket, I found his cell phone. There wasn't much of his face left, and facial recognition was of no use. Presented with a security screen, I started punching in random six-digit passcodes, starting with the most common combinations. I found his wallet in his pocket and used his date of birth from his driver's license in various permutations. That finally gave me access to the device.

After scrolling through his recent texts, I came across the clip that Paris’s kidnappers had sent him. It was a long shot, but I texted them back: [Let the reporter go. Everything's been taken care of.]

There was no response.

I hoped they hadn't already killed her.

I sent the video clip to Isabella to analyze, along with their cell number to track.

She called me back a few minutes later. “That clip was sent by a burner phone from a warehouse on Commerce Street.”

I called the sheriff and had him send patrol units.

By the time Daniels arrived at Spice Key, there was an inch of snow on the ground, with plenty more on the way.

He told me, “I sent Rawlings and Dempsey to check out the abandoned warehouse. There was nobody there, and no sign of anything.”

I took that to mean no obvious fresh blood. Perhaps Paris was still alive. I tried calling her cell phone, but it went straight to voicemail. That sense of dread knotted my stomach.

Brenda and her crew examined the remains, and Dietrich snapped photos.

By the time we wrapped up on the island, the satellites had de-orbited and were beginning to reenter the atmosphere. They streaked across the stratosphere, burning up on reentry, providing the most wondrous light show. All across the night sky, the satellites blazed with fury, leaving long glowing tales of fire. What a sight to see.
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It was almost morning by the time we returned to the station. We filled out after-action reports. Casey and Ethan gave statements. I may have forgotten to mention the part where Frank transferred $1 billion to the kid’s crypto wallet. Everybody else forgot, too.

I asked Ethan what he was going to do with the money.

"Something good," he said. "I'm thinking a decentralized, open-source accountability project. An advanced system that monitors and roots out corruption, exposes backdoor deals, seeks the truth. Maximum accountability.”

I smiled. "Sounds like you're on the right track."

I arranged for deputies to take Casey and Ethan back home. They were safe now, at least until they exposed the corruption of another megacorporation or government agency.

My phone buzzed with a call from Paris.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Oh. My. God! You are not going to believe what just happened to me.”

I breathed a relieved breath upon hearing her voice. “I can believe it. We’ve been trying to find you. Where are you?”

"These jackasses dropped me off in Jamaica Village with a bag over my head and my wrists tied. I thought they were going to kill me. I managed to get the bag off my head. But let me tell you, that's not a place I want to be after dark. I'm scared out of my mind, hustling through the streets, when I get surrounded by these guys. You can imagine what's going through my brain. One of them pulls out a knife, and I'm thinking, great. This is it. This is how I’m gonna go out—violated and abused, then stabbed to death. Then one of them says, Hey, you’re that chick on TV. I say, yes. I'm doing a story. I'm trying to see if anyone will help me. Do you think you could untie me? They all looked around and said, I don't see no cameras. The cameras are hidden, I said. To my shock and great relief, they cut me loose. I'm in a Zoomber heading back to my apartment right now.”

Zoomber was a popular ridesharing app.

"Thank God you're okay," I said.

"Can you identify the guys that grabbed you?"

"No. They all wore masks.”

"Did you see any identifiable marks or tattoos?”

“No.”

"When you feel like it, come down to the station and make a report."

"What good is that going to do?”

"Can't hurt.”

"Well, I'm going to burn these guys down to the ground. I'm going to go live with the data you gave me at the first opportunity."

"I think that's a great idea. But we don't have to worry about Frank Macy anymore." I told her the story.

"I definitely want to interview those kids. I'm just pissed that I didn't have a camera crew to catch the satellites falling out of the sky."

"Don't worry. I'm sure every other network got it."

She sighed. "You sure know how to make a girl feel good."

"Are you sure you’re okay?"

"Yeah. A little frazzled but not too roughed up. My virtue is still intact."

I chuckled. “That's good to hear.”

Paris was almost home. She told me she’d be in touch later and ended the call.

By the time we got back to the Avventura, I was ready to fall into bed.

I slept for a few hours, but not nearly long enough. By the time I woke, Paris had broken the story. It spread like wildfire across the internet and was picked up by the national media. The FBI, DOJ, DHS, FAA, the SEC, and multiple other three-letter agencies opened investigations.

There would be class-action lawsuits and congressional investigations. Subpoenas would be issued for every major player at Valterion Capital. Would any of the real players go to jail? Probably not. But we’d done our part.

The shooter on the dock at Salt Point had been ID’d as Darius Malcolm. He’d had priors for petty theft, battery, and possession, and had known gang affiliations. He’d gotten popped on the theft charge with Jalen Reynolds and Terrance William Wilson—Jay Dub’s little brother. You didn’t need to be a brain surgeon to put it all together.

I’d deal with them later, but first, I had one more trick up my sleeve. It was a long shot, but worth a try. We just had one small problem.

The island was covered with snow. Completely unreal. Without any further manipulation, it wouldn’t last long, but the city was at a standstill. Without the infrastructure to deal with it, the roads were hazardous. There had been 50 fender benders across the island since last night. The city had no plows, no way to salt the roads. Many of the people here had never driven in snow before.

Fortunately, we had the Revenant. The XTV could handle anything.

After a late breakfast, we climbed into the beast and set out to find Ian Harrison. With the island virtually shut down, there wasn’t much traffic out. We passed a few cars that had mishaps along the way. Some had slid off the road into parked cars, telephone poles, and ditches. There they would remain until the roadways were clear.
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The Revenant handled the snow like it was nothing. We parked in front of Ian’s house and plodded up the snow-covered walkway. Snow still fluttered down. My breath fogged the air.

JD and I were bundled up well.

I rang the video doorbell.

Ian responded a moment later, his voice filtering through. "Gentlemen, I have nothing further to say to you. If you have any additional questions, you can talk to my attorney.”

"That's okay,” I said. “You don't have to say anything. I don't have any questions. I’ve figured it all out. But I think you'll want to know what I have to say.”

He didn’t disconnect.

"Look, I don't know if you got to Zach or someone else in the department. Maybe someone in the lab. It wouldn't surprise me. You've got a lot of contacts as a defense attorney. Expert witnesses. Couriers don't make a lot of money. It doesn't really matter. When we turn up the heat, how long do you think it's going to be before whoever you paid to tamper with the evidence rats you out?”

He was silent for a long moment. "I think you've made some kind of mistake. I didn't pay anybody to tamper with any evidence."

"You really should keep quiet. Talking right now is not in your best interest. Just listen for a minute."

That threw him for a loop. Ian wasn't used to that kind of advice coming from a cop. But you had to play a different kind of game with lawyers.

"I hope you get your money back, because they didn't get the job done," I said. "Oh sure, they tried to bleach the panties. A small syringe filled with bleach was injected into the bag at the seam. Hard to spot at first. But it's amazing how sensitive modern PCR testing is. Most of the DNA was degraded, but the FDLE lab in Miami was able to identify a unique sequence." I tried not to sound too smug about it when I said, "Have any guesses about who that DNA might belong to?”

It was all bullshit. But Ian didn't know that.

There was another long silence. "I wouldn't begin to have a guess."

"You’ve got a sister, Abigail, right? I guess she's into genealogy, ancestry, that kind of stuff. She submitted DNA to one of those sites to get a full genetic profile.”

The speaker crackled as he disconnected.

I was surprised he listened that long.

JD and I shared a look, sure that was the end of the conversation. But a figure approached the door a moment later. Ian stood on the other side of the door for a moment, then pulled it open after some debate. “What’s my sister got to do with any of this?”

He knew where this was going.

“That site went into bankruptcy, sold its entire genetic library to a third-party data broker, which provides data to state and federal agencies. We were able to get a familial match.”

By that time, the color had drained from Ian's face. His eyes twitched as he thought about it. "If that were true, you'd be here with a warrant, and I'd be in handcuffs."

"How do you know I don't have a warrant in my back pocket?” I stared him down for a long moment. "The noose is tightening. Do you want to be the one hanging from it?”

Ian said nothing, still thinking this whole thing through.

"Holden freaked out,” I said. “He killed Wesley, he killed Cameron, he killed Landon. I know you think you two are close, but the minute he gets a sense that you're going to turn on him, all bets are off.” I paused. "As it stands, you're going to jail. There's no way around it. Holden is going to get off scot-free. Now, if you come to your senses and agree to testify, I'm sure we can work out something favorable.”

After another long pause, Ian asked, “Hypothetically speaking—and this is in no way an admission—what does favorable mean?”

“I can talk to the state’s attorney. In a situation like this, you plead to voluntary manslaughter in the Sarah Sweet case. 5-10, possibly a suspended sentence. Depends on whether you can deliver Holden.”
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At a proffer session with the state’s attorney, Ian spilled the beans.

We sat around the oak table in the conference room in cushy leather chairs.

Nothing Ian said during the session could be used against him. He took the deal for voluntary manslaughter, five years, a suspended sentence. He was getting off light. Maybe too light. But he was our only connection to Holden. He'd be disbarred and would need to find another way to make a living, but that was the least of his worries at this point.

According to Ian, everything went down just as Wesley had said.

"Wes was freaking out," Ian said. "Unraveling. Couldn’t live with the guilt anymore. Said he was gonna come clean and wanted us all to do the same. That just couldn’t happen. Holden paid him a visit, gave him the drugs, and it was just too much for Wesley to resist," Ian said, his eyes filling.

"Were you present when that happened?"

The tears spilled over, and he nodded.

"I need a verbal answer," the state's attorney said.

"Yes.”

"Were you aware of Holden's plans to murder Cameron and Landon?”

"They were all starting to crack. We’d all built lives for ourselves. Nobody wanted to see that go down the drain. Once things started unfolding, both Cameron and Landon expressed concern. Holden didn't have to say anything. I knew what he was thinking. I knew what he was going to do. We never talked about it directly. Maybe I lied to myself and said it was a coincidence. But I knew Holden was responsible for their deaths."

"You’re going to call Holden right now,” I said. “I need you to get him to incriminate himself."

"He is going to know something's up if I'm too obvious about it.”

"So don't be obvious about it.”

Ian dialed Holden. We recorded the call.

Holden answered after a few rings. "Tell me something good."

"It's not exactly what we had hoped for," Ian said.

"What does that mean?”

"It means Zach didn't get the job done."

A frustrated exhale escaped Holden's mouth. "So, what? They’re going to match DNA to us?"

"Eventually."

"Well, that's just fucking great!"

"It wasn't my idea to put the panties on Darrell's boat,” Ian quipped.

"How was I supposed to know that 15 fucking years later that would come back to haunt us?”

"I told you it was a stupid idea at the time."

"Fuck!”

“They're going to connect you to Landon’s and Cameron's murder as well.”

"And just how are they going to do that?"

"Do you still have the gun?"

"I had nothing to do with that."

"Look, don’t bullshit me. We killed Wes for Christ’s sake. You think I don't know you killed Landon and Cameron when they started freaking out? Landon practically had a nervous breakdown at Cameron’s funeral. He called me several times for advice. He was days away from trying to make a deal. I'm surprised you haven't tried to kill me yet.”

"Bro, I wouldn’t do that to you. You're not weak like the others. It's always been you and me, man. Those fucking guys were just along for the ride. They'd sell us out in a heartbeat, and you know it.”

Guilt tormented Ian's face. "Where's the gun?"

“This is a privileged conversation, right?”

“Relax. Nobody’s listening. They’d need a warrant to tap our phones, and they don’t have one yet.”

That seemed to satisfy Holden for the moment. Ian and Holden never had a formal client relationship. Asking casual advice from your lawyer friend over the years wasn’t enough to establish a true relationship.

"I’m going to take the boat out and throw it overboard somewhere," Holden admitted.

"Don't do that.”

"Why not?"

"Give it to me. I'll get rid of it. They’re watching us like hawks right now. The minute you get on the boat, they can board and search for any reason or no reason at all. Is it on the boat now?”

"No. It’s in my apartment.”

"Look, it's only going to be a matter of time before they convince a judge to get a warrant.”

"How long does it take for DNA results to come back?”

"Depends on whether they do a rush job. But the crime lab is so backed up, it could take weeks. I'm coming over now. I'll take the gun and get rid of it.”

Holden was silent for a moment. "Okay. What about the panties? What do we do about that? I can't do time, bro.”

"There's only one thing to do.”

“What’s that?”

“I know a guy. He can… well, look. You don’t want to know.”

“Great,” he snarked. “That worked out so well last time.”

“It will work out this time. I can’t do time either. I have a wife and a kid. I’m already in deep shit as it is. She’s asking me all kinds of fucking questions. This media circus isn’t helping anything. Trust me, I need this to go away as much as you do.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Stop asking questions you don’t want to know the answers to.”

Holden sighed. “Don’t fuck it up.”

“I’m on my way over now. I’ll pull in the main entrance. Meet me out front with the gun. I’ll take care of it. “

“Call me when you’re pulling in.”

“Will do.” Ian ended the call, then looked at us. “Did you get what you needed?“

The state’s attorney smiled. “When you get the gun, we’ll have everything we need to nail that bastard.”
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Holden waited under the carport by the valet stand as we pulled into the parking lot in the Revenant. With tinted windows, he couldn’t see inside, but it did draw his attention for a moment. We pulled through the carport and parked near the service entrance.

Erickson and Faulkner hung out in the back seats.

We had wired Ian up with a small button camera and a mic. It relayed everything back to us, and Jack rigged it up to display on his phone via Bluetooth. We watched the screen. The entire interaction was recorded.

Ian pulled under the carport in his Zuffenhausen Motorwerks Vanguard. Jet black metallic with Bordeaux red leather interior, the 4WD had fat knobby tires and handled the snow pretty well. There wasn’t much ice yet.

The valet sat inside, cozy and warm.

Holden moved to the passenger door and leaned in as Ian rolled the window down. Ian had the heater blasting, and the heated seats cranked. It was toasty warm in the car.

Holden didn't carry anything with him.

Ian looked at him with confusion. "Where is it?"

For an instant, I thought Holden was going to pull the pistol from his waistband and just hand it over in broad daylight. But not even Holden was that stupid.

"I got rid of it."

Ian's eyes widened, the plan going astray.

My jaw clenched with disappointment.

"Where is it?"

"Don't worry about it. Nobody is ever going to find it.”

"As long as you feel comfortable with that.”

"I'll sleep better knowing that I took care of it myself."

Ian gave him a curious look. "What's the matter? You don't trust me?"

Holden stared him down for a long moment.

That was our cue.

Doors flew open. Erickson and Faulkner spilled out of the Revenant, weapons drawn. "Coconut County! Down on the ground! Now!"

Holden froze, his eyes like saucers. He contemplated his next move.

Two more 4x4 patrol units entered the parking lot, lights flashing.

Holden glared at Ian. "You set me up, you fucker!"

Holden didn't have anywhere to go. He spun around and raced back toward the main entrance. He grabbed the door, but it was locked. By the time he got his key card out of his pocket, we had surrounded him.

"Don't move!" Faulkner shouted.

The concierge and the valet inside looked on with bulging eyes.

Holden realized the gig was up. He finally raised his hands in the air as he exhaled a frustrated breath.

Faulkner slapped cuffs on his wrists and read him his rights as he stuffed him into the back of a patrol car.

Ian was cuffed and carted away as well to keep up appearances, but Holden knew he’d been ratted out.

A search of Holden's apartment didn't turn up the weapon. We searched the trash cans and dumpsters on the property, but didn't find the gun. He'd probably tossed it in the marina or buried it in a flower garden or plant box. There was no telling. Maybe he gave it to a friend in the building to hold on to.

With any luck, it would turn up in the next few weeks. But I wasn't holding my breath.

I hopped into Ian’s car and drove it back to the station.

Holden was processed, printed, and put into an interrogation room.

After we filled out paperwork, we paid him a visit.

"Fuck you guys. I'm not saying shit to you. I want to speak with my attorney."

It was the end of the interview. It didn't matter. With Wesley's letter and Ian's testimony, I figured we had enough to get Holden on Wesley's murder. So, maybe he’d only serve one life sentence. It was good enough.

"Nice work," the sheriff said as we stepped back into the hallway.

It was high praise coming from the man.

We left the station, feeling accomplished and headed back to the Avventura for a celebratory cocktail.

The last of the toys we had ordered for the kids arrived. JD and I spent the evening and the next morning wrapping presents.

In the afternoon, with a few inches of snow on the ground and flurries still falling, we headed to the Children's Hospital in the Revenant. Dressed in our holiday costumes, we dealt out the goods. There was nothing more satisfying than seeing a smile on those kids’ faces. It didn't change their situation or take their problems away, but it made them forget for an instant. And that was worth it.

Jonah’s eyes lit up when we stepped into his room and handed him a present.

Jack beamed with pride. Even the cheap beard couldn't hide his grin. "I told you I’d make it snow."

Jonah looked at him with doubtful eyes.

“Better enjoy it, ‘cause it’s not happening again.”

“I want to make a snowman,” Jonah said.

Jack looked to Jonah’s mother, Janet, who sat in a nearby chair with a smile on her face.

“It’s up to the doctors,” she said.

Jasmine said, “I’ll check with Dr. Conroy. Jonah doesn’t have any treatments scheduled today. If he’s not neutropenic and stays bundled up well, he might be able to go out for a few minutes.”

Jonah’s eyes lit up with hope. “Pleas-s-s-s-s-e!!

Jasmine smiled. “I’ll see what I can do.”

She left to find Dr. Conroy.

“Worst-case scenario, we’ll bring the snow inside,” Jack said. “But we’ll have to work quickly!”

Jonah smiled. “I take it back. You’re not a dollar-store Santa.”

“I told you, if you believe, dreams do come true.”

“Okay. Let’s talk about a Lamborghini next year. I really believe.”

We all laughed.

Jonah was serious.

My phone buzzed with a call from the sheriff. I excused myself and stepped into the hallway. “What is it?”

“Well, prosecutors dropped the charges against Holden.”

“Why?” I asked, my jaw about to hit the floor.

“He’s dead. Jacob Sweet shanked him in the pod. I guess we all reap what we sew.”

“I guess so.”

“I know you two are at the Children’s Hospital right now. When you’re done, I’ve got another case for you. This one’s weird. I don’t know what to make of it.”

Ready for more?

The adventure continues with Wild Oblivion!

Join my newsletter and find out what happens next!


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Thanks for taking this incredible journey with me. I’m having such a blast writing about Tyson and JD, and I’ve got plenty more adventures to come. I hope you’ll stick around for the wild ride.

Thanks for all the great reviews and kind words!

If you liked this book, let me know with a review on Amazon.

Thanks for reading!

—Tripp
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