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She had a billion reasons to kill her husband. But I’ll get to that in a minute. First, the fun stuff.

Danger.

Risk of death.

Insanity.

Count me in.

A shot of pure adrenaline to the heart, bypassing the veins.

Pulse-pounding madness. Skin slick with sweat, nerves sizzling, chest heaving for breath. At 160 miles an hour, the rest of the world blurred by. I hugged the tank, minimizing draft. My wrist kept the throttle pinned as I blazed down the straight, streaking past the grandstands and the paddock.

The wind howled through my helmet.

The engine screamed.

The 600cc sportbike might as well have been a cruise missile. A demon that promised thrills and chills and glory, if you had the guts to take it to the limit. Pain and misery if you overshot the limit by a fraction.

I was just trying to hang on.

This was my first club race as a provisional rider. The big red X on my back let everyone else know as much. Avoid the newbie. Avoid any unpleasant entanglements on the asphalt.

I had attended numerous track days in the past, each one becoming more and more addictive. It was a great way to find your limits and become a better rider. Far safer than doing stupid stuff on the street that could put you into a telephone pole or underneath a Super Duty. At least on the track, there are gravel traps and plenty of runoff areas should you make a miscalculation. Putting the bike down is never fun, but with a good helmet and a racing suit with airbags, it’s a lot safer than it used to be.

Despite my newbie status, I was in third place.

I blazed across the line to start the final lap.

All I needed to do was make it around the track one more time and hang onto my position for a podium place.

Not too shabby.

It didn't mean anything. I wasn't going to win any prizes. No cash. Just a nice trophy, some champagne, and the personal satisfaction of making it to the winners’ circle.

No small feat.

This wasn't MotoGP.

These weren’t 1000cc custom-designed sport bikes.

My bike was bone stock. One of the fastest production bikes in its class. I had taped up the mirrors to keep glass from littering the track in case of tragedy, as was the standard on track days.

JD was my makeshift pit crew.

We had a pop-up sunshade, a couple of lawn chairs, tire warmers, tools, a first-aid kit, extra parts, and a cooler full of cold beverages.

I braked hard as I entered the braking zone, then leaned the bike into the first turn, dragging a knee a fraction of a millimeter above the tarmac. I hit the apex, the red and white shoulder blurring by.

My wrist twisted, getting on-throttle coming out of the turn. I made myself one with the bike, reducing draft, and blasted down the short straight into the next turn.

The engine roared.

I gained ground on the second-place rider wearing a black and neon green livery. Her long blonde hair fluttered out of the back of the helmet.

She broke late and went a little wide. It was a dumb screw up for such a seasoned rider. Maybe nerves. It happens. You get in your head so close to the finish. She’d been rock solid up to this point. I’d been looking at her tailpipe for the last several laps, choking on her exhaust.

She had a nice tailpipe.

I took the corner hard, laying it all on the line. Suddenly, second place was in reach. Third-place just didn't seem good enough.

I got on the throttle again, the engine howling. I leaned into the next turn and came up on the inside of neon green. By the time I exited the corner, I had inched out ahead and was in second place.

The first-place rider was a good two seconds ahead of us.

I barreled down the straight with the neon green devil right at my side. I had half a bike-length advantage.

Then the unthinkable happened.

The first-place rider leaned into the turn, and the rear tire lost grip, sliding out from underneath him. He and the bike scraped into the gravel trap, kicking up a plume of dust.

Just like that, in an instant, his shot at glory was over.

This was for all the marbles.

I braked as late as possible, dove hard into the turn, hanging it all out on the chicken strips, rubber and asphalt fusing under the heat.

I made the turn, throttled up coming out, then banked hard left into the next turn, whipsawing from right to left.

The neon demon was right on my tail, catching a draft.

After a series of switchbacks, another small straight, then two more turns, I’d cross the finish line. Victory was mine. I could taste it. Visions of the checkered flag danced in my brain.

The smell of leather, exhaust, and oil filled my nostrils.

My skin dripped with sweat. My tight chest pounded.

The tiny sport camera on my bike caught every second of the heart-stopping action.

After the straight, I braked hard, then leaned into the penultimate corner. I don’t know how the tires held grip. I leaned so hard I was almost horizontal. The sticky rubber did its job.

This was it. One more corner.

That's when it happened.
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The neon demon broke a little too late into the corner. She leaned a little too hard and low-sided the bike, losing grip. She slid right into me, taking the wheels out from under me.

In an instant, we were no longer going around the corner. Caught up with one another, we slid straight into the gravel trap, kicking up dust, crunching across the gravel.

Say goodbye to my right mirror.

My shiny new bike wasn't so shiny and new anymore. At the least, I’d need a new engine cowling on that side.

Crunch.

Scrape.

Snarl.

We finally ground to a halt, along with the bikes.

The fourth-place rider whizzed past us, followed by the pack of 12 other riders.

From first to last in the blink of an eye.

That's racing.

Adrenaline surged, and my pulse pounded. Surprisingly, nothing hurt. That was a good sign.

By the time I started to peel myself off the ground and gather my wits, the neon demon stormed toward me. She pulled off her helmet and shook out her flowing blonde hair, looking like a shampoo commercial in slow motion. At least, that's the way I saw it.

Her face twisted with a scowl, and she shouted at me.

With my helmet and the noise, I didn't really hear what she said. She bitched and moaned and somehow turned it into my fault. I'm not quite sure how she came to that conclusion, since she was the one who lost grip and slid into me.

"You shouldn't even be on this track!" she snarled as I pulled off my helmet.

I couldn’t help but laugh. "You're the one who hit me!"

She glared, huffed, then spun around and marched back to her bike. At 418 pounds, it wasn't an easy thing to lift. She pulled on her helmet, squatted, and tried to right the bike, but it wasn't happening.

I jogged over and lent a hand. Together, we got the bike upright. I held the bike steady for her as she tried to restart it, but she waved me away.

Fine. Whatever.

I jogged back to my bike, got it upright, and fired it up.

The track was clear. The race, over.

The handlebars, cowlings, fairings, and chassis were a bit scuffed. It would need some TLC, but the bike would be fine. I puttered back to the paddock and pulled into the pit. I pulled off my helmet and parked the bike.

Jack was livid. "That's criminal! You had that.”

I shrugged.

"It's part of racing."

"It's bullshit, if you ask me."

We walked around the bike, surveying it for damage. Jack continued to grumble a few obscenities. He was pissed. Perhaps more so than me. It’s hard to watch friends get a raw deal. And JD and I were like brothers. But at the end of the day, it was just a bike, a podium place, and everybody was okay.

We packed up the gear, broke down the tent, and loaded it and the bike into the small enclosed trailer we had rented. Track days weren’t cheap, and this one had gotten more expensive than most.

There were pats on the back and condolences. Compliments on my first outing.

"Better luck next time."

I peeled out of my leathers and was in desperate need of a shower. We decided to grab a quick snack and a drink at the paddock bar, Brolly Dollies. My race was over, but there were several more scheduled.

The bar was packed. Large flatscreen displays captured the on-track action. Forks scraped against plates, and the murmur of conversation filled the air. The menu was full of overpriced pizza, expensive hamburgers, sandwiches, nacho platters, burritos, you name it.

Seabreeze Springs was a state-of-the-art facility with fresh asphalt, private garages for track toys, and luxury condos for those who wanted to be close to the action.

JD and I ambled up to the bar and found a seat.

Off my bike and out of my suit, nobody knew who I was. I didn’t have a number or the big red X on my back. No helmet with a crazy design. I was just an ordinary person.

JD and I both went with the bacon double cheeseburger, a basket of sweet potato fries, and I opted for a cold beer to wash it down. Jack was driving. We’d hitched the trailer to the Wild Fury van. With the logo emblazoned across the side, it was free advertising for the band and Jack's brand of whiskey, which was now just about everywhere on the island.

We sat at the bar, shooting the breeze, watching the race on the flatscreens, already planning for the next club race. It was something that got into your blood quicker than I had anticipated. I could see this becoming a regular, expensive hobby—tires, engine cowlings, a backup bike, leathers. There was no end to the expenses.

A rather jolly fellow took a seat next to us at the bar. He was mid-50s with graying hair, a bit of a belly, and an affable demeanor. He smiled and said to me, "You're Tyson Wild, aren't you?"

I smiled back and said, "I could be. Who wants to know?"

"Bill Wimbley. Wimbley Racing,” he said, extending his hand. “Helluva show you put on today. It's too bad you got clipped on that last corner.”

I shrugged and smiled. “What can you do?”

"I understand this is your first race.”

I nodded.

Bill smirked. "Impressive. Damn impressive.”

"Thank you.”

"I don't see many people ride like that. Most people are tentative. Uncertain. Afraid. The young kids… Fearless. They still bounce. They’ve got too much testosterone and not enough sense. It's the thing that makes them push it to the limit without fear of going over. With a certain level of maturity comes an appropriate sense of caution. That's the downfall of riders as they get older. They make a little money, get a wife, a kid, and responsibilities. Pretty soon, laying it all on the line for a bit of glory doesn't make much sense.”

"Are you saying I lack good judgment?" I teased.

Bill laughed. "I think there's a little bit of crazy in all of us. Especially when we decide to get on something with two wheels and fly down the track at 160 miles an hour, wouldn't you agree?”

I laughed. "Indeed.”

"I find that life is most interesting when lived on the edge. One wrong step. One oversight." He snapped his fingers for dramatic effect. "It's over."

"There are pros and cons to living life at the limit," I said.

Bill smirked again. "How will we know who we are if we don't ever push ourselves to the limit?"

“True.”

"Most people sleepwalk through life, going from one day to the next, repeating the same thing ad infinitum until they step into the grave. I often ask myself, ‘What is it all for? What is the purpose?’”

"Have you found it yet?”

"To make experiences. Create relationships. To leave a mark.”

I couldn't disagree.

He squinted at me and sized me up. "I look at you and I see a man who wants to make a mark.”

With a grin, I said, "How do you know I haven't already done so?"

"I have no doubt you've left several indelible marks in your short time on the planet. But how would you like to make one on the racetrack?"

"I think I left a pretty big skid mark today.”

He laughed. "Fair enough. But I'm talking about a mark on the podium. On the leaderboard.”

I figured I'd indulge Bill for a moment. "I'm listening.”

"How would you like to come and race for me in the 600 class?”

I lifted a curious brow.

"I'll cover the bikes, the pit crew, personal training, everything. We tour the circuit, going around the country. It's not a full-time gig. A dozen races throughout the season. I can't pay a lot, but it's a hell of a lot of fun, you’ll meet a lot of great people, and if you keep riding like that, you’ll have quite a few moments on the podium.”

"Something to consider. My schedule is pretty tight. But I certainly appreciate the offer."

Bill pulled a card from his pocket and slid it across the bar counter. "Give it some thought. My team is doing a practice session in two weeks. Come out, hop on a bike, and see what kind of times you can put on the board. You don't need to bring anything other than your leathers, helmet, and what other personal items you require. I've got everything else covered. Think of it as a free track day. No obligation. See what you can do on a track-tuned bike. Win, lose, or draw, it will be a lot of fun.”

I shared a look with JD. He seemed enthusiastic.

"Sounds like a good time,” I said. “I'm in for a track day.”

Bill smiled. "Excellent. If I'm right about you, you’ve got potential."

"And if you're wrong?"

"Then we both walk away from the day with an interesting experience. No harm, no foul.”

I thanked Bill and shook his hand again.

By that time, our burgers had arrived. Bill left us to eat in peace and continued to mix and mingle throughout the bar. No stranger to the track, Bill was the kind of guy who knew everybody in the paddock.

Jack muttered, "Well, that was interesting.”

"I'll take a free track day,” I said.

We stuffed our bellies, and I washed it all down with a cold brew.

My nemesis pushed into the bar as we were finishing up. As far as nemeses go, she wasn't a bad one. Stunning blue eyes, classic features, full lips, and a svelte little figure that had more curves than the switchbacks on the track. I couldn't stay mad at her for long.

She spotted JD and me, hesitated, then made a beeline for us.

"Uh oh. Here comes trouble," Jack muttered.
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"I'm sorry," the neon demon said with a face that looked like she swallowed kerosene.

"That looked like it hurt to say," I replied.

Her eyes narrowed at me. She bit her tongue, sucked it up, and said in a measured voice, "It was my fault. I came into the corner too hot. You ran a good race." She stared at me for an awkward second, nodded, then spun around and marched in the other direction.

"Hey, wait! I didn't even catch your name. Or should I call you Smash?”

She paused and stood for a long moment.

“How about Skids?”

“More like reckless,” Jack muttered under his breath.

Hot Wheels turned around. With a sneer, she said, "My name is Kendra.”

I smiled.

She didn't.

"I'm Tyson. This is my buddy, JD."

Jack forced a smile and waved.

"Maybe we should exchange numbers in case we need to contact one another," I suggested.

Her face wrinkled with confusion. "Why would we need to contact one another?”

"Well, that way we can keep in touch. You can tell me when you're going to be at the track, so I know which days to avoid," I said with a grin.

I don't think she was amused by my little jab. She flipped me off, spun around, and marched across the bar.

"Smooth move," Jack muttered.

I dismissed him. "Please. She’s totally into me. She can't stay away.”

"Like a magnet, she was drawn to you on the track, right?”

I shrugged. “Could be.”

Jack just shook his head.

We filled our bellies, and I took the last sip of my beer. Jack picked up the tab, and we slid off the barstools.

Hot Wheels sat in a booth, talking to Bill Wimbley. I had a feeling that perhaps she was on one of Wimbley's teams. I couldn't help but chuckle.

JD and I waved to Bill as we walked out. That earned us another sneer from the stunning blonde. Feisty and competitive, she was just my style.

Jack and I pushed outside the bar and made our way back to the parking lot. We hopped into the van, and he cranked up the engine. The day was done and dusted, and it was time to head back to Coconut Key. We listened to good music, talked about the day, went over what worked, what didn't, and discussed the glory that could have been.

There was always next time.

Monday, I would take the bike in for repairs. Sparky had gotten Jack’s Porsche 911 SC in tiptop shape, and he had an affinity for sportbikes. I figured he could get this thing dialed in and recommend a good body shop for the cosmetic repairs.

We pulled into the lot at Diver Down, and Jack found a place to park at the far end, taking up multiple spaces with the trailer. It wasn’t that crowded, and I didn’t expect a rush of business.

We loaded our gear aboard the Avventura, and Buddy greeted us with anticipation. I slid open the glass salon door, knelt down, and petted the little Jack Russell. With a wagging tail, he was eager to hear about our day. I told him we almost won. I don’t think he understood, but he was glad to see us nonetheless. I grabbed Buddy’s leash and took him out for a walk.

After I got back to the boat, I took a shower, chilled out, then JD and I tried to figure out our plans for dinner. I was a little sore here and there from the crash, but nothing I couldn’t manage.

We headed up to Oyster Avenue and grabbed something to eat at the Five Fathoms. Even though there was no victory, it seemed reasonable to celebrate a great performance up until the crash.

Still, last is last. You can't win if you don't finish.

The place was packed, and chatter filled the air. Forks clinked against plates, and ice chimed in glasses. People were dressed to the nines. We were more on the casual side.

Jack went with the ribeye, and I went with the filet mignon, topped with lobster and béarnaise sauce. Sautéed mushrooms and spinach completed the entrée. A nice red wine was the perfect complement to the filet. The steak was seared to perfection and melted in your mouth. Afterward, I topped the meal off with a zesty slice of key lime pie. It was a sugar-infused, tangy explosion of mouthwatering goodness. All things considered, life was pretty good.

I started to relax and unwind. Then the sheriff called. Never a good thing at this time of night.

I swiped the screen and held the device to my ear. "What is it?"

"I need you and that dingbat to get over to Palm Haven.”

“What happened now?”

“That’s what you two are going to figure out.”
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Flickering red and blue lights painted the custom homes of the posh neighborhood. A crowd of curious onlookers had gathered. Paris Delaney and her news crew were on the scene. Her cameraman soaked up the chaos. EMTs, as well as the medical examiner, had arrived. Deputies kept the area secure.

It was almost a quarter till eleven.

Jack found a place to park. We hopped out of the Porsche and ambled across the lawn to the main entrance of the stunning estate. The modern architecture was sleek and elegant. Sharp lines, graceful curves, and fine craftsmanship. Tasteful stone and woodwork. Lots of glass windows and cantilevered structures. John Lautner meets Frank Lloyd Wright. A pedestrian gate opened to a small courtyard with a water wall that trickled soothing ambience into a basin.

We stepped into the foyer, and a deputy pointed us upstairs.

Jack and I climbed the modern, minimalist staircase to the second floor, mindful to avoid the blood drips. We followed the commotion down the hall to the master bedroom. Camera flashes spilled out, bouncing down the corridor as Dietrich snapped photos.

The faint metallic smell of blood lingered in the air.

With what I had seen so far, I knew this wasn't going to be a pretty sight.

JD and I held up at the doorway to the master bedroom and surveyed the scene as forensic investigators marked and chronicled evidence.

A mix of blood splatter and bloody footprints stained the cream carpet around the bed.

The victim lay atop the sheets, naked with multiple stab wounds. From the looks of him, he was mid- to late 60s with gray hair, a square face wrinkled and sagging with age, and a bit of a beer belly. He was a big guy, but all of his muscle tone had diminished over the years. Now he was hairy, saggy, and flabby.

Black Velcro restraints wrapped around his wrists and ankles were secured to the four bedposts. A silk blindfold covered his eyes. A coat of crimson covered his body and stained the bedsheets.

He wasn't just stabbed a couple of times. There were multiple punctures.

Somebody really didn't like this guy.

That typically indicated the killer was known to the victim. Only somebody you knew could make you mad enough to stab them that many times. With a personal connection to the killer, it might make our job a little easier, but there would be nothing easy about this case.

Sitting on the chaise lounge by the glass doors that opened to the terrace, a brunette woman sobbed with her head in her hands. Dressed in a seductive Chinese red silk robe, wearing nothing else, she was covered in blood—her hands, the robe, her face, her deep valley of exposed cleavage.

The deputy standing by her asked a question. She lifted her head from her hands and gave him a quizzical look with those ice-blue eyes. She shrugged and said, "I don't know."

I didn't hear the question.

She was gorgeous. Maybe 25. Straight raven hair, smooth tan skin, and a figure that would make most men salivate.

The sheriff stood with folded arms near the foot of the bed, looking on with a grim face as Brenda hovered over the remains, examining the body.

JD and I joined him, moving across the room with caution, taking care not to contaminate the bloody footprints or other evidence.

A pair of blood-soaked pruning shears lay on the floor beside the bed—clearly the murder weapon.

"Is that…?” JD asked, finally recognizing the victim.

Sheriff Daniels nodded. "This is about to be a media circus.”

I gave a subtle nod to the brunette. "Is that his wife?”

Daniels nodded again.

"Think she killed him?" I whispered.

At first glance, it looked pretty incriminating.

The sheriff shrugged. "I'm counting on you two to figure that out. Don't screw this up. The world's going to be watching.”

“When do we ever screw anything up?” JD said with a straight face.

The sheriff gave him a flat look.

Brock Madison was a legendary football coach who’d taken his team to three Super Bowl championships. Maybe that explains why three of his fingers had been snipped off with the shears and were now lying like breakfast sausages near his hand. Maybe somebody was after the Super Bowl rings. They weren’t on his fingers now.

Brock’s Super Bowl victories were only the beginning for him. After he retired from coaching, he undertook several business ventures and a plethora of endorsements that brought him to billionaire status. Of course, the tabloids had a field day with his divorce and recent marriage to a much younger woman.

I didn’t really keep up with the tabloids.

We stepped across the room to the brunette. I flashed my badge and made introductions. She told me her name was Tiffany, and by the size of the rock on her finger, it was easy to assume that she was the latest Mrs. Madison.

I offered my condolences and said, “I know this is a difficult time. We just need to ask you a few standard questions.”

She looked up at me with weepy eyes and nodded.

“Can you tell me what happened?”
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The sound of the obsidian waves crashing against the shore in the distance filtered in through a terrace door that was slightly ajar. A gentle breeze drifted about the room.

“I had gone to the bathroom,“ Tiffany said.“When I stepped out, somebody hit me in the back of the head. See?” She leaned forward and peeled her hair aside, revealing a bloody, matted section with a gash in her scalp. It looked like she’d been pistol-whipped.

“Have the EMTs taken a look at that?”

“No.”

I nodded to JD. He darted away, found a deputy, and sent him to find an EMT. Once that had been delegated, he returned to join the interview.

“That was the last thing I remembered until I woke up.” Tiffany’s eyes filled, and she wiped away the tears with the back of her hands. In a sob, she said, “He was just lying there, covered in blood, gasping for breath. It sounded like he was drowning.” Her throat tightened up, and she couldn’t speak for a moment. “The shears were stuck in his chest. It was horrible. Absolutely horrible. And I didn’t know what to do. I pulled them out and threw them on the floor. I tried to stop the bleeding, but there was so much blood. I called 911, but by the time the EMTs got here, he was dead.”

She sniffled and sobbed again.

If she killed him, it was a clever excuse why her prints would be on the murder weapon—smarter than denying touching them. Tiffany sounded genuine and convincing. Then again, she could have been a great actress.

I didn’t see any bloody shoe prints on the carpet. But I did see what appeared to be her crimson footprints around the bed, trailing off down the hallway, presumably when she went to the front door to let in emergency responders.

“Do you have any idea who could have done this?“ I asked.

Tiffany shook her head.

“How was your relationship?”

Her brow wrinkled, a little confused by the question. “It was great. I’ve never been happier in my life.”

I shared a subtle glance with Jack.

Tiffany picked up on it. “I know what you’re thinking. He’s more than twice my age. What could we possibly have in common?”

I shrugged innocently. “Standard questions. I have to ask.”

She nodded.“Sorry if I come off as defensive. We’ve received so much scrutiny, and I’ve had to defend my feelings for Brock so many times. It’s frustrating. Love looks different for everybody, and I don’t need to explain myself to anyone.”

“Had you and Brock gotten into any recent arguments?”

She shook her head, and her raven hair swayed. “No. We never fought. We always got along. I’m telling you, he’s the only man I’ve ever been with that understood me. Respected me. Didn’t try to change me. He was so kind and caring. Thoughtful.” She sniffled. “Like, he appreciated everything. Grateful. Stuff guys my age don’t give a second thought about.”

“You know if anything was taken from the house?”

“I haven’t had a chance to look. I hadn’t even thought about it, really.” She glanced around the room.

Expensive jewelry sparkled on the nightstand by the bed. A gold Rolex, a wallet, and a money clip with a fat wad of cash rested atop the dresser. If someone was after cash, they missed the obvious.

“What about enemies?” I asked.

She sighed. “We’re public figures. We’ve got more than our fair share of haters and fans. It could have been anybody.”

“Anybody in particular come to mind?”

“Well, his bitch ex-wife,” Tiffany growled. “But I don’t know if she could have done this. I didn’t see who hit me, but I just got the sense that he was a big guy. I mean, he hit me pretty fucking hard. Excuse my French.”

“What’s his ex-wife’s name?” I asked.

“Celeste. She still goes by Madison.”

“Do you happen to have contact information for her?”

Tiffany shook her head. “No. I have no reason to talk to the bitch.”

“Have you had much personal interaction with her?”

“No. And I’d rather not. She said some pretty hateful things about me in the press and my relationship with Brock. Things I don’t appreciate.”

“Was he married when you two met?”

Her face tightened, and she hesitated for a moment. It told me everything I needed to know. “I’d rather not discuss the details of how Brock and I met or when we began dating.”

I smiled. “Fair enough.”

“If you think I’m some kind of suspect, I’m not. Let’s just get that straight right now. What possible motive would I have to kill my husband?”

I could think of a billion.
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"In my experience, couples fight over money, sex, and infidelity," I said.

"Well, Brock and I had amazing sex. I had no reason to look outside the marriage. As far as money goes, I signed a prenup. This wasn't about the money, and anybody who says it was is a moron. I loved that man," she said, breaking down into sobs again. Her face fell into her hands, and her chest heaved and jerked.

"What about children?" I asked.

"We don't have any, obviously, but Brock had two from a previous marriage. Three actually, but that's a long story.”

"Did you have a good relationship with his kids?"

She scoffed. "No. Obviously, they’re Team Bitch.”

“Do they live here on the island?”

"Yes, they're both grown and fully functioning adults. Maybe I should take the fully functioning part back. Hunter’s a complete fuck up. Hailey’s sweet, but she's a nutcase. I guess both stand to inherit a fortune. I don't recall the details offhand, but I believe the estate will be divided evenly between them.”

I shared another look with Jack.

"I hate to suggest this,” Tiffany said, “but Hunter is big and strong enough to do this. There certainly was no love lost between him and Brock.”

"Why is that?"

"You'd have to ask him, but I think it has to do with the fact that Hunter has never made anything of himself. He had big shoes to fill. From what I'm told, Christian was the golden boy.”

"Christian is deceased?”

She nodded.

My lips tightened with a frown.

"I don't think Brock ever fully got over Christian’s death. I'm sure that affected Hunter. I'm not insensitive to that. He had big shoes to fill. How do you live up to a ghost?"

"How often did Brock see his children?"

Tiffany shrugged. "I'm not sure. Not much. Just when they needed something, everybody becomes a leech, even your own family. I tell you one thing—if you get rich, keep your mouth shut about it. Don’t tell anyone. Act poor. Everybody starts to want something from you. Then they start to think you owe it to them.”

Judging by the surroundings and the fancy cars in the driveway, neither had done a good job of acting poor. I suspected Tiffany didn't really want to act poor either.

"Can you think of anybody else who might have wanted Brock dead? Somebody with a lot of pent-up aggression?"

"How about anybody his team ever played against? Brock denied quite a few teams the possibility of a Super Bowl championship. Plus the fans." She paused. "Honestly, you've got millions of suspects."

She wasn't lying about that.

"I've got no problem showing you the prenup if you want to see it. I want to cooperate fully with your investigation. I want you to find out who killed my husband. I don't care what anybody else says—I loved Brock. I could never do something like this."

"I'd like to see the prenup and the copy of the will, if you have that available."

"I can get it for you. I'm sure it's around here somewhere, and our attorney has a copy."

I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. "Get in touch if you think of anything helpful. We are here anytime, day or night, if you need anything.”

She exhaled a breath. "Thank you. I appreciate that.”

EMTs attended to her.

Jack and I stepped away and rejoined the sheriff. I caught him up to speed.

Jack whispered, "You’ve heard the rumors, haven't you?"

We both looked at him.

"What rumors?" I asked.

"Well, I don’t really want to say right now. But the story of how they met is quite… interesting.”

We tried to be subtle about it, but none of us could help it. We took another casual glance at Tiffany as the medical technician treated the gash in her scalp.

I had a few theories about how Brock might have found himself in the company of such a gorgeous young woman. Tiffany was smoking hot and oozed sexuality. I’m sure when she cleaned up and wasn't covered in fresh blood, she was breathtaking. Right now, she looked like a scream queen in a horror movie.

"I don't care who she is or how they met,” Daniels said. “Just find out who killed Brock Madison.”

The EMTs worked their magic on Tiffany. When they were done, forensic investigators processed her robe and took blood samples from her skin and scalp.

Brenda and her crew transferred the remains to a body bag. From there, they hefted the bag onto a gurney and rolled the deceased out of the bedroom.

Tiffany's eyes spurted tears again, and she sobbed. I told her she’d need to come down to the station and make a full statement again.

"Can I get cleaned up first? Put some clothes on?”

I nodded.

Tiffany left the master and ducked into a guest room down the hall. She slipped into the bathroom and took a shower.

Forensic investigators still worked the master bedroom.

JD and I lingered around and waited for Tiffany. She spent a long time in the shower. I'm sure she was trying to wash away the trauma of it all, but something like that just didn't scrub off.

She cut the shower and fumbled around in the bathroom, toweling off, making herself presentable. I'm sure she didn't have to work too hard. That took another half hour. She finally stepped out, wearing a fresh terrycloth robe. She sauntered down the hall and into the master. The fresh, clean scent of her body wash trailed. Tiffany stepped around the bloodstains and moved into the walk-in closet. She pulled the door shut and got dressed.

JD and I kept waiting.

Tiffany emerged from the closet a few moments later, looking stunning in a slinky black cocktail dress and a pair of high heels. It looked like she was going out for the evening. She hadn’t had time to do her makeup, but Tiffany was a natural beauty. She didn’t need makeup. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail, grabbed a pair of sunglasses and a pink baseball cap, and pulled the brim low. She knew the kind of media onslaught she was about to face. The flashing cameras, the microphones shoved in her face, the loaded questions. She'd been through it all before. But nothing could compare to what she was about to endure.

We escorted her through the house and down the steps, still mindful of the bloodstains.

Tiffany paused and took a breath before she stepped into the courtyard, then strolled out to face the world.

Word had traveled about the incident, and a horde of reporters swarmed. Cameras closed in, just as anticipated. A cascade of blinding flashes ensued, along with an onslaught of questions.

"Is Brock Madison dead?"

"How did he die?"

"Is it true that you killed him?”

Tiffany knew the drill and kept her mouth shut and her head down.

Jack and I escorted her down the walkway to a patrol car and helped her into the backseat. She wasn't under arrest, but it wasn't a good look. The tabloids would have a field day.

I tapped the quarter panel, and the officer pulled away from the curb. He inched through the crowd that had gathered in the street.

"Is Tiffany a suspect?" Paris shouted.

I declined to answer. Instead, I took the opportunity to make a call for witnesses.

JD and I regrouped with the sheriff. Deputies Erickson and Faulkner had canvassed the neighborhood, knocking on doors, but no one had seen or heard anything suspicious. They checked for security camera footage, but didn't turn anything up. No videos of the suspect coming or going.

There were no other bloody footprints in the house besides Tiffany's. Just hers, along with blood drops in the hallway that led from the master bedroom to the grand staircase and down to the foyer.

A smear of blood stained the inside handle of the front door, presumably when Tiffany opened it to let first responders into the house.

JD and I did another once-around the house, looking for signs of forced entry. Other deputies had walked the house, but we thought we'd give it another go just to be sure.

No windows were broken out.

The back door was unlocked.

Someone could have easily just walked in through the back door, made their way up to the master bedroom, and done the devil's business.

The home backed up to the beach. There was a nice infinity pool surrounded by a bar, a stainless steel barbecue grill, and plenty of lounge chairs and tables. It was a perfect place for entertaining. A path led down to the man-made white sand beach. Inky waves crashed against the shore. The killer could have easily slipped away into the night without being seen.

We left the scene and headed back to the station to fill out after-action reports and re-interview Tiffany to see if her story changed. Most liars can’t keep their facts straight over time.

“You know how they met, don’t you?” JD said again.
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“Forbidden Fruit?” I said, guessing.

It was the premier strip club on the island. Brock Madison wouldn’t have been the first to fall under the spell of an alluring young performer. It was easy to fall in lust in a place like that and get confused. Heartbreaks and dreams.

Jack shook his head. “Rumor is she was one of Charlotte Beaumont’s girls.”

Charlotte ran an elite stable of high-end escorts. Her girls were model gorgeous, discreet, and professional. Charlotte had too many high-profile clients to ever worry about getting busted. No matter what judge she might find herself in front of, she had dirt. Powerful people weren’t going to let her go out of business anytime soon.

A simple phone call would reveal the truth.

Is it possible to find true love with an escort? Perhaps. Never say never. But when the client’s worth a billion dollars, the motivations are obvious.

Charlotte answered in that smooth, seductive voice of hers. “Well, hello, Deputy? To what do I owe the pleasure?”

I knew Charlotte from a previous case, and not in the way you’re thinking. I was smart enough to resist her offerings.

“I’m hoping you can help me sort fact from fiction.”

“Fact. It’s been too long since we’ve seen each other. You should stop by and say hello. I’m sure you can find something here to suit your fancy. Complements of the house, of course.”

I chuckled. That’s exactly how she got her hooks into everyone of note on the island. “Sounds tempting. What can you tell me about Tiffany Madison?”

Charlotte hesitated for a moment. “From what I understand, she just suffered a terrible loss.”

“You saw the news.”

“Word travels fast.”

“Was she one of your girls?”

“Now, Deputy. You know I don’t like to gossip.”

“I wouldn’t call this gossip. She either worked for you, or she didn’t.”

“Facts are subjective, aren’t they? We only experience the world through our perception. How do we know our perception isn’t flawed?”

“Cute. Did she or didn’t she?”

“You know I pride myself on discretion. I can neither confirm nor deny any business association with Tiffany Madison. If I had worked with her, I’m sure she would have been my most requested girl.”

“She has a certain allure.”

“Indeed.”

“Do you think she’s capable of murder?”

“Darling, for a billion dollars, I think anyone is capable of murder. But word around the campfire is she signed a prenup. Brock Madison may have been a fool for love, but I don’t think he was an idiot. This is just speculation, of course, but I think he wanted to take his favorite girl off the market.”

“Thanks for the info.”

“What info?”

“Right. It was nice talking to you.”

“You should make a habit of it.”

I chuckled again. “I just might.”

I said goodbye and ended the call. Charlotte never gave up.

“Looks like you were right,” I said to Jack.

He grinned.

At the station, we filled out after-action reports, then re-interviewed Tiffany. She’d been sitting in the tiny interrogation room for a while, free to leave at any time. Still, the situation can be intimidating.

Her story didn’t change. Not one iota.

It was a little after midnight by the time we wrapped up the interview. Tiffany's eyes and nose were red and puffy from crying. She sobbed off and on throughout the whole thing and had gone through half a box of tissues. "I don't think I can go back and stay in that house tonight. I just don't feel safe.”

"You might want to look into getting a hotel room for the night," I suggested.

"You think you'll be able to find out who did this?”

"We’re pretty good at what we do. It's amazing what modern forensics can uncover.”

She nodded. "Is that everything? Can I go now?”

"Sure. We may have more questions for you. If you do decide to stay in a hotel, just keep in touch and let me know where I can find you.”

"I'll call you tomorrow after I've had a chance to talk to the attorney. I’ll get you a copy of the will and the prenuptial agreement. Like I said, I want to be fully transparent. If there's anything I can do to assist your investigation, let me know.”

"We appreciate your cooperation,” I said. "Do you need a ride home?”

She exhaled a breath. "You know, I don't really feel comfortable going back there. If you could send a deputy with me while I pack some things, I'd appreciate it.”

"We can accompany you."

We pushed away from the table and escorted her to the door. I knocked, and a guard buzzed us out.

Daniels joined us in the hallway. “Thanks again for coming in. Once again, we’re sorry for your loss.”

“Please do everything you can to find my husband’s killer,” she said in a desperate voice.

“Count on it,“ the sheriff replied.

“I’ll run her home,“ Jack said. “Want me to come back and pick you up?”

I shook my head. “I’ll catch a ride.”

He escorted Tiffany down the hall.

The sheriff and I watched them go.

“What do you make of this?” he asked.

I shrugged. "Let's check credit card records and see if she's bought any pruning shears recently. We already know her fingerprints are going to be all over them.”

"Those shears look brand new. They were recently purchased. Given the situation, I think that's probable cause to pull bank records. But I know you have methods and sources.”

"I'll see what I can figure out while you work on going through legitimate means."

The sheriff nodded. "I'll give you a ride home."

We left the station, and I texted Isabella and asked her to dig into Tiffany Madison—her phone calls, texts, bank transactions, and credit card receipts. I wanted to know if she was having an affair. Perhaps she paid someone to do the dirty deed. I didn't think she'd be stupid enough to go to a hardware store and buy pruning shears on a credit card and stab her husband with them, but people had done dumber things.

We chilled on the drive and kicked around theories.

The sheriff pulled into the parking lot at Diver Down and dropped me off by the dock. I told him I'd be in touch in the morning and hopped out of the squad car.

As I ambled down the dock toward the Avventura, my phone buzzed with a call from Flynn McQueen. I figured he was in LA and three hours behind. Then again, Flynn never did have a sense of time. It wouldn't be unusual for him to call at 4:00 AM with some kind of cockamamie idea.

McQueen lived in his own world, as most movie stars do. A bubble of unreality. Though lately, his movie star career was in the tank. He'd been looking for a way to revive it. He was just one hit away from a comeback, as he liked to say.

"Tyson Wild. How the hell are you?" he asked in that laconic voice with unmistakable Texas charm.

"I’m fantastic, Flynn. How are you?”

"You know, I'm just riding the wave, going with the flow, letting the Universe be my mojo.” It was a line from the independent film that made him famous and became his catchphrase.

People loved Flynn, despite his failings and indiscretions. Everywhere he went, people would smile and give him the thumbs up and repeat the quote back to him. For them, he was that character. He would always be that character.

“You are not going to believe what I’ve got cooking,“ he said, with a smile in his voice.

“Lay it on me, Flynn,” I said, knowing it would likely be outrageous.
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"Igot a deal set up at a major studio,” Flynn said. "They're totally on board. I told them you were going to write the script, and that sealed the deal."

I hadn't agreed to anything. "What script?”

"Two scripts, actually.”

"Two?" I said, lifting a surprised eyebrow.

"I pitched them the idea of our exploits on La Perdida. They loved it. It's exactly what they’re looking for. A swashbuckling adventure. If we attach the right director, it’s going to be a hit.”

“Oka-a-a-y,” I said with caution. "What's the second script?”

With an even wider smile in his voice, Flynn boasted, "My friend, I have secured the rights to Mickey Malibu's story. You know Mickey, right?"

"I know of Mickey. We’ve never actually met before. He's kind of a legend in these parts."

"So are you, my friend. So are you.”

Flynn knew how to flatter.

"This is a no-brainer,” he continued. “You’re gonna write it. I'm going to play Mickey. It will be a blast. It's obviously a biopic, so we have to stick to the truth, but we can always embellish for dramatic effect. But I don't think we'll have to embellish too much. Mickey’s lived a crazy life.”

Mickey was an infamous pilot who flew drugs for the Colombian cartel in the ’80s. He lived a life of sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll until the walls closed in around him.

He made a deal with the feds to save his ass and flipped on Pepe Sandoval. Something that took a lot of balls to do. Pepe was not a guy you wanted to cross. Rumor had it that the Colombian drug lord had put a contract on Mickey’s life. Somehow, the daredevil pilot survived a nickel in federal prison. Due to his cooperation, he had gotten off light.

Rumor had it that Mickey had stolen $150 million from Pepe and hid around the Keys before he was busted. The feds never found the money. According to the legend, it was still out there somewhere.

The story practically wrote itself.

To this day, there was still supposedly a contract on Mickey's life. But Pepe had been assassinated by a rival gang while Mickey was still serving his prison term. I suspected that was the reason Mickey was still alive. There was no one to pay the bounty on his head.

"I talked to Mickey, and he's totally on board,” Flynn said. “He wants to meet you and get a vibe before he signs off on everything. But I know you two are going to hit it off.”

"Who's financing this?”

With a grin, Flynn said, "It's a co-production with the studio and me. But I have complete and total creative freedom." In a whisper, he said, "That little blue gem I found on La Perdida.” He let out an impressed whistle. "I'm set for life. That's the beauty of this. I don't need to do any of this. This is strictly for fun. That's why it's gonna be a blast. We can do whatever we want. We'll have nobody looking over our shoulders. There's no pressure." Then he added, "But there are a few caveats.”

"Like what?”

"Mickey is a big personality. But I told him we have creative control because we know the industry better than he does. He’s 62 and still outrageous as hell. He's got a 25-year-old daughter who’s smoking hot. And I mean smoking. So that's rule number one. Nobody sleeps with Mickey's daughter. I don’t want this deal going south.”

I laughed. "How are you going to control yourself?"

Flynn was a notorious womanizer. Sometimes, to his own detriment. Most of the time, to his own detriment.

"I am practically a born-again virgin. I’m the epitome of self-control now. I’m a changed man. I have been enlightened. La Perdida changed me.”

Our adventure on the island had been quite the spiritual experience.

Flynn had anything but self-control, in my past experience. That was part of his charm. His ability to throw caution to the wind and indulge his every whim. Somehow, he had made it seem bold and empowering, living a life full of passion and spontaneity. Some might call it reckless and foolish. Somehow, he always landed on his feet. Just one of those guys.

"Mickey is flying in the air show. I told him you two would go to the show and meet him afterward. Take him out for a beer and get to know him. Let him see that you're the right person for this project. I've already talked you up. He knows I'm committed to having you on the project, but we just need to earn his confidence. He needs to know with absolute certainty that you’re the one to tell his story. I have no fear that you can do that. So let's ride the wave, brother. Let's go with the flow. Let the Universe be our mojo."

I laughed. "I’ve got a lot going on right now. We just took on another case."

"You've always got a lot going on. There's always gonna be another case. You gotta start living, brother. This is a green light. Go!”

I exhaled. There was no fighting it. "Okay. I'm in.”

Flynn howled with excitement. "Woo-hoo! I'll have my agent call your agent. They can work out all the fine print. This ain’t about the money for me. I know it ain't about the money for you.“

“I’m sure we can work out fair compensation.”

“How about a piece of first-dollar gross on top of whatever fee the suits negotiate?”

It was the only way to ensure reliable payment in Hollywood. Back-end points were meaningless unless they came off the top. There were so many ways to hide money with clever accounting. Countless Hollywood blockbusters showed zero revenue on the books, even though they took in hundreds of millions at the box office.

“Sounds good to me.”

“I’m hopping on a plane and coming into town. I should be there in time for the airshow, barring incident. But if I’m not, I will catch up with you in the evening.”

“Looking forward to it.”

“See you then, brother. Tell Jack I said hi.“

“I will.”

I ended the call and shook my head, wondering what I had just signed on to. One thing was certain—it would be an adventure. It always was with Flynn.

I crossed the passerelle to find Buddy waiting for me at the salon door.

I grabbed his leash and took him out for a late-night walk. The moon glowed overhead, and the stars flickered. It was a nice night, apart from the murder.

Jack returned as I walked back. I met him in the parking lot, and we strolled to the dock toward the Avventura.

"How’d that go?"

He shrugged. "I just took her home. She gathered some things and packed a bag. I drove her to the Seven Seas and got her checked into one of the cabanas.”

"You learn anything new?"

"Not really. As far as I can tell, she's telling the truth. But let's just say I wouldn’t want to close my eyes next to her in bed. I might run if she picks up a pair of scissors or pruning shears.”

I laughed.

We boarded the boat. It was about time to shut it down for the night. I crawled off to bed and did a little research on my tablet before dozing off. I found some interesting articles about Brock, his new bride, and shocking allegations.

I woke with the sunrise. After a shower and shave, I headed down to the galley to fix breakfast. The scent of fresh coffee swirled, and bacon sizzled in the pan.

Jack staggered into the galley in time to join me for breakfast on the sky deck. Afterward, we pulled ourselves together, took my bike into the shop, then returned to Diver Down, grabbed the Porsche, and headed out to find Brock’s ex-wife, Celeste.
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"Ican't say that I'm totally surprised," Celeste said when we caught up with her at her condo in the Nautilus Tower. It was a luxury high-rise with all the amenities.

"Why do you say that?" I asked.

She shrugged as she stood in the doorway.

Celeste was an attractive woman in her mid-50s. She had short, stylish blonde hair in a pixie cut. Her tawny eyes were lined with dark mascara and smoky eyeshadow. There wasn't so much as a wrinkle on her forehead—a lot of Botox and lip fillers. She had a good plastic surgeon. With a slinky little figure on full display with a snug, cream dress, she was still a catch. "What's the saying? Lay down with dogs, get up with fleas. I guess this time he didn't get up."

"I take it you’re not a fan of his new bride," I said.

She scoffed. "That little slut wrecked my marriage. I can't say that it was the best marriage, but it was mine, and we were happy. At least I thought we were happy.”

"I'm sorry."

She sighed, and her eyes misted. “I told myself I wasn't going to cry over that man. I spilled enough tears over the years. Please tell me you're going to arrest that bitch.”

“Tiffany?”

"Yes. Who else would have killed him?"

"I don't know. That's what I'm hoping you can help us with.”

She scoffed. "She only married him for his money. He was such a fool.”

"She says she signed a prenup.”

Celeste lifted a curious brow. "Oh, really?"

"That's what she says."

"I wouldn't believe anything that comes out of that little tramp’s mouth. And Lord knows her mouth has been just about everywhere," she said with a raised eyebrow and a salacious tone. “You know she's a hooker, right? A hooker!” Celeste huffed. "What was he thinking? He wasn't thinking. I’ll tell you that. He was letting something else call the shots." Then she muttered aside. "And let me tell you, he was no prize in that department either.”

"How long have you been divorced?”

"Maybe a year, tops. He married that little skank as soon as the paperwork cleared. God knows how long he'd been seeing her before we got divorced.” A look of disgust snarled her face. "I understand you men go through your midlife crazies. You’ve gotta get the convertible sports car. You've gotta bang the 25-year-old model, just to prove you still can. I was willing to accept a few indiscretions. But this was ridiculous." She exhaled again. "But I guess it all worked out. Now I've got a 25-year-old hard dick that treats me like a blowup doll whenever I want. And the best thing is, when I get what I want, he goes away until I summon him again.”

I had no doubt she had plenty of boy toys lined up.

"Can you tell me where you were last night between 9 and 10:30 PM?”

She gave me an incredulous look. "You really think I'm a suspect? What would I possibly have to gain?”

I shrugged. "Satisfaction?”

"Was his dick cut off?” she asked dryly.

JD and I winced at the mere thought of it.

"We can't discuss the details of the case," I said.

"Because I would have snipped that little sausage off. That would be satisfaction."

"What you're saying is the divorce was amicable, and you had a great relationship with your ex-husband," JD snarked.

Celeste gave him a look. “You’re wasting your time. Focus on the tramp.”

“We’re looking into all possible suspects,” I assured.

We stared at each other for an awkward moment.

"You were about to tell me where you were last night."

Her mouth tightened, and she huffed. "I was here."

"All night?”

"Yes. I went out to dinner from seven to nine, then came back to the apartment, watched some TV, and went to sleep.”

"Were you with anybody last night?"

"No. I didn't feel like being with anyone last night," she said, lifting her nose.

"Who did you go to dinner with?"

"I met a girlfriend at the Five Fathoms. Have you been? Their key lime pie is to die for.”

I nodded. "Yes, it's excellent. Can you tell me your girlfriend’s name?"

“Sadie."

"I'll need contact information for her."

"Certainly. You really are pushing the suspect thing, aren't you?”

"We like to be thorough.” I dug into my pocket and gave her a card. “You can text her number to me."

"Do you need that now?

"Before we go.”

"You have more questions?"

"Just a few."

She sighed again. "Give me a second. I'll get my phone." She stepped away from the door. "I guess you can come in."

We followed her inside as she walked down the hallway to the living room. JD and I stepped into the foyer and closed the door behind us, then continued.

Typical for the Nautilus, it was a nice condo. There was a large living room with an open concept kitchen. Floor-to-ceiling window walls opened to the terrace, which offered a view of the ocean beyond. There were bedrooms on either side of the living room, and stairs led up to a second-floor loft area and another guest bedroom.

Celeste grabbed her phone from the glass coffee table and scrolled through her contacts. A moment later, my phone buzzed with the information.

The furniture was sleek and modern. A large 77-inch flatscreen was mounted flush to the wall. Beachy abstracts in teal and gold added a touch of color.

"I hate to bring up a delicate topic, but I read an interesting article online,” JD said. “It seems your daughter, Hailey, made quite shocking allegations against Brock recently. Can you comment on that?"
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Celeste's lip curled with revulsion. It was clearly a subject she didn't want to talk about. "My daughter is going through a difficult time in her life right now. For whatever reason, she has made these unsubstantiated claims. I blame the therapist she’s seeing. Regression therapy. All of a sudden, she has these traumatic memories,” she said dramatically in a mocking voice. “It's not possible. As much as Brock and I may have had our differences, he did not and would not abuse Hailey. I refuse to believe that. She never mentioned anything to me at the time. I never saw any evidence of abuse. I would have known. Something like that could not have happened right under my nose and remained hidden for all these years." Her face twisted into a scowl. "I think that charlatan has put ideas in her head. To what end, I don't know. Maybe Hailey was trying to extort money from Brock. It doesn’t make much sense to me. She has everything she wants. We've always taken care of her and Hunter.”

"That's somebody else I'd like to talk about," I said.

Celeste frowned. "If you ask me, I think Hailey is acting out because, quite frankly, Tiffany is younger than she is. She's not okay with it. Neither am I. Nobody is.” She paused. “Maybe it was a cry for attention. I don't think Brock has spent any meaningful time with his children since he got involved with the tramp. As for Hunter, the two just didn't get along. Fundamentally different philosophies on life, I suppose.” Another frown tugged her lips. “Hunter could never be Christian. It was unfair for Brock to expect as much from him.”

“How old was Hunter when Christian died?”

Celeste thought for a moment. “Twelve or thirteen, I suppose.”

“Do you mind if I ask how he passed?”

“It’s not a memory I like to revisit.”

“I understand.”

There was an awkward silence.

Then I said, “It’s safe to say that both of your children harbored some animosity toward Brock.”

Her eyes narrowed at me, and she sneered, “I guess that makes them suspects, too.”

“Anyone with a motive is a suspect.”

A hint of doubt crept into her brain. Fear filled her eyes. It was easy to see her thoughts. What if one of her kids had done this?

Celeste didn’t like the idea. Nobody wanted to raise a monster. Whoever killed Brock Madison was pretty monstrous.

After the unsettling thought, she shook her head, dismissing it. “No. My kids wouldn’t do that.”

I think she was trying to convince herself.

“What about enemies?” I asked.

“You mean besides anyone he ever knew?”

“Anyone who stands out.”

She exhaled. “I guess I’d better come up with some names so you’ll have someone to investigate besides my family.”

I gave her a look. “Legitimate enemies.”

Celeste considered it for a moment. “Brock could be a difficult personality. He demanded a certain level of excellence. It’s what made him a champion. But he made a few enemies along the way. Gavin Carver comes to mind.”

“He got cut after his injury,” Jack said. “Never got picked up again. That guy had so much potential.”

“And he blamed Brock.”

“Brock didn’t snap Gavin’s ACL on the field,” JD said. “He can thank Darryl Westbury for that.”

“Gavin blames Brock for pushing him to play with an injury.”

“It’s professional football,” Jack replied. “Everyone plays through injuries.”

“Yes, but Brock was vocal about his dislike for Carver. Badmouthed him around the league. Said he was difficult to work with. Which he was. Carver was a diva.”

“You think Gavin Carver snapped and took revenge?” I said.

Celeste shrugged. “You wanted suspects. I’m giving you suspects. Last I heard, he was working construction. Rags to riches to rags. I don’t know about you, but if I had to bust concrete in the sun all day, I’d be pretty pissed off too.”

“Anybody else we should look into?”

“You might want to talk to Coach Colt Ralston. I don’t think he was particularly happy with Brock when he got fired.”

“He deserved to get fired,” Jack said. “Their defense sucked last season. It’s what kept them out of the Super Bowl.”

“Well, Coach Ralston saw it differently. I know he and Brock had exchanged quite a few tense words. Threats were made.”

“What kind of threats?”

“I wasn’t present for the exchange, but I can only speculate. Both of them are hot-tempered men. I know Colt was pretty vocal about it in the press. Everybody came down on him hard for the way the season ended. I don’t think he handled it particularly well. I think he’s coaching high school football now.”

JD and I shared a look. Not the end of the world, but could be a motive for murder.

“Of course, there were always disgruntled fans,” Celeste said. “Some of them got pretty crazy. I’m sure you can imagine. Brock would get death threats all the time on social media. They’d send nasty letters to the house. We even got a few phone calls. I don’t know how these people got our number, but they did.”

“Anything credible?”

“Well, Brock is dead, isn’t he?”

She had a point.

“Honestly, I’m glad I’m out of all that. My life is so much less chaotic.” She frowned. “I’m sorry it caught up with Brock. But we all make our own beds, don’t we?”

“Is there anyone else you can think of?”

“No. Not really.”

After a brief pause, JD asked. “What about the accident?”

Celeste cringed.“That was so long ago. I had almost forgotten about that.”
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"You really think after all this time someone is still harboring a grudge?" Celeste asked. "I mean, that was almost 5 years ago. Brock settled with the family. It was enough for anyone to live the rest of their lives comfortably.”

The incident had made the news for a day, then drifted out of the cycle. That was five years ago, and frankly, I had forgotten about it. Brock had hit and killed a cyclist one night. There was speculation that he had been drinking, but the arresting officer was a fan and didn't bring him in for processing. Just gave him a ride home. It wasn't until the next day that they brought him in for a blood alcohol check, which he passed. The family sued for wrongful death but settled out of court for an undisclosed sum.

"Do you know if he had been drinking at the time?" I asked.

She hesitated, staring at me for a long moment. "I guess it doesn't matter now.” She admitted, “That was during a time when Brock's consumption of alcohol was, how should we say, excessive.”

"How much did he settle for?" JD asked.

"It was around $1 million.”

JD and I look surprised.

"I would have thought something higher," Jack said.

"If I recall correctly, the first offer Brock’s attorney threw out was $500,000. They countered with $1 million, and Brock accepted. I don’t think they had much money. I’m sure a million sounded like all the money in the world.”

“Do you think that was a fair amount?” JD asked.

“Doesn’t matter what I think. Can you put a dollar value on a human life? That’s the deal they agreed to. I think it was more than enough for the average person, given the ambiguity of the situation."

Celeste didn't consider herself average in any way. Something told me that $1 million might not even cover her annual credit card bill.

“Ambiguities?”

"Don’t get me wrong, I felt terrible about the situation. And that woman had three kids to raise. But what was her husband doing riding his bike at night, wearing all black, with no reflectors? How was anyone supposed to see him? He veered across the lane at the last minute. There was no way to avoid him. Whether Brock had a beer or two is irrelevant.”

“Reaction time is a factor,” I said.

She gave me an annoyed look. “He could have had the reaction time of an F1 driver, and I don’t think it would have made a difference. Sometimes, bad luck is bad luck.”

"Were you with Brock at the time?"

"No. I'm just going by what he told me and what evidence was presented.” She sighed. "It was a terrible thing all the way around. I wish it had never happened. But it did.”

I shared a look with JD. It was probably a stretch to think that five years later, the widow decided to break into Brock's house and stab him to death with a pair of pruning shears. But I wasn't ruling anything out.

"I take it you got a good settlement during the divorce?”

She looked a little perturbed by the question. "I don't see how that's anyone's business. Brock was no dummy. The slimeball structured certain deals to pay out after our divorce was finalized. That way, the bastard didn't have to split the income.” Her face twisted with disgust, then she sighed. "But yes. I did okay. You see, gentlemen, I have no real reason to murder my ex-husband. I'm happy. My life is great. Why would I throw all that away?”

She had a point.

“How long has Brock lived in the house in Palm Haven?”

“He bought that after we divorced, but before he married the skank, I think.” Her eyes narrowed at me. “No. I don’t have a key, in case that’s what you’re wondering.”

I thanked Celeste for her time and offered our condolences once again, not that she seemed all that upset. "Get in touch if you think of anything else that might be helpful."

She texted me her friend’s contact information before we left.

JD and I stepped into the hallway and ambled back toward the elevator.

"I’m going to say she didn't kill Brock," Jack said. "But I can’t be so sure his kids didn't. And I certainly think we need to have a talk with the widow of the guy he killed."

We stepped aboard the elevator and plunged down to the lobby. I pulled out my phone and called Isabella. I asked her to look into Brock's kids, Gavin Carver, Colt Ralston, the widow, and the cyclist Brock killed.

Maybe she could put a cell phone in the area at the time of the murder or find something incriminating.

The valet pulled the Porsche around, and we hopped in.

Jack pulled away, and we headed toward the station. My phone buzzed with a call from Tiffany. I was a little surprised to hear from her.

“Good morning, deputy. I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“No. Not at all. What can I do for you?”

“I met with my attorney this morning, and he made a copy of the will and the prenuptial agreement for you. I thought you might want to take a look, just to satisfy your curiosity.”

“Yes, I would indeed. When is convenient for you?”

“I’m in the Coconut Cabana at the Seven Seas if you’d like to stop by.”

“That’s perfect. We can be there in a few minutes. How are you getting along this morning?”

“I’m okay, thank you for asking. I have a headache, and my scalp is sore. I’m still a little numb from the whole thing. It just doesn’t seem real.”

“I understand.”

“Are you making any progress? Have you turned up any new leads?”

“We have a few avenues to pursue.“

“That doesn’t sound optimistic.”

“It’s the early stages. These things can take time to develop.”

“I sure do hope something turns up.”

“Me too,” I said. “We’ll talk soon.”
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Jack pulled the car to the valet, and the kid hustled around and grabbed his door. JD slipped a few bills into his pocket and told him to keep it up front.

We hurried into the lobby, then headed outside, around the pool, and down the path to the cabanas. We made sure to take in the sights around the pool. The Seven Seas never disappointed with teeny bikinis and tanned skin slick with oil. The smell of piña coladas drifted through the air.

The path to the Coconut Cabana was lined with ferns and other tropical foliage. It was like stepping into a secluded oasis.

I knocked on the door, and a few moments later, footsteps shuffled down the foyer. The muffled sounds of the TV seeped through the door. The peephole flickered as Tiffany peered through. She unlatched the deadbolt, unhooked the chain, and pulled the door open. She greeted us with wet hair, wearing a terrycloth bathrobe, cinched at the waist. It was loose enough to show off her deep valley of all-natural cleavage. Tiffany was quite fond of her attributes, and I don't suspect she got many complaints.

"I hope we’re not catching you at a bad time,” I said.

"No. Not at all. I just took a quick shower. I ran out so fast this morning, I didn't have a chance. I wanted to make myself look halfway presentable. I didn't realize you’d be here this quickly. I figured two busy deputies like yourselves would have plenty to do.”

I smiled. "Oh, we've got plenty to do. And this case is a priority."

"I appreciate that." She stepped aside and pulled the door wide. "Please, come in."

We stepped inside and closed the door behind us. She led us down the foyer into the living room, then grabbed the documents from the coffee table. They were contained in a brown legal folder. She handed them to me. "Those are copies. You can keep those. Read them at your leisure. You’ll see that I had no financial incentive to murder my husband."

"I'm sure. We just like to be thorough."

"You wouldn't be doing your job if you weren’t."

I brandished the documents. "Thank you. We’ll get out of your hair now.”

"No rush. I don't mind the company,” she said with an inviting gaze. "Quite honestly, I like having somebody here. I'm not sure how I made it through the night. I kept having nightmares.”

"I'm sure. It was a terrible thing you experienced."

“Can I get you anything to drink? Water, coffee, soda? There’s vodka and whiskey in the mini fridge if you’re so inclined.“

“Might be a little early for that,” I said.

“Under normal circumstances, I would agree. But I can’t make any promises that I’ll make it past noon without a drink. I’m tempted to spend the day by the pool, pretending I didn’t just lose my husband.” A frown tugged her plump lips. “But that would probably be a bad idea. There are paparazzi everywhere. I’m surprised you didn’t encounter them. They were loitering around earlier. I called security and had them run off.” She huffed. "I can see the tabloid headline now. Widow celebrates husband's death with a margarita poolside. Damn vultures, that's what they are. Don't they have anything better to do? I mean, who really cares? They’ll be on to something else next week.”

"I would avoid all media attention right now if possible."

"That's what my attorney says."

"I'm usually not in the business of telling suspects to listen to their attorneys, but that's good advice.”

A disappointed look soured her face. "I'm hoping to get off your suspect list soon. I don't like the thought of it.”

I smirked. "Nobody does.” I waved the documents again. "Thanks again. We should get going.”

"Yes. I'm sure you have other cases.”

She escorted us to the door, and we said our goodbyes.

There were a few guys with cameras loitering around the bushes across the path. They snapped a few pictures of us as we left. I'm sure that would make the online tabloids at least. In plain clothes, we didn’t look like cops. I'm sure they’d get the caption wrong. Widow entertains two men in private cabana one day after husband's death.

It didn't matter what Tiffany did. They were going to paint a negative picture of her.

I kept telling myself to reserve judgment.

JD said, "That one's hard to read. I can't tell if she really loved him, or if she was just in it for the money. She seems pretty sincere.”

I shrugged and brandished the documents again. “This will tell us a lot.”

We walked around the pool, smiled at the ladies, then stepped into the main building. I started thumbing through the prenuptial agreement and continued reading while the valet pulled the Porsche around. We hopped in and drove back to the Avventura.

The prenuptial agreement was pretty simple and straightforward. Tiffany had waived all of her rights to Brock's fortune in the event of divorce or infidelity. The will was a long and complex document that left the bulk of the estate, along with the Palm Haven mansion, to Brock’s children in the form of an irrevocable trust. A small stipend had been set aside to cover expenses during probate and provide for Tiffany's living expenses for a specified time. She would be allowed to stay in the Palm Haven house for a year. Hardly the kind of payday someone would risk life in prison for—especially someone like Tiffany. Then again, I'd seen people kill each other over $0.50. But Tiffany was smarter than that.

So far, everything she had said checked out.

Once I had digested the documents, JD and I grabbed lunch at Diver Down and kicked around theories. Then, with full bellies, we set out to find Hailey Madison.
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“Idon’t want to talk about him,” Hailey shouted through the door after we knocked and introduced ourselves.

“You’re aware of the situation, aren’t you?”

"It's been all over the news. How could I not be?"

"Sounds like this is a difficult subject for you,” I said. “I understand. Would it be totally outrageous if we just asked a few questions? It won't take long."

After a moment’s hesitation, she flipped the deadbolt and pulled open the door. Her timid eyes darted between the two of us. Hailey was a beautiful girl in her late 20s with wavy brown hair, blue eyes, and a fresh face that could sell beauty cream.

"Thank you,” I said. “I know how difficult this is.”

Her lip curled with disdain. "You don't look like cops.”

I smiled. “We get that a lot. We’re Special Crimes.”

"Was this a special crime?" she asked.

"It had some unique qualities.”

"Look, I haven’t talked to my father in quite a long time. I don't know what was going on with his life, and I don't really care. As far as I'm concerned, whoever took him out did the world a favor. He was a rapist and a pedophile.”

Hailey didn't mince words.

"I understand you've made some pretty serious allegations against your father.”

Her jaw tightened. "They're not allegations. They’re facts! I know what happened. I have vivid memories of the incident. Multiple incidents. No one is ever going to convince me otherwise.”

"Otherwise?”

"My mother doesn’t want to acknowledge what happened. That would make her culpable. How could she not know what was going on? She can stick her head in the sand and pretend it didn't happen, but it doesn't change the fact that I was abused. My life is ruined. How can I ever expect to have a normal life after something like that? It affects everything. My self-esteem, my personal relationships, you name it.”

Hailey looked like she was on the verge of a meltdown, and I couldn’t say that I blamed her.

"It just sickens me that nobody ever did anything. Nobody's going to do anything now. What can be done now? He's dead. Good riddance. Maybe, just maybe, if there is a God, my father is suffering in hell for what he did.”

The story was heartbreaking if true.

"You know what it's like having the whole world adore a man that you know is a monster? All because he won several football championships. He gets away with murder. The rules didn't apply to him.”

"You mean the accident?”

"Can you really call it an accident when someone intentionally drinks themselves into a stupor and gets behind the wheel? That's not an accident. That is stupidity. That is negligence.” Her jaw tightened with frustration. "And you people didn't do a damn thing!”

I kept my mouth shut and didn't mention we weren’t the arresting officers and had nothing to do with it. If I recall, that incident took place in Pineapple Bay.

With wide eyes and skin slick with sweat, Hailey went on. She looked like she'd already guzzled a pot of coffee, maybe two. "I feel horrible for those people. I'm ashamed of my last name.”

"When was the last time you saw your father?”

"Like I mentioned, it's been a while. I think I've seen him only a handful of times since he started dating that gold digger. And that's just fine by me. I was totally okay if I never saw him again.” A sardonic smile curled her plump lips. “Now I don't have to.”

She stood strong, but her eyes began to mist.

It was easy to see she had conflicting feelings about her father. Sometimes we mourn the loss of the relationship that could have been. It was moments like these when I was extraordinarily grateful for the time and relationship I had with my own parents.

“I understand you’re in counseling about the incident?”

“Incident?” she said, incensed. “Abuse. Let’s call it what it is.”

“Certainly.”

Hailey glared at me. “Did my mother tell you I was in therapy?”

“She mentioned something.”

“Well, it’s nobody’s business.”

“Is it helping?”

She looked at me like I was crazy. “I wouldn’t keep going if it wasn’t helping.” She paused and swallowed. “It’s been painful at times, but it’s given me tools to see the truth and find ways to deal with it.”

“Tools?”

“I’d rather not discuss specifics.”

“Has your therapist prescribed any medication?”

Her brow crinkled with annoyance. “Can you tell me what business that is of yours?”

“It’s none of my business. I just assumed he’s got you on a cocktail of pills.”

“Not a cocktail. Two. Something for depression and anxiety.”

I shared a subtle look with JD.

“Oh, so that makes me a killer now? I’m mentally unstable? Is that what you’re getting at?”

I raised my hands in surrender. “I’ve offended you. I’m sorry. These are just questions we ask everyone. Regardless of your feelings toward your father, we need to find out who killed him. The more information we have, the better. I’m sure that’s not hard for you to understand.”

“No,” she said, softening. “I get it.”

"Can you tell me where you were last night between 10:00 PM and midnight?”

Her annoyed brow tightened. “Where do you think I was?”

"I don’t know. As much as I’d like to be, I’m not a psychic,” I said in a casual tone, not too snarky. “We’re just trying to get a picture of where everybody was at the time of the murder.”

Her eyes narrowed at me. "I was here at my apartment.”

"Can anyone else verify that?”

"No. I was alone last night. In case you haven't been keeping up on current events, I'm not the most social person in the world. I don't have a boyfriend. My father stole that ability from me. How can I trust any man if I can't trust my own father?”

It was a disturbing truth.

"Tell me about Hunter. What was his relationship like with your father?”
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Hailey scoffed. “Relationship? My father didn’t have a relationship with Hunter. My father used Hunter as a verbal punching bag, berating him constantly, always comparing him to Christian. It was just another form of abuse. Nothing Hunter did was ever good enough for my father. Is it any wonder he turned to drugs and alcohol? Dad would say he was just trying to set a high bar, but it was unrealistic.” Her eyes filled, and the tears spilled over. “Mom turned a blind eye to all of it. She never wanted to admit any of it was happening, but she knew. I know she knew.” Her jaw tightened. “I hate them both!”

She broke down into sobs, standing there in the doorway of her apartment.

JD and I shared an awkward glance.

It was a heartbreaking story.

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

She looked at me like it was a ridiculous question, and it probably was. “Something tells me you’re going to have a lot of suspects.”

I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. “Please get in touch if you think of anything that might be helpful.”

She laughed. “Right now, I’m rooting for the bad guy.”

“Fair enough,“ I said.

“It seems like you and your brother stand to inherit most of your father’s estate.”

Her jaw clenched tight again, and her cheeks reddened. “We both deserve it after all we’ve been through. But I don’t want or need his money.”

Something told me she was going to take it, nonetheless. It all spends the same.

“Do you know where we can find your brother?”

“Why? So you can harass him too?”

I said nothing.

“Find him yourself.”

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

JD and I shared a glance, then walked down the hallway toward the elevator.

“Think she killed her old man?” JD asked.

“If she did, I’m sure she feels justified. And she might very well be.”

Jack pressed the call button when we reached the elevators. When the doors opened, we stepped aboard and plunged down to the lobby. Outside, we climbed into the Porsche and set out to find Hunter.

I called Denise and had her run background. According to the DMV records, Hunter claimed his permanent residence was his father’s Palm Haven estate.

Digging a little deeper, she found a 40-foot sailboat registered in his name, with a mailing address tied to a PO Box at the Pirates’ Cove Marina.

Hunter was no stranger to the county lockup. He’d gotten popped a few times on DUI and possession. Nothing his father couldn’t get him out of with a high-priced attorney. He’d been in and out of rehab a few times. Didn’t seem like it stuck.

We zipped across the island, pulled into the parking lot, and Jack found a spot by the dock. We hopped out and strolled around, looking for the Velocity.

It didn’t take long to find it. This wasn't some beat to hell old monohull collecting barnacles. This was a sleek, modern vessel with all the options. A wide cockpit with a dual helm station, hydraulic swim platform, and a teak deck. There were electric winches and state-of-the-art navigation. A cockpit fridge and a grill for barbecuing. There were built-in solar panels in the hardtop sunshade. Graceful and sophisticated. A boat like this didn't come cheap. I figured it was probably a gift from Brock. Something to help his son out. Despite being 30 years old, Hunter had a slim employment history. From what I could tell, he’d never held down a real job.

I banged on the stern and shouted, “Coconut County,” before boarding the boat.

We had the right to board and do routine compliance inspections of any boat on the water without a warrant. Anything in plain sight was fair game. I looked for bloodstains on the deck, but didn’t see any.

Commotion below deck drifted about. It wasn't long before Hunter poked his head out of the salon and looked at us with quizzical eyes. "What do you want?"

"We’d like to talk to you about your father?”

"Fuck that guy.”

"Why don't you tell us how you really feel?" JD snarked.

"I just did.”

"You know he's dead, don't you?" I asked.

"That's what I hear,” he said, unaffected by the news.

"You don't seem too upset about that," I said.

He shrugged. "How am I supposed to feel?”

Hunter was a handsome guy with loose sandy-blond hair, blue eyes, and a rugged jaw that belonged in a razor commercial. He had an athletic physique and possessed the ability to knock out Tiffany and stab his father multiple times.

"It's my understanding there was a little bit of tension between you two," I said.

His eyes narrowed, and his lips tightened. "Who’ve you been talking to?”

"People.”

"It's no secret my dad was a douchebag.”

"This is a nice boat," I said. "You buy it?"

Hunter scowled at me. "Just ‘cause he bought me shit doesn't make him a good guy.”

"No, I guess not."

"You ever stop to think that maybe he bought me a boat because he felt bad about what an asshole he was to me growing up?”

"Was he covering the slip fees and the maintenance?"

His brow wrinkled with annoyance. "What does that matter?”

I took that as a yes.

"Despite all that, you still harbored animosity toward him."

"We had unresolved differences.”

"Even though he continued to pay for your lifestyle."

"They're not mutually exclusive.”

"Care to tell me where you were last night between 9 and 10:30 PM?”

His mouth tightened, and he glared at me. "What gives you the right to come here and ask me these kinds of questions?”

"I get it. You're dealing with a lot of emotions right now. Must be a difficult time."

Hunter grew even more defiant. "Nothing difficult about it. My dad was an absolute piece of shit. He abused my sister, treated me like crap, and even killed a man. Nothing ever happened to him. He was always above the law. Until now. Looks like karma caught up with him."

"You wouldn't happen to be karma, would you?"

Hunter glared at me. "I didn't kill my dad. I'm not a fucking moron. I don't want to spend the rest of my life in prison.”

"So you hired someone to do it?”

He didn't like that. "No. I didn't. I'm sure there were plenty out there willing to kill my father for free.” A thin smile curled his lips. “But you’re looking in the wrong place. You need to focus on Tiffany.”

"You think she murdered your father?"
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Hunter shook his head. "I know my father wasn't stupid enough to get married without a prenup. Especially with a girl like Tiffany.” He paused, then added. “She was a hooker. You know that, right?”

"I've heard rumors to that effect.”

He laughed. "Rumors? Dude, that girl has been run through by the whole town. I don't know what my father was thinking. She must have special skills, if you know what I mean?”

"So, if you don't think she killed your dad, who did?"

"Tiffany is a cokehead. Everybody knows that. Everybody knows she was in debt up to her eyeballs with that stuff. I heard something crazy, like she owed her dealer a quarter million. He came looking for it, and Brock refused to pay.”

"Seems like chump change to a guy like Brock," Jack said.

"It was the principle of the thing. You had to know my father to understand. He was big on principles. Obviously, I didn't agree with all of them. But he was as stubborn as the day is long.”

"You know who Tiffany's dealer is?"

"Why don’t you ask her?”

I shrugged. "That’s something she might not admit.”

Hunter flashed a smug smile. "Well, if you’re good at your job, you can get it out of her.”

I stared him down for a long moment. “You were about to tell me where you were last night.”

“I wasn’t about to tell you shit.”

“You’re only making it more difficult on yourself.”

“How do you figure?”

“If you don’t have an alibi, it just bumps you up on my suspect list.”

“I was with a girlfriend.”

“Does this girlfriend have a name?”

He glared at me. “Yes. Roxanne.”

“I’ll need contact information for Roxanne.”

“I’ll tell her to call you.”

“Hey, if you want to stay high on my suspect list, that’s fine by me.”

“I can think of a lot of people who have more reason to kill my father than me.”

I lifted a curious brow. “That’s surprising, ‘cause right now you’re pretty high up there.”

He gave me a look of disdain.

“How about you give me a list?”

“I already told you. Tiffany’s drug dealer.”

“I need a name.”

“I don’t have a name.”

My frustrated eyes stared him down for another moment. "You mind if we take a look around your boat?”

"No. Get fucked. Come back with a warrant.”

"Don’t need a warrant for a routine compliance inspection.”

His eyes narrowed at me.

"You got everything in order?”

Hunter shifted uncomfortably, and his blue eyes flicked between the two of us. "You can't just come aboard and do whatever you want.”

"We can do this the easy way or the hard way.”

"I didn't kill my father. Okay?”

"Then you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Hunter finally got the message that this wasn’t optional and reluctantly led us below deck.

The boat was stylish and clean. A functional design with high-quality materials and a sense of elegance. Custom leather cushions with deviated stitching. Dark cherry woodwork. A nice galley with an induction stove and refrigerator. A spacious aft guest berth, and a forward V-berth with a private en suite. The boat had all the latest gadgets.

I figured out right away why Hunter didn't want us to come below deck. A glass bong, along with a tray of weed, sat on the table across from the galley. Looked like fresh bud. Smelled like it too.

Hunter swallowed hard, his eyes wide. "You’re not gonna bust me for that, are you?”

“I'm only interested in one thing—who killed your father. Beyond that, I don't care what you do."

Hunter breathed a sigh of relief.

We looked around the boat, searching for any bloodstained clothing, drips of blood, or anything else incriminating. Typically, any warrantless search would be limited to the confines of the inspection. We couldn’t normally go rooting through drawers and compartments without probable cause. The weed gave us probable cause to look for more of the same.

Which we did.

We scoured the boat, much to his dismay, looking in drawers, storage compartments, and every nook and cranny we could find.

We didn’t find any bloodstained clothing or footwear. But even a moron like Hunter would be smart enough to ditch that. Hell, the items could be sitting at the bottom of the marina.

In total, Hunter had about a quarter ounce of weed. I wasn’t keen on bringing the kid in on a misdemeanor offense.

Hunter frantically searched for all the compliance items—flares, paperwork, life preservers.

Everything appeared to be in order.

"Satisfied?” he said in a hopeful tone. He knew he was treading on thin ice.

"I still need your girlfriend’s number.”

Hunter frowned at me.

I gave him my card, and he texted me her contact info. Then I confiscated the weed.

“Oh, man. You’re not going to take that, are you?”

“You’re lucky I don’t arrest you.”

He frowned and bit his tongue.

I told him to get in touch if anything relevant sprang to mind. I didn't expect to hear from him.

We left the boat and strolled back toward the parking lot.

"That spoiled brat just hit the lottery," Jack said. "$1 billion split between the two of them. I can think of 500 million reasons why he stabbed his father. We should have taken him in.”

“He’d be out tomorrow. And I’m not sure he’s our guy.”

I called his girlfriend, Roxanne.

She didn’t pick up. I left a voicemail, then texted her. I’m sure she was on the phone with Hunter, shoring up her story.

We hopped into the car and set out to find Gavin Carver. From my phone, I logged into the portal and ran background on him. That guy just couldn’t catch a break.
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After banging on his door several times, commotion filtered down the foyer. The peephole flickered as Gavin peered through. “What do you want?”

“Coconut County,” I said, displaying my badge to the fisheye lens.

“Oh, fuck that. I ain’t talking to you.”

Gavin lived in the Coral Shores apartments. It wasn't a bad place. Just not what you'd expect from a former big-league running back.

The complex was a series of freestanding coral-colored buildings with four units each—two up, two down. Withered palm trees swayed overhead, and a winding concrete pathway meandered through the complex. There was a central pool with lounge chairs and a barbecue grill. It saw a decent amount of activity on the weekends. During the week, it was empty.

No gated or covered parking.

"We just need to talk," I said.

"That's what you assholes always say."

"Man, that season opener against the Raptors was amazing," JD said. "Hundred and seventy-eight yards on 24 carries and three touchdowns. That was a franchise record for a rookie, wasn't it?” Jack knew what he was doing. There was no way this guy could refuse talking about himself and his limited career.

We tried not to grin too hard when Gavin unlatched the deadbolt and pulled open the door. His wary eyes flicked between the two of us.

Gavin was still a big guy, with legs like tree trunks. He would be a hard man to bring down. I bet he still had a little of the old spark in him. Who knows? Lose the attitude, turn it around, work hard. Maybe he could walk on somewhere. But valuable years were drifting away.

"That was impressive," Jack said.

Gavin gave a subtle nod. "Yeah, well, those days are long gone."

"Better to have tasted victory than never to have known it."

"I guess. But that shit doesn't pay the bills now.”

We both gave sympathetic frowns.

“When was the last time you saw Coach Madison?” I asked.

His face twisted with a scowl.

All the pieces were starting to fit.

Gavin was a player who could have been a star. Out of the gate, he showed promise. After that one game, people were pinning the future of the franchise on this kid. Announcers compared him to the greats and speculated we were “Witnessing the birth of a star.”

The buzz was unbelievable.

And so was Gavin’s ego.

It had gotten out of control. Confidence and bravado are one thing. This was on another level. It probably would have been tolerable had he lived up to expectations.

But that second game essentially ended his career.

He’d been that sleeper second-round pick the team had nabbed for not much money, comparatively speaking.

Season one was a bust. Surgery. Intense rehab.

Season two was lackluster. Gavin never had the same explosiveness. But the ego remained. Constant clashes with Coach Madison and the press, combined with a reputation for nightlife indulgences, led to the kid getting cut midway through the season.

Just like that, everybody forgot about him.

Now, with his recent arrest for DUI, his CDL had been suspended. He lost his job delivering packages for a big box online retailer. This was after he’d lost the construction gig for showing up drunk on multiple occasions.

Gavin’s life was in free fall.

Just the kind of stressor needed to send someone over the edge. Maybe enough to send them into a homicidal rage.

“Man, fuck that guy!” Gavin said.

It was a common sentiment.

“Still holding a grudge?” I said.

“Damn right. That guy ruined my life. Sabotaged my career.”

“You seem pretty hot about it.”

“Wouldn’t you be?”

“I suppose so. I’d want to kill the guy.”

"I sure would like to. I can think of all kinds of fun ways to do it.”

"Got any particular methods in mind?”

Gavin's eyes narrowed with suspicion. "Shit. I ain't stupid. You think I'm gonna talk about that shit with you?”

"So, you've given it some serious thought?"

"Every time I get a past due notice. I’d have millions if it wasn't for him. You know what the worst part is? I gotta deliver packages to that son-of-a-bitch on a regular basis. See that hot-ass wife of his, living it up in style. She ain't nothing but a tramp." He laughed. "Hell, the whole team ran a train on her. Girl’s got skills, though. I'll give her that. The only satisfaction I get is knowing every time he kisses her lips, he's tasting the whole team." He grinned.

Gavin obviously hadn't seen the news.

"Where were you last night between 9 and 10:30 PM?”

Suspicion filled his eyes again. "What difference does that make?”

"Just curious.”

Gavin stared me down for a long moment. "Something happen to Coach Madison?" he asked, finally catching on.

"You could say." I paused for dramatic purposes. “He was killed last night."

Gavin's eyes rounded with surprise. "No shit?”

"No shit.”

A faux frown tightened his face. "Couldn't happen to a nicer guy. How’d he get it?"

"I can't discuss ongoing investigations.”

"That's why you're asking all these questions. You think I did that shit?"

"You did just express an interest in killing him."

"Shit, I was just talking out my ass. I don't like the guy, but wouldn't actually kill him. You think I'd be stupid enough to admit something like that?”

I shrugged.

There was no doubt in my mind that Gavin Carter wasn’t splitting atoms or performing robotic brain surgery.

Gavin just shook his head. "This is why I don't talk to cops. Nothing good ever comes from it. You twist around words, fabricate stories out of whole cloth.”

His recent DUI wasn’t his first run-in with the law. His juvenile record was sealed, but word on the street was that he got popped for a string of home burglaries when he was 14. He was also questioned in the death of a rival gang member, but no charges were ever filed.

"Just tell me where you were last night," I said.

"I was with this chick. She can tell you. I didn't hurt nobody, except that ass.”

"And what is this wonderful woman's name?"

His face tightened. “Why you gotta bring her into this?"

"I need somebody to verify your story."

"Delilah."

"How do I get in touch with Delilah?"

"I don't know. It wasn’t a long-term relationship.”

"Was this by chance a transactional relationship?"

His face wrinkled at me. "What do you mean?"

"Did you have to pay Delilah for her company?”

"I don’t have to pay for nothing." He laughed. "Bitches be throwing that shit at me.” He looked at JD. "Like you said, better to be a has-been than a never-was-been.”

"Where did you meet Delilah?" I asked.

Gavin hesitated a moment. "I don’t gotta tell you.”

"Did you pick her up on Dowling Street?"

A guilty frown tugged his face. "I didn’t have to pay nothing. She was just happy to lend a hand, if you know what I mean.”

I figured that with some doing, we might be able to track down Delilah.

"You mind if we take a look around your apartment?"

His face wrinkled again. "What for?”

Whoever killed Coach Madison would have been covered in blood—arms, legs, torso, shoes.

"I believe you're going to need some kind of warrant for that."

"No problem. We can get one. You already admitted to a strong desire to kill the man. Your alibi for last night is questionable at best. Delilah might not even remember servicing you.”

That was probably the biggest insult. His jaw tightened, and the veins in his forehead bulged. Gavin Carter didn't have much, but he still had his ego and his legacy—perhaps one of the most promising running backs that failed to launch. Paying for company, only to be forgotten the next day, was a tough pill to swallow by the former star.

Gavin's brain worked overtime as he processed everything.

There was a reasonable chance we might be able to get a judge to sign off on a warrant. It wasn't a slam dunk by any means.

"Sucks about your DUI. Looks like you're out of a job again." I said it just to get under his skin. Sometimes people make errors when they’re pissed.

"That's bullshit! I wasn't even drinking. That machine is wrong. The whole thing is rigged."

I didn't buy it, but that was his story, and he was sticking to it.
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"You're out of your mind if you think I'm gonna let you search my apartment!” Gavin said, reining in his temper and actually using his brain.

"What do you have to hide?”

"Why am I automatically hiding something just because I want to exercise my Fourth Amendment right?"

I shrugged and said, "We'll be back.”

"I’ll count the minutes," he snarked before stepping back into the apartment and closing the door. He flipped the deadbolt, then peered out the peephole again and watched us as we walked away.

We took the pathway through the complex.

"Sure is a shame,” Jack said. “That guy had the world by the tail for a minute there. You think he killed Coach Madison?”

"He seemed genuinely surprised by the news. I think he would have been a lot more nervous. But we should look into Delilah, just in case.”

"He's got a pretty strong motive for revenge."

"Yeah, well, I think there are people with stronger motives.”

We made our way back to the Porsche, hopped inside, and drove across the island to the Seven Seas. I had a few additional questions for Tiffany. Maybe this whole thing was as simple as a drug dealer trying to collect on a debt.

Jack drove us across town and pulled into the parking lot of the luxury resort. He drove to the valet, and we hopped out. As usual, he told the kid to keep it up front and slipped a few bills into his palm.

We hurried through the hotel and out to the pool, taking in the delightful sights. The water glimmered in the sunlight, and tanned legs glistened with oil. We pushed through the gate and made our way down the path toward the cabanas.

I knocked on the door to Tiffany's bungalow. I didn't know if she was still staying at the hotel. I hadn't called. But I wanted to catch her off guard.

Footsteps shuffled down the foyer. She pulled open the door a moment later and looked surprised to see us. Her curious eyes flicked between the two of us. "Deputies. What a pleasant surprise. I didn't expect to see you today. I hope you have good news. Some progress with the case?”

I smiled. "Slowly but surely. I just have a few additional questions for you.”

"Absolutely. Anything I can do to help. I'm an open book." She paused. "Please, come inside."

She stepped aside and motioned us in. Jack closed the door behind us, and we followed her into the living room, where she offered us a seat on the sofa.

"Did you get a chance to look over the will and the prenuptial agreement?”

"I did. Thanks for providing those.”

"And?”

"I'm no attorney, but as far as I can tell, you've been telling the truth. You stand to inherit nothing and have a limited amount of time in the house.”

She smiled. "See. It wasn’t about the money. I really did love the man.” Tiffany sucked her lips, and her eyes misted. "I told myself I wasn't going to cry anymore. I was done crying.” She grabbed a tissue from the coffee table and blotted her eyes.

"It's okay. You gotta let it out. Holding that kind of thing inside is not good.”

Tiffany nodded. She took a deep breath and composed herself. "So what kind of questions do you have for me?"

I paused, considering my phrasing. "I'm just going to be direct. I don't mean to offend you, but…”

"Just say it. By now, I've heard everything."

"Were you using any illicit drugs?”

She blinked, tilted her head, and looked at me with confusion. "What kind of illicit drugs?"

"Cocaine. From what I hear, legendary amounts.”

Tiffany laughed. "Where did you hear this from?”

"I can't reveal my sources.”

"Legendary amounts, huh?"

"Were you in debt? Did you owe your dealer money?”

She balked again. "Did I owe my dealer money? Are you serious?”

I nodded.

"Okay. Let's get a few things straight. I did not have a coke habit. I certainly didn't have a legendary one. If I was in debt to my dealer, my husband had more than enough money to settle it. I'm not gonna sit here and act like I'm Little Miss Innocent. I may have indulged in a few sensory delights in the past. But it is not, and never was, a regular thing. Sure, I smoked a little weed here and there, just like anybody else. But a coke habit? Big bad drug dealers settling a score? That's pure fiction."

"So, there was no one that you owed money to?”

"I had no gambling debts, no drug debts. Yes, a pretty hefty credit card bill, but I'm pretty sure the bank didn't send a hitman to collect. Killing Brock certainly wasn't the way to get a big payout.”

She had a point.

"What other ridiculous rumors have you heard that I can put to rest?”

I shared an awkward glance with Jack. "Well, there is the matter of your former employment.”

She lifted a salty eyebrow and placed her hands on her hips. “Oh, really? And what former employment is that?”
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Itook a deep breath and chose my words. "I've heard that you provided certain services."

"And just what services would those be?" she asked with a little bit of sass in her voice.

I think she enjoyed watching me squirm a little. "Companionship services."

She laughed. "If I had a nickel for every time I've heard those rumors, I'd be a rich woman.”

"Some might say you are a rich woman."

"Was a rich woman.” She sighed. "Look, I danced at Forbidden Fruit. I had a brief stint as an online E-girl. But I shut that down when I met Brock.”

"What about Charlotte Beaumont?”

She smirked. "You’ve done your homework. I met Charlotte. I liked her right away. She's fun and no bullshit. She wanted me to work for her. She was very persuasive about it. I told her I’d go on a few dates with guys, but I wasn't going to sleep with anybody."

I'm not sure if I believed that. Charlotte’s girls were always full service.

"I was happy to be a dinner date, play girlfriend for the weekend, go on exotic vacations, boost men's egos. If I liked the guy, and we hit it off, nothing was off the table. But I never compromised myself for money."

I wasn't totally sold, and she could see it.

"How is that any different than what 99% of women do when they go on the dating circuit?” She laughed. “I know plenty of women who sell themselves short. Why shouldn't I get paid for my time? My time is valuable, just like anybody else’s. At least I got paid to go on dates with objectionable men. But it was always my decision how far the date would go. I didn't consider that prostitution. Still don’t. Let's be honest. You pay for it one way or another, don't you? Fancy dinners, drinks, lavish gifts, alimony. Nothing is free. Maybe I'm not like most women, but I'd rather have the money than a dozen roses.”

"Is that how you met Brock?”

"Sometimes you have to kiss a few frogs before you find your prince."

"Did you ever date any players on the team?"

"You want a complete list of my sexual history, deputy?” she said with a sassy grin and an arched eyebrow.

"Did you ever date Gavin Carver?”

Tiffany laughed again. "He wishes. All those horn dogs would have loved to have gotten a piece of me. But none of them did. Like jealous high school boys, they had to make up stories about me, hoping it would get back to the coach. It did. Sometimes grown men can be so ridiculous.”

"How did that affect your relationship with Brock?”

"It put a strain on our relationship. But I like to think we became stronger because of it. It helped us establish trust. You can’t have a relationship without trust.”

That much was true.

"Right now, you and I don't have trust. I can see it in your eyes."

"We're not in a relationship," I said.

That devilish smirk curled her plump lips. "Oh yes, we are. An adversarial relationship, but a relationship nonetheless.”

“Adversarial?”

“You're a deputy, I’m a suspect. I would very much like to change the dynamic of that relationship. I thought I had eliminated myself from your suspect list, but it seems you still have questions. How about I come down to the station and take a lie detector test? Would that satisfy your curiosity?”

"Lie detectors aren't admissible in court."

"I'm not concerned about court, Deputy. I just want us to be on the same page. Then I can just be a widow, and you can investigate someone else.”
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The polygraph tech rigged Tiffany up to the machine in the interrogation room. Hooked to a small laptop, the device measured changes in heartbeat, respiration, blood pressure, galvanic skin response, along with sensors to detect movement. It was a state-of-the-art machine that rarely saw any use. More of an intimidation tactic than anything else. They weren't admissible in a court of law. Still, sometimes they could scare someone into the truth.

Video cameras captured the session. JD and I sat across the table from Tiffany, along with the technician. The sheriff watched from the observation room.

I asked a series of control questions to establish her baseline response to known answers. “Is your full legal name Tiffany Madison?”

“Yes. Well, Tiffany Elise Madison, if you want to get technical.”

“Are you at the Coconut County Sheriff’s Office?”

“Unfortunately.”

“Yes or no, please.”

“Yes.”

“Are we in the state of Florida?”

“Yes.”

“Have you ever lied?”

She laughed. “Who hasn’t?”

“Try not to laugh. It could affect the results.”

“Aye-aye, Captain. I’ll keep it serious.” She pretended to put on an intense expression.

“Have you ever lied?”

“Yes.”

“Have you ever lied to any law enforcement officers?”

“I’m sure I have.”

“Yes or no?”

“Yes.”

These questions were designed to provoke a small stress response.

“Have you ever lied to me?”

She looked me dead in the eye. “No.”

“Have you ever thought about hurting a family member?”

Her brow wrinkled like the notion was absurd. “No.”

“You ever think about killing anyone?”

“Only when in traffic.” She smirked.

I gave her a stern look.

“Sorry. Could you repeat the question?”

I did.

“No.”

The fluorescents buzzed overhead, and the tiny room felt even more claustrophobic with all of us in there. The machine that could supposedly see into the dark recesses of your soul made it all the more suffocating for her. So far, Tiffany handled it well. Calm and composed.

"How did you meet your husband?" I asked, knowing what the answer should be.

"Like I said, I met my husband through Charlotte Beaumont."

I glanced at the laptop, looking for any indication of anomalies.

All the waveforms held steady and stayed in the range of normal, according to her baseline.

"Did you love your husband?"

"Very much."

"Yes or no?”

"Yes. A thousand percent yes."

Again, the waveforms on the computer held steady.

“Did you get into any arguments or disagreements with Brock Madison on the day of his death?”

“No.”

"Did you kill your husband?”

"No. Absolutely not.”

"Did you hire someone to kill your husband?”

“No.”

“Did you make any arrangements or plans to have him killed?"

"No.”

Nothing went haywire.

The waveforms remained consistent. I stared at them for a long moment, waiting for some type of blip or deviation—something to indicate deception. A momentary elevation in heartbeat or an increase in galvanic stress response. An elevation in blood pressure.

Nothing.

She was either telling the truth or she had complete control of her emotional response. Not impossible, especially for sociopaths and psychopaths. The machine could be beaten. Some of us knew how. But it was a rare day.

“Did you tamper with any evidence at the crime scene the night of your husband’s death?”

“No.”

“Did you secretly wish for your husband’s death?”

“No. What kind of question is that?”

“Did you conspire with anyone else to kill your husband?”

“No.”

I asked all the pertinent questions again in several ways to the point of annoyance. She always responded with some variation of the same answer.

Never once did the machine indicate deception.

"Do you know who killed Brock Madison?"

"No. I do not."

Again, the waveforms indicated a truthful response.

"Take me through that evening once again,” I said. “Be as detailed as possible. Don't leave anything out.”

Tiffany took a deep breath, recalled the event, then recounted the details to me just as she had done a few times before.

Nothing about her story changed.

Her vital statistics remained calm and steady.

More and more, I was coming to the belief that she didn't kill her husband. The fact that the financial incentive had been removed from the equation dropped Tiffany to the bottom of my suspect list.

“Do you stand to profit in any way from the death of Brock Madison?”

“Not in any meaningful way, as far as I’m aware.”

I kept trying to elicit something from her. After about an hour in the interrogation room, I was done, and so was she.

I told her we'd be back before stepping out for a moment. The technician unhooked the device as we joined Sheriff Daniels in the hallway.

"You know, when this whole thing began, I would have put good money on her as the killer,” the sheriff said.

"I think I would have been right with you," I said.

He exhaled a deep breath. "Find out who killed Coach Madison. And do it quickly,” he said before ambling down the hallway.

I pulled open the door to the interrogation room. With the equipment disconnected, Tiffany was ready to go. She smiled at me. "What's the verdict? Am I a free woman?”

"The machine did not indicate deception. I think you’re in the clear."

A relieved smile curled her lips. "It's just what I’ve been telling you all along.”

"We just try to do our jobs. You understand.”

"I do, and I'm grateful for your effort. I know you will pursue this with all available resources.”

"Indeed.”

I held the door for her as she stepped into the hallway. She fanned herself. "Is it just me, or is it hot in there?"

"They don't call it the hot seat for nothing," I said.

"I bet you do that on purpose. Turn up the heat to make people sweat."

"I can neither confirm nor deny," I said with a wink.

"I'm hungry. I’m having a craving for the Five Fathoms. Would you gentlemen care to join me? My treat?”

I hesitated. "I'm not sure that would be appropriate.”

Her brow knitted. "I fail to see what would be inappropriate about that. I'm no longer a suspect, am I? I'm just a widow helping deputies solve my husband's murder. Perhaps there’s something we missed. Some connection can be found. It would almost be negligent not to have lunch with me.”

I shared a look with JD.

"As much as I'd like to, I think the press would have a field day with that. Deputies fraternize with widow days after husband's death."

She laughed. "You're probably right.” Tiffany paused. “But if there’s anything I’ve learned, it’s that the press will say anything. They have no regard for the truth.” She paused. "I don't want to give you the wrong impression. I have no ulterior motives. I'm just looking for a social connection right now. I don't really like being alone. My true friends are few and far between.”

“I understand.”

She took a breath. "Perhaps another time?”

"Perhaps."

We escorted her outside. Jack offered to give her a ride, but we all decided that was probably a bad idea since there was a horde of media waiting in the parking lot, Paris Delaney among them.

Reporters shouted, and cameras closed in.

"Tiffany, are you still a suspect?”

"Did you kill your husband?”

"Was this a murder-for-hire plot?”

I stepped in frame and said, "Tiffany Madison is no longer a person of interest at this time."

Another onslaught of questions came at me, but I declined to answer.

Another deputy gave her a ride back to the Seven Seas in a patrol car. The cameras all filmed as they drove out of the lot.

Paris asked me on camera, "Deputy Wild, who is your primary suspect now?”

Isabella buzzed my phone. I stepped out of frame and answered the call. "What have you got for me?"

"You asked me to look into a lot of people. It's taking a little time to sort through all this, and I've got my hands full with a few of the things, so forgive me if I'm slow to respond.”

I smiled and meandered away from the reporters for some privacy. "No worries. Anything you can do is appreciated.”

"I‘ve got some interesting tidbits here and there and a possible suspect. Hunter Madison's cell phone is off the grid during the time of the murders. The last position I have for that is aboard his boat in the marina. It goes off-grid about 6 PM. Comes back online the next morning around 10:00 AM.”

"Could be a dead battery.”

"Always a possibility. Colt Ralston currently lives in Los Angeles. From what I can tell, his phone attended a concert at the Hollywood Bowl at the time of the murder. I can't say with absolute certainty, but I think you can cross him off the list.”

"Good to know. What about Gavin Carver?"

"Well, his cell phone was at his apartment, then a few bars on Oyster Avenue. He made a late-night trip down to Dowling Street, stayed down there for 15 to 20 minutes, then came back to his apartment."

"What about the widow of the cyclist Coach Madison killed?”

"Well, here's where it gets a little tragic and interesting. Judging by her finances, it looks like she's already burned through the settlement. As far as I can tell, she's answering phones in a dental office right now, handling scheduling.”

"Is she still living in Pineapple Bay?”

"Yes. I'll text you her address and her employer.”

"What about the cyclist?”

"From what I was able to find about him online, he was training for a triathlon at the time of the accident. As you can imagine, because of Brock Madison's involvement, there were a lot of online articles. He made a living as a commercial pilot. He's got a younger brother who lives in Coconut Key. Here’s where it gets interesting. The brother runs a high-end landscaping company. Services posh neighborhoods like the Platinum Dunes, Stingray Bay, and⁠—“

"Palm Haven," I said, finishing her sentence.

"Exactly. His cell phone records put him in Palm Haven the day of the murders. His phone goes off the grid around 7:00 PM and doesn't pop back up until after midnight.”

"That's just a little too coincidental," I said.

"Even more coincidental is the fact that he was working on the yard across the street from Brock’s residence earlier that day."

Things were beginning to solidify in my mind. "He’s there, working on the lawn. Probably saw Brock. Came back that evening with a pair of pruning shears and got revenge for his brother.”

"If the trophy wife didn't kill Brock, which you say she didn't, then my vote is for Randy Williams.”

I grinned. "You're the best."

"And don't you forget it.”

"How could I ever?”

I thanked her again and ended the call. I filled Jack in on the situation, and Isabella sent a text with all the details moments later.

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


20




The grating howl of a leaf blower filled the air. It was probably one of the worst sounds on the planet. I breathed in a lungful of exhaust as I approached the lawn truck. The black trailer was filled with mowers, weed whackers, clippings, and debris. On the side of the trailer, there were all kinds of hand tools, shears, rakes, spades, brooms, you name it. A couple of 50-pound sacks of mulch were stacked in the back of the trailer. Everything had a place and was organized.

I noticed some of the hand tools were the same brand as the shears used to kill Coach Madison.

JD and I shared a curious look.

Randy ran a crew of guys that banged out the yard work in no time. Everybody had a dedicated job. Mower, trimmer, blower. They did trees too, but not today.

Randy didn't do much. He sat in the truck, talking on his phone with the windows down while his crew worked up a sweat. Granted, this time of year in Coconut Key was comfortable. But manual labor in the sun with long sleeves could take its toll.

I smiled and flashed my badge when I reached the driver’s side window. Emblazoned on the side of the white F150 pickup was Randy's logo—Elite Landscaping, Coconut Key.

Randy's eyes filled with concern when he saw the shiny gold star.

"Just need to ask you a few questions," I said.

He said to the person on the other end of the line, "I need to call you back." Randy ended the call and slipped the phone into his pocket. "Is there some kind of problem? We’re not breaking the noise ordinance with the blower. I've measured it before with a decibel meter. Plus, it's the afternoon.”

I smiled again. "It's not about the noise. I'm hoping you can help us with an investigation.”

That phrasing seemed to set him at ease a little.

"Sure. Anything I can do to help law enforcement.”

“Can you tell me where you were between 9 and 10:30 PM two days ago?"

Randy stammered, "I can't really be sure.”

"You were in Palm Haven that afternoon.”

His brow knitted. In a tentative voice, he replied, "Yes.”

"I believe your client is Mrs. Halford.”

His phone’s GPS data helped Isabella pinpoint the address. I had called the resident and spoken with her. She didn’t recall seeing Randy venture onto Coach Madison’s property.

"I have several clients in Palm Haven,” Randy boasted.

“Of course. Was Brock Madison one of your clients?”

Anger tightened his jaw. "No. He most certainly was not.”

"Mrs. Halford lives directly across from his residence. When you were working on her lawn, did you happen to see Brock or his wife?”

“I don't recall.”

"How long have you been working for Mrs. Halford?"

"I've been tending to her lawn care needs for the last six months at least."

"And in all that time, you’re saying you never once realized that Brock Madison was living directly across the street from her?" I said with a doubtful tone.

"I can't be sure."

"Well, you either are, or you aren't, aware that his residence was in close proximity.”

With a tight jaw, he said, "Brock Madison is not someone I care to focus my attention on.”

“Because he killed your brother,” I said.

His checks reddened. “Yes. As far as I’m concerned, he should have gone to jail.”

"Sounds like you feel justice wasn’t served."

He scoffed. "Justice? There is no justice. You sleazebags suppressed evidence. Brock got a pass because of who he is. My brother is dead. That scumbag got off with no charges, and he only had to pay a pittance to my sister-in-law.”

"So, you felt completely justified taking matters into your own hands," I said.

His brow wrinkled with confusion. "What are you talking about?”

"The murder of Brock Madison.”

Randy’s face tightened with confusion. "What!?”

"He was murdered that evening. I find it a little coincidental that you just happened to be in the neighborhood that day.”

"Life is strange. It's full of odd coincidences.”

"You don't seem to have an alibi.”

Thoughts raced behind his eyes. He plucked the words out of nowhere. "We finished for the day. I drove home, took a shower, got dressed, then went out to dinner with my girlfriend."

"Just a few minutes ago, you couldn't recall what you did that evening.”

"Well, I suddenly remembered.”

"I'll need to verify that information with your girlfriend.”

"Be my guest.”

"I'll need her contact information.”

His mouth tightened. Randy pulled out his phone and thumbed through the contact list. “What’s your phone number? I'll text you her information."

I dug into my pocket and handed him a card.

He sent the information. "I didn’t kill Brock Madison. I sure would have liked to. But you're barking up the wrong tree.”

“I bet you’ve got another vehicle besides this truck,” I said.

“Yeah, this is just a work vehicle.”

“Nice work vehicle. What’s your personal car?”

With a knitted brow, he snapped, “What does that matter?”

“I can look up the DMV records.”

After a frustrated exhale, he said, “A black Corova XT.”

It was a reliable econobox.

Deputies had canvased Palm Haven, looking for video footage of vehicles coming or going, but turned up nothing. We’d make another round and ask if anyone remembered seeing a black Corova XT in the neighborhood the night of the murder.
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"Yes, I was with Randy last night," Amy said when I called. "What's this about?”

"How long were you with him?”

She took a breath. "I think we met up around 6:30 PM. We had dinner, then I was home by 9:00 PM.”

"So, you can’t verify his whereabouts after that?”

"No. I can’t. Is he in some kind of trouble?”

I ignored her question. "Any particular reason why the date was cut short?”

Amy hesitated. "We broke up.”

"I’m sorry to hear that. Had that been coming for a long time?”

She exhaled. "I just didn't feel like it was going where I wanted it to go. He's a really nice guy, but…”

“No spark?”

“There was at one time. I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

"Did Randy ever express any violent thoughts?”

"Are violent thoughts a crime now?”

I chuckled. "No. I'm just trying to get a sense of his personality. Was he ever violent with you?”

She was silent for a long moment. Too long. "One time. He’d been drinking. We got into a pretty heated argument. He hit me. I don't think he meant to. He would never have done it sober.” She was making excuses for him. At least she had gotten out of the relationship.

"Is that the reason you broke up?”

"Among others.”

“Did he ever express a desire to harm Coach Madison?”

"Did Randy do something?”

"That's what we’re trying to find out. Coach Madison is dead.”

She gasped. "When did this happen?"

"Between 9 and 10:30 PM the night you went out with Randy.”

There was plenty of time for Randy to have gone to Palm Haven after his breakup with Amy. He was probably enraged and perhaps lit up. Could be a combination for aggression.

"Was he drinking excessively on your date?”

"He had a few, if I recall.”

"Did he say anything about Coach Madison that night?”

"That was not a topic of discussion.”

"Would you be willing to testify if it came down to it?”

"You really think he killed Coach Madison?"

"Let's just say he had motive, means, and opportunity.”

She hesitated a moment, then stammered. "Yeah, I guess. I mean, if he's guilty, sure. I'll testify.”

"You know him better than I do. Do you think that's possible? Is he capable of murder?”

She exhaled. "Randy and his brother were close. I know he was deeply disturbed by the loss. It was something he talked about all the time and still harbored a lot of animosity and resentment. Who wouldn't? I didn't think it was anything unusual. But Randy can get dark at times. He can be a little up-and-down, and you never know which Randy you're going to get. Honestly, it was just too much for me. He doesn't take his medication, and he self-medicates with alcohol, which only makes the mood swings worse." Amy paused. "Look, I think he's really a good guy at heart. We’ve all got our problems. But it just wasn’t working out for us.”

I thanked her for the information and told her we'd be in touch.

JD and I headed back to the Avventura and grabbed dinner at Diver Down. We shot the breeze with Teagan for a bit, then met the guys at O’ Grady’s to pregame a little before the show.

We were set to headline at Vibe at 10:00 PM.

All the debris had been cleared from Sonic Temple. It was now an empty lot after the explosion. I'm sure it wouldn't remain that way for long. Prime real estate on the strip.

Jack had been in contact with Harvey about it. He’d owned the place forever, but wasn't sure what he was going to do moving forward. Sonic Temple was an icon on Oyster Avenue, and the premier venue for live rock 'n' roll. It would be a shame if it never came back.

We headed over to Vibe around 9:00 PM, then hung out in the green room warming up until it was time to go on stage.

The place was packed.

Vibe was considerably smaller than Sonic Temple, and they were certainly happy to have the business. You could barely move in the place.

I took the stage and introduced the band.

Dizzy struck a power cord, and the guys rushed on stage and took their positions. Jack howled into the microphone, "Are you ready to rock 'n' roll!?"

The question was met with a roar from the audience.

The band broke into My Only Vice and pummeled the crowd with retro rock goodness for the next hour and a half.

After a couple of encores, the band came offstage a sweaty mess.

Throngs of groupies flocked, looking for autographs, pawing the guys. The band soaked up the adulation. Few things in life are better than being a pseudo-rock star after a show.

To my surprise, Tiffany squeezed her way through the crowd and slinked past the security guy. His job was to selectively filter out people.

I did a double-take. "Funny seeing you here.”

"I thought I'd come out and support. I can be a fan, can't I?"

"The more, the merrier.”

Jack signed a few autographs, then caught sight of Tiffany. I think he was as surprised to see her as I was. "To what do we owe the pleasure?”

She shrugged, then looked at the ground sheepishly before looking up at Jack with those big blue eyes. I had no doubt Tiffany's shy, starstruck routine was well-rehearsed. "I have a confession to make.”

I didn't think she was going to admit to murdering her husband. It wasn't that kind of confession.

"I've been a fan of Wild Fury for a while now. I love how you capture the ’80s nostalgia, but it still somehow feels fresh and new.”

Jack smiled. "You know, we're just a group of guys having fun.”

"It shows."

Crash interrupted and asked me, "Is it cool if we bring people back to the boat?“

"Keep it a small event."

Crash scoffed. "Of course."

I gave him a doubtful look. I'm sure he had invited half the female population already. But I wasn't going to complain.

He looked at Tiffany. "You should join us."

Crash could barely keep his tongue in his mouth. Tiffany was mouthwatering.

"Crash, I don't think you've met Tiffany," I said.

He extended his hand to shake.

I continued, "This is Coach Madison's wife."

"Oh. Well, bring your husband along." Crash hadn't been keeping up with the news.

"My husband's dead."

"Even better!” He cringed, then cleared his throat after realizing his faux pas. "I mean, I'm so sorry for your loss.” He made a somber face. “I think the social interaction might be good for you.”

He rebounded quickly.

Tiffany smiled. "Thank you for your concern and kind words.” She looked at me. "If it's okay with Deputy Wild, I'd love to join the party.”

"Why wouldn't it be okay?" Crash asked with a knitted brow.

"Tiffany was a person of interest at one point in time,” I said.

Crash looked surprised, then surveyed Tiffany. "She’s definitely a person of interest, alright. But no. No way she's a killer. A heartbreaker, maybe, but not deadly.”

Tiffany chuckled. "I don't know if I should take that as a compliment or be offended."

"It’s a compliment," Crash said. "But don't worry. I think you could still be dangerous." Crash had no idea what he was getting himself into.

"Oh, I'm dangerous, alright," she replied. "I'm just not a murderer, as the good deputies have come to realize. At least, I think they realize that.”

"Fortunately, we have more promising leads," I said.

Tiffany looked intrigued. "I'd love to hear more about it, if that's something you can tell me.”

"Let's just say we found someone with a strong motive and the means to carry it out.”

Hope filled her eyes. "That's wonderful news.”

Pinky and Floyd hauled out the gear and loaded it into the Wild Fury van. They took it all back to the practice studio and set up for the next practice session. I paid those guys well, and they loved what they did. Just two old-school rockers living the dream. Or as close to the dream as they were going to get. When they were done, they made it back to the Avventura for the after-party.

The Wild Fury phenomenon was something to behold. Even the road crew got treated like somebody special by the girls. Rock star adjacent.

The boat was packed, and music pumped through speakers at a reasonable volume, given the late hour. A few neighbors joined the party as usual. Jack slung drinks from behind the bar on the sundeck, and a good time was had by all.

I'm sure the media would have a field day if they found out Tiffany was aboard the boat, but so far, we had managed to avoid the paparazzi.

"Are you back in the house yet?" I asked her.

"No. I'm still at the Seven Seas. I need to get somebody into the house and clean it up. All the carpet in the master bedroom needs to go. Basically, all the carpet upstairs. I just don't want to see any trace of that when I go back. Too painful.” She paused and took a sip of her red wine. Her lipstick stained the rim of the glass.

Tiffany had a magnetic quality—there was no doubt about it. It was easy to see why Coach Madison had fallen for her.

"I hope you don't think this is too soon."

"What do you mean?”

“Me being at a party, having a drink.”

"Everybody processes grief in a different way," I replied.

"I just can't sit in that cabana by myself. My mind goes to bad places. I keep seeing Brock when I close my eyes, covered in blood, my hands red. I keep having these recurrent nightmares. It's horrible."

I wasn't going to judge her for trying to cope with the situation.

"If I get out and keep my mind occupied, it keeps those thoughts and images away. I don't care if anyone else understands. I need to preserve my sanity at a time like this.”

"First and foremost, you need to take care of yourself. It's a challenging time for people. Stressful, poor sleep. They let themselves get run down. That's the last thing you need right now.”

She smiled. "Thank you for understanding.”

My phone buzzed with a call from Flynn. In that exuberant voice, he howled, “I have arrived! I'm on my way now. I expect you have plenty of whiskey to help us make it through the night.”

I laughed. "I think there's enough to go around.”

Less than 15 minutes later, a black limousine pulled into the parking lot and drove around by the dock. The driver hopped out, hustled around, and grabbed Flynn’s door. The movie star stepped into the night air like he had reached the promised land. With that brilliant smile, he surveyed his surroundings.

The driver grabbed his bags from the trunk.

The movie star was here. And wherever Flynn went, it was the place to be.
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Paparazzi pulled into the lot, chasing after Flynn. The vultures hopped out of their cars and rushed to grab photos and cellphone footage. They swarmed around, camera flashes flickering, shouting questions.

“What brings you into town?”

“Are you filming another movie?”

“Do you think your daughter got a fair trial?”

“Guys, guys,” Flynn said. “It’s been a long flight, and I’d just like to relax. I’m here in town to see friends. I’ve got several projects in development. And I’m not discussing my daughter.”

He posed for some pictures, then said, “Thank you, gentlemen. Now I’d appreciate some privacy.”

It was something you gave up when becoming a public figure.

They followed him down the dock to the Avventura.

People gawked at the movie star as he crossed the passerelle and stepped aboard the boat. With his roller case in tow, he weaved through the crowd.

Flynn was a lot of things, but he wasn't a self-important, pretentious douchebag. He had more or less renounced the trappings of fame and downsized his life. The yacht in Monaco was gone. He didn't travel with a security staff. No assistants. No entourage. All of that was absent. His career was in the tank, his wife had left him, and his daughter was serving a 7-year sentence in a juvenile facility on a manslaughter charge in France. With good behavior, she’d be out in 3. It pays to have a wealthy, famous father.

Flynn had certainly found rock bottom and was now trying to crawl his way out.

"Where the hell are they?" he shouted as he meandered through the crowd, looking for me and JD.

From the sky deck, I shouted down to him and waved.

He grinned and made his way up. When he saw me, we clasped hands, and he gave me a bro hug. "Damn good to see you! Where the hell is Jack?"

Flynn looked around and spotted JD as he headed our way with a handful of beverages. Weaving through the crowd, careful not to spill, Jack arrived with nary a drop hitting the deck. He doled out the drinks, greeted Flynn with a handshake and a hug, then lifted his glass to toast.

We all clinked glasses and sipped the fine beverages.

I introduced Flynn to Tiffany. Of course, his eyes were instantly drawn to her mesmerizing, all-natural assets. Who could blame him?

I had no doubt this wasn't his first drink of the evening. He probably indulged on the flight from Los Angeles. His eyes narrowed at the vixen, and he pointed at her. "You. I know you.” Flynn finally placed it. "Coach Madison. My condolences for your loss.”

Tiffany thanked him.

Flynn said to me, "I hope you don't mind, but I figured I’d crash with you guys while I'm here.”

"Not a problem, but it's first-come, first-served. You better claim your guest room fast. They tend to fill up by the end of the evening around here.”

Flynn grinned. "In that case, let me get settled in, and I will be right back." He addressed Tiffany. "It was nice to meet you.”

"My pleasure.”

Flynn meandered through the crowd, smiling, shaking hands, and high-fiving. It didn't matter that he hadn't had a hit movie in a few years—people adored him.

He disappeared below deck.

"You sure do have intriguing friends," Tiffany said.

“Keeps life interesting.”

It didn't take long before delightful beauties slipped out of slinky dresses and climbed into the Jacuzzi with some of the band members.

It wasn't a party until someone got naked.

Several of the paparazzi loitered on the dock, snapping photos and taking video of the boat and the party that ensued. I'm sure it would be all over the Internet in a matter of moments.

Flynn returned, mixing and mingling, soaking up the adulation. He could say he wanted privacy, but he enjoyed the spotlight. I'm sure he'd miss it if nobody paid him any attention.

The party raged on, and between Jack and Flynn, there was never a dull moment.

The hour grew late, and couples began to pair off, looking for spare staterooms below deck.

I kicked the stragglers off the boat and told them they didn't have to go home, but they couldn't stay here.

Tiffany said to me, "It's been entertaining, deputy. I appreciate your hospitality. Would you mind walking me to my car?”

"Not at all," I said. "Are you okay to drive?"

"On second thought, I should probably call for a rideshare. I've had a few glasses of wine. Maybe a few too many.”

"A wise choice.”

"Or I could always stay here until I sober up, if you don't mind.” She tried to play it off as innocent, and it was almost convincing. Almost. Her sultry gaze seemed like an invitation.

"I don't think that would be such a good idea, given the current situation," I said.

"Oh, I didn’t mean to suggest anything.”

"Of course not.”

Tiffany called for a rideshare, and I escorted her to the parking lot and waited until her driver arrived.

The paparazzi still loitered around, and they didn't waste any time snapping photos and taking videos.

"Now that you’ve been cleared of any wrongdoing, what will you do?”

"Do you think it's appropriate to attend a party so soon after your husband's demise?”

"Have you already started dating?"

Tiffany ignored them, said goodbye, and hopped into the silver sedan. She rode off into the night.

The paparazzi followed me back to the Avventura.

"Are you romantically involved with Tiffany Madison?"

"No."

"Do you think it's appropriate for county deputies to fraternize with former persons of interest?"

"The Coconut County Sheriff's Department remains committed to solving Coach Madison's murder.”

"Is Tiffany Madison still considered a suspect?”

"Not at this time," I said before crossing the passerelle to the aft deck.

I stepped into the salon, petted Buddy, then climbed up to my stateroom and got ready for bed. Buddy and Fluffy decided to follow. The aloof white cat seemed to be craving affection. When I got into bed, she crawled up beside me, purring and flapping her tail as I crashed out. Buddy curled up at the foot of the bed.

One big happy family.

My phone buzzed in the morning with a call from Sheriff Daniels. He was not happy. "Wild, what the hell is going on?”
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"Well, I was sleeping if you want to know the truth," I said to the sheriff.

His gruff voice crackled through the speaker in my phone. "Tiffany Madison better not be lying next to you.”

"Nope. I don't see her." Daniels had clearly seen the paparazzi photos and read the gossip blogs. Somebody must have pointed it out to him.

"What are you doing with her?”

"Absolutely nothing,” I said innocently.

He scoffed.

"Is she still on our suspect list?”

"You're investigating the case. You tell me.”

"I'm keeping my mind open to all possibilities. But I think we've got better suspects. Randy Williams for one.”

"What was Mrs. Madison doing on your boat last night?”

"She came to see the show. Crash invited her back to the boat for the after-party. Wasn’t my idea.”

"I don't care whose idea it was. It's not a good look.”

“I’m just collecting data points.”

“Data points?” he replied with skepticism.

“The more I know about a suspect, the better I can evaluate their role, if any, in the crime.”

"Save it. You don’t need to know the color of her panties to solve this crime. I don't want either of you dipping your wicks into the former Mrs. Madison. You got me? I don't need the headache.”

"Rest assured, that is not going to happen.”

He laughed. "Just keep your wits about you, Wild.”

"Always," I replied.

The sheriff scoffed and ended the call.

I pulled myself out of bed. After I showered and went through my morning routine, I stumbled down to the galley and fixed something to eat. I knew we had a lot of stowaways on board, so I grilled pancakes, waffles, eggs, hash browns, and sizzled bacon. A big spread would cover just about everyone. The smell of hot coffee swirled.

Flynn was up bright and early, looking fully rested, even though I knew he wasn’t. He had a remarkable ability to remain positive, shrug off the past, and look at the world with the fresh eyes of a child every day. Part movie star, part shaman.

Jack rolled out of bed just in time to eat. With bleary eyes and tousled hair, he dished up a plate. We took our meals up to the sky deck, and Flynn said grace before we dug in. “Oh, Lord, we are grateful for this meal and the friends we share it with. We look forward to receiving all your future blessings. Amen.” With a wide smile, he said, “Let’s eat!”

We filled our bellies, soaking in the morning rays of amber light.

Flynn talked about the movie projects with excitement and wonder. It was that stage of the project where anything was possible. The time to dream, and dream big.

With full bellies, we headed to the Naval Air Station for the show. Gates opened at 9:00 AM, and the show started at 11:00 AM. The place was packed with young and old alike.

Warbirds gleamed on the tarmac—P-51 Mustangs with snarling teeth and buxom pinup queens, B-17 bombers, F4U Corsairs, FA-18 Hornets, and of course, Mickey Malibu’s famed Cessna 310. It was popular among smugglers back in the day. Fully restored and polished to perfection, the “Little Rascal” was the spitting image of the plane he had used to traffic tons of cocaine and cash for the Colombian cartels. It was a little surreal to see it sitting on the tarmac like that, knowing its history.

I wasn't sure if this was THE plane, or one he had fully restored. Either way, the majority of the crowd believed they were looking at the actual smuggling vehicle. Despite occupying the tarmac with some other heavy hitters, the “Little Rascal” drew as much attention as any other aircraft out there.

JD, Flynn, and I meandered around the magnificent works of art. The smell of metal, oil, and fuel lingered in the air. People snapped pictures and posed in front of the planes that would be in the air not long from now.

Flynn looked for Mickey, but couldn't find him anywhere.

There were vendor booths where you could buy snacks, T-shirts, and other memorabilia, including signed pictures of the pilots with their birds, coffee mugs, key chains, ball caps, coolers, sunglasses, and even lawn chairs. Every aspect of this event had been monetized to its fullest potential.

The show started right on time with the opening flag jump.

The crowd stood, removed their ball caps, and placed their hands across their hearts. Servicemen stood at attention.

Skydivers brought in the flag while the anthem blared through Klaxons, echoing across the tarmac. The Stars and Stripes rippled through the air, massive and awe-inspiring. At 2,500 square feet, it was enormous. Red, white, and blue smoke billowed from the other jumpers, and fireworks exploded in a stunning display. It was the kind of thing that made you swell with pride and patriotism.

Camera shutters clicked as people snapped photos. Stunt planes circled around the flag, and fireworks continued to pop and sizzle. The warble of engines buzzed through the air.

The crowd went wild as the anthem concluded. People clapped, howled, and cheered.

This was going to be a helluva show. I just hoped nobody got too daring. It was easy to miscalculate and push too hard in front of a crowd, showing off. Things could turn dangerous in a heartbeat. It wouldn’t be the first time a weekend warrior crashed an old plane and took out the crowd at an airshow.


24




The warbirds rumbled through the air in formation. They buzzed by, doing acrobatics, engines howling. The sound was deafening. They were a sight to behold. In excellent condition, they looked fresh off the showroom floor, even though these WWII-era planes were over half a century old. These beauties had been well cared for.

Up next was Mickey Malibu. The crowd went wild as he did a low flyby. He made another pass, doing barrel rolls.

Mickey still had command of the aircraft.

He did a few touch-and-go landings. On one of them, a passenger dumped out a black duffel bag through a cargo door onto the tarmac. It tumbled and rolled and finally came to a stop.

The crowd went wild again at the simulated drug run—a glimpse of the outlaw in his former glory.

There was no telling how many bags of dope Mickey had dropped into the ocean or onto a remote key in the middle of the night, only to be retrieved later by cartel members.

Flynn ate it up. His wide eyes took in the show, visions of cinematic glory dancing in his head.

By the time Mickey landed and parked his plane, he had a crowd of adoring groupies waiting. This guy was like a rock star.

In his 60s, Mickey was fit and lean, with muscular shoulders and bulging biceps. He wore a snug, fitted T-shirt and cargo pants. He must have been on at least 100mg of testosterone a week. He had long, flowing blond hair, a rugged jaw, lined with stubble that was mostly gray. He clearly got his blond color from a bottle.

Dark aviator sunglasses shielded his eyes, and he had a pearly white smile that he flashed liberally at the pretty ladies who wanted his autograph. Mickey was quick on the draw to sign pictures, baseball caps, and even supple curves of vixens’ body parts. They giggled and batted their eyelashes at him, flicking their hair, giving subtle, and sometimes not-so-subtle, clues to their interest. The legend had his pick. I'm sure he collected numbers as he made his way through the throngs of groupies that surrounded him.

This was Mickey’s show, and not even Flynn could upstage him as we approached.

The crowd parted, and the two greeted like old friends.

"How are you, brother?" Flynn asked, clasping Mickey’s hand, giving him a hug.

"Life is beautiful," Mickey replied with a grin.

They were definitely cut from the same cloth. Mickey could have been a movie star, and Flynn could have been a drug runner under different circumstances. Maybe he was, in a parallel universe.

They caught up briefly, then Flynn introduced us. "Mickey, I'd like you to meet Tyson and JD.”

With a firm handshake and a smile, Mickey said, "It's a pleasure to meet you both. I understand you’re county deputies, but I won't hold that against you."

We all laughed.

"Flynn tells me great things," I said. "It's quite a story you've got to tell.”

"And Flynn says you're the one to tell it.”

I shrugged modestly and said, "Well, fortunately, I've had a little success in Hollywood.”

"I'm aware. I loved the Bree Taylor story.”

Bree had been a rising box office star until her tragic demise.

I smiled again. The small film had done well at the box office. It was my accidental entrée into Hollywood that stemmed from a weekend with the movie star during her last days.

Years on, most everybody had forgotten about her. In another decade, twentysomethings won't know who she was. Fame and celebrity can be fleeting. Anyone who wants their career to span multiple decades must be savvy, dedicated, and lucky.

We hung out with Mickey for the rest of the show, getting to know each other. Mickey had plenty of stories to tell, and he held court. When Mickey spoke of the glory days, people listened.

The show finished with the Blue Angels performing unbelievably precise aerial acrobatics. Flying wing tip to wing tip demanded the utmost in skill and attention.

Flynn suggested we all grab a drink on Oyster Avenue and kick around ideas for the biopic. We wanted to get out of there and beat the rush before the traffic.

I called for a rideshare. Five minutes later, a black Lincoln Navigator pulled into the parking lot. We hopped inside, and the driver pulled out of the lot in the nick of time as patrons spilled into the parking lot, heading back to their cars.

It was a nice evening, and Mickey wanted to drink margaritas on the deck of El Señor. It was a tropical restaurant bar that served nachos, quesadillas, fajitas, and burritos. The margaritas were giant, and one was enough to put you over the limit. Two would lower your inhibitions, and by three, you were making bad decisions.

On the way, a cardboard sign on a corner read Yard Sale, written in black Sharpie. Mickey saw it as we approached the intersection and instructed the driver to follow the arrow.

I shared a curious look with JD and Flynn. Now seemed like a strange time to go thrifting, but it was Mickey’s show, for the moment.

We meandered through the residential neighborhood, following the cardboard signs. The sale was easy to spot. Cars lined the street. People came and went. Items sat atop card tables on the driveway.

The driver pulled up to the home, and Mickey gave him 20 bucks to wait while he sifted through a few items. “I’ll be right back, he said.”

Mickey hopped out and hustled up the driveway.

“What the hell is he doing?” JD asked with a wrinkled brow.

Flynn shrugged. "Just roll with it, boys. Mickey can be an odd one at times."

That was the pot calling the kettle black.

Mickey perused a bunch of books on a table. He surveyed them quickly, then moved on. He asked the host something. She shook her head.

Disappointed, Mickey returned to the Navigator and climbed inside. "Sorry. I make a habit of stopping at every garage and estate sale I see.”

The driver put the car into gear, and we continued to our destination.

"What were you looking for?” I asked.

Mickey grinned. "Just a particular book. A somewhat rare edition. It’s got sentimental value.”

Mickey didn't elaborate, and I left it at that.

The driver dropped us off at El Señor. A cute hostess looked starstruck when she saw Flynn. She could barely contain herself. It was no longer Mickey’s show. For now, and probably the rest of the evening, it would be Flynn’s circus.

The hostess grabbed menus and seated us outside.

People stole glances as we chilled on the patio, crunching on chips and queso, sipping salty margaritas. Mickey continued to regale us with tales about running drugs. He’d seen a lot of crazy things in his day—wild parties, free love, and brutal killings. You can’t have one without the other in that lifestyle. Mickey told us about the mansions and cars he had, and how much money was flowing through his pockets on a daily basis back then. It was insane, especially in the ’80s when money went a lot farther than it does now.

Mickey had served his time and cut his deal. He was untouchable for everything that had happened prior to his term. I think he reveled in the opportunity to tell two law enforcement officers about all kinds of illegal things he could no longer get busted for.

Flynn finally asked. "Is it true you hid $150 million of Pepe Sandoval’s money out there somewhere?”
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Mickey grinned. “It’s all rumor and speculation. I’m happy to have people believe whatever they want to believe. It adds to the mystique. But don’t you think if I knew where $150 million was buried that I’d go get it?”

Flynn smiled. “Maybe you don’t want the trouble that comes with it.”

Drug money rarely comes without strings.

We filled our bellies, drank copious amounts, and told stories.

It was somewhere near 3:00 PM when Mickey said, “I like you boys. I want you to tell the story. I'm in if you’re in."

Flynn grinned. "Of course they’re in! This is going to be one of the greatest biopics of all time. Plus, we've got our swashbuckling adventure. We can't lose with these two films.”

Between Flynn and Mickey, their enthusiasm was contagious.

"I'm in," I said.

"Woo-hoo!" Flynn howled with joy. "I love it when a plan comes together." He smiled and lifted his glass to toast. "The power of life and death is in the tongue. Speak your reality into being. I declare this a box office hit. So shall it be! We’re going to make a movie, boys."

We clinked glasses and sipped the lethal margaritas.

The suits would handle the fine points of the deal next week.

My phone buzzed with a call from an unknown number. I was hesitant to take it, but did anyway. “This is Deputy Wild.”

“Deputy?” a woman with a silky voice said.

“Yup. And to whom do I have the pleasure of speaking to?”

“It’s Crash. Remember me?”

“How could I forget?” I said. “But I can’t call you Crash. I have another friend named Crash, and that could get confusing.”

“You have a friend named Crash?” she asked, surprised.

“How about I call you Skids?”

“No.”

“Reckless?”

“No. I’m not reckless. Motivated. Aggressive. Competitive. Not reckless.”

“Well, I’ve got a bike in the shop that says otherwise, but I’ll let that slide for the moment.”

She huffed.

“Slide. I think that fits.”

“Well, the reason I was calling…” She paused. “I, uh… I wanted to apologize. It was my fault.”

“You’ve already apologized, haven’t you?”

“I reacted poorly. I watched the replay. I lost grip and came in too hot on a bad line.”

“I bet that was painful to admit.”

“It was.”

“Well, thank you. I appreciate that.”

“I’m not done. Apologies are bullshit without an offer to make the situation right. How about I pay for the repairs to your bike?”

“Not necessary. We all sign waivers before we go out there. It’s part of the risk.”

“At least let me buy you lunch.”

I lifted an intrigued eyebrow. “I could be amenable to that.”

"How about tomorrow?"

"Done.”

"Name the place, and I'll meet you there.”

"The Five Fathoms."

"Ouch!"

The restaurant didn't come cheap.

"You didn't think I was gonna let you off easy, did you?”

"Fair enough. I suppose it's cheaper than motorcycle repairs. Let's say noon."

I smiled and said, "I'll see you there."

I ended the call and slid the phone back into my pocket, feeling somewhat optimistic. It wasn't a date, but Kendra was a good-looking woman. There were possibilities.

"What's got you all so excited?” JD asked.

"Remember that girl who tried to turn me into a crash test dummy?"

"How could I forget?”

"She apologized and wants to buy me lunch."

Jack wasn't as impressed. "Be careful with that one. She looks like a handful.”

I laughed.

We hung out the rest of the night with Mickey and Flynn, hopping from bar to bar, having a great time. Everywhere we went, Flynn got us VIP access and complimentary drinks. Everybody wanted to have a movie star in their bar.

I figured the attention would probably get old after a while, but there were certain perks to being famous. Everybody bent over backwards for you. It was the kind of thing that could mess with your head after a while. It would be easy to become untethered from reality. Flynn was untethered all right, but he was a lot more grounded than he used to be. I think.

Women flocked, and the drinks flowed. A good time was had by all.

At the end of the evening, we parted ways with Mickey and caught a rideshare back to the Avventura.

"I told you that guy was cool as hell," Flynn said. “I’ve got a great feeling about this. How soon do you think you can have a draft of the script?”

I shrugged.

I really hadn’t thought about it. The studio bought our pitch for the TV show based on JD’s and my life without a script—just an idea and a basic outline of how the first season would go. The show was on hold for the moment after the fiasco with the two stars. I figured the studio would circle back around eventually.

I'd been keeping a journal of these crazy adventures, mainly as something to look back on in my later years. I figured if I treated Mickey's story like a journal entry, told from his perspective, it would be pretty easy. "I need to sit down with Mickey when we’re sober, and he can give me the highlights from beginning to end. We can start working out the story beats, then I can put it all together.”

"So I'll tell the studio we’ll have a first draft in a couple of months."

"Sounds reasonable to me."

Flynn grinned, full of optimism. I had to admit, it sounded fun.

We returned to the boat, and I took Buddy out for a walk before settling in for bed.

The morning came too soon, and the margaritas reminded me why I stay away from sugary drinks. I dragged myself out of bed, took a hot shower, then headed down to the galley to fill my belly with something solid to soak up the remnants of tequila. It still oozed from my pores. It was probably enough to kill any mosquito that tried to bite me.

I guzzled some electrolyte water, trying to rehydrate as I grilled breakfast.

Flynn bounced into the galley, looking like he suffered no ill effects from the night before. "Smells good.”

He poured himself a cup of coffee, and we sat around and shot the breeze, still talking about the project. He couldn't get it off his mind. Flynn's enthusiasm was infectious.

Jack joined us not long after, and we chowed down on the sky deck, enjoying the amber rays of morning as the marina came to life. Gulls drifted on the breeze, and waves gently lapped against hulls.

I felt much better after breakfast and took Buddy out for a walk. I forced myself to get a workout in, then took a shower, got dressed, and headed up to the Five Fathoms for lunch.

I borrowed Jack's Porsche and pulled up to the valet. I hopped out and gave the kid some money, then stepped inside. I scanned the immediate area and spotted the speed demon. She looked as delectable as ever. With a smile, I said, "Good to see you.”

"You as well. They’re pretty busy. I got us on a list. We should be able to get a table in about 15 or 20 minutes.”

"What's the reservation under?”

"Kendra,” she said.

I stepped up to the hostess and flashed my badge. "We are on the list, but I'm in the middle of an investigation. If there's any way you could get us a table earlier, I'd appreciate it."

The cute girl looked up at me and smiled. She batted her lashes. "I'll see what I can do. What's your name?”

"Wild. Tyson Wild. Thank you."
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Istepped back to Kendra. Before I could say anything, the hostess had grabbed two menus. "Mr. Wild. Your table’s ready."

We followed her as she weaved through the busy restaurant. Forks clinked against plates, and chatter drifted through the air. The aroma of grilled food wafted. It smelled delicious, as always.

"That's a neat trick,” Kendra asked. “Does that always work?"

With a grin, I said, "Most of the time.”

The hostess seated us in a booth toward the back of the restaurant. We slid into the comfy leather benches across from each other and settled in. The cute blonde dealt out menus and said, "Someone will be with you shortly. Enjoy your meal."

I slipped her $20 and smiled appreciatively.

Kendra cracked her menu and started browsing. "I take it you've been here before?”

"Many times.”

"It really is the best on the island. Good choice."

"So who put you up to this?" I said with a grin.

Kendra's brow wrinkled with confusion. "Put me up to this?"

"Well, I saw you talking to Bill Wimbley. I'm assuming you're one of his riders.”

A guilty frown tugged her face. "Yes. I'm one of his riders. But nobody put me up to this. He did, however, encourage me to make nice, since he is considering you as a potential team member. It really depends on what you do on the track. From what I've seen, you've got skills, you’re aggressive, and you're not afraid. Those are great attributes when it comes to racing.”

"So Bill wanted you to convince me to join the team."

Kendra gave me a flat look. "Bill is not my pimp. I'm not here to make him or anyone else happy. I'm here because I felt bad about what happened, and I wanted to express my regret. Something tells me we might meet each other on the track again, and I'd rather keep the beef there. I don't like drama. I'm not fueled by rivalries. When I'm out there, I'm racing against myself. My personal best.”

"I think that's a great philosophy. Winning doesn’t always mean a trophy. Sometimes winning is just giving it everything you’ve got. Too many people are afraid to give it everything, on and off the track.”

“I have a theory about that,” she said.

“If you give it everything and fail, you’ve got no excuses. No one to blame. That can be a tough pill to swallow.”

“If you never push the limits, you’ll never know what you’re truly capable of.”

I smiled. We were on the same wavelength.

Our waitress showed up with a friendly smile. "Good afternoon, my name is Gwen. I'll be your server today. Can I get you started off with any drinks or appetizers?”

“Could you bring us some seared scallops and crab puffs while we look over the menu?” I said.

We both ordered bottled water to drink. As much as a hair of the dog sounded tempting, I needed to stay hydrated.

Kendra and I perused the menus. I went with the filet and a cup of lobster bisque. So did Kendra. The waitress collected our menus and brought out the appetizers a moment later. We dug in and started chowing down.

"So what got you into racing?” I asked.

"My dad, actually. He's a bit of a daredevil himself, and I guess he wanted to pass on the family affliction.” From her tone, I got the impression there was tension between the two. “I don't know, I got hooked right away. The speed, the constant improvement, chasing a quarter second here, a quarter second there. After your first podium, you're trapped. You can't do anything else. You have to get that feeling back of standing on the podium again, even though it only lasts for a few moments.”

"The memory lasts a lifetime.”

"True. And that's what life is about, isn't it? Making memories?”

"Indeed," I said with a smile.

Kendra had a face I could look at for a long time. Her voice dripped like honey, and I didn't mind what she had to say.

"What does your boyfriend think about your racing?”

She gave me a look. "I don't have a boyfriend. I wouldn't be here with you if I did.”

"Isn't this just a business lunch?”

Her eyes narrowed at me. "Would you want your girlfriend having lunch at a fancy restaurant with an attractive man in the middle of the day?”

"Attractive?"

Kendra gave me a flat look. "Tolerable.”

I laughed. "Tolerable?”

"Shut up. I think you know how you come across to the opposite sex.”

I played dumb. "And how is that?”

Kendra blushed. "Insufferably arrogant. Cocky⁠—“

“Irresistible?” I teased modestly.

“Cocky.”

I laughed again. “Confident.”

Kendra's eyes narrowed at me, and she thought about it for a moment. "I'll take confident over insecure any day.”

It was about that time when two masked thugs stormed into the restaurant. One of them aimed his pistol-grip sawed-off shotgun at the ceiling and pulled the trigger.

KABOOM!

The barrel spat fire, and birdshot demolished the ceiling. A plume of smoke mushroomed from the barrel, and the patrons in the restaurant screeched in horror. Forks stopped scratching against plates. Conversations went silent. You could hear a pin drop.

Mr. Shotgun shouted, "Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. As you’ve probably figured out by now, this is a robbery. Stay calm and cool and do as you're told, and you'll all get to go home alive and well. Cause any trouble, and they're going to be scraping you off the floor.”
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The Five Fathoms was a nice restaurant. Things like this didn’t happen here. Sadly, there was no security officer on duty, not that it would have done much good anyway.

Kendra's eyes rounded, and she swallowed hard. I'm not going to lie, my heartbeat accelerated, too. Adrenaline rushed through me.

"Just stay cool," I said to her.

"I'm cool. I’m a fucking ice cube."

It wasn't the first time I’d seen dipshits like this do this kind of thing. We had trouble with a gang of thieves not too long ago that hit restaurants, collecting watches, jewelry, and wallets from patrons. I felt like they had all watched the same gangster movie and come up with the same idea. It was a quick way to make cash, no doubt about it. But they still had to fence the goods, and there was always the chance that they might run into someone like me.

The standard protocol in a situation like this was to let it play out. Don’t escalate. Jewelry can be replaced, people can’t.

I noted as much detail as I could about the thugs, but they both wore black balaclavas and sunglasses. Black pants, black long-sleeve shirts. No identifiable tattoos.

There could have been a getaway driver sitting in a car outside. I couldn’t really tell from where I was sitting.

Mr. Shotgun grabbed the cute hostess and marched her into the restaurant. “Get on the ground! Now!”

The terrified girl complied.

Mr. Shotgun aimed the shotgun at her back. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

“Lily,” she cried.

“How old are you?”

“17.” Her voice quaked.

“If anybody tries anything stupid, I’m going to blow Lily’s pretty little head clean off!” Mr. Shotgun shouted to the crowd.

Lily shrieked.

“You wouldn’t want me to do that, would you?”

Patrons looked on with mortified faces.

By that time, some of the kitchen staff hovered by the kitchen door, peering out over the floor of the restaurant.

Mr. Shotgun’s accomplice moved from table to table, collecting the loot. People complied, dumping in watches, necklaces, bracelets, earrings, and other items of value.

I unholstered my pistol and kept it at the ready.

The accomplice kept moving from table to table, drawing closer, filling up the bag of goodies.

My eyes scanned the restaurant, looking for anyone else who may have been carrying.

The bagman reached the table directly across from us. An elderly couple had been enjoying their meal. Now their eyes were wide and their faces filled with terror. The man put his watch and his wallet into the bag, then the thug demanded the woman's jewelry. She took off her diamond earrings and dropped them into the bag, but didn't take off the giant diamond on her finger.

"The ring. Put it in the bag!" the thug commanded. “Now!”

The woman glared at him. "Don't you have any common decency? My husband and I have been married for 50 years. I am not giving you this ring. It can’t be worth much."

The thug let the bag dangle from one hand and aimed a black semiautomatic pistol at her with the other. "Is it worth dying over, lady?"

"I have more money in my purse. Let me get it for you. Just please let me keep my ring.”

Her purse hung from the back of her chair. She pulled the expensive bag onto her lap, fumbled through it, then pulled out a can of pepper spray. Before the idiot knew what happened, she squirted him in the face.

The tangy smell of capsaicin filled the air. The minute the spray hit his eyes, his face tightened, and his eyes swelled. The gangster shrieked in agony, wiping his eyes, flailing about.

"What the hell is going on?" Shotgun shouted.

He aimed the barrel of the shotgun toward the elderly couple.

By that time, the chef had stepped out of the kitchen. He hurled a knife at Mr. Shotgun. The blade tumbled over and over, hurtling through the air with speed and precision.

It was like a scene from an action movie.

The knife stabbed Mr. Shotgun in the throat. He dropped the Mossberg, and it clattered against the ground. The scumbag clutched at his throat as blood spewed. He pulled the knife out, which was a bad idea. Blood spurted, and he coughed and gasped, fluid dripping down his trachea.

The chef was spot on. He could have been a circus performer with that kind of accuracy. Maybe he was in a past life.

I took the opportunity to pounce on Mr. Pepper Spray. I brought him down to the ground, disarmed him, and slapped the cuffs around his wrists.

Other patrons had subdued Mr. Shotgun. They had him pinned to the ground. The dipshit was done. By the time I cuffed his accomplice and got to him, Mr. Shotgun had bled out. The blade must have nicked the carotid.

Tires squealed outside as their getaway driver bailed. Things had certainly gone south for them. I made a note of the maroon Camaro.

It wasn't long after that when patrol units screeched into the parking lot. Deputies hopped out and stormed into the restaurant, weapons drawn.

I held my badge high in the air, identifying myself as they advanced—just in case these guys didn't recognize me.

Patrons looked on with wide eyes and mortified faces.

The deputies secured the area, and I filled them in on the situation. EMTs and paramedics were on the scene shortly thereafter. They attended to both of the thugs, but Mr. Shotgun wasn't coming back from this one.

I peeled off the dead guy’s balaclava and snapped a few photos. Isabella would have no problem identifying him, and I’m sure his prints were on record with the department. No way this guy was a first-time offender. I clicked a photo of Mr. Pepper as well. His eyes were practically swollen shut. Just puffy slits. I texted both images to Isabella.

EMTs triaged Mr. Pepper, then deputies stuffed him into the back of a patrol car. The smell of capsaicin still lingered.

Brenda and her crew arrived, along with the forensic team. Dietrich snapped photos, and Brenda examined the body.

Deputies took a full statement from the chef and the patrons. No charges would be brought against the chef. He had some skill with a blade—there was no doubt about it. He wasn't going to put up with any nonsense. Something told me the Five Fathoms wouldn’t be robbed again anytime soon.

The parking lot filled with news crews. It would be the talk of the town for a day.

Once everything was sorted, I made my way back to the booth and took a seat across from Kendra. "Are you okay?”

She nodded, still looking frazzled. “I think I’m ready for a drink.”

I laughed. “Understandable. Want to go somewhere else? They’re going to have to shut down.”

Kendra nodded.

The manager went from table to table, apologizing for the incident and offering complimentary meals in the future.

He gave a signed card to both of us.

“I guess this means we’ll have to see each other again,” Kendra said.

“I guess,” I replied with a smile.

The cameras closed in when we stepped outside.

Paris asked, “Deputy Wild, what can you tell us?”

I gave a brief recap of the incident, described the getaway vehicle, and made a call for witnesses to come forward if they knew the car.

The valet guys said the getaway driver wore a mask, and the car had no plates. I figured the perps had a criminal record, and the getaway driver might be among their known accomplices. It shouldn't be too hard to track down.

We left the restaurant, hit Oyster Avenue, and ended up at Bliss. It was a chill place with a beachy upscale vibe that served a blend of new American and coastal cuisine. The restaurant got rave reviews from all the foodies. The decor was light and airy.

A hostess seated us at a booth by the window and dealt out menus. Lazy fans spun overhead. White walls and ceilings kept the atmosphere bright. Large flatscreens showcased stunning tropical vistas. Chill music pumped through speakers. It was an easy place to relax in.

A few moments later, the hostess led a guy and his girlfriend past the table. He did a double-take and said, "Kendra?"

She looked at him, and her eyes rounded with recognition. "Hey, how are you?”

She climbed out of the booth and gave him a hug.

"You remember Darcy, don’t you?"

"Yes, of course. It's been forever.”

"I know, right?”

"Tommy, this is Deputy Tyson Wild," Kendra said.

I stood up, shook his hand, and introduced myself to his girlfriend.

"Are you still racing motorcycles?" Tommy asked Kendra.

"Still going around in circles," she said.

"Sometimes I miss it," Tommy replied.

"Get back on a bike, and you will be missing me," Darcy said.

Nervous laughter escaped Tommy's mouth. "Don't worry. Those days are long gone.” He looked at Kendra and said, "You look great."

Then he realized it was probably not the right thing to say in front of his pregnant girlfriend. Her jaw tightened.

Kendra said, "Thanks," and played it off. “You both look fabulous. It's so great to see you.”

"We were just talking about you yesterday," Tommy said. "We went to the air show and saw your dad doing his thing. He’s still as crazy as ever.”

A look of disdain tightened Kendra's face, but she smiled through it. "Yes, he is. Good for him."

"Well, it was great to see you again,” Tommy said, then addressed me. “And nice to meet you.”

His girlfriend took his hand, and they meandered through the restaurant as the hostess led them to their table.

We sat back down, and I stared at Kendra. "You're not related to Mickey Malibu, are you?”

"Unfortunately. Why do you ask?"

I laughed. "It kind of makes sense."

"What makes sense?”

"Well, I can see where you get your daredevil spirit from.”

Kendra's jaw tightened. If I didn't know better, I might think she was glaring at me. "I got nothing from that man.”

"I'm sensing a little tension.”

Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. "How do you know my father?”

"It's kind of a long story.”

She sighed. "You’re not one of his friends, are you?”
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"This is going to sound a little crazy," I said.

"Trust me, nothing in regard to my father could sound any crazier than it actually is."

I told her about Flynn and the biopic.

She lifted a surprised eyebrow. "You're making a movie about his life?”

"It sure looks that way."

"Well, do me a favor?” she asked in a sharp voice.

"What's the favor?”

"Would you please tell the full story in an honest light. Don't paint him a hero. You should expose the real man, not the legend.”

“The real man?”

“The reckless, selfish, 60-year-old man-child who cheated on my mother and broke our family apart. Mickey only thinks of himself. Me, me, me, me, me, me, me, me, me. That’s all he thinks about. How about you put that in your movie?”

"Well, I'm not sure that would sell at the box office," I said.

Kendra scoffed. "That sounds like real drama to me. A gritty role that some actor could sink their teeth into. But no, you're going to make him out to be an antihero. Let me guess, somewhere in the third act, he's going to have a realization and come to terms with his lifestyle and make a change. Everything is going to be okay in the end. He will have triumphed over his inner demons. Meanwhile, his real life is in shambles."

I shrugged. "Well, that's basically how all biopics go. Rise to the top of the world, then hit rock bottom, then a self-realization. The hero emerges from the journey wiser and stronger."

An annoyed laugh escaped her lips. "Mickey is as stupid now as he ever was.” Genuinely disturbed, she said, "Are you really going to work with him?”

“I’ve committed to the project. I don’t ever go back on my word. I’m sorry you find that objectionable.”

She looked incensed. “You know, I think I’ve lost my appetite.”

I gave her a dismissive look. “You’re not really upset with me because I’m working with your father?”

“Yes, I am. You’re a cop. What are you doing glorifying his lifestyle?”

“I’m not glorifying anything.”

“Oh, yes, you are. Flynn is going to make my father look sexy and charming and carefree. His life will appear daring and adventurous. It might as well be a recruitment poster for drug smuggling.”

“The film will showcase the fall from grace and the consequences of that lifestyle.”

“People will forget about that. They’ll only remember the cool parts. You realize he stole money from the Colombian cartel? There’s been a contract on his life all these years.”

“Well, he’s still around.”

Our waitress showed up to take our order. She put on a cheery smile. “I’m Macey. How are you doing today?”

“I’m leaving, actually,” Kendra said as she slid out of the booth.

I looked at the waitress, and she cringed.

“Excuse me for a second,” I said before chasing after Kendra. “Hey, hold up. I didn’t expect you to run away from a confrontation.”

She kept walking toward the door. “I’m not running. I’m walking. And if you’ve agreed to work with my father, that means you’re a poor judge of character.”

“I like to think I’m a pretty good judge of character, actually,” I said, trying to sound modest.

She stopped for a moment. “I’m just going to save us the trouble. I don’t want anything to do with my father or any of his friends. It’s just that simple.” She hesitated a moment, then spun around and walked off.

The conversation had drawn quite a few stares.

“I guess I’ll see you at the track,” I said, calling after her.

She ignored me and pushed through the doors.

I shrugged to my impromptu audience before leaving.

The sidewalk bustled with tourists strolling up and down the boulevard. Kendra was already at the corner. I didn’t bother chasing after her.

It was too bad. She was growing on me. I liked Mickey, but there were obviously some deep-seated issues between them. It wasn’t my place to judge. I just hoped that someday they could fix things before it was too late.

I left Oyster Avenue and headed back to Diver Down. I took a seat at the bar and shot the breeze with Teagan. By that time, I was pretty hungry. I ordered a mushroom cheeseburger, a basket of sweet potato fries, and washed it all down with a Diet Coke.

Harlan took his usual seat at the end of the bar, nursing a longneck.

"I can't believe the Five Fathoms got ripped off today," Teagan said. "At least you got those guys.”

"All but one," I said.

"Think you'll get him?"

"I'm cautiously optimistic," I said with a grin.

"And what were you doing at the Five Fathoms today? Hot lunch date?" she asked, fishing.

"I’d call it more of a business meeting.”

"Business, huh?” she said with doubtful eyes.

"Have you seen Flynn or JD?"

"They haven't been in today. What's Flynn doing in town?”

I gave her the story.

"That sounds interesting. I want to meet him.”

“If you’re lucky,” I said with a wink.

“You know they say there's $150 million⁠—“

"I know.”

She leaned in with intrigued eyes. "Is it true?”

I shrugged. "Mickey is kinda cagey about that.”

"I would be too. Shit, if I get that kind of money, I'm not telling a soul. But there will be signs."

I chuckled.

My phone buzzed with a call from Tiffany. I excused myself and answered. "What can I do for you, Mrs. Madison?”

Teagan lifted an intrigued eyebrow and leaned in close to hear.

I shooed her away.

She gave me a playful scowl, then shuffled down the bar to attend to another customer.

"You've got your hands full," Tiffany said. "I saw you on the news. It's a shame about the Five Fathoms. Is there nothing sacred around here anymore?”

"I suppose not."

"Well, I just wanted to give you a heads up. I'll be doing a photo shoot this afternoon for Haute Lumière Magazine.”

It was a premier fashion rag.

"Sounds exciting," I said.

"Should be fun. You're welcome to join. You, JD, and Flynn. I think that would be a hoot.”

"Something to consider.”

"I'll send you a text with all the details. But I just wanted to let you know ahead of time so you don’t get the wrong impression. Since my husband left me with nothing, I need to position myself moving forward financially. You understand. The magazine called and offered a nice sum of money, and it would be great publicity going forward to promote my new brand."

"What's your new brand?”
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"Femme Fatale,” Tiffany said. “We’re starting a line of perfume. It's amazing how many companies want to partner with you when you’ve got media attention, good or bad. The perfume is going to be in every major department store across the country. If it's a hit, I stand to gain a considerable sum. From there, we can expand into cosmetics, clothing, and shoes. Who knows? The sky's the limit." She paused. "Strange times indeed, but a tragedy like this can launch a career. It seems everyone's got a morbid fascination."

“It seems.”

"Anyway, I just wanted to give you a heads up so you didn't get the wrong impression. I know it's a little odd and daring, given the current situation. But I'm not one to look a gift horse in the mouth.”

"Well, I appreciate the heads up. You’ll be happy to know you're pretty low on the totem pole as far as suspects go.”

"That does make me happy. You see, deputy, I'm really not such a bad person after all.”

Tiffany said she'd be in touch before ending the call, then sent the details of the photo shoot a moment later. I figured we’d check it out. What the hell? All part of the investigation, of course.

After I ate, I went back to the Avventura to see what kind of trouble JD and Flynn had gotten themselves into while I was gone. Those two unsupervised could lead to trouble.

To my surprise, the boat was still afloat. The duo lounged on the sky deck, soaking up the sun, kicking around ideas for the movie, sipping strawberry daiquiris.

“How’d it go?” JD asked.

“I take it you haven’t been watching the news,” I said.

He and Flynn exchanged dumb looks.

I filled them in on the attempted robbery.

“No shit?” Flynn said. “Glad you’re okay.”

I left out the details about Kendra being Mickey’s daughter.

“So did you get a rain check with Reckless?” JD asked.

“Not really.”

“Losing your touch,” he teased.

"It’s complicated,” I said, then changed the subject. “I talked to Tiffany." I proceeded to tell him about the photo shoot and her perfume line.

"That girl doesn't waste any time, does she?" Jack said. "I can't say I blame her for taking the opportunity. Everybody's gotta put food on the table.”

"I think she's got enough to cover basic living expenses. She's just not going to inherit a billion dollars.”

"I say we go check it out," Flynn said. "I wouldn't mind seeing more of her."

"Trust me, you don't want to go there, Flynn. You might end up stabbed to death in your bed."

The movie star grinned and dismissed the notion. "What a way to go.”

Flynn and JD pulled themselves together, then we headed across the island to the photo studio in the afternoon. JD and I were both photography buffs and had done our fair share of photo shoots and music videos. It was always nice to get to a real studio and see how somebody else worked.

I texted Tiffany to let her know we were coming.

We pulled up to the nondescript building in the warehouse district. It was just around the corner from the practice studio. The sound of a snare drum bounced off brick walls, echoing through the streets.

The studio didn't look like much from the outside. We had taken the Revenant. It was big enough to fit the three of us. The massive EV looked like something Batman would drive, with its gunmetal-gray exterior and fat knobby tires. It could handle just about every type of terrain, or no terrain at all. Fully sealed, the vehicle was waterproof. With jet propulsion, you could cruise around the ocean with this thing. I’m not quite sure how far you could get, but it would get you around the island, at least.

I never asked how much Jack paid for it, and I didn't want to know. From the factory, it had bullet-resistant glass and armored door panels. It was the perfect apocalyptic vehicle. The way things were going, it became more and more relevant. The island grew more and more apocalyptic every day.

We hopped out of the vehicle, climbed up to the loading dock, then shuffled to the main entrance. Camera flashes spilled through the warehouse windows that had been completely refurbished. I pulled the door open, and we slipped inside, making our way across the cavernous space.

The photographer snapped photos of Tiffany against a dove gray background. An assistant stood ready to change out camera lenses. The makeup artist waited in the wings to touch up Tiffany's hair and makeup. Another assistant held a fan that blew her luxurious locks. An art director from the magazine stood behind the photographer with his hand on his chin, surveying every minute detail.

Tiffany wore nothing at all and covered her lady bits with strategic placement of her hands. It was all fashionable and tasteful. Not lewd or pornographic. This could be considered art.

Tiffany had a body that was sculpted to perfection. Smooth, toned legs, a flat midriff, buoyant all-natural endowments, and more curves than the Monaco Grand Prix. She was easy to look at.

The camera loved her, and Tiffany changed poses with each click. Studio strobes flashed.

"Magnificent!" the photographer shouted in a slight French accent.

Click.

"Fabulous."

Flash.

"Love it!"

Click.

I think Tiffany just wanted us here so we could see her naked.

After the photographer snapped about 30 shots, he said. "That's a wrap."

He handed the camera to his assistant, and another assistant rushed to give Tiffany a robe.

The art director looked a little surprised. "That's it?”

"I have captured the shot,” he said in a lofty tone. “I cannot improve upon perfection."

He strutted away and didn't give the art director any chance for a rebuttal. To say the guy had a little bit of an ego would be an understatement. Then again, maybe he was just that good. We’d know when the magazine came out.

Tiffany rushed to greet us with a beaming smile. “I’m so glad you could come. I had no idea it would be over this quickly.”

“Well, it’s not like you’re hard to photograph,” Flynn said with that trademark grin of his.

Tiffany pretended to blush and bat her eyelashes at him. “You know all the right things to say.”

“It’s just the truth.”

Tiffany blushed again. She was good at this kind of thing. “They tell me this is going to be the cover. Isn’t that exciting?”

“It is,“ I replied.

“Most of the time when I’m in a magazine, it’s about some scandal. This will be a refreshing change of pace.”

She was lying to herself if she thought the exposé wouldn’t be scandalous. She was purposely courting controversy.

“I’d love to hear more about this line of perfume,” I said.

“Honestly, it happened so fast. I got a phone call yesterday. The offer sounded good. I had my attorney look it over, and we did the deal. I’m going to work with the fragrance department next week to start developing it.”

"Marketing a product that doesn't even exist yet," Jack said.

Tiffany shrugged. "That's how these things work sometimes.”

It was a quick cash grab based on her sudden popularity. Tiffany had become the subject of multiple memes swirling around the Internet. That kind of attention can be priceless. It doesn't last forever, but more than a few have been able to spin that into a long-term career. Sometimes, all it takes is getting attention once. The real trick is maintaining it.

The assistant downloaded the images from the flash card. Once they were on the computer, the art director and the photographer huddled around the screen, evaluating the work. We joined them as they flipped through the images.

Tiffany looked stunning. There was no questioning it. Every frame was indeed perfection.

The art director’s concern faded. He patted the photographer on the shoulder.

"There's a reason you hired me.”

With agreement, the art director said, "Indeed."

I got that sneaking suspicion that Tiffany's perfume might actually do well—even though nobody had smelled it yet.

Flynn’s phone buzzed his pocket. He pulled out the device, swiped the screen, and took the call. “Mickey! How the hell are you?”

Mickey’s voice filtered through the phone.

Flynn listened intently. “Wait. Slow down? What’s wrong?”
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Flynn handed me the phone, and I talked to Mickey. His distraught voice filtered through the speaker. “They’ve got her. Said if I don’t come up with the money, they’re going to kill her.”

"Who's got her?" I asked.

"I don't know.”

“When did they contact you?"

"Just now.”

"By phone?”

"Yes.”

"We’re talking about Kendra, right?”

"Yes.”

"Did you get proof of life?"

"No,” Mickey said. “The call caught me totally off guard, as you can imagine."

"Did they make any other demands, set a timeline, give you a location for the exchange?”

“No. None of that. They just said they'd be in touch, and details would follow. They warned me not to go to the police or involve anyone else.” Mickey panicked. "What if they're monitoring this phone call right now? What if they know I'm talking to you?”

"Just take a deep breath and try to relax. JD and I handle this type of thing all the time. One thing to keep in mind is that they need to keep her alive if they want to get paid. Did they give you a specific ransom demand?"

Mickey hesitated. "$150 million.”

That hung there for a moment. It certainly wasn't chump change.

"They either think I have the money, or they think I know where it is.”

“Do you?”

Mickey hesitated again. “Not exactly.”

“What do you mean, not exactly?”

“It’s complicated.”

“Un-complicate it.”

Mickey went silent for a long moment. “I don’t remember.”

My brow wrinkled with annoyance. “What do you mean, you don’t remember?”

He sighed. “It was the fucking ’80s, man. Do you know how much cocaine, weed, and whiskey I ingested? Jail was probably the best thing that ever happened to me. It saved my life. I was on the fast track to a pine box.”

“Let me get this straight. You stole $150 million from Pepe Sandoval, hid it somewhere in the Keys, and you don’t remember where?”

“Stole might be a strong word.”

“Mickey!”

“Okay, yeah. I stole the cash and ratted him and all his buddies out. I figured I’d grab the money when I got out. I’ve been looking for it ever since.”

“You weren’t worried about reprisals?”

“Hell yes, I was worried. But Pepe Sandoval is dead.”

“This could be someone from his crew. Maybe someone who just got out.”

“Or it could be some random loser trying to get their hands on my stash.”

There was another long silence as we contemplated our next move.

“You know where Diver Down is?”

“Yeah.”

“Meet us there,” I said. “We’ll go back to my boat and come up with a game plan. In the meantime, I’ll try to track the call to your phone.”

“You can do that?”

“I have resources. Where are you now?”

“I’m at home.”

“Make sure you’re not followed.”

“I can do that. I know how to lose a tail.”

“Alright. We’ll see you in a bit.”

I ended the call with Mickey, gave the phone back to Flynn, and told Tiffany we had to run.

She made a sad face. "I totally understand. I was hoping you guys would get to hang out a little bit longer, but the shoot is over, and duty calls."

"I'll look for the magazine cover when it comes out," I said. "You have any idea what the lead time is?”

"Usually it's three to six months, but they're bumping it up to stay current. I'm told the images will hit the online version of the magazine as soon as next week, and the print version next month."

"I'll be sure to keep an eye out.”

We said our goodbyes, left the warehouse, and hurried back to the Revenant. We climbed into the behemoth, and Jack took the wheel. He powered up the beast, and we rolled out of the parking lot, the knobby tires whirring against the asphalt. By the looks of the thing, you’d think it would be bouncy and uncomfortable, but the advanced suspension made it ride like a limousine.

This wasn't a nimble vehicle that you zipped around town in. It could roll over most cars on the road. It was a big, lumbering cruiser.

I called Isabella along the way and asked her to track incoming calls to Mickey’s phone. I wasn't surprised to learn that the kidnapper’s call had been bounced around the Internet through a VPN and multiple proxy servers. It would be almost impossible to trace.

While I had her on the phone, I asked her to look into possible suspects—anyone associated with Pepe Sandoval.

We made it back to Diver Down. Jack found a place to park, we climbed out of the beast, stepped inside, and waited. Flynn’s presence drew plenty of stares. He could leave people a little star-struck.

He chatted with Teagan a bit.

“Tango & Tequila is one of my favorite movies,” she said.

Flynn smiled. “That was a lot of fun to make. Did well at the box office too.”

A girl came up to Flynn and asked for his autograph.

Flynn grabbed a pen and a napkin from the bar. “What’s your name, sugar?”

She told him, and Flynn scribbled something.

Mickey arrived shortly thereafter, looking frazzled. His hands trembled with nerves, and he was all over the map. A thin mist of sweat coated his brow. It was enough to set anyone off kilter.

“Have you heard any more from the kidnappers?” I asked in a hushed tone.

“No.” He glanced around at the patrons. All eyes were on us now. “Is there somewhere we can talk about this in private?”
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“Imade a map,” Mickey said, standing in the salon.

“Great,” I said. “Where’s the map?”

"I don't know."

I frowned at him.

"It's not my fault. I made the map on a page in a hardback first edition of Treasure Island. Seemed like a fitting place to put it. When I went to prison, I put all my stuff in storage. I gave my sister the key and told her to pay the rent on the facility. Well, guess what happened?”

"She forgot to pay the rent."

"Bingo. I got out of prison to find all the contents had been sold off."

"Did you tell your sister that there was a map to $150 million in the book?”

"Hell no! I didn't tell anybody. You think I'm stupid?”

“How do you know she didn’t find the map?”

“Because in all these years, she hasn’t shown up with an excess amount of money. And Lord knows she needed it at times.”

“I still don’t see how you could forget where you buried it?” I said, incredulous.

“I gotta be honest with you. There are a lot of the ’80s that I don’t remember. Plus, I got the shit kicked out of me in prison, and I think I lost some data,” he muttered, tapping his noggin. After a pause, he said, “I’ve been going to every estate sale, flea market, and second-hand shop for 40 years now, looking for that book. My notes were cryptic. It wouldn’t mean anything to anyone else. If I find that book, I’ll find the money. Then I can pay the ransom.”

“There’s gotta be some way to spark your memory,” JD said.

“I’ve tried everything. I’ve been to hypnotists, psychologists, psychics. Nothing has helped. I’ve meditated, dropped acid, taken mushrooms, and gotten shit hammered numerous times. Nothing has jogged the slightest recollection. That data is missing. Permanently deleted.” Mickey exhaled. “But I know the money is out there somewhere.”

“Are you sure your sister doesn’t have it?” I asked.

“If she does, she ain’t telling.”

“Why is that?”

“‘Cause she’s dead.”

“Oh, sorry.”

“What about the owner of the storage facility?” JD asked.

“That was the first guy I talked to. He had no clue who bought the book. He just sold off the items and took the money. He’s dead now, too. I didn’t kill him. Would have liked to. That place got turned into condos.”

“We’ll start searching the islands one by one,” I said. “Maybe something will come back to you.”

“You think I haven’t been to every last one of them? I brought metal detectors, lidar, all kinds of shit. Found a lot of junk. A few Spanish doubloons here and there. No treasure. No money.”

“Let’s take a different approach,” I said. “If you had to hide $150 million today, where would you put it?”

“Half the problem is, what the hell do you do with it? You can’t start spending it. You’ve got to launder it. Get it into the system. Then I’d probably buy bitcoin with it.”

“That doesn’t really help us.”

“You’d have to find a secure place to stash it as you worked on getting it laundered. I’d put it somewhere remote. Hard to access. Someplace nobody would stumble across it. I wouldn’t keep it lying around the house. Too much of a target. Can’t put it in a bank vault. A storage unit is an option, but I don’t feel comfortable with a padlock on 150 million bones.”

“What comes to mind?”

Mickey thought about it for a long moment. “Shark Fin Key. There’s a tidal cave. I’ve looked there before, but I haven’t really explored it all. It’s a technical dive and a lot of bull sharks. I don’t advise diving there. The cave is only accessible at low tide or with scuba gear.”

“Maybe we should give it another look,” JD suggested.

“That’s a sizable amount of money,” I said. “You couldn’t just hide it anywhere.”

“Exactly,” JD said.

“Also, I hate to bring this up, but the first thing we need to establish is that Kendra is still alive.”

Mickey’s face tensed with dread.

My phone buzzed with a call from Isabella.

I swiped the screen and answered. “Tell me something good.”
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“Pepe’s son, Pedro Sandoval, just got out of jail last week,” Isabella said. “It’s my guess that he’s looking for his father’s money.”

“Think you can track him down?” I asked.

“I’ll try. It looks like he went dark the moment he got out. He’s in his 60s now. Most of the old timers are dead. I’m not sure how strong his network is after all these years, but I suspect he’s got a small crew to pull something like this off.”

“Keep me posted,” I said.

“I will.”

I ended the call and slipped the phone back into my pocket.

"We’re burning daylight," Jack said. "If we’re going out to Shark Fin Key, we better get moving.”

JD and I prepped the dive gear and loaded it aboard the Raptor. We decided to bring along AR-15s, extra magazines, flash bang grenades, smoke canisters, and anything else we thought we might need in case of a hostile encounter. If we were going up against a Colombian cartel, we wanted to be prepared—even if it was a ragtag crew of old-timers.

Before we set out, Mickey's phone buzzed with a text. It contained a video clip of Kendra. She was bound and gagged. Tears streaked mascara down her cheeks. It was hard to tell the location. The camera stayed close on her terrified face, then panned to today's newspaper, the Coconut Times.

The clip was brief.

From what I could tell, Kendra was alive and unharmed, but who knows how long she would stay that way.

The text message that accompanied the video read: [You have 48 hours to come up with the money or she dies.]

Mickey texted back. [I need more time.]

There was no immediate response.

He sent the video clip to me, and I sent it to Isabella to see if she could find any information stored in the metadata. I didn't think these guys were stupid enough to send a video clip that still had GPS data in it, but you never knew.

"What are the odds they'll let her go if we give them the money?" Mickey asked, dread filling his eyes.

I shrugged. "That's all most people care about. But if this is Pepe Sandoval's son, there may be more than financial motives at stake. You were responsible for a lot of Pepe's crew going to jail. Pepe would have gone to jail if he hadn’t been killed first.”

Mickey frowned with disappointment.

"Not to be a Debbie Downer, but you should manage expectations. JD and I will do everything we can to get her back safely.”

Mickey nodded. "I appreciate that. I know things haven't been perfect between Kendra and me. But I would do anything for a second chance to make that right.”

"You're going to get that second chance," I said, making a promise I had no business making.

I knew the location Mickey was talking about. Shark Fin Key had quite the reputation, and I knew this wouldn’t be a straightforward dive.

We boarded the Raptor, and I cast off the lines. JD took the helm, navigating us out of the marina. He brought the tactical boat on plane and cleared the breakwater.

The twin outboards howled, spitting foam. We sliced through the briny air heading out to sea, the sun at our backs, angling toward the horizon. It would be dusk soon. I didn’t particularly want to do a night dive in shark-infested waters, looking for drug money that may or may not exist.

The 27-foot boat was a demon. The HDPE center console with a hard top was decked out with all the latest gadgets and some of the best marine speakers you could buy. It was the perfect boat for any type of adventure, tactical or leisure. Virtually indestructible, JD and I had found ways to destroy one before. Hopefully, this one would last longer. It had just been delivered.

We carved through the swells, and the wind whipped across the bow. The sleek, aggressive craft skimmed across the water.

This was all just a glorified movie set to Flynn. Just make-believe. He suffered from that weird desensitization that occurs when your whole reality is based on fiction. Sure, he’d handled guns and been around explosions and car crashes. But that was all controlled chaos. There was nothing controlled about the chaos we were about to get ourselves into.

Life isn't a movie set.

It took about an hour to reach Shark Fin Key. By that time, the sun had slid mostly beyond the horizon, with just the crest of the amber ball visible. It glimmered the water and painted the skies in stunning pastel colors.

We circled the small limestone key, which had a few sheer cliffs. At high tide, the cave wasn't visible. You had to know it was there. Back in the day, Mickey had been all around these islands and knew every inch of them. The details had gotten a little fuzzy after 40 years.

We cruised up and down the east coastline twice, Mickey surveying the cliffs with intense eyes. He finally pointed to an area. "There!”

Jack navigated the boat closer.

Waves crashed against the limestone, spraying mists of salty air.

It was growing dark, and it was hard to see under the surface of the water.

It had been a while since I’d been out to this location. But it looked like the spot.

Mickey nodded. “Yeah. This is it.”

"And you think there’s a good chance the money is here?" I asked.

"I know I've hidden stuff here before. Money, dope. It's a good temporary spot when you get in a pinch. It’s a good place to leave it for someone else to pick up. Not many people come out here. Not many people want to deal with the sharks. And the technical aspects of the dive can put a lot of people off.”

The cave had a few dangers of its own beyond the wildlife.

"I don't expect you all to risk your lives on my behalf,” Mickey said. “I’ll suit up and go.”

“I’ll go, too,” Flynn said.

"No. You’re staying here,” I said to Flynn.

He frowned but didn’t put up too much fuss.

“I’m going with you,” I said to Mickey. “Nobody swims without a buddy. Especially not a dive like this."

Mickey gave a nod of appreciation.

We donned the gear and plunged into the water. I cleared my mask and spotted the entrance to the cave.

A quick glance around told me there were no sharks in the vicinity.

That could change at any moment. Bull sharks were prevalent in this area and were known to attack divers on occasion. A rare event, but still enough to give one pause. Drawn to the area by an abundance of fish and the natural habitat for nurseries, Shark Fin Key lived up to its name.
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With the sun on the other side of the horizon, it would grow dark soon. There was always an inherent danger with diving in caves. Things became exponentially more difficult at night. With a powerful flashlight and two backups, I led the way.

My fins propelled me through the water as I approached the mouth of the cave that was a few feet underwater. I swam in, the beam of my flashlight slicing through the darkness. At low tide, you'd be able to see the arch of the cave above the water, but you’d still need to swim down the passage. You couldn’t get a boat through here, even at low tide.

We finned down the dark tunnel, my flashlight on my headband sweeping across the limestone walls. The cave wasn’t long. Maybe 50 feet. It opened to a small grotto, like a cenote. A small shaft of light bled through the domed ceiling. Light that was fading fast.

Underneath the grotto, a sinkhole named the Devil’s Pipe plunged 110 feet below. It branched off into two narrow passageways.

We surfaced, and I spit out the regulator.

The sharks around here were the least of your worries. It was the Devil's Pipe that was the real danger. It had already claimed several lives. Diving to the bottom of the sinkhole was pretty straightforward. As long as you had enough oxygen, didn’t stay down too long, and didn't surface too fast, it posed little risk beyond an ordinary dive.

The problem came for those who ventured off into the smaller passageways. Some were narrow, and the sediment at the bottom was disturbed easily. Clear, pristine water could become a soupy haze with the stroke of a flipper. It was easy to get lost in those dark, narrow passageways. In some parts, you’d have to take off your tank and push it through, disturbing sediment. That’s where a lot of divers got into trouble. Heaven forbid the battery died on the flashlight while you were down there and didn’t have a backup. It could be panic-inducing. Then there was the added danger of narcosis at that depth with an improper mix.

Knowing the depth, I filled the tanks with trimix. We’d have 16 minutes at depth, with a 5-minute safety stop at 20 feet. It wasn’t much time.

The splashes of water echoed off the walls of the cave as we treaded water.

"Is this sparking any memories?" I asked. "Do you think you hid it down there?”

Mickey shrugged. "Honest to God, I don't know.”

It wouldn’t have been hard to weigh down duffel bags full of cash in watertight plastic and drop them to the bottom of the pipe. That might have worked for a few days or weeks. But someone would have easily found the loot by now—unless they were stashed somewhere down one of the passageways. The logistics of that would have proven difficult. Maybe it was possible to stash $150 million in one of the bigger chambers. The passageways below forked off into a maze of tendrils. But that amount of money would have taken multiple dives. If it was down there, it would be almost impossible to get it to the surface in time without additional help.

"Let's give it a look," I said, lacking much confidence that we’d find anything. I just wanted to scratch this place off the list.

I put the regulator back in my mouth, then plunged below and swam into the pipe. I dove deep into the abyss, the flashlight on my headband leading the way. I pulled hard, bubbles rising to the surface. The water grew darker and colder with each stroke.

I finned farther, descending into the inky void. The pressure in my ears increased.

Mickey was right behind me.

The Devil’s Pipe was about 20 feet wide and plunged straight toward the depths of hell. I encountered a few fish on my descent, but not much else. Still, venturing into a black void was a tad unsettling. You never knew what you might encounter.

I kept watch on the time it took to reach the bottom. Every second became precious at depth.

Mickey and I finally reached the bottom. Our flashlight beams swept across the limestone.

There was nothing down here.

Eons of silt lined the floor of the pipe, but that certainly wasn't something you wanted to stir up. Mickey wouldn’t have just left $150 million at the bottom of the pipe.

That’s where we ran into a slight problem.

Sometime after the most recent death, the entrance to the two passageways was sealed off with metal grates. If Mickey had hidden the money in one of those passageways, there was no way to get it now. Not without cutting through steel.

We examined the grates, tugging on bars. They were solid. There was no getting past them. No way around, no way to squeeze through.

We fumbled around the bottom, stirring up silt and sediment, looking for anything buried under the surface. It clouded the water instantly. It looked like coffee with heavy cream. Visibility dropped to zero.

We didn’t find anything.

After a few minutes at the bottom, we started our ascent, swimming out of the haze. Mickey and I made a safety stop for good measure.

By this time, the small shaft of light that had spilled into the cenote was long gone. The cavern was pitch black. I looked above us to the surface. Nothing but obsidian black. Until something grey with a white belly swam into the beam of my light.

There was no mistaking the bull shark and its razor-sharp teeth.
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We had a few minutes left on our safety stop, and that was all right by me. I didn't think Mr. Teeth would bother us down here. If we kept minding our own business, he'd keep minding his. At least, that's what I kept telling myself.

There's always an element of unpredictability with wildlife. Their thought process is not the same. Their priorities are different. They’re not bound by our social mores and customs. The past and future are never more important than the present. Food and security are primary and instinctual. Their existence is uncluttered by rent, insurance, taxes, and politics. Survival and replication are the only things that matter. They don’t face civil or criminal prosecution. Taking a chunk of flesh out of a pesky human is no different than chomping on a seal. To the shark, or any apex predator, there is no moral value associated with its actions. You’re either a threat, a meal, or, if you’re lucky, something neutral.

My heartbeat and my respiration increased slightly. Only natural given the circumstances.

We waited at our safety stop and watched as Mr. Teeth circled around the cenote a few times. He eventually headed back out the way he came.

We surfaced again in the grotto, and I kept an eye out for our slick friend. I spit out the regulator again and said, "How confident are you that the money is in one of those passageways?”

Mickey frowned and shook his head. "I'm not confident at all.”

"Where else might it be?”

"I guess I could have buried it out on Gator Island.”

This really wasn't the time or place for an extended conversation. I put the regulator back in, plunged below the surface, and swam out of the cave, keeping my eyes peeled. I didn't want to become a buffet for our toothy friend.

The water was so dark, I couldn't see anything outside the beam of my flashlight. The shark could have been a few meters away, and I wouldn't have known.

We both made it to the boat and climbed aboard. I slipped the tank from my shoulders and set it on the deck as I drip dried.

“Well, what did you find?” Flynn asked, his eyes full of anticipation.

I shook my head and told them the story.

Flynn weighed anchor, and Jack fired up the outboards and headed us toward Gator Island.

The moon hung low in the sky, and stars twinkled.

Mickey checked his phone to see if there were any more messages from the kidnappers, but there was nothing. He sat with a long face, looking defeated.

I hoped Isabella would get some kind of lead on the kidnappers. At this point, I wasn't optimistic about ever finding the ransom money. Somebody else could have found it a long time ago and kept their mouth shut about it. Always the best plan of action when coming into large sums of cash.

We bounced across the water with the boat on plane. Mists of saltwater sprayed as the bow sliced the obsidian swells. Mickey sat in silence, almost in a trance. I hoped he was searching the inner recesses of his brain. Maybe through meditation, the location would pop into that clouded head of his.

It took about 45 minutes to get to Gator Island. There wasn’t much out here—just mangrove swamps, shallow channels, thick underbrush, and, as the nickname implies, gators.

I snapped my fingers a few times in front of Mickey's face, bringing him out of his trance. "We're here. Where should we look?"

Mickey surveyed the island as we circled, doing a recon pass. "When I was smuggling, sometimes we’d use this as a drop point. At the time, there was a long enough flat run to take off and land. It wasn’t the best runway in the world, but we kept it pretty well-maintained. It was an alternative to Bonefish Run.” He thought about it for a moment. "That's another place it might be.”

"I can tell you, Bonefish Run is sitting vacant now. They built a lodge out there, but it fell into disrepair. I'm not even sure who owns it now.”

“Both had a viable airstrip back in the day,” Mickey said. “That makes them contenders. I’d fly to the Keys with a metric shit ton of drugs, refuel, then fly back with cash.”

“And one of those cash loads never made it back,” Flynn surmised.

“You had to have buried the money in something?” I said. “I mean, tell me you didn’t just bury it in a bag and hope for the best? It would rot over 40 years.”

“I’m not that stupid,” Mickey said. “In those days, money was always wrapped tight, just like drugs. Gotta be waterproof in case shit goes down.”

Jack navigated into one of the shallow channels, trimmed the outboards, and cruised us through the water at a leisurely pace, avoiding stumps and other debris that could give you a headache. True to its namesake, there were plenty of gators on the shore and in the water. I'm sure we looked pretty tasty.

At the end of the channel, Jack nosed the bow ashore. I dropped anchor at the stern, grabbed an AR-15 for good measure, then hopped out of the boat, into the muck.

Jack grabbed a metal detector and climbed out.

Flynn tied a bowline to a mango tree.

The sounds of frogs and crickets filled the air. Mosquitoes buzzed about.

It felt like we had left civilization far behind. A primordial swamp where dinosaurs roamed.

Something rustled the high grass not far away.

I couldn’t see it, but I was pretty sure it was a gator. It emerged from the grass a moment later and slinked into the water with a plunk. Like the sharks, they’d pretty much leave us alone if we didn’t bother them.

Still, I didn’t want to get too close.
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Mickey led us through the underbrush and dense foliage. We ducked under branches and stepped over fallen logs. Leaves crunched underfoot.

It didn't take long for the familiar smell to hit my nostrils. Soon, we were no longer in dense underbrush. The canopy of leaves from taller trees sheltered the area. The crop of marijuana had been planted in irregular patterns between the larger trees. It would be difficult to spot from above, and couldn’t be seen from the shoreline. Unless you knew it was here and were specifically looking for it, the grow would evade detection.

Not far away, rain catchers flowed into barrels that fed drip lines that snaked throughout the grow. We had gotten plenty of rain this season. Combined with the drip lines, these plants weren’t hurting for moisture. This was a sizable crop. Somebody had to maintain it regularly. With a good amount of daylight, moderate temperatures, and well outside of hurricane season, this was prime grow season.

"Looks like somebody's putting the island to good use," Mickey said.

We continued through the maze of cannabis plants to a clearing filled with high grass. The old landing strip was still there and in decent shape. It might not have been as heavily trafficked as the good old days, but somebody had clearly been using it.

It was a lot harder to fly in a plane-load of drugs to the Keys these days. With radar, the joint task force, and other high-tech interdiction methods, it was a tough haul. Bringing cocaine in on a Go-Fast boat or semisubmersible was a safer path. Sometimes the cartels used actual submarines, built in the jungle out of fiberglass and PVC.

Some estimates had interdiction as high as 10%, but that was a stretch. It was probably closer to 3 to 5%. There was no way to stop the influx of drugs. Despite the sophisticated countermeasures, all it took was someone on the inside to tip off the drug runners. Money always talks.

Mickey surveyed the area.

"Where do you think you would have buried it?"

The grass in the meadow swayed with the breeze.

His mouth tightened, and he shook his head. "I’ve been to this island several times. I’ve looked all over. I've never found anything.”

"Look for landmarks, anything that might spark a memory," I suggested.

We walked around the clearing, then walked the landing strip. There were fresh tracks in the dirt. Someone had set down within the last several days.

"I got nothing," Mickey said. “I would probably have buried it in the underbrush in some type of container—a 50-gallon drum, waterproof cases, ammo crates. Something.”

“That might prove difficult with all the roots and stumps in the area,” I said.

Jack fired up the metal detector and started to do a grid search of the field. Depending on what Mickey stored the money in, the metal detector might be useless.

Jack swept the device through the high grass, bending it down as he walked, moving the high-tech sensor across the ground.

There were probably all kinds of snakes and varmints in the grass, and the mosquitoes were in attack mode.

The metal detector sounded every few feet. Jack had to adjust the sensitivity. It was alerting on everything—bottle caps, coins, spent shell casings, you name it. There was a lot of junk on the island. We could spend a week out here and not thoroughly investigate everything. It seemed futile.

In the span of a few minutes, we found car keys, a pocket knife, and a silver dollar.

We hovered around Jack as he continued to search.

The metal detector alerted again.

Jack knelt down and fumbled through the grass. There was nothing on the surface.

Flynn dug in with a shovel and scooped out dirt until he hit something metallic. He shoveled the dirt away to find a small metallic box with a sequential combination. He pulled the box from the ground and shook it.

Something rattled inside.

This certainly wasn’t the loot. But it had piqued our curiosity.

Jack's face wrinkled with confusion. "What the hell do you think’s inside?”

Flynn shrugged. "One way to find out.”

Flynn flipped the dials until they all read 0000. It was a common default code on those types of lockboxes.

We all huddled around as he lifted the lid.

Inside was nothing but a bunch of loose change. $0.85.

Not really enough to warrant a lockbox. There was a handwritten note on a piece of lined notebook paper that came from a memo pad. The ink had faded over the years and was barely legible. A ledger of sorts. Maybe the box had contained money at some point in time.

It was a distraction that kept us from seeing the danger.

I glanced around to find us surrounded by four guys with assault rifles. They didn't look pleased to see us.

"The fuck are you doing here?"
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Bandannas covered the thugs’ faces. We had clearly invaded their turf. This was their grow. Or more likely, their boss’s grow. Either way, we weren’t welcome.

I smiled. "It's a beautiful night for a treasure hunt, isn't it?"

"There ain't no treasure here, man,” the leader of the gang said with a Spanish accent.

"You know, that's exactly what we are finding out. We discovered a total of $0.85. I was hoping for some rare coins, maybe even a Spanish doubloon or two. Who knows?”

"You picked the wrong place to search, my friend."

"I suppose you're right. It's getting late anyway, and we probably ought to get going.”

I took a step back toward the way we came.

"Not so fast," the leader of the group said.

Weapons tensed, and fingers tightened around triggers.

I froze in my tracks and raised my hands innocently, staying calm. I didn’t want to agitate these guys. There were four angry barrels of assault rifles aimed at us. It didn’t matter how quick on the draw I was—those bullets would be faster.

The leader of the group was tall and skinny. He wore a black bandanna around his face and a baseball cap on backwards. A tattoo of a demonic skull with a hood and flowing cape covered his inner forearm.

A shorter, pudgy guy stood next to him with a blue bandanna. The other two that flanked us were average builds, maybe 5’9”, wearing black bandannas, jeans, and black shirts.

These were cartel guys, but not Colombian. There were so many rival factions in Coconut County that it was a constant power struggle. Mexican cartels, Colombian cartels, Chinese Triad, Russian Mafia, and the good old-fashioned mob. They were all active, and they all stepped on each other's toes from time to time. It could get pretty violent.

Blue Bandanna muttered something to the leader. The leader gave him a doubtful look.

"I'm telling you, it's him, man," Blue Bandanna said, pointing at Mickey.
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The ringleader squinted at Mickey. “Are you really Mickey Malibu?”

“Depends who’s asking?”

“I’m asking, motherfucker. And when I ask a question, you answer.”

“I’m Flynn McQueen,” Flynn said with that pearly smile.

“Shut the fuck up. Nobody asked you.”

Flynn frowned. “Return to El Dorado? Sahara Rhapsody? Jewel of the Serpent?”

The ringleader looked at Flynn like he was crazy.

“What are you talking about, gringo?”

“Movies, man. Don’t you watch them?”

“Do I look like I’ve got time to watch movies? I don’t even own a TV. That shit will rot your mind. Turn you into a sheep. B-a-a-a-a-h,” he said, mimicking the animal.

Flynn looked disappointed. The celebrity card wasn’t going to work with this crowd.

The ringleader looked back at Mickey. "I'm going to ask you one more time. Are you Mickey Malibu?"

"Yeah. That's me.”

The ringleader stared Mickey down for another moment, surveying him carefully. "You really are Micky Malibu, aren't you?"

Mickey smiled. "In the flesh.”

“Holy shit, bro! You’re a living fucking legend.”

Mickey smiled again, and a modest shrug tugged his shoulders.

The ringleader lowered his weapon and stepped forward. “I gotta shake your hand.”

The two exchanged pleasantries, and I breathed a relieved sigh.

“It’s not every day you meet a pioneer,” the ringleader said. “That was some pretty crazy shit you pulled back in the day. Is it all true?”

“Most of it. We’re actually developing a movie about it now.”

“That’s really fucking cool.” The ringleader stepped back and raised his rifle again, taking aim. "So where's the money you stole from Pepe Sandoval. $150 million, right? That's what they all say."

Mickey chuckled. "That's just a rumor, unfortunately. It was nowhere near that amount, and that money is long gone now."

"Then what the hell are you doing out on this island in the middle of the night with a metal detector?”

"Just out for a little midnight treasure hunt. That's all. Just like my man said."

"Bullshit. You're out here looking for that money.”

"Kid, that rumor is 40 years old. You really think that money would still be out here after all this time? Do you think I would just now come searching for it?"

"I ain’t a kid, old man. Don't talk down to me. I'm 22 years old."

"I'm telling you, I don't know where that money is. How about I sign some autographs, and we’ll get out of your hair?"

"The fuck I need your autograph for? What I need is $150 million dollars. So, how about you tell me where it is?”

Mickey’s mouth tightened. "Okay, look, you got me. We are out here looking for the money. But truthfully, I don't know where it is. Your guess is as good as mine. Someone kidnapped my daughter, and I need that money to get her back.”

"You expect me to believe that shit, old man? I don't give two shits what you need that money for. I want it. And I want it now!”

"I hate to disappoint you, but you're not going to get it.”

The ringleader didn't like that.

He tightened his grip around the rifle and solidified his aim. The barrel stared at Mickey's face. "I don't think you want to say no to me.”

"Maybe I didn't make myself clear,” Mickey replied. “They're going to kill my daughter if I don't come up with that money.”

"That sounds like a you problem, not a me problem.”

"Until I remember exactly where it is, it's a problem for both of us.”

The kid adjusted his aim again. "I think it's a bigger problem for you.”

There was a long silence as the two stared each other down.

"It’s somewhere on this island, or you wouldn't be here looking for it," Ringleader said.

"I'm telling you. I don't remember where I hid it.”

The ringleader scoffed. "You expect me to believe that shit? How do you just lose $150 million?"

"If I knew where it was, we'd be digging it up right now, you fucking moron."

That enraged the runt. He shoved the barrel in Mickey’s face. "What did you call me?"

"I called you a moron, and I think that’s being generous. I can't give you what I don't have.” Mickey had had enough of this kid’s nonsense. This wasn’t the first time Mickey had a gun pointed at him. He wasn’t about to back down.

"You guys are the morons,” Ringleader said. “Do you know how many booby-traps you walked through coming into this meadow? Idiots. It's a miracle you're still alive.”

We all exchanged an uncertain glance. It wouldn’t be unusual for drug dealers to booby-trap their grows. Maybe we had gotten luckier than we realized.

“What are the odds of that?” the ringleader asked. “That’s fate. We were destined to have this meeting, and I’m destined to have that cash.”

"We’re not the only ones searching for it," I said.

"Did I ask you?” the ringleader said, swinging the barrel around in my direction.

"I’m just saying. Even if you find that money, you think you can just walk away with it without repercussions?”

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do. That’s fuck you money. That’s financial freedom.”

“That money was stolen from Pepe Sandoval. His son wants it back.”

The ringleader scoffed. “Pepe is dead. Why should I care what his son wants?”

“Because Pedro Sandoval is one of the most ruthless people I’ve ever met,” Mickey said. “People feared Pepe, but it was because Pedro was a nutcase. I watched him kill women and children in front of me for no reason. There was nothing I could do to stop it.”

“Shit. You think I wouldn’t do the same? You haven’t seen ruthless till you’ve seen me in action,” he boasted. He swung his rifle back at Mickey, taking aim. “Now you better remember where that money is, or you’re gonna see what I’m capable of."

Blue Bandanna leaned in and muttered to the ringleader. "We can't kill Mickey Malibu. He's like the patron saint of drug smuggling. That would be bad luck.”

Ringleader dismissed him. "What do you know about luck?"

"I know a lot about it. And I’m telling you that shit would be bad. Plus, I recognize this guy,” he said, pointing to Flynn. “He was in that movie, Blood Inferno. He also does those car commercials.”

“Car commercials?”

"Yeah, you know the ones. You just gotta ride the wave, go with the flow, let the universe be your mojo."

"That actually came from a movie, then we used it in the car commercial," Flynn said.

They both stared at him.

"Nobody asked you, man," the ringleader snapped.

Flynn raised his hands innocently.

Just then, a bullet snapped across the field. It narrowly missed the ringleader.

“Get down,” I shouted.

Across the meadow, muzzle flash flickered from the tree line. We were caught in the middle of a turf war.
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We crouched low in the high grass as bullets crisscrossed overhead.

The ringleader and his band of thugs had their hands full. Rifles hammered against shoulders, and muzzle flash flickered. The tangy scent of gunpowder wafted. Ejection ports spit scalding hot brass onto the grass.

It was a combat zone.

We took the opportunity to get the hell out of there.

I could have, and probably should have, taken these thugs out while they were distracted. But explaining to the sheriff why we were out here in the middle of the night, looking for drug money, wasn't something I wanted to get into at the moment.

Instead, we belly crawled across the ground, getting out of the crossfire. We made it to the tree line by the time the ringleader realized we were gone.

I think those guys were used to doing the shooting, not getting shot at.

We slipped away into the forest and hustled down the trail back to the canal, making sure to stick to the path that we had already taken. The news of the booby-traps made every step a cautious one.

The rattle of gunfire still filled the night as the two groups exchanged fire.

With hearts pounding and blood pumping, we hurried through the underbrush, back to the boat. I cast off the line, and JD weighed anchor. I pushed the boat from the muck, back into the water, then sloshed through the shallows and climbed over the gunwale.

Jack spun the boat around, then throttled up, hauling ass through the shallow channel, heading back out to sea.

Pops and crackles from gunfire still echoed across the night.

Once we cleared the channel, Jack brought the boat on plane. The engines howled, and we made the island a distant memory.

Flynn grinned. "Now that's what I'm talking about! That's exactly the kind of shit we need in the movie. Too bad we didn't have a cameraman following us around.”

I gave him a flat look.

By that time, it was late, and there was still no word from the kidnappers. The only thing we knew was that we needed to have $150 million in cash in less than 48 hours now. Even then, there was no guarantee they would let Kendra go.

I called dispatch and told them about the grow, the goons, and the booby traps, and had them send patrol units to the island. The thugs would probably be long gone by then. They might find a few bodies and would destroy the crop and equipment.

We made it back to the marina at Diver Down. Jack pulled into a slip, and I tied off. He cut the engines, and we loaded the gear off the Raptor and back aboard the Avventura.

Mickey looked defeated, and I didn’t blame him.

“Is there anywhere else the money could be?” I asked.

Mickey shrugged. “It could be anywhere. We need to find Pedro. We find him, we’ll find Kendra.”

“I’ve got my people on it,” I said. “We’ll figure something out. But we really don't know if he's responsible yet.”

"Who else could it be?”

“I promise, we’ll find out.”

We were all a little deflated after the events of the evening, but thankful to be alive.

Jack slid behind the bar and poured cocktails—a little something to soften the disappointment.

I hustled up to my stateroom, peeled out of my clothes, and took a shower. I washed the briny saltwater from my hair and contemplated our next move. The clock was ticking, and I felt like this thing was getting away from us.

I toweled off, got dressed, then joined the guys on the sky deck. Mickey had left. I think he needed a little time alone. Jack told him to stay frosty and call the minute he heard anything from the kidnappers.

We sat around on the sky deck with the stars glowing above, sipping the fine whiskey.

"I know where we can get some prop money," Flynn said. "Might buy some time. Just hear me out," he said. “All we have to do is go through with the exchange as if we had the real money. We’ll set Jack up with a sniper rifle somewhere, and he can pick those bastards off at the first sign of trouble.”

It wasn’t like we hadn’t done something similar before.

"That's not a bad plan, but there are a lot of variables,” I said. “And we’re talking a truckload of cash. That's only going to last a few seconds before they figure out it's fake. Then things will go downhill pretty quickly. We don’t even know when or where the drop is, who we’re really dealing with, and how many of them there are.”

“Look, I’m sitting on a fat stack of cash. I was planning on using that to fund these two movies, along with what the studio is throwing in. If it comes down to it, I’m not going to let that girl die over money. I know you two have means. Between the three of us, I’m pretty sure we can come up with that number.”

JD had more money than sense, and I had some good fortune of my own.

“That’s a nice gesture, but there’s no way to get that kind of cash in the time frame we need it,” I said. “You can’t pull millions out of the system without having every federal agency crawl up your ass.” I assured him, “We’ll do what it takes to get her back.”

Flynn gave a solemn nod. “I tell you, I thought we were in a pickle there for a minute,” he said, reflecting on the excitement. “Think those guys survived the gunfight?”

I shrugged. “Something tells me they’re not going to be too happy when the county destroys their crop.”

Flynn chuckled. “No, I suppose not.”

“You think Mickey’s full of it?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“You think he knows where the money is, and he just wants an excuse not to hand it over?” I had to consider all possibilities.

“No. Mickey’s not like that,” Flynn assured, but there was a hint of doubt in his eyes. His face wrinkled as he thought. “I know they’ve had their issues, but that’s his daughter. He’d do anything for her. I know I’d sit in a jail cell and serve my daughter’s term for her if I could.” Flynn looked at Jack.

“I’d give my kingdom for my daughter. No question.”

We sat under the stars on the sky deck, unwinding for a bit before settling in for the evening. The remnants of adrenaline still lingered.

The next morning, I got a surprising call from the sheriff. “You’re not going to believe this.”
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“Ikilled him,” Hailey said in the interrogation room, the pale lights casting a sickly pallor on her skin.

She jittered with nerves, and her eyes darted about. She wasn’t overly emotional. It was matter of fact. Somewhat detached.

JD and I sat across the table from her.

Hailey had walked into the station and turned herself in. No attorney. She waived her rights and agreed to talk.

“Why did you do it?” I asked.

Her jaw tightened, and her eyes bulged. Rage filled her face, incensed by the question. “Because he abused me!”

“How did you do it?”

“Don’t you already know?”

“I do. But I need you to walk me through it.”

She took a deep breath and composed herself. “I went to my father’s house, and I stabbed him.”

“How many times?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t count. A lot.”

“If you had to guess.”

“10, 20, maybe 30 times. It’s all kind of hazy. Something came over me. I wasn’t myself. I was just a passenger watching it all unfold.”

I shared a look with JD, then asked her, “How did you deal with Tiffany?”

“I should have killed her, too.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I don’t know. I was focused on the task at hand.”

“So, this idea to kill your father just popped into your head?”

“It had been brewing for a long time. Something snapped inside me. I couldn’t take it anymore.”

“When was the last time you had seen your father prior to the murder?”

“I don’t know. Months. I didn’t want to be around him or her,” she said, her lip curling with disdain.

“So, he was just living rent-free in your head?”

She glared at me, jaw clenched, cheeks red. “Not rent-free. He lived in my head like a cancer. This was the only way I could cut him out.”

Hailey was about to come unglued.

“What did you stab him with?”

“Scissors.”

I let that hang there for a moment. “Are you sure about that?”

She blinked a few times. “Yes. I’m sure.”

I shared another glance with Jack. Maybe she was referring to the shears as scissors. But I wasn’t buying it.

I said to her, “Would you excuse me for a moment?”

The chair screeched as I pushed away from the table. I stood up, walked to the door, and gave a quick knock. A guard buzzed me out, and I stepped into the hallway. I hustled to the main office, grabbed a pair of scissors from Denise’s desk, and returned to the interrogation room.

The scissors clunked as I set them on the table.

Hailey’s eyes found them, and the scissors transfixed her. She couldn’t break her gaze away.

With Hailey in handcuffs, I wasn’t concerned about her grabbing them and going crazy.

“Can you confirm that those scissors are the murder weapon?”

She nodded, still mesmerized by them.

“I need a verbal response.”

“Yes. That’s the murder weapon. That’s what I stabbed my father with.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Her eyes found me. “Positive.”

I gave her a look. "That's not the murder weapon.”

Her face went long, and she swallowed hard. "Yes, it is.”

"No. It's not.”

"Well, it looks just like the murder weapon.”

I laughed. "No. It doesn't. Those are a pair of scissors I pulled off a deputy's desk. Your father was stabbed with shears that look nothing like those scissors.”

Hailey swallowed hard again.

"You want to tell me why you admitted to something you didn't do?”

She looked incensed. "I'm telling you. I killed my father.”

"No. You didn't. And you're wasting our time.”

She growled at me.

"I understand you’ve got a lot of animosity toward your father. A lot of unresolved feelings. I suggest you work out those feelings with good counseling.”

"I am working those feelings out with good counseling. I worked them out by stabbing him to death. He deserved it.”

“You're interfering with a police investigation.”

I grabbed the scissors, pushed away, and stood up. I walked around the table and commanded her to stand. She complied, and I released the cuffs from her wrists.

A look of disbelief washed over her face.

JD and I strolled towards the door.

"That's it? You're just going to let me go? Just like that?”

"Yes. Just like that.”

I knocked, and a guard buzzed us out.

I held the door for Hailey as she stomped out of the interrogation room. I’d never seen somebody so upset about being let go.

Before walking off, she turned back and said, "You're making a mistake.”

I sighed and shook my head.

Hailey stormed away, and Daniels joined us in the hall a moment later.

"That girl's got some serious issues," he said. “I'll never understand why people make false confessions.”

“I'm no psychologist, but I think it's some attempt to gain control over uncontrollable situations,” I said. “Makes her the center of attention. A last attempt to get back at her father. Imagine the unresolved feelings she has. She's never going to get closure. Maybe this is her way of doing that.”

"I hope she gets the help she needs," Daniels replied. "You got anything solid on the landscaper?”

"A lot of circumstantial evidence. So far, I don't have any proof that he bought those exact shears. I've got my people digging."

"Go to all the hardware stores in the city. Check receipts. Pull up security footage over the last several weeks. Those sheers were new. Maybe we can catch one of our suspects on video buying them.”

"We'll give it a shot.”

I had told him about the kidnapping when we spoke earlier. He wanted a status update.

"We're just waiting for the next contact,” I said. “I've got my people trying to track them down, but that's not proving fruitful at the moment.”

"Do you want to bring in the FBI?"

"Mickey wants us to handle it.”

"Any particular reason?”

I told him about the ransom demand and the money.

"Let me get this straight, you're out there with this guy searching for $150 million in stolen drug money so you can pay a drug dealer that just got out of prison to get his daughter back?”

I nodded. "That pretty much sums it up.”

"I see why he doesn't want the FBI involved.” Daniels sighed. "If this goes sideways…”

“When does anything ever go sideways?” JD said with as innocent a face as he could muster.

The sheriff gave him a knowing look. “One day, you two are going to write checks your asses can’t cash.”

“Be positive,” I said.

He just shook his head in dismay and walked away.

We left the station and headed over to the hardware store to see what we could find. The killer could have easily purchased the shears online. Isabella was hacking into suspects’ accounts, searching transactions. I wouldn’t be able to use anything she gave me in a court of law, but it would point us in the right direction.

So far, her search had turned up nothing. But we found something interesting at the hardware store.
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"Ihaven't heard anything else from them," Mickey said when I called. “I don't know what I'm supposed to do. I didn't get any sleep last night. How could I? My ex-wife has been screaming at me all morning. She says this is my fault. How am I supposed to come up with that kind of money by tomorrow?”

"Look, we'll figure something out," I assured. "In the meantime, just sit tight, and try to think about where you may have hidden that money.”

"That's all I've been doing. My brain is frozen.”

"Go outside, take a walk, ride a bike, do anything but think about it. Maybe it will pop into your head. You're stuck in a loop. You need some different stimulus to break out.”

"Oh, I need different stimulus, alright.”

"Just keep it under control. Now is not the time to fall apart or make bad decisions.”

"My whole life has been nothing but bad decisions. How do you expect me to change now?”

"We’ve got a few things to take care of, then we’ll swing by and pick you up.”

"I’m not just going to sit around and wait for Kendra to die. I’m going to get out there and start looking again. I've got a few places in mind.”

"Considering the kind of trouble we ran into last night, I don't think it's wise for you to go out alone.”

"I can handle myself.”

"I’m sure you can. But this is not a solo adventure. Stay in touch with me.”

"I will.”

He ended the call.

I slid the phone back into my pocket as JD pulled into the lot at the hardware store. He found a place to park, and we hopped out and strolled inside.

Flynn was back at the Avventura. In the back of my mind, I was concerned he and Mickey might team up and go on an adventure on their own. No telling what kind of trouble they could get into without supervision.

We found the store manager and explained the situation.

He escorted us to a back office. James sat at his desk and tapped the keys. The display came to life, and after entering his passcode, he searched through the sales database.

In his mid-40s, he had a slick head and a graying beard that looked like trimmed steel wool. He had the kind of fair skin that burned easily.

I told him the brand name of the shears and asked him to search for recent sales. With a few strokes of the keys, he gave me a list of names.

None of them matched our suspects.

There were a couple of cash sales that could have gone to anybody. From the timestamp, I asked James to pull up the security footage for those sales.

"Unfortunately, we only keep footage for 30 days, then it gets deleted," James said.

Disappointment tensed my face.

There was only one sale in the last 30 days. I asked him to cue up the footage. We found the clip. The guy who purchased the shears looked to be in his mid-20s.

I didn’t recognize him.

It was hard to get a good look. He wore a baseball cap and sunglasses. He never turned his face to the camera. I didn’t know if that was luck or intentional. He could have been an employee of Randy's, but it was hard to say.

It was worth considering him as a suspect, but there was no obvious connection to Brock.

James exported the clip and sent it to my phone. I texted it to Isabella, then gave James my card and thanked him for his cooperation. I told him we might be in touch.

We strolled back through the store, past barbecue grills, LED lights, and the paint section.

“This is a stretch, but that guy could be a disgruntled fan,” JD said.

“Or he could just be a guy who needed pruning shears.”

JD spotted a familiar face in the plumbing section. "Well, would you look who's here?”

We strolled down the aisle to greet Tiffany.

“Didn’t expect to see you in a place like this,” JD said.

“Brock always handled this kind of thing. But I’m on my own now.”

“Doing a little maintenance?”

“I had some guys pull out the carpeting. I’m going to repaint the walls. Still deciding on color. It’s not like the house is mine, but I’ve got a year there before I get the boot. Might as well make it comfortable. If I change the wall color, maybe it will feel like a different house. Though I’m not sure I’ll ever get that image out of my mind. I can’t stay in the master bedroom. Not now, at least. I’ll make one of the guest rooms my new home. I can’t stay at the Seven Seas forever.”

“I’m sure you’ll adjust,” Jack said.

“I guess. I’m just not sure how I’ll be able to stay in that house by myself. I get so freaked out at night. I’m having all the locks changed, and I’m keeping one of Brock’s pistols with me at all times.”

“You know how to shoot?”

“Point and pull the trigger. But I’ll take any tips you guys have to offer. I’m sure you’re pretty good at that type of thing.”

“We’ve been known to hit a target or two,” Jack said, feigning modesty. “I’d be happy to give you some pointers at the range.”

Tiffany smiled. “I’d love that.”

Jack pointed to the shelf. “What are you getting here?”

"I need seats for the faucet in the shower. It keeps dripping no matter how hard I tighten it. I need drywall compound to fill the cracks from the shifting foundation. That needs to be done before I can paint. The automatic faucet in the kitchen doesn't work. I swipe the sensor, and it doesn't turn on or off. I was thinking about calling a plumber unless you have any ideas.”

"I’ve got a thought or two.”

Tiffany smiled again. “Great. Feel free to stop by anytime. I’ll put you to work.”

Jack looked at me.

“Well, we’re in the middle of a kidnapping case, but we’re in the hurry up and wait phase,” I said.

Tiffany gasped. “A kidnapping?”

I nodded.

“Anyone I know?”

“I don’t think so.” I told her the story.

“That’s terrible. I hope you get her back unharmed.”

“Me too.”

“We could probably stop by for a minute,” Jack said. “I can fill you in on the latest on your case.”

Tiffany smiled. “I’d appreciate that.”

She gathered her things, then checked out at the register.

We followed her back to Palm Haven. I said to Jack along the way. “Don’t get sucked into her orbit.”

“I’m just investigating a case,” he said innocently.

Tiffany had a certain gravity about her. Like a black hole.
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Jack helped replace the seats in the faucet in the master bathroom. It was a pretty straightforward job. He took the opportunity to tell Tiffany all about Hailey's confession.

"Why would she do something like that?" Tiffany asked.

I gave her my theory.

Tiffany shrugged. "I guess that kind of makes sense. But whoever hit me in the back of the head was strong. It had to be a man. Way too powerful. Then again, Hailey has a lot of pent-up rage. Maybe she could knock me out. Maybe that girl’s got a hell of an arm.” She teased, “Maybe you let the killer go. Who knows?” Then she added, "I do recall her getting into a fight with Brock at one point in time, and Hailey said, I wish you were dead. I know it's not quite the same thing as threatening to kill someone, but it proves the thought was on her mind.”

"Doesn't prove anything," Jack said. "That's just hearsay.”

Tiffany gave him a flat look. "Well, I know what I heard her say.”

"She was totally wrong about the murder weapon,” I interjected.

"No offense, but I don't think that girl would know the difference between scissors and shears. Don't get me wrong, she's not stupid by any means. She's just all over the map. Her mind is fractured. She likes to blame Brock for that, but I really don't know what the cause is. I mean, she’s on so much medication.” Tiffany peeled back her hair and showed Jack the gash on her scalp. It was healing nicely now, but it still looked painful. "Do you think she could have done that?”

"Doesn't take much force to spit the scalp," Jack said.

“What about Hunter?”

“We’ve got nothing to tie him to the crime scene,” I said.

“Well, I know this wasn’t random. This is someone with a deep personal connection to Brock,” Tiffany said.

“You know, that’s what I thought initially based on the number of stab wounds. But it could be a disgruntled fan or someone else who has created a type of para-social relationship with Brock. It’s a known phenomenon between fans and celebrities. Fans start to believe they have a personal, intimate connection with the celebrity. In some cases, they become fixated. In their minds, those relationships are as close and as real as any other relationship they may have. In some cases, it may be the only relationship these people have.”

“So what you’re saying is some crazed lunatic developed a fixation on my husband and got so pissed off he stabbed him 30 times?”

“27, actually. And yes, it’s possible.”

Jack got the faucets sorted. He threw away the packaging from the seat tool in the black wicker bin by the toilet in the master bath. Something caught his eye. He reached into the basket and pulled out a receipt. After studying it a moment, he asked, “What’s this?”

Tiffany gave him a blank look. “What’s what?”

He showed her the receipt.

She stared at it for a moment, unimpressed. “So?”

“So you purchased shears from the hardware store two days before your husband’s murder. And you didn’t think it was necessary to say anything?”

“Honestly, I had forgotten all about it.”

Jack looked at her like she was crazy. “You forgot?”

“I used those to trim the stems of my roses,” she said, pointing to several red long-stem roses wilting in a vase. Her eyes filled, and she got choked up. “Brock bought those for me a few days before he was killed.”

JD and I shared a suspicious look.

“Where are the shears now?” he asked.

“In the drawer,” she said, pointing.

Tiffany grabbed a tissue from a box on the counter and blotted her eyes.

Jack pulled open the drawer.
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Sure enough, the snips were in the drawer.

Jack pulled a pair of nitrile gloves from his pocket and snapped them on. He picked up the shears and examined them.

They were a different brand from the murder weapon, but a similar design.

“That’s clearly not the murder weapon,” Tiffany said. “You have the murder weapon in the property department. What’s the big deal?”

Jack put them back in the drawer. “I have a suspicious nature. You’ll have to forgive me.”

“I’ll forgive you after you fix the cracks in my drywall.” She shifted onto one hip. “What’s it going to take for you guys to move on to another suspect? You know I’ve got no financial incentive. I’ve passed your poly. You’ve got a person of interest who’s way more plausible than me. What more do you need?”

“I understand your frustration,” I said. “We just have to leave no stone unturned.”

“I guess everyone is guilty until proven innocent in your eyes.”

“Tell you what? I’ll take you permanently off my suspect list,” JD said.

She gave him a doubtful look. “Promise?”

Jack raised his hand. “Scout’s honor.”

Her sultry eyes narrowed at him. “You’re no Boy Scout.”

Jack grinned.

“Matters not. If you want to think I’m guilty, go ahead. Just don’t get so preoccupied with me you let the real killer slip away.”

Tiffany strutted out of the bathroom, somewhat annoyed.

JD and I shared a look.

My phone buzzed with a call from Flynn. I answered, “What’s up?”

“Houston, we have a problem.”

"What kind of problem?"

"Well, in an effort to open the inner resources of his brain, Mickey decided to do a heroic dose of mushrooms."

I sighed.

"I couldn't let him go on the journey alone in good conscience, you understand.”

"What kind of trouble has he gotten himself into?”

"I told him to come over to the boat so I could babysit him and keep an eye on things.”

"So he's aboard the Avventura with you?”

"Not at the moment.”

"Where are you?”

"We're at the lighthouse.”

"Stay put. We’ll come get you."

"Actually, it's a little more complicated than that."

I stifled a groan. "How complicated?"

"Well, we're actually on top of the lighthouse. Mickey thought we might get a little closer to God's perspective from up here.”

"Don't tell me he's going to jump."

"No. I don't think so. We haven't learned to fly yet."

"News flash. You're not going to learn to fly.”

"Ye of little faith, my friend. You remember those berries we ate on La Perdida.”

"Please tell me you're not that high."

The berries had taken us on quite the spiritual journey.

"No,” Flynn said. “Those berries were out of this world. We are still in this conscious plane of existence. But Mickey's not going to come down until we have the answer. He's convinced Augustus knows where the money is hidden.”

"Who's Augustus?”

"You should meet him. He's really cool. He’s got some wild stories.”

"Just sit tight. Don't do anything stupid. Don't let Mickey do anything stupid. We'll be right there.”

"You got it, brother."

I ended the call with Flynn and filled JD in on the situation.

We hustled out of the bathroom and found Tiffany.

"Sorry, but duty calls," Jack said.

"Oh, I see how it is. Take off before the work is finished. Typical contractor.”

"I promise, I'll make it up to you," Jack said.

"You better.” After a pause, she said, "I hope everything is okay.”

"Just a slight glitch in the matrix," I said.

We said our goodbyes, hustled downstairs, and pushed out the front door.

Storm clouds gathered on the horizon.

JD and I jogged down the walkway and climbed into the Porsche. He fired up the flat six, and we headed across the island to the old lighthouse. It wasn't the tallest structure on the island, but a fall from the top of it would put a damper on your day.

By the time we got there, a crowd of people had gathered, staring up at the two idiots on the top of the tower. News crews at the base soaked up footage. Paris Delaney and her crew were on the scene. Helicopters circled overhead, and Paris's team navigated a drone up to the top of the lighthouse to get up close and personal footage of the psychonauts.

We hustled onto the property, took the metal staircase that spiraled up to the top, then stepped out onto the gallery walkway that rimmed the lantern house. We took the ladder up to the top of the lantern house and climbed onto the sloped metal roof.

Flynn sat atop the roof, looking out over the ocean, smoking a joint. His eyes were narrow slits that peered into other dimensions.

The smell of herb wafted.

Mickey stood at the top of the spire, cradling a massive iguana in his arms. He stared deep into the creature’s eyes.

"Flynn!" I scolded.

"Oh, sorry." He flicked the joint away. The cherry glowed as it tumbled through the air and fell to the ground below. It was a long way down.

Flynn pointed to the iguana. "Meet Augustus, the Lizard King."

With cautious steps, we climbed up to the top of the spire. The sloped roof was not for the faint of heart.

"Hey, Mickey,” I said. “How about you guys come down now?"

"I'm not coming down until I have all the answers. Not until Augustus has spoken.”

"I'm not sure Augustus has the answers you're searching for.”

Mickey looked at me like I was crazy. "Augustus has all the answers to the known universe.”

A gust of wind swirled around the lighthouse, knocking Mickey off balance. He tilted forward to steady himself, but holding the large iguana carried him farther than he anticipated.

The last thing I needed was Mickey and the lizard flattened on the ground below.
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Ithought Mickey might go over.

My heart leapt into my throat.

Mickey took a step to steady himself.

He caught his balance, wobbled for a second, then stood straight again.

Somehow, the lizard remained calm through it all.

It was going to take my best negotiation skills to get the three of these lizard brains down to the ground safely. "Sounds like you're on the verge of a breakthrough."

"I am," Mickey replied.

"Did you hear that?”

"Hear what?"

"Augustus said he can better channel the location of the money if you're all on the ground,” I said, going along with the madness.

Mickey stared into the lizard's eyes. Perhaps they were communicating telepathically. "That's not what Augustus said.”

"What did he say?" I asked, indulging him.

"The frequencies are better up here. More direct. Less interference.”

“The frequencies are pretty damn good on the sky deck of the Avventura. A lot better than they are here."

Mickey considered it for a moment. He consulted with the lizard. “No. Augustus says we stay here.”

How was I supposed to argue with the wisdom of a lizard?

Another gust of wind swirled. Angry clouds rumbled in the distance.

“Mickey, it’s going to get pretty nasty. Let’s get down before the storm hits.”

"I'm not afraid of a little rain," Mickey said.

"It's going to be more than just rain. It's heavy winds, and this roof is going to get slippery. Would it be totally outrageous if we all just got off the roof and talked about this in the lantern house?"

Mickey considered it for a moment, then consulted with Augustus. He looked out over the horizon at the approaching storm. Mickey steeled his resolve and stood like a king who was about to lead his army into battle. "The storm has been sent to test our resolve. An opportunity to prove our worthiness.” With a defiant fist, he proclaimed, "We must not back down. We must not go quietly. With every last breath, we will fight the storm of chaos!”

I stifled an eye-roll and gave him a flat look, at my wits’ end.

The storm drew closer, and the crowd larger. Patrol cars lined the street below, red and blue lights flashing. Helicopters continued to circle.

If Mickey wasn't careful, he'd wind up in custody when he finally did come down. We didn't have time for that. I was sure I could pull a few strings to keep him from getting thrown in the pokey overnight, but it was a hassle I’d rather not deal with.

I moved to Flynn and took a seat beside him. “Can you talk some sense into him?”

Flynn seemed to be handling his high much better than Mickey. "Sometimes you just gotta ride the wave, go with the flow, let the Universe be your mojo."

I sighed and gave him another annoyed look.

"Don't shoot the messenger. It's not my fault you’re not ready to receive the message. You have to let go. There are some things beyond your control.”

There were a lot of things beyond my control. But I didn’t view life as a passive participant. I took an active part in shaping outcomes. But Flynn may have been right about this situation. Neither was in their rational mind. I’m not sure they were ever in their rational minds, but they were beyond all reason at this point. Perhaps I just needed to let the situation play out.

The wind picked up again as the storm drew near. The angry sky turned dark. Lightning flashed in the distance, and a few seconds later, a crack of thunder rumbled, quaking the tall tower.

If that crack wasn't enough to put the fear of God into you, nothing was, especially at this height.

"If you're looking for a sign from God,” I shouted to Mickey, "I think that was it."

Mickey ignored me and remained transfixed, staring eye to eye with the Lizard King.

Rain fell, slow at first. Before long, it was pouring. Sheets of water flowed down the steep roof. The wind intensified. It was a precarious position.

Mickey stood strong among it all, still clutching the iguana, who remained calm and docile.

Another bolt of lightning hit a tree not far from the lighthouse. It split the trunk. A massive branch came crashing down. It crackled and popped. Leaves fluttered.

The boom from the thunder hit like a cannon, loud enough to stop your heart.

The glass panes of the lantern house rumbled. The structure shook. The ground quaked.

Despite the weather, onlookers below kept their eyes glued atop the lighthouse, necks bent toward the sky. This was a show they weren’t about to miss.

Certain death waited with anticipation. Between the slick roof and high winds, it was only a matter of time before someone plummeted to the ground.
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The air was electric. The fine hairs stood tall. The sharp smell of ozone lingered after the strike.

The bolt had struck a little too close for comfort.

I said to Mickey again, "If you were looking for a sign from God, that might have been it.”

Mickey contemplated it for a second, then agreed. Even a madman could see the weather had turned, and our situation had become precarious. The crazy smuggler took a step from his perch, and traction vanished. His feet flew out from under him, and he smacked the roof and slid toward the ledge at an alarming speed.

Still clutching the iguana in one arm, he flailed his other, trying to get a grip on something. Anything. But there was nothing on the slick roof.

Just like that, Mickey went over the ledge.

My heart leapt into my throat, and my eyes widened.

The crowd below shrieked and gasped in horror.

With cautious steps, I moved to the edge.

Mickey had managed to grasp the lip of the roof. He dangled by one hand, hanging in the air, certain death below. He still cradled Augustus in one arm. Mickey's fingers could only maintain a grip for so long. They had already begun their slow, inevitable slide.

Mickey managed to swing himself out, then in, and drop down onto the gallery walkway.

The metal clanked and clamored.

With Mickey safe, I breathed a sigh of relief. "Alright, Flynn. It's time to get down."

The movie star gave me a mock salute, then cautiously moved to the ladder and climbed down.

JD and I followed.

Sopping wet, the four of us reunited on the gallery walkway, then stepped into the lantern house.

The storm continued to rage, rain coming down in sheets, wind gusting. Another boom of thunder rattled the lighthouse. We had gotten off the roof just in time. Puddles formed as we dripped dried in the lantern house.

"Let's get down to the ground," I said. "Mickey, keep your mouth shut. Don't say a word to anyone. I'll handle this."

Mickey was looking at trespassing charges at the least. The roof was not an area of the lighthouse that was open to the public.

We spiraled our way down the steps. A few deputies greeted us when we stepped out of the lighthouse. I told them we had the situation under control.

Cameras closed in, and reporters shouted questions.

"What were you doing atop the roof?

"Were you going to commit suicide?"

"Flynn, are you researching a part for a movie?”

JD and I hustled the delinquents through the crowd without answering any questions.

Mickey still cradled the iguana. For some reason, it had decided to go along for the ride.

We stuffed them both into the back of a patrol car, and Deputy Erickson drove them back toward the marina at Diver Down.

We hopped into Jack's Porsche and followed.

The wiper swept sheets of water off the windshield, and rain pattered against the roof. It kept coming down and showed no signs of letting up.

We followed the patrol car through the slick streets.

At a stoplight, there was a sign for an estate sale. Mickey started banging on the Plexiglas divider, trying to get Erickson’s attention. The light turned green, and Erickson went straight, ignoring Mickey’s pleas.

My phone buzzed with a call from Erickson a moment later. "This asshole wants me to take him to an estate sale. He's adamant about it. First off, I am not a taxi for your deranged friends."

"We're not deranged," Flynn shouted in the background.

"I don't care who they are,” Erickson said. “I'm not sure why we're giving them preferential treatment. They ought to be locked up.” He wasn’t entirely joking.

"Take him to the estate sale. We’re right behind you. It's part of an ongoing investigation."

"What investigation, Wild?"

"Just take him to the estate sale.”

Erickson banked a U at the median and headed back in the opposite direction.

We followed.

The patrol car turned into the neighborhood and followed the signs to the estate sale. The rain had pretty much killed all the activity. The sellers had moved the tables into the garage and were waiting out the storm.

Jack found a place to park, and we hopped out into the pouring rain. I grabbed the door of the patrol car and let Flynn and Mickey out.

"I'm not waiting around for you guys. You can find your own ride home," Erickson shouted.

I thanked him for his cooperation and closed the door.

The patrol car sped away, and the four of us hustled up the driveway and took shelter in the garage.

It was a wild goose chase, but I was willing to indulge it at this point.

We looked like complete fools. Sopping wet shirts, soaked hair, and Mickey holding an iguana.

The sellers looked at us like we were from another planet. It’s quite possible that Mickey and Flynn were. They were certainly on another planet at the moment.

Mickey handed me the iguana, and suddenly I became its caretaker while Mickey sifted through the items atop card tables.

Two girls in their mid-30s ran the sale—a brunette and a redhead. Both attractive with classic features. The brunette stared at Flynn like he looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite place him. Who would expect a major movie star to show up in their garage at an estate sale?

It didn’t take long for Mickey to find a cardboard box full of books—some paperbacks, some hardbound. The entire box was priced to move at $20.

Mickey discovered something worthy of attention inside. He reached his hand into the box and pulled out a hardback copy of Treasure Island. He thumbed through the pages, and his eyes soon filled with glee. He shared a knowing glance with Flynn, then asked the brunette, "How much?”

"You can have the whole lot for $20.”

Like a dumbass, Mickey said, "I just want this book."

The brunette shared a glance with her sister.

The redhead’s eyes narrowed at the book. Then they rounded when she realized what it was. "I'm sorry. That's not for sale." She moved to Mickey and snatched it from his grasp.

A look of shock and horror played on Mickey's face.

The redhead examined the book. “This was one of my father’s favorite books.” Her face wrinkled with anger and confusion when she looked into the box. “None of these are supposed to be for sale.” She glared at her sister. “I told you these were the books I wanted to keep.”

The brunette shrugged. “I thought you said those were the ones we could sell.”

“No. Haven’t you been paying attention?”

I didn’t know if it was an elaborate ploy to extract more money. I doubted it, but my skeptical nature made me question it.

“I’ll give you $50 for the book,“ Mickey said.
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“Are you out of your mind?” the redhead said to Mickey. “That’s a first edition in mint condition.”

“Says $20 on the box,” Mickey said.

“That’s because my sister is a moron. That’s the keeper box.” She snarled at her sister. “How many of these have you already sold?”

“I don’t know,” she replied with a sheepish shrug. “Maybe a couple.”

Red growled in frustration. “My God, Kylie, what’s your problem?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“Ladies…” Flynn said with that charming smile. “There’s no need to fight. I’m sure we can work something out.”

Red glared at him. “There’s nothing to work out. This book isn’t for sale.”

Flynn kept smiling.

I don’t think she recognized him yet.

“I know, but I bet there’s a number that could change your mind.”

“There is nothing that could make me change my mind,” she said, defiant.

Laying on the charm, Flynn said, “Are you sure about that?”

“Positive.”

A mint condition, first edition was worth a pretty penny.

“How about a $100? Mickey said.

Red’s eyes narrowed at him. “You think I don’t know what this book is worth. That’s insulting.”

“Can I just take another look inside?”

“No!”

She put the book back in the box, then grabbed the box and started away.

“$1,000,” Mickey said.

Red stopped and twisted back to look over her shoulder. “Not even close. This book has sentimental value. It was my father’s. And if you haven’t figured it out yet, he’s no longer with us.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Mickey said. “$2,000 just to let me flip through the book and take some pictures.”

Red’s eyes narrowed at him. “What do you want to take pictures of?”

“I used to own that book. It has sentimental value to me, too. I’ve been looking for it for a long time. Your father probably bought it when my storage unit was auctioned off.”

“My father has owned this book since I was a child.”

Mickey nodded. “Like I said. I’ve been looking for it for a long time.”

None of us wanted to mention the fact that the book could lead to $150 million.

“What’s so sentimental about this book for you? Why do you want it so bad? Why do you want to look inside?”

“$10,000,” Jack said. “That’s more than a fair price.”

Red’s eyes narrowed at him. “This book must be pretty special.“She looked back at Mickey, then to Flynn, then back to Mickey. Recognition finally flashed in her eyes. “You’re Flynn McQueen.”

“In the flesh,” he said with that beaming smile and movie star glint in his eyes.

She looked at Mickey. “You’re Mickey Malibu.”

“The living legend,” Flynn said, putting a hand on Mickey’s shoulder. Flynn looked sure this was about to go our way.

“You want to tell me why you’re so interested in this book?” Red asked.

“Like he said,” Flynn replied. “Sentimental value.”

“I’m sorry, I just find it a little odd that a washed-up movie star and an outlaw show up out of the blue at my father’s estate sale.”

“Washed up? Hell, I’m just getting started.”

“I’m sorry, but Fool’s Paradise was two hours of my life I will never get back.” She was not a fan.

Flynn shrugged. “They can’t all be gems.”

“$10,000 just to borrow the book for a few minutes and take some pictures,” Jack said.

“And we’ll throw in the lizard,” Flynn offered.

Red’s face wrinkled. “Ew. I don’t want the lizard!” Her suspicious eyes narrowed at Mickey again. “This book doesn’t have sentimental value. This book has some kind of map, doesn’t it? It leads to the money you stole from those drug dealers.”

The gig was up. Red was no dummy.

“They’ve kidnapped my daughter,” Mickey said. “They’re going to kill her.”

She gave him a doubtful look. “You expect me to believe that?”

"It's the truth," I said, flashing my badge.

"The book is of no value to you. You won't be able to decipher my notes. They’re coded," Mickey said.

"Seems to me like this book is worth $150 million, if the rumors are true. You're in a bind. That puts me in a position of leverage.”

We all gave her an incredulous look. Talk about an opportunist.

"I'm sorry, but maybe you didn't hear the part about his daughter's life being at stake,” I said, growing annoyed.

"Oh, I heard it alright.” She looked at Mickey. “I guess we’re going to find out just how important your daughter is to you.”
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"Considering the nature of your predicament, you’re in no position to bargain," Red said.

"The book is useless to you," I replied.

"I already told you, it holds sentimental value,” she said in a smug voice. “I believe I could be persuaded to part with it for an appropriate fee. Let's say $15 million."

Our jaws dropped, and our eyes bugged out. It was insane.

"I don't have that kind of cash," Mickey said.

"Consider it a 10% finder’s fee.”

"I can pay you on the back end.”

Red scoffed. "There's no such thing as the backend. Cash upfront, or no deal.”

"There's no way to get that kind of cash today," I said.

“That sounds like your problem, not mine.”

"Katie, don't you think you’re being a little unreasonable?" Kylie said.

Katie glared at her. "I'm being perfectly reasonable.“

"That was Dad's book. Half of it belongs to me.”

"Your dumb ass was going to sell it for five dollars. There's a reason that Dad didn’t trust you to make financial decisions."

Kylie glared at her.

“Keep your mouth shut, and you'll never have to work again for the rest of your life,” Katie said to her.

“How can we make this work?” I asked. “A life is at stake.”

“Come up with $15 million.”

“That’s not going to happen today.”

“Then you’re not getting the book.”

“We just need to look at it.”

“Did I mention we’re willing to throw in the lizard?” Flynn said.

“I don’t want the lizard.” She glared at him.

“The lizard talks…” Flynn sang, trying to entice her.

She gave him a look of disbelief.

“Please, I’m begging you,” Mickey pleaded.

“Well, you know what it’s going to take to get this deal done.” She moved to another table, set the box down, then pulled out the copy of Treasure Island. “You know where to find me when you’ve got the money.”

She smiled and waved the book as she strutted away. Katie stepped out through the pedestrian door, taking shelter under the covered breezeway as she walked to the back door and stepped inside.

Kylie scrunched her face. "I'm sorry about that. Katie can be… difficult at times."

"It’s not your fault.”

She looked at Flynn. "I don't think you're a has-been."

He smiled. "Why, thank you."

"Actually, I kind of liked Fool’s Paradise."

"I appreciate that.”

"Did drug dealers really kidnap your daughter?" she asked Mickey.

He nodded.

Kylie made a sympathetic frown. "I wish there was something I could do.”

"You can go inside, get that book, and let us take a few pictures of the pages," Flynn said, trying to charm her.

Kylie thought about it and squirmed for a moment. "I know Katie. She’s probably hiding that book right now.”

"My daughter's life is at stake," Mickey said.

Kylie's face wrinkled with sadness and torment. "I’ll see what I can do. How can I get in touch with you?”

I dug into my pocket and handed her a card.

"We would so appreciate it if you’d come through for us," Flynn said.

Kylie nodded. "I’ll try. I promise.” She looked back at the house, then said, “You guys should leave now, so she doesn't get suspicious.”

We thanked her and ambled back down the driveway. The rain had lightened up.

Flynn called for a rideshare.

We hung out with the psychonauts until the car arrived, then we followed them back to the Avventura.

At Diver Down, Jack parked the car, and we hopped out and strolled the dock back to the boat.

"Kylie was sweet," Flynn said. “But her sister’s got a bad aura. Did you see all that shit swirling around her?" he asked Mickey.

Malibu nodded.

We crossed the passerelle and stepped to the aft deck. Buddy waited eagerly at the salon door. I slid it open, knelt down, and petted the little guy. He greeted me with a wagging tail and a slobbering tongue, then took particular interest in Augustus.

He didn't bark, he just surveyed the Lizard King with curiosity.

"You guys really need to let that lizard go," I said.

"He's free to leave at any time," Flynn said. "He'll let us know when he wants to go.”

"I suppose he told you that?”

“Ask him yourself," Flynn said.

I just shook my head.

Shafts of sunlight broke through the clouds as the storm moved out.

We gathered in the salon, trying to come up with a game plan in case we were unable to get the money. At this point, it wasn't looking good.

I said to Mickey, "You were able to see a glimpse of your map, weren't you?"

"The cipher. That’s in ink. But I need to decode it.”

"What type of cipher did you use?"

“Just a simple shifted numeric one. I drew the map in invisible ink.”

“So we need the actual page,” I said.

“I wrote detailed instructions. If I get access to the cipher, we should be good.”

“Can you decipher it?”

Mickey gave a confident nod.
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It was later that afternoon when Kylie texted me a picture of the cipher. It was a series of seemingly random groups of numbers. Each number represented a letter in the alphabet, offset by a numerical value. A=1+x. We just needed to figure out what “x” was.

Kylie texted: [I always wondered what this was.]

[Thank you.]

[You’re welcome. I think what Katie did was wrong. I hope Mickey gets his daughter back. I just have one small request.]

[Name it.]

[Flynn has to take me to dinner.]

I laughed. [I’m sure that can be arranged.]

When I told Flynn her demands, he said, “Why, that would be my pleasure.”

I relayed the message, and Kylie was over the moon.

The cipher was simple. With only 26 letters in the alphabet, x could have 25 possibilities. We could brute force it or upload it to a GPT and solve it instantly.

We did the latter.

Mickey looked stunned at the results. “Holy shit. That’s where it’s been this whole time?”

“With any luck, it’s still there,” Flynn said. “How do we know Kylie’s old man didn’t already crack the code?”

We all shared a concerned look.

“I say we get some shovels and head out that way,” Jack said.
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We drove to the cemetery. It was still open at this time of day. We had all piled into the Revenant. The giant tires whirred as Jack cruised through the city of the dead, rolling past above-ground crypts and mausoleums. Iguanas caught the last rays of sun perched atop tombs. They had taken over the cemetery, and their burrows had become a real problem. It was a perfect place to let Augustus go and roam free.

Mickey directed us to a private mausoleum.

The grand structure stood tall, weathered and stained, overgrown with grass and vines. It hadn’t been tended to in a long time, and the cemetery had been lax about upkeep, with no one to stay on them about it.

Jack parked at the curb, and we hopped out.

The cemetery was empty.

I kept a cautious eye out nevertheless. The cemetery had developed a bad reputation of late, with unsuspecting mourners robbed by thugs.

The name Delmar was engraved in the arch above the entryway to the mausoleum. The metal door was locked with a padlock.

"Are you sure this is it?" I asked Mickey. "I'm not particularly keen on desecrating a grave."

"Augustus has spoken," Mickey said, still cradling the iguana. He finally set it down and let it go. The Lizard King loitered around for an instant, then crawled off and joined his friends.

Jack tugged on the padlock. It didn't budge. With a slight glance around, he pulled out a small lock-picking kit from his wallet, knelt down, and went to work on the key slot. The lock was covered in rust and corrosion—40-some-odd years old.

Within a minute, Jack pulled it free, slid it from the slot, and opened the door. It creaked and groaned.

The four of us flooded into the mausoleum just as the sun dipped beyond the horizon.

I pulled the door shut behind us, then glanced around the damp, musty space. Stained-glass windows allowed the last remnants of light to filter through. Marble benches offered a place to sit and pay homage to the dead. Cobwebs lined the corners. A good layer of dust covered everything. I don’t think anybody had been here in four decades.

There were nine crypts against the far wall, 3x3. Each crypt was deep enough for two coffins and was sealed by a marble plate with a grave marker.

The nameplates on the middle row of crypts read Margaret, James, and Edwin. Various dates of birth and death were listed on the markers. The most recent date of departure was 1979.

These were the same names written in the coded message in the back of the book.

"Are you sure these are the right graves?" I asked.

Mickey shrugged. "I have no recollection of this whatsoever.”

"Nothing?" I asked in disbelief.

He shrugged and gave a sheepish look.

"You must have worked out a deal with the cemetery,” Jack said. “Paid for the mausoleum in cash.”

"Anything is possible. I just wish I could remember it.”

"This place is starting to give me the creeps," Flynn said. He looked around with a mix of fear and wonder. "Can anybody else see them?”

I didn't want to know what he was seeing.

Mickey and Flynn were still both high as a kite.

The marble plates were screwed to the crypt, secured by anchors. In anticipation, I had brought a cordless power drill with a Phillips head attachment.

I wasn’t particularly fond of disturbing the final resting place of the dead, but Mickey's coded message matched. We’d find out soon enough.

I squeezed the trigger, and the cordless drill hummed. One by one, I removed the rosette screws, then JD and I removed the plate with care and set it atop one of the marble benches.

It was almost pitch black in the crypt by now. I shone my flashlight into the vault, hoping not to find a coffin. The narrow beam raked across several bricks wrapped in plastic. Similar to how a drug dealer would wrap bricks of cocaine or heroin. These had a more rigid form.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

I pulled out one of the bricks and examined it.

With a knife, I cut through the plastic. Each brick contained 10 stacks of $10,000 in $100 denominations. Worth $100,000 each, this crypt was packed to the brim with bricks. At a cursory glance, there was easily $50 million in each crypt.

There was one slight problem.

I knew we would be dealing with a lot of cash. But the magnitude of it was overwhelming. There was no easy way to transport this. We could maybe stuff two or two half-million in a duffel bag, which would weigh about 55 pounds. We’d need 60 duffel bags to carry it all out and a vehicle to transport it.

This was a logistical nightmare.

“I’m sure I can rustle up a cargo van,” JD said.

“We need bags.”

I looked at my watch. There was still time to clean out a big box retailer of gym bags to stuff the loot in, but we’d have to hurry.

"Let’s seal this back up," I said. "We'll track down a van and find something to carry it all in. Then we’ll come back, load up, and be ready to make the exchange whenever we get the call." I looked at Mickey. "You haven't heard any more, have you?"

He pulled out his phone and stared at the screen for a few minutes. Still high, it wasn’t making a lot of sense to him.

I took the phone from his hand, swiped through the recent messages and texts.

There was nothing new from the kidnappers.

I handed the phone back to him, then JD and I sealed up the crypt.

Once everything was back in place, I said, "Let's get out of here.”

Flynn led the way outside. He was eager to get out of the mausoleum.

I brought up the rear.

As I stepped outside, I realized we had company. Four thugs with AR-15s surrounded us. They wore bandannas and all black. I recognized them from Gator Island. It was the same guys. All of them had survived the shootout. The familiar tattoo on the ringleader’s forearm sealed the deal.

I knew they would come back to haunt me.

“Good evening, gringos,” the ringleader said. “So good to see you again. We didn’t get to say goodbye last time.”
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The ringleader nodded to one of his underlings, who frisked us. It didn't take him long to find our guns and our badges.

"They’re fucking cops, Rico!" the runt shouted.

Rico glared at him. "Man, keep your dumb mouth shut." His angry eyes found mine. "That would explain why the county showed up on our island and torched our crops. The way I see it, you owe me a lot of money. I'm going to collect.”

Rico glanced around.

There was no one in sight. The moon hung low in the sky, and the stars twinkled above. An eerie mist covered the ground. An owl hooted in the distance.

A beat-to-hell blue-gray cargo van was parked behind the Revenant. I’m sure it belonged to the thugs. The right front quarter panel looked like someone had spilled brake fluid on it. The paint bubbled and peeled.

I'm not sure where the groundskeeper was. If he was still on the premises, he didn't want any part of this.

"Into the crypt," Rico commanded. "Move!"

We did as instructed.

Rico and his gang followed us in. "I know the money is here. You wouldn’t be out here if it wasn't. We've been following you dipshits. It wasn’t hard to track down a washed-up movie star and an over-the-hill drug dealer."

“I’m not washed up,” Flynn replied.

"We just came to pay our respects to loved ones," I said.

"Bullshit,” Rico snapped. “Open the crypts. I ain't playing games with you.” Rico took aim at me, and his finger wrapped tight around the trigger.

I put the cordless drill to work and started unscrewing the marble plate. With a hand from JD, we removed it and set it back on the marble bench.

Rico's flashlight beam spotted the bricks of money, and a smile curled his face. "Now that's what I'm talking about. Tell you what, I'll take this money, and I'll forget all about the crop that was destroyed.”

"That money belongs to Pepe Sandoval," I said.

"Pepe's dead. And if his son wants it, he can come and take it."

Rico’s crew laughed.

"All of you. On the ground,” Rico commanded. “Now!"

We complied. We didn’t have much choice.

The runt used our handcuffs to secure JD and me, then used zip ties to restrain Flynn and Mickey about the wrists and ankles.

Rico nodded to the other two goons, and they filed out of the mausoleum. They returned moments later with several black duffel bags and started stuffing the bricks of money inside.

"You're making a big mistake," I said.

"Oh, really? How so?"

"Well, a couple of things are going to happen. Pedro is going to come after you. If anything happens to Mickey's daughter, I'm going to personally make it my life's mission to hunt you down and kill you."

Rico laughed. "I hate to tell you, but none of you are ever leaving this crypt.”

I didn't like the sound of that. I don't think anybody else did either.

When the duffel bags were full, Rico's crew lugged them out of the crypt, then returned moments later with more duffel bags. These guys were prepared. I had to give it to them. They had thought of everything. They weren't as dumb as they looked.

Rico's crew stuffed duffel bags until all three crypts had been emptied. $150 million. They lugged the heavy bags out of the mausoleum and loaded them into the van.

"Now for the fun part," Rico said. He nodded to his underlings, and they grabbed JD and stuffed him into one of the crypts. He kicked and screamed and cussed up a storm.

They sealed him in the middle slot.

Mickey was next.

Then they grabbed Flynn and stuffed him in with Mickey into the far right slot.

Flynn said, "Hey guys, did I ever tell you, I don't do well in small spaces?”

Jack kicked and screamed inside the crypt, his muffled voice barely leaking out.

“I’ll sign memorabilia,” Flynn shouted.

The thugs slammed the marble plate against Flynn’s crypt and sealed them in.

I would not want to be tripping on mushrooms, sealed in a crypt. That would make it all the more unbearable. Either way, I didn’t want to be sealed in a crypt.

Flynn and Mickey both screamed and howled.

The runts had a hard time getting me off the ground. I didn’t make it easy for them. My hands were cuffed behind my back, but my legs were free. I kicked the bastards and got in a few good shots.

I managed to get to my feet and do a few roundhouses. My heel caught one of them in the head.

He fell like a stone.

Rico had had enough of that. He pushed in with a rifle, aiming at me. “Keep putting up a fight, and I’ll shoot you right now.”

“That’s better than the alternative,” I said.

One of the goons cracked me in the back of the head with the butt of his rifle. That was lights out.
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When I peeled open my eyes, I saw nothing. It was pitch black inside the crypt. The damp smell of concrete filled my nostrils.

I kicked around, probing the walls of the crypt.

There was no telling how long I’d been out for. It could have been minutes or hours. It was disorienting, to say the least. There wasn’t a lot of room in the crypt. I wasn’t sure if they had shoved me in headfirst or feet first.

I shouted to Jack, hoping my voice would carry through the stone.

“I’m still here,” he shouted back.

They’d put him in the middle crypt and Mickey and Flynn in the far right. Jack’s voice came from the left of me, meaning I was probably in head first.

“The spiders!” Flynn shouted. “The spiders. Let me out!”

Talk about a bad trip.

There was some ventilation to help with moisture, but the oxygen supply would dwindle soon. CO2 would build up rapidly, leading to a blackout. I guess that was a better way to go than starving to death in here. It wasn’t going to be pretty when the need for a bathroom break arrived.

Cuffed behind my back, I managed to reach my hands around and fish out my keys from my pocket. They hit the concrete as I fumbled for the handcuff key. My fingers scraped for them. When I finally had it between my fingertips, I managed to get the tiny key into the slot and unlock the cuffs.

My wrists swung free, but there wasn’t much room to move around.

I dug my cellphone from my pocket. The glow of the screen lit up the chamber.

With hope, I looked at the screen.

No signal.

Hope dashed.

The reinforced concrete walls of the crypt acted as a Faraday cage. Combined with the concrete, it blocked the signal.

I shimmied toward the mouth of the crypt and kicked the marble faceplate. It was only half to 3/4 of an inch thick.

A dozen heavy kicks rattled my shins. A dozen more, and the stone chipped around the rosette screws. A few more, and the brittle marble snapped and fell away. It crashed against the ground with a clank.

A gust of fresh air rushed in.

I shimmied out of the crypt and grabbed the cordless drill that had been left behind. It buzzed as I unscrewed the faceplate of Jack’s crypt, then helped him climb out.

“Thanks, brother. I appreciate it. That was a little on the cramped side.”

I released his cuffs, then proceeded to free Flynn and Mickey.

Flynn’s eyes were wide like saucers. “Now that was some messed-up shit.”

I helped them both out of the narrow chamber and cut away their zip ties with a pocket knife. They both filled their lungs with panicked breaths. The confinement had been intense for them, burning through oxygen twice as fast.

We may have been alive, but Mickey had a look of sheer despair on his face. There was nothing to negotiate with. No money. Pedro would most likely kill Kendra.

I called Isabella and asked her to track all cellular devices that had pinged the tower from the mausoleum.

Her fingers tapped the keys, and a moment later she said, “I’ve got four burners, apart from your phones.”

“Where are they now?”

She gave me the address as we hustled out of the mausoleum.

The four of us weaved through the tombs and hopped into the Revenant. Jack fired up the beast and banked a U-turn. The EV all-terrain vehicle barreled through the cemetery. We made it out before they locked the main gates.

We raced back to the marina at Diver Down. The thugs had taken our weapons, and I thought it best to drop off the psychonaughts before we engaged the hostiles.

Jack found a place to park, and we hurried back to the boat. I told Mickey and Flynn to stay put while we prepped our gear. We grabbed pistols, extra magazines, AR-15s, tactical vests, and anything else we thought we might need.

Isabella had tracked the money to a house on Pelican Crest—not the one in Stingray Bay. The one in Jamaica Village. Most people didn't often confuse the two.

The intel I had gathered from Isabella couldn't be used to obtain a warrant. The money was dirty and would be seized. Once again, Jack and I were operating in a gray area. Maybe it wasn't so gray. I kept reminding myself that Kendra's life was at stake.

Dressed in black, decked out in tactical gear, Jack and I took the Porsche to Jamaica Village. We spotted the battered blue-gray cargo van parked in front of the crappy house on Pelican Crest. The yard was surrounded by a chain-link fence, and a withered palm stood guard. The yard was dry and patchy, and the cream stucco siding of the house was dingy. Without gutters, prior rainfalls had splattered the ground and kicked up dirt, staining the siding. The house was in desperate need of a power wash.

We parked about halfway down the street and surveyed the house for a few minutes. It looked like the crew was inside, celebrating their new score.

Sixty duffel bags full of cash were heavy. Lugging them around was enough to wear anybody out. I hoped they had been too lazy to unload the van.

JD and I pulled on black balaclavas over our faces. With wireless earbuds, we had encrypted comms over a secure network. Under the cover of night, we slipped out of the Porsche and hustled down the block toward the van.

Crickets chirped, and a dog barked a block over.

I tugged on the door handle to the driver’s side of the van, but it was locked. So were the cargo doors and passenger doors. But I had come prepared. I took a Slim Jim, slipped it through the weatherstripping, and unlocked the door within a matter of moments.

The dome light on the interior flicked on when I opened the door. I reached up and disabled it. Then I hit the power locks. Jack pulled open the creaky back cargo doors and surveyed the loot. The van was stacked to the brim with black duffel bags.

"Looks like everything," he said in a whisper.

"Those punks still have our guns,” I said.

I wasn't too keen on the fact that cartel thugs had our pistols, and I really didn't feel like explaining to the sheriff how they got them.

"Let it go," Jack said. "We got what we came for."

Usually, I was the one talking sense into him. But I was a little hot about this one. Getting sealed in a crypt was hard to let go of. But I took a deep breath and thought better of it.

I crept around to the front of the van, slipped inside, and pulled the door shut with a gentle touch.

Jack hustled back to the Porsche and hopped behind the wheel.

The cargo van was older, built before immobilizers were common. There was no ECU. No chip. I pried off the cover to the steering column, yanked the wires, and hot-wired the van within 30 seconds. The engine turned over and rumbled to life.

I put the vehicle in gear and drove off. At the corner, I flipped on the lights, took a left at the stop sign, and stepped on it.

Jack was right behind me.

We were long gone before the dipshits even noticed the van was missing. They sure were in for a surprise. A sly smile curled my lips.

I didn’t think those idiots would be brazen enough to report their van stolen, but anything was possible.

We zipped across the island to Jack’s bungalow. He’d been renting it to a friend who was going through a divorce. I pulled the van up the drive. JD pulled in behind me and hit the remote to the garage. The door lifted, and I drove in.

Jack’s friend, Travis, was there to greet us.

I killed the engine and hopped out.

“Where’d you get this hunk of shit?” Travis asked. He was mid-50s with short brown hair, sleepy blue eyes, and a bit of a beer belly.

“Don’t ask,” I replied.

“What kind of crazy shit are you two into now?”

“Long story,” I said.

Travis’s suspicious eyes surveyed the battered vehicle. He peered in through the driver’s window and saw the ignition column. “This thing hot?”

“It’s not exactly cool,” JD said.

Travis laughed. “And they gave you two badges?”

“Crazy, right?” JD muttered.

“You want a beer?” Travis asked.

“Not right now,” I said. “Thank you. Got any bleach handy?”

“I’m sure there’s some in the kitchen.”

Jack closed the garage door, and we stepped inside. Two half-naked hotties reclined on the couch watching TV.

Travis introduced us. “Serenity, Crystal, this is Tyson and JD.”

We smiled and waved. They smiled and waved.

“God, I love being single,” Travis said.

In the kitchen, I found some bleach under the sink. I grabbed a pair of kitchen gloves and a roll of paper towels, then headed back out to the van. I wanted to keep it handy when the time came to dump the vehicle. We could burn or bleach it to remove trace evidence. I’d worn gloves and the balaclava, but an eyelash, a stray hair, or sometimes a few skin cells would be enough to put you behind bars. Why take any chances?

I grabbed a half-full gas can from the garage and set it on the floorboard on the passenger side, just in case we needed to burn the damn thing.

Jack asked me in a hushed voice, “How do you want to play this?”

“Stay here with the van. I’ll go back to the Avventura, check on the guys, and wait to hear from the kidnappers.”

“Travis can look after the van,” JD said.

“No offense, but it’s $150 million dollars. You’re the only one I trust to look after the van.”

Jack nodded in agreement. He said to Travis, “We were never here. None of this ever happened.”

Travis gave Jack a mock salute. “Affirmative.”

Jack gave me the keys to the Porsche, and I hustled down the driveway to the car. I climbed in and fired up the flat six. I put the car into gear and backed out of the driveway.

JD and Travis waved.

I didn’t feel too bad about stealing the thugs’ van. I didn’t feel bad at all. Those clowns had sealed us in crypts and stolen $150 million from us. The van was asshole tax.

I hurried back to Diver Down and parked by the dock. I hopped out and locked the Porsche, then jogged to the Avventura and boarded the boat.

Buddy greeted me as usual. After petting him, I set out to find Flynn and Mickey. They chilled on the sky deck, coming down from their high. Mickey sobbed, and Flynn tried to console him.

“I’m such an asshole,” Mickey said. “I’ve been so selfish. My daughter’s going to die because of it.”

“She’s not going to die,” Flynn assured. “How many things have gone wrong already? Yet we’re still here. Everything’s going to work out. You just have to believe.” Then he added, “Plus, we’ve got the dynamic duo. If anybody can get your daughter back safely, it’s Tyson and JD.”

I joined them with a smile and said, “We got it.”

Flynn’s eyes widened with disbelief. “You got the money back?”

I nodded.

Flynn smiled, grabbed Mickey’s shoulder, and shook him. “See! I told you. You just gotta ride that wave.” He howled, “Woo-hoo!”

“Any word from the kidnappers?” I asked.

Mickey showed me the text. [Go to the lighthouse. In the dispenser for the Coconut Times, there is a burner phone taped to the ceiling. Find the phone. Await instructions. Come alone. No cops. No backup. If you’re followed, Kendra dies.]

They were going to bounce us around from location to location. It would keep us from setting an ambush and let them know if we were being followed.

I told Mickey, "You two stay here. I'll handle this.”

"They're expecting me," Mickey said.

"I'm not going to let you guys go alone and miss out on all the fun," Flynn said.

"I don't want any other cops around," Mickey said to me. “You heard what they said. They'll kill Kendra. What if they know you're a cop?”

"Don't underestimate how much they want the money,” I said.

"What if this is about more than money? What if Pedro wants revenge? You realize they may not have any intention of letting us go.”

"That’s something I had considered.”

"So, what's the plan?”
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Don't ask me how, but the three of us squeezed into the Porsche. Flynn made himself small in the backseat. The seats were only fit for a child, but at this point in time, that's about all the mental capacity Flynn had.

We drove over to Jack's bungalow, and I pulled into the driveway. I had texted Jack and told him we were coming. He greeted us on the driveway and opened the garage door.

Mickey and Flynn marveled at the beat-up van.

Flynn said, "I knew you guys would come through.”

"Flynn, ride with Jack,” I said. “Pilot the drone while he drives. Keep your distance. We'll stay on encrypted comms. When we reach the final location, Jack will take overwatch, and you can be the eyes in the sky," I said to Flynn.

He grinned. "I see all."

I had grabbed the drone from the Avventura. It was a state-of-the-art quadcopter with a 4K camera, infrared and night vision, and a three-mile range. With object recognition, you could set it to track people or vehicles. Flynn would just have to target the van, adjust the altitude, and the software would do the rest.

Jack grabbed a sniper rifle and stuck it in the passenger seat of the Porsche. He pulled the drone from its case and set it on the ground, then gave Flynn an overview of the controls. “You got it?”

“I got it, chief,” Flynn said with a salute.

The quad blades spun up, and the craft came to life. Flynn touched the controls, and the drone lifted from the driveway. It buzzed into the air, unsteady at first. Flynn cruised it around, getting comfortable with it. Jack told him how to set object tracking, stabilization assist, and all the other bells and whistles.

Flynn took to it pretty quickly.

He and Flynn climbed into the Porsche, then backed out of the driveway.

Mickey and I climbed into the van. I touched the wires together and started up the vehicle, then dropped it into gear and backed out. We zipped through the neighborhood, heading toward the lighthouse.

Mickey said, "I can't thank you enough for everything you've done for me. You guys have gone above and beyond. You've risked your lives, your careers, everything. I don't deserve this."

He frowned and hung his head.

"Everything's going to work out. We stick to the plan and give them what they want.”

Mickey nodded.

Jack hung back. There was no need to stay on my tail for this leg of the journey. He knew where we were going, and the drone was locked on. As soon as we got to the lighthouse, we'd have enemy eyes on us. They’d follow our every move from there. Jack had to be careful not to make it obvious he was following us. I could give him a play-by-play over encrypted comms. There was no need for him to keep a visual on the van. He had that with the drone’s aerial view.

I just hoped Rico and his goons hadn't reported the van stolen. The last thing I needed was to get pulled over by another deputy with $150 million in cash in the back. I’d have a hard time talking my way out of that one.

I pulled to the curb at the lighthouse by the newspaper dispensers. Mickey hopped out and strolled the sidewalk. He pulled open the lid with a squeak and reached his hand inside. Just as instructed, a burner cell phone had been duct-taped to the ceiling. He yanked it free, peeled off the tape, and looked around.

I kept my head on a swivel. I didn't see anything unusual.

Pedestrians strolled the sidewalks. A panhandler in tattered clothes worked the corner. Tourists sat in a café across from the lighthouse, munching on late-night snacks, sipping adult beverages.

I paid particular attention to the panhandler. I didn't see an earpiece in his ear. Maybe he was the genuine article. Posing as a homeless person was the perfect cover for this type of operation.

Mickey climbed back into the van. Just as he buckled his safety belt, the burner rang. He looked at me for a moment, then answered it and put it on speakerphone. "Hello?”

"Who's with you?”

"A friend.”

"I said to come alone.”

"I'm too shaken up to drive. I need someone for moral support. If you don't like it, I’ll take the money and go home.”

"Do that, and you'll never see your daughter again.”

"I could say the same about the money."

The kidnapper was silent for a long moment.
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"Head north on Mariner’s Way.”

"Where are we going?" Mickey asked.

"It defeats the purpose if I tell you."

I pulled away from the curb and turned onto Mariner’s Way from Lighthouse Drive. We cruised with the traffic, and I kept my eye on the rearview. I saw Jack's Porsche in the distance, but I didn't pick up another tail, as far as I could tell.

We drove a few blocks, then the kidnapper said to take a right on Compass Street.

I did, and kept my head on a swivel.

We drove a few more blocks, and the kidnapper told me to take another right, then another right. He had us going around in circles. He wanted to see if anybody was following us.

Jack was smart enough to pick up on what was going on. Flynn piloted the drone overhead, and he was able to keep track of us.

Jack's voice crackled through my earbud. "Eagle One has eyes on you.”

I took the phone from Mickey and muted it. Then said to Jack, "Copy that. This guy’s gonna bounce us around before he brings us in.”

"Not a problem.”

By that time, we were back on Mariner’s Way. We drove about half a mile, then the kidnapper instructed us to turn right on Sailfish Street. We stayed on that for a while, and I started to get an idea of where we were going. He continued giving directions and had us loop back around one more time.

Eventually, he guided us into the warehouse district. We drove through the desolate streets. At this time of night, anyone in the area was up to no good—unless they were at the practice studio, rocking out.

The kidnapper navigated us down Market Street, then instructed us to take a left on Mill Street.

As soon as we did, a car that was parked at the curb flicked on its lights and pulled out behind us. They hugged our bumper, the headlights filling up the rearview and the side mirrors.

"Don't mind the people behind you," the kidnapper said. “They’re with me.”

"Good to know," I said.

“Up on your right, just past Clinton Avenue, is the old paper mill. Pull into the parking lot there and step out of the van. Keep your hands in the air. Don't make any sudden moves. And for Kendra’s sake, I hope you've come alone.”

"Copy that," I said. I muted the phone, then said to Jack, "Overwatch, does Eagle Eye still have a visual?”

"Roger that," Jack replied.

"Destination is the paper mill. Approach with caution."

"Copy."

I pulled the van into the parking lot of the old warehouse. A chain-link fence surrounded the perimeter. I drove the van up to the loading dock, put it in park, then killed the engine.

The old four-story brick building was tagged with graffiti, like most of the abandoned warehouses in the area.

The white Impala behind us followed us into the lot and stopped about 20 feet behind the van, headlights shining bright.

“That concludes this portion of the journey," the kidnapper said. "Step out of the vehicle and keep your hands in the air.”

I ended the call, handed the phone back to Mickey, and said, "Just follow my lead, and don't do anything stupid.”

We stepped out of the van into the blinding light.

A black sedan pulled into the lot and parked not far from the Impala. A mercury vapor light buzzed across the street, illuminating the area with a pale glow.

Two thugs had emerged from the Impala. They had Mac 10s aimed at us.

A gentleman in his early 60s climbed out of the backseat of the town car. He had untamed raven hair, narrow puffy eyes, and a mustache and goatee. He stood about 6’1” and commanded some authority.

"That's Pedro," Mickey muttered.

Another gentleman with him exited the car, and they moved toward us. This guy was about the same age. His long black hair was pulled tight in a ponytail. He had a long mustache, a bulbous nose, and cheeks pocked with acne scars. He was a little taller than Pedro and was definitely the muscle.

Pedro pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, shook one out, and put it between his lips. He tugged it the rest of the way, put the pack back in his coat pocket, and flicked a Zippo with a clang. The cherry glowed as he pulled a breath. With the cigarette lit, he snapped the Zippo shut and slipped it into his pocket. After a satisfying drag, Pedro smiled at Mickey. "It's been a long time, my friend."

Mickey said nothing. He just glared at the man.

Pedro exhaled, and the smoke drifted away with the breeze.

Mickey asked, "Where's Kendra?”

Pedro chuckled. "Down to business. No reunion. No small talk. I like that.”

"I want my daughter.”

"And I want my father's money and 40 years of my life back.” Pedro’s smile faded, and the two glared at each other. Pedro continued. “40 years is a long time. It seems you’ve been having fun, playing celebrity, writing books, doing movie deals, banging hot ass. I’ve been humping my fist for 40 years.”

Mickey looked like he wanted to make a smart-ass comment, but he bit his tongue.

“I should put a bullet in you right now,” Pedro said.

“The money’s in the van,” I said. “All of it. $150 million. Give us Kendra, take the money, and we can all go about our lives.”

Pedro’s beady eyes narrowed at me. “Who are you?”

“I’m just a guy helping out a friend.”

Pedro nodded to Ponytail. He approached, frisked me, and took my gun. That was two I had lost today. I was smart enough to leave my badge at home.

Ponytail frisked Mickey, then signaled to Pedro that we were no longer a threat.

“Check the van,” Pedro commanded as he took another drag.

Ponytail pulled open the back cargo doors and took in the stacks of black duffel bags. He pulled one aside, unzipped it, and yanked out a brick. With a switchblade, he cut through the plastic wrap, exposing the bills. He pried out a stack of $10,000 and flipped through the hundred-dollar bills. After removing one, he held it up to the light. He examined a few of the bills, then said to Pedro, "This is the real deal.”

Pedro smiled.

"You got everything you want," Mickey said. "I'm sorry things went down the way they did. If I had it all to do again, I’d do things differently.”

"Is that supposed to make me feel better? Is that supposed to bring back all the lost years?”

"No. Of course not.”

Pedro put the cigarette between his lips, drew a pistol from his waistband, and aimed it at Mickey’s head. “Tell me why I shouldn’t just kill you now?”
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“Just let my daughter go,” Mickey said. “I don’t care if you kill me.”

The barrel of Pedro’s gun stared him down, big and vengeful. Hatred filled Pedro’s eyes.

“You just got out,” I said. “You don’t want to go back on a murder charge.”

“I suppose you’ll just forget all about the kidnapping,” Pedro said. “I’m sorry. But you all have to die.”

Rage boiled Mickey’s face. Angry tears misted his eyes. “Let Kendra go!”

“She really is a beautiful young woman. Maybe I should keep her around. Use her as my plaything.”

Mickey snarled at him. “You motherfucker!”

Pedro laughed. “Yes. I think that’s exactly what I’ll do. Who knows? Over time, she might even come to like it.”

It was all Mickey could do to keep from attacking the guy.

Pedro’s finger wrapped tightly around the trigger. Smoke wafted from the cigarette. He was ready to squeeze.

“There’s more money,” Mickey said.

Pedro paused. “How much more?”

“Another $50 million.”

“Where?”

“Let my daughter and Tyson go. I’ll take you there. You can do whatever you want to me as long as you leave them alone.”

I didn’t know if he was bluffing, but it was a good tactic to buy some time. Jack and Flynn couldn’t be far away.

“Why would I need another $50 million?” Pedro asked. “This is enough.”

“If you don’t need it, give it to your men. Something to reward them for their loyalty.”

Mickey was smart. He put a bug in their ear. I’m sure Pedro’s men were already dividing $50 million by three in their heads. Though some of them might need a pen and paper to figure it out.

Headlights raked across us as another vehicle pulled into the lot. It was a black four-door Rampage GT. The late model muscle car crunched to a halt. The doors flung open, and four goons spilled out, weapons drawn.

I recognized them right away.

"That's my fucking van, homey!” Rico shouted to Pedro as he marched forward, an AR-15 shouldered.

That grabbed Pedro's attention. He swung the barrel of his pistol away from Mickey's head. "Excuse me!”

"You heard me, motherfucker. That's my van. Those fuckers stole it from me," he said, motioning to us. "We’ve been looking for it everywhere.”

"It seems all you’ve found is trouble," Pedro said. "You can have the van, but the money is mine. It belongs to me.”

"I don't care about the van, homey," Rico said. "That money is mine. I stole it fair and square.”

The air was thick with tension.

"Do you know who I am?" Pedro asked.

"Do I give a fuck?”

"I'm Pedro Sandoval."

"Good for you. Now put your guns down, and nobody gets hurt. I'll take my van, and my money, and you can go about your business, Pedro Sandoval," he mocked.

Thugs on both sides stood barrel to barrel.

Rage clenched Pedro's jaw. The last time he was on the street, people feared his name. The Sandoval reputation preceded itself. Today, no one cared. There was no respect.

"Put your toys away before you hurt yourself," Pedro said.

Rico's jaw clenched tight. He wasn’t going to let anyone talk down to him.

Mickey and I both shifted out of the line of fire.

Twitchy fingers wrapped tight around triggers.

“This ain’t no toy, motherfucker.”

Muzzle flash flickered, and bullets crisscrossed the night air. Molten copper spewed. The deafening cacophony of gunfire clattered, echoing off the neighboring buildings.

Mickey and I dove for cover. We scrambled away, trying to get out of the fray.

Bullets smacked into flesh and peppered the van.

Groans of agony filled the night.

Weapons clattered to the ground, along with bodies.

Adrenaline spiked, and my heart thudded my chest.

The intense fury lasted only a few seconds, though it seemed longer.

All of them fell to the ground, bleeding out. Pools of crimson swelled around bodies. Moans and groans filled the air. Lungs gurgled, filling with blood. Last breaths rattled.

Pedro was the last to hit the ground, still barely alive. His cigarette fell away, and he clutched at the holes in his chest, trying to stop the unstoppable.

Rico reached for his rifle that lay on the ground beside him. He managed to snag the grip with a bloody hand. The two thugs took aim and managed to get a last shot at each other before departing to the afterlife.

My ears rang from the gunfire.

I looked myself over and patted myself down, feeling for warm blood.

I was okay.

I shouted for Mickey. "You okay?”


54




Mickey had made his way around to the other side of the van. "I'm good."

The smell of gasoline filled my nostrils. The van’s tank had been ruptured. Fuel spilled onto the asphalt and trickled away. The stream meandered toward Pedro’s cigarette, which smoldered on the ground, the cherry still red.

I climbed to my feet and sprinted for the cigarette.

The gasoline beat me to it.

In a flash, the gasoline ignited. It raced up the stream and quickly engulfed the van.

I moved to Pedro and kicked his weapon out of his grasp, then knelt down and felt for a pulse in his neck. He was long gone. There was no point in pulling him away from the fire.

I backed away from the inferno that glowed the parking lot and billowed black smoke into the night sky.

I checked Ponytail for vitals. His soul had vacated the body. I took the opportunity to recover my pistol and the keys to the town car. Then I advanced one by one to the fallen thugs and checked their vitals.

They were all gone.

Threats neutralized.

I was able to recover the pistols Rico and his crew had taken from Jack and me at the crypt.

The faint buzz of the drone lingered overhead. It would only be a matter of moments before JD and Flynn arrived in the Porsche.

The van blazed in an amber fury. All that money going up in smoke.

Mickey didn’t seem to care anymore. There was only one thing on his mind. His eyes focused on the trunk of the town car as faint muffles and thumps escaped.

Mickey and I hustled to it. I popped the trunk to find Kendra bound at the wrists and ankles, her mouth covered with duct tape. Mascara stained her cheeks. Her hair was tousled and ratty, but she looked unharmed.

With a pocket knife, I cut her wrists and ankles free, then gently pulled the duct tape from her mouth. She gasped a breath and flung her arms around me as I scooped her up and lifted her from the trunk. "Can you stand?"

She nodded.

There was no telling how long she'd been cooped up in that trunk. In that position, she was probably a little numb.

I set her down with caution and hovered close by. She wobbled a little.

"Thank God you're okay!" Mickey said with relieved eyes. He embraced her and squeezed tight. It took Kendra a second to respond. She finally hugged him back.

I think that alone was worth more to Mickey than all the money in the van.

JD and Flynn pulled into the lot and hopped out of the Porsche.

Flynn smiled. “Now that’s what I like to see. A family reunited.”

Mickey wasn’t about to let go of Kendra anytime soon.

Flynn whispered to me. “This story practically writes itself. We could make two movies. One about his smuggling years, and one about his reunion with his daughter. Or we could combine them into one biopic." He grinned with excitement. Flynn never stopped thinking about movies.
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By the time the fire department arrived, every last bit of money had been incinerated.

First responders swarmed. Red and blue lights flickered atop patrol cars. The acrid stench of burned plastic, rubber, and oil lingered in the air.

Paramedics and EMTs were on the scene.

"Let me get this straight," Sheriff Daniels said to me. "You planned to meet with Pedro and exchange the ransom for Kendra."

I nodded.

"And the ransom is now up in smoke."

"Yes. Exactly."

He gave me a stern look. "All of it?"

"All of it.”

"Because that money would be subject to civil asset forfeiture.”

"I’m aware.”

"And who are these other assholes?" he asked, noting Rico and his crew.

"A rival gang," I said.

"Where did the van come from?”

"It's complicated.”

His eyes narrowed at me.

With hesitation, I told him the full story.

His eyes filled with disbelief. "Okay, look. Just make something up that's halfway believable for your official report. Because nobody is going to buy the tomb thing.”

"I'm sure I can come up with something," I said.

Helicopters circled overhead, and news crews captured footage.

Mickey and Kendra were the stars of the show. Cameras and reporters mobbed them.

"Were you kidnapped by Pedro Sandoval?

"What happened to Pepe's money?

"What’s next for you?”

“Thanks to the swift action of the Coconut County Sheriff's Department, I have my daughter back,” Mickey said. “That’s the only thing that matters to me. I hope we can begin to repair our relationship."

Kendra teared up, nodded, and hugged him.

The media ate it up.

Paris asked me for an interview, but I declined to comment. I figured the less I said about the situation, the better.

JD recovered the drone. He and Flynn drove back to the Avventura. The sheriff gave me, Kendra, and Mickey a ride. He dropped me off at the dock, and Mickey and Kendra thanked me again and said they'd be in touch.

I strolled back to the boat, feeling accomplished. Boats swayed in their slips, and the moon glowed overhead. The water was calm and relaxing.

Buddy greeted me eagerly when I boarded the boat. I grabbed his leash and took him out for a quick walk. After I returned, I took a shower, still smelling like smoke from the noxious flames. I fell into bed and slept like a baby—the events of the night still lingered in my dreams.

I woke with the sunrise and stumbled down to the galley after going through my morning routine. Flynn was always up early. This time, he had taken charge of breakfast. “I’m taking requests. Let me know what you want?”

“Dealer’s choice,” I said.

“Ham and cheese omelettes, hash browns, bacon, toast, fresh coffee?”

“Sounds great.” I poured a cup of coffee and sat at the breakfast nook, trying to come to life as I sipped the hot java.

The sheriff buzzed my phone.

I dreaded answering. I thought he might give me an earful about the way we handled the kidnapping, but he had other things to focus on. “I need you and the nitwit to get over to the Law Office of Trent Keating.”

“What happened?”

“Somebody stabbed him.”

“Who?”

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t have called.”

I groaned. “We’re on our way.”

I ended the call, banged on the hatch to JD’s stateroom, and told him we had a fresh case.

Jack staggered out a few minutes later with tousled hair and sleepy eyes. He made a beeline for the coffee.

I figured Trent Keating wasn't going anywhere. Flynn finished grilling breakfast, and we dished up plates. The three of us ate on the sky deck as the morning sun bathed the marina in an amber glow.

I filled JD in on the situation.

"Who is this Keating guy?" Flynn asked.

"I have no earthly idea.” I did a quick Internet search on my phone. A few pages of results popped up. Trent was apparently an attorney who practiced family law—divorces and estate planning, mostly.

I sent Isabella a text and asked her to see what she could find out about the man.

The name bounced around my head. There was something familiar about him, but I couldn't quite place it.

After we inhaled the omelettes, we collected ourselves, then left the Avventura and hustled down the dock to the Porsche. Flynn stayed behind to look after the boat and the animals. He would probably never admit it, but I think he had his fill of adventure for the moment.

Trent had a home office on Banyon Way. It was a quaint little mint green bungalow with white trim, a picket fence, and a nice veranda. An American flag hung from a column out front. There was no sign in the yard.

EMTs and the medical examiner were already on the scene. A crowd of curious neighbors gathered on the street. Paris Delaney had arrived, and her camera crew captured footage.

Jack found a place to park. We hopped out and hurried to the scene.

Paris and her crew confronted us along the way. "Deputy Wild, what can you tell us?"

"Not much at this time,” I said dryly.

I continued past the camera, and we pushed through the gate and strolled the walkway up to the veranda. Deputies loitered around the entrance. Camera flashes spilled out as Dietrich snapped photos. Forensic investigators chronicled the scene.

Something told me this wasn’t going to be pretty.
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We stepped into the foyer, onto the dark hardwoods. There was no sign of forced entry at the front door. No broken panes of glass in the immediate area.

The staircase to the right led up to the second floor. There was a bench and some chairs in the hallway that led to the living room—a place for clients to sit. Trent had turned the parlor into his office. What was once a small sitting room across the hall had been converted into a reception area with a desk and chairs.

Trent's office was crowded as responders swarmed. Sheriff Daniels looked on with a grim face.

A slightly frumpy woman with short auburn hair sobbed into a tissue as she stood in the foyer.

Forensic investigators dusted door handles and common surfaces for prints. With as many people who came in and out of this place, the killer might be hard to pin down.

JD and I stepped into the small office as Brenda hovered over the remains.

Trent sat at his desk, leaning back against his office chair. Crimson stained his white dress shirt. He'd been stabbed in the neck. The puncture looked like it severed the left carotid. The killer was right-handed. There were cast-off patterns on the ceiling, the walls, the floor, and the desk.

Trent’s blank, lifeless eyes stared at the ceiling. His sports coat lay open, exposing a sea of red that had trickled down from his neck. The blood must have spurted out like a fountain. His silver tie was speckled with blood.

"What do we know?" I asked the sheriff.

"His secretary came in this morning and found him like that," Daniels said, nodding to the auburn-haired lady. "Her name is Leanne.”

"Time of death?"

"Between 7:00 and 9:00 PM last night," Brenda said. “Give or take.”

I hadn't noticed a video doorbell, but maybe the neighbors had one that captured footage of the assailant coming or going.

"Any signs of forced entry anywhere in the house?" I asked.

"Erickson did a walk around," Daniels said. "Nothing appears to be disturbed. I’ve got deputies canvassing the area."

“Murder weapon?” I asked.

“Looks like some kind of long, narrow blade,” Brenda said. “But I’ll know more when I get him back to the lab.” Then she added, “Looks like the killer stabbed him, then set the murder weapon on the desk.”

She pointed to an area of blood drips and smears.

I stepped back into the foyer, flashed my badge to Leanne, and made introductions. "I'm sorry for your loss."

She gave an appreciative nod.

"Tell me what happened."

She shook her head, frazzled. "I don't know. I came in this morning as usual around 8:45 AM. I saw him like that and freaked out. I left the house immediately and got in my car and locked the doors. I called the sheriff's department and waited for you guys to arrive.”

"Was the door locked when you arrived?"

"I think so.”

"Are there any video cameras anywhere on the property?”

"Not that I know of."

"Does anyone else have keys to the house? Girlfriend, wife?"

Leanne shook her head. "I don't think so. Trent was single at the moment. He had a lot of lady friends, but I don't think he had given any of them a key.”

"I'll need a list of names.”

She gave me a flat look. "I don't know their names. I don't think Trent did either,” she said dryly with a hint of disapproval. “They didn't stay around for long, if you know what I mean.”

"One-night stands? Prostitutes?"

She looked a little shocked by the latter. "I don't think Trent had to pay for it. Let's just say he had plenty of opportunities. As you can see, he was a handsome man.”

Trent was early 30s with a strong jaw, ice-blue eyes, and untamed dark hair. He had the kind of bad boy look that drove the ladies wild. He wasn't a billionaire by any stretch of the imagination, but I'm sure he earned a nice living.

"Did Trent always work late and on weekends?"

"Trent was the kind of guy who liked to work hard and play hard. He would work when he needed to. Sometimes he’d take off in the middle of the day and go play golf. Sometimes he’d work all weekend. It's a small firm. You do what you have to do."

"How was your relationship with the deceased?”

She hesitated a moment as she thought about it. "It was great. I like my job. He was kind, never raised his voice, and he never once harassed me. Though I'm not sure I would have minded if he did," she said with a slightly sassy eyebrow.

"Did he have any enemies? Disgruntled clients?”

"He handled a lot of divorce cases. What do you think? Let's just say you don't make a lot of friends on the opposing team.”

"Can you think of anyone in particular who may have wanted to harm Mr. Keating?”

"There was a guy in here a few months ago who threatened Mr. Keating," Leanne said. "Trent was handling the woman's divorce. She took that man to the cleaners. He came in here and made his displeasure known. I thought they were going to come to blows." Then she muttered aside. "Truth be told, I think Trent may have crossed some ethical boundaries with that one," she said with a raised eyebrow.

“He was sleeping with his client?”

She shrugged, but she knew. “Who can say for sure?”

"You remember the guy’s name?”

Leanne’s mouth tightened and her brow knitted as she thought. "Harrison. I think his name was Ben. I can look it up in the files.”

"I’d appreciate that," I said.

"Is it okay if I get on my computer now?" she asked, motioning to her desk. "I don't want to interfere with the investigation."

"Why don’t you hold off until forensics finishes up?”

She nodded.

It finally clicked where I’d seen the name before. I asked Leanne, "Did Mr. Keating represent Tiffany Madison?”

"I can't discuss clients, you understand."

"So she was a client?”

Leanne nodded.

I shared a look with JD.

We excused ourselves and stepped back into Trent's office. I moved around the desk to the body and searched his pockets. I pulled out his phone, then held the screen in front of his face. The trick worked about half the time.

The security screen unlocked.

With access to the phone, I sifted through the recent calls and texts. I took screenshots of the list, then sent it to my phone, then from my phone to Isabella. There were a number of calls to the same phone over the last several weeks.

I had a theory brewing in my mind.

Brenda and her crew bagged the body and transferred the remains to a gurney. The news crews got their money shot as Brenda wheeled the body outside.

A forensic investigator found a strand of dark hair not far from the desk. I was cautiously optimistic. But in a high-traffic office like this, it could have belonged to anyone.

We wrapped up at the scene, and Paris confronted us again as we stepped outside.

I still didn't have much to say.

I talked to Erickson on the sidewalk, away from the cameras.

“I’ve spoken to all the neighbors,” he said. “No doorbell footage. The neighbor across the street thinks she saw someone at the house around the time of the murder, but she couldn’t give me a description. She didn’t have her glasses. Her name is Joyce Miller, if you want to talk to her.”

We walked across the street to talk to Joyce. She was 77 years old with stark white hair, fair skin, and thick black-framed glasses. She had a pear-shaped figure and wore a royal blue shirt.

I flashed my badge and made introductions as she stood on the sidewalk by the mailbox, watching the chaos.

“Can you tell me what you saw?” I asked.

“I didn’t see much. Didn’t have my glasses. I stepped out to get the mail, and I saw someone on a bicycle go up the driveway.”

“Can you describe the figure?”

“Fuzzy.” She frowned. “I wish I could be more help.”

“Did you see the figure leave?”

“No. I went back inside and didn’t think much about it until the patrol cars showed up this morning.”

“Can you tell me if it was a man or a woman?”

She shook her head. “Just a big fuzzy blob.”

I gave her a card and told her to get in touch if she remembered anything else.

We walked back across the street, hopped into the Porsche, and headed back to the Avventura. I wanted to take another look at the prenuptial and the will Trent had drafted for the Madisons.
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“Let me tell you something about that guy, ” Johnathan Mercer said. “I don’t mean to speak badly about the dead, but…”

Mercer was an attorney friend of Jack’s. He was kind enough to consult with us on the case. We sat in his office across the desk from him after we had gotten the prenup and the will from the Avventura.

Mercer was an old-school kind of guy with a dapper style. His office reeked of tradition—cherry paneled walls, tufted chairs, leather-bound legal tomes, and an oil portrait of himself. His graying hair was swept back and styled, not a hair out of place. His face was sharp and angular, with the distinguished lines of a man in his late 50s. He wore a pinstriped waistcoat over a crisp white shirt with extra starch. A bold red silk tie with a perfect knot hinted at his exactness. Mercer had the eyes of a cunning predator. A killer in the courtroom.

“Keating was a real bottom feeder,” Mercer continued. “Barely competent. Careless. Missed deadlines, filed incorrect versions of documents, improperly witnessed codicils, and kept sloppy records. Nothing that would get him disbarred, but he earned a few reprimands. This is not the guy you hire to handle a billion-dollar estate.”

I handed him my copy of the prenuptial and will. “Take a look at this and tell me if you see anything unusual.”

Mercer began to read the documents, starting with the prenuptial. His fervent eyes scanned the pages. It didn’t take him long to huff with disapproval. “Well, this isn’t worth the paper it’s printed on. There are no disclosures.”

“Disclosures?”

“There needs to be a full disclosure of assets. You can’t waive your rights to said assets if you weren’t informed of their existence.” Mercer continued to read through the documents. He huffed again in disbelief as he looked at the will and just shook his head. “There’s only one witness on this will. There needs to be two for it to be valid. Keating should know that. This is the kind of incompetence I’m talking about.”

I processed the information. “What if it’s not incompetence?”

Mercer caught on. “This will is invalid,” he said, putting it all together. “The courts will look at the most recent valid will. Since Brock divorced his prior wife, any provisions that favor the former spouse in that prior will are revoked. She’s not entitled to any inheritance. Tiffany, however, as the surviving spouse, would be entitled to half of Brock’s estate with the other half going to his kids, according to the rules of intestate succession.”

I shared a look with Jack.

“Half a billion dollars is nothing to sneeze at,” JD said.

“A clever way to get what she wanted,” I said.

“Trent’s incompetence is the perfect cover,” Mercer said.

“And she killed him to tie up loose ends?”

Jack frowned and shook his head. “You know, I actually believed she was innocent.”

“That’s a great theory,” Mercer said. “But how are you going to prove it?”
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It took some digging. I had to go back over a year on Trent's social media feed. But I found it. A selfie of Trent and Tiffany. It looked like they were out at a club, drinking, having fun. She planted a kiss on his cheek, and Trent smiled. Who wouldn't?

It didn't prove anything.

I can't say for sure that they were romantically involved. But it was suspicious.

Isabella had pulled their phone records. Her voice filtered through the speaker in my phone. “There were a lot of calls and late-night texts between them during that time. Their phones spent a lot of time together.”

It didn't take a brain surgeon to put two and two together. Where there’s smoke, there’s an inferno, in this case.

The picture was posted on social media six months before Tiffany and Brock got married.

“There are a lot of recent calls from Trent’s phone to a prepaid cellular,” Isabella said. “That phone shows up randomly across town at stores and coffee shops. But I can’t tie it to a residence.”

I suspected the burner that Trent had been making calls to belonged to Tiffany, but she was smart enough never to use the device from the Palm Haven estate.

“It looks like Tiffany and Trent had some communication around the time of the prenuptial agreement and the marriage,” Isabella said. “That could easily be explained by his legal work. A legitimate excuse. But that’s about the time the calls to and from the burner phone started.”

“Maybe they were seeing each other all along.”

“Maybe. One more thing you should know,” Isabella said. “Tiffany’s phone was at the Palm Haven estate during the time of Trent’s murder. The girl isn’t stupid. She covers all the bases.”

“I know.”

“I’ll keep digging,” she said. “But right now, you’ve got nothing conclusive.”

I thanked her for the info and ended the call. I had something up my sleeve and would play the card if need be.

JD and I headed over to Palm Haven to have a word with Tiffany. We parked the Porsche at the curb, strolled the walkway, and pushed through the gate at the courtyard. We walked past the soothing water wall that trickled, and I rang the bell.

Tiffany came to the door a few moments later and pulled it open. Her surprised eyes flicked between the two of us. "I didn’t expect to see you two. You should have called and let me know you were coming,” she said with a flirty smile. “I would have dressed up for the occasion.”

Dressed up or dressed down, Tiffany still looked pretty good. She wore a sports bra and tight-fitting black yoga pants. The fabric hugged her form and left nothing to the imagination.

"I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but Trent Keating is dead," I said.

Her eyes rounded, and her jaw dropped. "What!? How?"

She was good at this.

"I can't discuss the specifics at this time. Ongoing investigation, you understand.”

“Sure.” Her face tightened with sorrow. "I'm really sorry to hear that. I liked Trent. He was a good guy.”

"How well did you know him?"

She shrugged. "He had done some legal work for me, obviously. When Brock and I got serious, Brock brought up the topic of a prenup. He wanted me to have representation and suggested I find someone to draft it. Trent was the first person who came to mind. He’d helped me get out of a few traffic tickets before, and we knew each other socially."

"Is that the extent of your relationship?"

Her eyes narrowed at me.

"Trent and I dated briefly before I married Brock, if that's what you're getting at?”

"Yes, that's what I am getting at.” I showed her the picture I pulled from Trent’s social media page.

She smiled. "Yes, we had a really good time for a few weeks. Then we quickly realized we were probably better off as friends.”

"Why was that?”

Tiffany shrugged again. "Let's just say Trent was not a one-woman type of man. I was looking for something more stable. Trent liked to party, and he liked his cocaine.”

I lifted a curious brow.

“That sounded like a bad combination to me.”

"Can you think of anybody who might have wanted to kill him?”

"Well, he was a divorce attorney. I'm sure he had plenty of enemies. Plus, he couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. I'm sure there are a few pissed off husbands out there.”

"You don't seem too upset about it.”

Tiffany gave me a flat look. "What do you want me to do? There are only so many tears I can cry. I feel bad about it. I feel sad. But emotionally, I don't have anything left to give at the moment.”

"Can you tell me where you were between 7:00 and 9:00 PM last night?”

She gave me an exasperated look. "Are you really considering me a suspect in this one, too? Next thing you know, you'll be painting me the next serial killer of Coconut Key,” she said, like it was absurd. “Just how many people do you think I'm capable of killing, Deputy?"

I shrugged.

"For the record, I did not kill Trent Keating.” She looked me dead in the eye when she said it, unflinching. She was good at lying. There was no doubt about it.

“Do you own a bicycle?

She laughed. “Yes. Of course.”

“Ride frequently?”

“Yes. I like to get my cardio that way.”

“Did you ride it last night?”

Her eyes narrowed at me. “Yes. I went out for a ride to clear my head.”

“What time?”

She huffed. “I told you, I didn’t kill Keating.”

"That's interesting, because we have a witness. She recalls seeing a woman who matches your description go into the residence around the time of the murder.”

It was a complete fabrication.

Tiffany's face froze for a moment. Then she recovered quickly. "I don't know what to tell you. It wasn't me. There are a lot of brunettes on the island.”

"None of them look quite as stunning as you," I said with a flirty smile.

She smiled. “Flattery will get you everywhere, except when you accuse me of murder. Again.” She laughed. “I really appreciate that you’re doing your jobs, but this is starting to get tiresome. Do you have something against me? Is this personal?”

I smiled. “Nothing in particular. Just doing our due diligence.”

“Trent deserves justice. So does my husband. I hope that’s something you can sort out, but I’m starting to lose faith. You keep pursuing all the wrong avenues.”

“Do you mind if we take a look at your bike?”

“I do mind.”

“What’s to hide?”

“Nothing. But I’m starting to feel targeted.”

“I guess coming down to the station and standing in a lineup is out of the question?”

Tiffany laughed again. “Not a chance. This is getting ridiculous.”

“I understand your frustration. We’re just trying to rule out obvious suspects.”

“And I was beginning to like you both.” She frowned and shook her head.

“We are very likable,” Jack admitted.

“I just have one more question for you,” I said. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but Trent made some errors both with your prenup and the will.”

She lifted a curious brow and played innocent. “Oh, really?”

I told her what she already knew. The likely invalidation of the will and the rules of intestate succession would leave her a rich woman. “It seems that maybe you had a motive after all.”

She shifted with discomfort. “Oh, I wasn’t aware.”

“Some might say Trent fumbled on purpose. Some might say you needed to shut him up.”

“I’m not really concerned with what some might say.” The innocence faded from her face, and her eyes burned into me. The game was over, and she knew we had her number.

“I’m guessing Trent wanted to renegotiate his split with you.”

“That is an amusing theory, deputy. But that’s all it is. Now, if you’ll excuse me, gentlemen. I need to get back to my workout.”

“So you have no alibi for last night…”

She stepped back, closed the door, and locked the deadbolt.

JD and I shared a look, then walked back toward the Porsche. He mumbled, "Did you see the look on her face?"

I grinned.

We hopped into the Porsche and retraced the route from Palm Haven to Trent’s house. Since the murder weapon wasn’t found at the scene, I figured she might have ditched it along the way.


59




On a bicycle, it took five minutes to get from Palm Haven to Trent’s place. The most direct route meandered through residential neighborhoods and did a stretch down Seagrass and Flamingo. There were plenty of trash cans and recycling bins at curbs. A million places to hide a murder weapon.

JD and I drove to Trent’s, then walked the route back to Palm Haven. We looked in drainage ditches and garbage bins, but trash pickup was this morning. If the murder weapon was in one of these bins, it was long gone by now. Still, JD and I looked in every bin along the way. Let me tell you, some of them stank to high hell. The scent of stale chicken and raw eggs was overpowering in some bins.

The murder weapon didn’t turn up.

I was sure that Tiffany had some bloody clothing lying around the house. Maybe some blood transfer on the bicycle. I had no doubt that she was most likely in the process of getting rid of the evidence after our visit this morning. Maybe our visit was a bit premature.

The thought that she might get away with this gnawed at me.

If we could match the hair strand found in Trent‘s office to her, she would still have a legitimate excuse as to why it was there. An office meeting with him at some time in the past. There was no telling how long the fiber could have been there. Then there was a matter of acquiring a sample, though it wouldn’t be hard.

I had another idea, but it was a little risky.

It was easy enough to convince Mrs. Miller to stay at the Seven Seas for a few days, all expenses paid. She was more than willing to play along. We arranged an interview with Paris in front of her house to bait the hook. “Yes,” Joyce said. “I saw a woman enter and leave Mr. Keating’s home. I’ve already talked to the police and identified the suspect. I’m told they will be making an arrest shortly.”

“Can you describe the suspect?” Paris asked.

“I’m not really supposed to discuss the case.”

The interview took place in front of her house, by the mailbox, with her address in plain view.

“Are you scared that you might be retaliated against?”

“How is she going to retaliate if she’s in jail?”

“Can you say any more about the suspect?”

“Well, she’s been in the news a lot lately. I can tell you that. Now that’s all I can say.”

Joyce ambled along, pushed through the gate of her picket fence, and shuffled toward her front door.

Paris stepped into frame. “An arrest is expected shortly. We’ll keep you posted as this story develops. I’m Paris Delaney, and you heard it from me first.”

We watched the segment as we sat in the surveillance van a few houses down from Brock Madison’s Palm Haven estate. Wrapped to look like an AC repair company, we could sit there all day and all night without drawing much attention. The van was tricked out with every imaginable gadget. There were large flatscreen displays, 8-K cameras, laser listening devices, a mini fridge for drinks and snacks, and a portable restroom for those long stakeouts.

Isabella monitored Tiffany’s calls and texts and fed them to us. It wasn’t exactly legal.

After an hour in the van, Jack was pretty antsy. There were certainly more glamorous things to do besides a stakeout.

It was in the afternoon when Tiffany left the house. She hopped into a convertible Maserati, pulled out of the driveway, and sped off.

I slid behind the wheel of the van, cranked it up, and banked a U-turn. I kept my distance and followed the convertible.

Tiffany zipped through town without a care in the world, her raven hair blowing in the breeze, the Florida sun beaming bright. She pulled into the parking lot of a fast-food restaurant and made a call.

We pulled into the lot across the street and waited. I don't think she noticed us.

Isabella gave me a heads-up that Tiffany was on the burner phone. We had a visual on the target, and the GPS data matched. It was the same phone Trent had been communicating with her over the last several months.

Isabella piped in the call, albeit with a few-second delay.

“Who’s this?” a deep male voice answered.

“It’s me,” Tiffany replied.

“Who’s me?”

“Aw, my feelings are hurt. Has it been that long that you don’t recognize my voice?”

“What do you want, Tiffany?”

“Well, I was just thinking about you.”

“Were you?” he said, full of doubt.

“You’d be surprised how often I think about you.”

I recognized the voice. It belonged to Gavin Carver.

"What do you want?" Gavin could see right through her bullshit.

"I know things have been difficult for you. I feel terrible about the way things turned out. I have an opportunity for you."

"What kind of opportunity?”

"The financial kind.”

Gavin was silent for a long moment. "Seems like you’ve been in a little trouble recently. You know the cops came by here asking questions.”

“I'm not in any trouble," Tiffany said.

Gavin scoffed again, knowing better. "So what's this financial opportunity?”

"I have a situation that needs to be taken care of. It should be easy for someone of your capabilities.”

"I'm not interested in doing your dirty work.”

"I bet six figures would change your mind.”

Gavin paused again. "Are we talking mid-six figures or high-six figures?”

Tiffany laughed. "Considering you’re scrounging for money to pay next month's rent, I don't think you can afford to pass up this opportunity. $100,000. I can pay you as soon as the estate goes through probate.”

It was Gavin's time to laugh. "You want me to extend you credit?"

"I'm good for it. You know that. I always hold to my word.”

"What good is $100,000 going to do me in a couple of months?”

"All of my expenses are being monitored. I'm under close scrutiny. I can't move money around right now. Otherwise, I would have gotten on the dark web and hired someone. But I can't move money to my crypto account. It'll look suspicious.”

“Not my problem.”

Tiffany sighed. "Fine. I'll find somebody else. I guess I was wrong about you. I thought you were man enough to handle the job.”

Tiffany lingered on the line just long enough.

“What exactly do you need done?”

"Nothing you haven't done before.”

"That could mean a lot of things.”

"How about you meet me at the Seahorse Shores at 10:00 PM. I’ll go over the details. You can take the job or leave it. I'll make it worth your while either way.”

Gavin thought about it for a long moment. "10:00 PM?”

"I'll text you a room number.”

Tiffany ended the call before Gavin had a chance to change his mind.

She backed out of the parking space, pulled out of the lot, and turned onto the road, heading back toward Palm Haven.

I shared a look with Jack. We knew exactly what she wanted him to do.
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The laser listening device picked up vibrations on the window. We sat in the parking lot of the Seahorse Shores, listening in on their conversation. Gavin Carver had arrived exactly at 10:00 PM and met Tiffany in room #8. She was definitely slumming it at the Seahorse Shores, but it was the kind of place that took cash and didn't ask questions.

Neon glow from signage bathed the parking lot in a wash of color. People came and went. The roadside motel was notorious for drug deals and illicit trysts.

"I'm glad you came," Tiffany said, her voice crackling through the computer speakers.

We had the hi-def cameras pointed at the unit. A sliver in the curtains allowed a glimpse inside.

"What do I gotta do?”

"It's very simple. She's an old lady. Break into the house. Make it look like a robbery gone wrong. Whoops. Problem goes away.”

"The problem goes away for you, but it just starts for me,” Gavin said.

"Don't get caught.”

"I think this is a bad idea.”

"Then why are you here?”

"I figured I'd listen to what you had to say, then make a decision."

"Bullshit. You thought you could show up and fuck me like old times.”

"Well, the thought had crossed my mind," he said with a grin in his voice.

"That's the cherry on top if you agree to take care of this for me.”

Gavin thought about it for a long moment. "Since you can't pay me upfront, I'll take that as a deposit.”

"So you’ll do the job?”

After a long pause and a sigh, Gavin said, "Yeah, I'll do it.”

"I'll give you a name and an address.”

"When does this need to be done?”

"Tonight.”

"Tonight!? Are you out of your mind?”

"Time is of the essence. She's already made a statement. It's only a matter of time before there's a warrant out for my arrest. Comprende?”

Gavin was silent again.

In a sultry tone, Tiffany said, "I'll be waiting here for you when you get done completely naked, willing to do anything you want.”

"You want me to go do that shit first?”

“Like I said, time is of the essence.”

There was a pause, then it sounded like a zipper came undone.

“If you want this done, you’re gonna have to show me how desperate you really are.”

"Oh, baby, I'm desperate."

I couldn't see what happened, but I figured Tiffany dropped to her knees and made a persuasive argument for murder.

I fired up the van and pulled out of the parking lot. It’s too bad we couldn’t use the call or the recording of their conversation.

We headed back across town to Joyce’s house. With her secure at the hotel, we set up an ambush at her house. She’d given us the keys and the schedule of when she fed the cat and when she went to bed. The porch light stayed on all night. The living room light was out by 10:00 PM, but she left the TV on all night just so the house wouldn’t feel empty. It didn’t really matter. Gavin didn’t know what her regular routine was or what the house was supposed to look like.

We parked the surveillance van a block over and entered with a key through the back door.

I figured Tiffany was pretty good at what she did. I don’t think Gavin lasted long. He’d be on his way shortly. If it were me, I would wait until the wee hours of the morning, between three and four. That would be the time with the least amount of activity on the street.

JD and I took watch in the dark house, waiting.


61




The doorknob jiggled. Metal scraped and clinked. A moment later, the handle twisted and the back door creaked open.

It was a little after 3:00 AM when the shadowy figure crept into the house.

Dressed in all black, wearing a ski mask, Gavin Carver slinked through the house like a ninja with delicate steps. There was no mistaking him. The size of a Mack truck, he was an imposing force.

Carver was good. He picked the lock at the back door like a pro. All that time, breaking into houses as a juvenile.

He crept through the kitchen, across the living room, and down the hallway to the master bedroom. He pushed open the bedroom door and stepped in. His eyes found the bed. We’d stuffed pillows under the cover to make it look like someone was sleeping.

The knife in Carver’s hand glimmered in the moonlight that filtered in through the skylight.

I hid behind the door. When Carver cleared the threshold, I tasered him in the back. I needed the guy alive to turn state's evidence.

Fifty thousand volts jolted through his body. His back arched, his muscles involuntarily contracting. The knife dropped from his hand and fell to the floor. Pops and crackles filled the air.

But Carver was a big guy. He fought the Taser and muscled through it.

The contact points might not have been great. Thicker fabric could have played a role. I'd seen guys whacked out on dope push through a cycle. As a former running back, Carver had a lot of mass to absorb the energy. He spun around like an angry demon and charged me.

He may not have had the same explosive power he had on the field in his prime, but with a rush of adrenaline, he was a freight train.

Carver tackled me into the wall.

Sheet rock collapsed.

The impact knocked the wind from my lungs, and I was a big guy.

I put a knee into his outer thigh, but it was like a brick.

Carver came across with a hard right.

I blocked and responded with an elbow to the face.

The blow snapped his head back, blood spewing from his nose.

Before he could respond, I put a knee into his balls.

That got his attention.

A left hook careened toward my face.

I leaned away, and his fist crashed through the drywall, plumes of dust billowing.

By that time, JD was in the room and shot him again with a Taser.

His back arched, and his fingers curled. Carver’s body twitched and convulsed as the taser crackled.

I took the opportunity to use his face as a punching bag. A hard right wrenched his head aside.

JD and I pounced and tried to bring him to the ground.

Carver was used to this kind of thing. He flung both of us off.

I tumbled back against the wall, and JD flopped onto the bed.

Carver did what he does best. He ran. With a little head fake, he bolted for the door.

I dove for the behemoth, putting my shoulder into his thigh, trying to wrap him up. It brought me back to my high school football days. Only I never had to square off against anybody of his caliber.

I hit hard and squeezed tight.

He ran through me like I was nothing.

His legs broke free of my grasp, but I managed to grab his ankle and hold on for dear life. Somehow, I brought him down. Carver tumbled like a redwood falling in the forest. His head hit the door frame, and it knocked him out cold. He hit the ground with a thud that probably registered on seismographs.

JD and I pounced again and ratcheted the cuffs on his wrists before he could regain consciousness.

The impact had opened up a gash in his head, and crimson blood soaked his ski mask. I pulled it off and used it to put pressure on the wound. Jack called dispatch and had them send a patrol unit.

Carver regained consciousness by the time backup arrived.

He was triaged by EMTs, then JD and I read him his rights and stuffed him into the back of a squad car. He was taken down to the station, processed, printed, and put into an interrogation room.

JD and I filled out after-action reports while he simmered.

It was almost sunrise by the time we stepped into the room and started asking him questions. From my phone, I played him a recording of his conversation with Tiffany.

A frown tensed his face. He knew he was screwed. He was mad at himself for buying into it. It was plain to see. Of course, he didn't know we couldn't use the recording.

“Right now, you're looking at conspiracy to commit murder, assaulting an officer, resisting arrest, breaking and entering, just to name a few. You've got a couple of options right now. You can either spend a long time behind bars, or you can make a statement and testify against Tiffany. You’ve made some pretty dumb moves over the course of your career. But I think you’re smart enough to figure out which one you should choose.”
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With Gavin’s statement, we were able to get a warrant. We showed up in Palm Haven as the sun crested the horizon. Erickson and Faulkner heaved a battering ram against the door, and the jamb splintered. Glass shattered, and the door flung wide.

We stormed into the foyer, cleared the area, and marched upstairs. The alarm sounded as we flooded down the hallway toward the master bedroom. I kicked open the door, and the tactical team flooded in, surrounding the four-post bed as Tiffany clutched a sheet around her naked form. She looked shocked to see us.

"What's going on?”

"You're under arrest for conspiracy to commit murder," I said.

Her brow wrinkled with confusion. "I didn't conspire with anyone.”

"Save it," I said.

Eager barrels stared her down.

"Can I at least get dressed?”

Jack grabbed a robe that hung in the bathroom. He tossed it to her. "We've got something stylish for you at the station.”

She frowned at him, then pulled the covers aside, making sure everyone saw her attributes. She slipped on the silk robe and tied it around her waist. Jack slapped the cuffs around her and Mirandized her. He took her by the arm and escorted her out of the bedroom. He took her down to the street and stuffed her into the back of a patrol car. She was taken to the station, processed, and printed.

It was too early for neighbors to notice, and there were no news crews on the scene.

We searched the rest of the house looking for bloody shoes and garments. Nothing turned up. She was smart enough to get rid of those.

In the garage, we found her mountain bike. On the brake handle, there was a smear of what appeared to be blood. Dietrich snapped photos, and the bike was prepped and collected as evidence.

I had no doubt that the blood would match Trent Keating.

We interviewed Tiffany, but at this point, she realized she had better shut the hell up. She requested an attorney. I couldn't help but tell her that, "Mrs. Miller is damn near legally blind. She never would have been able to ID you."

Rage boiled on her face—she glared at me. For the first time, I saw Tiffany lose her cool.

"You’re going away for conspiracy to commit murder. You're looking at 30 years. And when that blood evidence gets analyzed on your bicycle, that's gonna seal the deal."

Her eyes misted, and she broke down into sobs.

We left her in the interrogation room to contemplate her fate.

We may not have been able to pin Brock’s murder on her, but I felt confident she wouldn't ever breathe free air again.

We stepped into the hallway and chatted with the sheriff for a bit, then headed home to get some sleep. We stopped at Waffle Wizard and grabbed breakfast before a long slumber.

When I got back to the boat, I took Buddy out, then turned my phone off, crawled into bed, and slept until the afternoon.

The next few days were pretty low-key. I joined Kendra for a track day with Bill Wembley’s team. My bike was still in the shop. Bill’s racing bikes were on another level. I was having a great time until the sheriff called again. “You ready for this one?”

“What is it now?”

Ready for more?

The adventure continues with Wild Shark!

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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