
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Savage Truth

    

    




      
        Jack Hardin

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Salty Mangrove Press]
          [image: Salty Mangrove Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      First Published in the United States by The Salty Mangrove Press 

      

      Copyright © 2020 by Jack Hardin. All rights reserved. 

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Foreword

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Part I

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

      

      
        Part II

      

      
        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

      

      
        Part III

      

      
        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      Collaboration can be as rewarding as it is challenging. Rewarding, because successful teamwork is always a win. Challenging because, when it comes to co-writing a book, a mind meld must occur, with both authors eventually seeing the same thing.

      

      Soon after I (Jason) originally concepted this series late last year, Jack and I discussed collaborating on future installments. We have now penned five books together, and I have decided to hand the reins over to him. I’m stepping aside to work on a new series of military thrillers, with plans to have that series out sometime later this year. I’ve learned a lot from working with Jack, and I promise you that everything you love about this series came from his overly-creative mind.

      

      Jack here...both the Ryan Savage and Ellie O’Conner series are dear to my heart. I just passed the two year anniversary of publishing stories. And what an incredible two years it has been. Because of you, dear reader, because you read and share my stories, I am able to do this full time at home.

      

      I count myself among the few who can honestly say that I love what I do. The more time an author spends with his characters, the more he sees them as family. Pondering plots and character arcs, writing the story itself, and then performing the menial task of editing, takes me well over 150 hours per story. Once you’re a few books in...you can see how much time you’ve spent with a character in their world. They become a family of sorts.

      

      My older sister actually named her German Shepherd after Ellie. And speaking of Ellie, you might find a surprise in the pages to follow...

      

      We hope you enjoy Savage Truth as much as we enjoyed writing it!

      

      Jack Hardin

      

      Jason Briggs

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The small cargo aircraft shuddered as it pushed through the air and continued its ascent. Outside, the cloudless afternoon sky was a rich and unsullied blue, and bright sunshine streamed through oval windows, shadows stretching like dark taffy across the plane’s interior as it slowly veered to the west.

      I sat on the carpeted floor with my feet in front of me, my knees up, my hands zip-tied behind my back. My nose was broken, and blood caked my upper lip and chin.

      Not exactly how I had foreseen the day shaking out when I woke up this morning.

      In the cockpit, a man unbuckled, rose out of his seat, and pushed through the narrow cockpit door. He smiled down at me with his customary smile and yelled over the sound of the engines and wind rushing by outside. “How’s it going back here?”

      “I think I overpaid,” I yelled back. “Is this how you treat all your first class passengers?”

      “The pilot is concerned that we’re a little over our max recommended cargo weight.”

      I looked down the short cargo hold. At the back were three cardboard boxes lying beside each other. They were each the same size—nearly three feet square. That was it. Other than me, there was nothing else back here.

      I felt a cold sweat spread across my chest.

      The aircraft leveled off and the drone of the engines quieted as the pilot bled off some speed.

      “He’s informed me that relieving the aircraft of some unneeded weight is probably wisest if we’re going to follow the safety guidelines,” he said. Joel Fagan adjusted the eyepatch resting over his left eye and stepped in front of me. He leaned down, hooked his hands under my arms, and hauled me to my feet. “Stay there.”

      Fagan moved to the cargo door.

      “You’re joking, right?” But I knew he wasn’t. “You kill me and they’ll descend on you like locusts.”

      “I’m moving on, my friend. New opportunities await. New opportunities in new countries that will require new aliases. Let them send every damned Fed and Marine after me. They won’t find me.” Keeping a watchful eye on me, he grasped onto a metal handgrip with one hand, then reached out with his other, unlatched the door, and threw it open.

      Wind rushed furiously into the empty fuselage, screaming across through the empty space like a disrupted spirit, whipping our hair and clothes, and nearly splitting my eardrums.

      Fagan stumbled behind me and tried shoving me toward the doorway. I planted my feet and lowered my center of gravity as I did what little I could to withstand him. Fagan slapped a hand between my shoulder blades, grabbed my bound wrists, and lifted them in a single swift motion.

      Pain radiated through my shoulders, and I bent over in an involuntary effort to relieve it. Fagan shoved me forward, frog-marching me up to the threshold. I looked down on the dark blue carpet of the earth below, nothing but shimmering blue water as far as the eye could see.

      Adrenaline flooded my system as I stood, literally, at death’s door.

      So this is how it all ends.

      Fagan leaned in and set his mouth near my ear so I could hear him. “It’s been fun, Savage. But as I recently told my girlfriend, sometimes the fun has to end! Enjoy the ride!”

      I felt his hands leave my shoulders, and just as I fell forward into the void, his boot punched into my backside and sent me hurtling outward.

      I tumbled out of the plane with nothing on my back but my favorite polo shirt. It flapped mercilessly on my back as gravity pulled me greedily to the earth. Within seconds, I had reached terminal velocity and was plummeting at 120 miles per hour toward the dark mass of the Caribbean Sea three miles below.
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      One Week Earlier

      Darren Reddick’s fingers flew over the keyboard.

      Colored letters and numbers crawled rapidly across the black background on his computer screen as he entered his fourth hour of non-stop coding.

      He hadn’t even stopped to use the restroom or take a sip from the bottle of Mountain Dew perched on the other side of his mouse.

      His mind was racing faster than his fingers; the idea had come to him as he lay in bed earlier that morning. He had woken up and as he was staring at the white monotony that was his ceiling, the concept had entered his mind and splayed out in brilliant cohesion as if it had been there all along.

      After racing to work, he had spent the first part of the day running the idea by his boss and working up a mind map before putting in the work of building out the function.

      For the last two years he had given his all to EchoRaid, a start-up tech company focused on providing innovative phone apps to the medical sector.  The company was small—less than thirty people—but they were churning out cutting edge technology. Everyone was hopeful that soon enough they would present enough value to the sector to get bought out by some Silicon Valley monolith. Then they could all move on to something else. But as multi-millionaires, and no longer driving beat-up cars, surviving off Ramen, and asking their investors to hang in there for one more quarter.

      A familiar voice came from behind him. “You going home? Everybody left over an hour ago. It’s Friday. Get out of here and go party with your friends.” It was John Wilson, EchoRaid’s owner and founder.

      Darren glanced at the timestamp on his monitor: 18:23.

      As took a deep breath and was finally aware of the Mountain Dew. “Okay. I guess this can wait until tomorrow.” He reached out and took a swig of the drink.

      “Don’t give me that,” Kevin quipped. “We both know you’ll be back at it before the clock strikes midnight.”

      Darren huffed over a smile. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess I will.”

      “It's a great idea, Darren. Run with it. It’s efforts like this that will help our chances of getting bought out. And that will increase your cut when we do.”

      Don’t I know it.

      “But really, get out of here. Let your creative battery charge for a few hours.”

      “Okay.” Darren slapped his laptop shut and disconnected the cable to the additional monitor. “Are you leaving?” he asked.

      “Yeah. I promised Margie dinner in Miami Beach tonight. I won’t be too far behind you.”

      Darren slipped his laptop into his backpack, stepped away from his desk, and pushed in the chair. A small mirror was mounted in the brick wall in front of him. A Bud Light logo was stamped on the bottom corner. Darren took a quick at himself. His black hair was greasy and matted. He hadn’t shaved in days and dark circles had taken up permanent residence underneath his tired green eyes. Suddenly, a full night of sleep seemed extremely appealing.

      John smirked at him in the mirror. “And maybe take a shower too.”

      “Probably not a bad idea,” Darren said. “See you Monday.”

      “Call me if you need help with anything. We’re close, Darren. Really close.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      Darren made his way across the open floor and exited out the front door. Other than John’s Acura, his fifteen-year-old Saturn was the only car in the gravel parking lot. The vehicle’s front door squeaked obnoxiously on ungreased hinges as he pulled it open. He got in, tossed his backpack onto the passenger seat, and started the engine.

      Ten minutes later he was pulling into a sandy driveway in west Fort Lauderdale. The neighborhood had once been a cozy place, but now the oversized lots were mostly neglected, overrun with uncut grass and untrimmed trees. Houses that had once been the pride of young and hopeful families just starting out in life, now, decades later, had fallen into disrepair; deteriorated siding, missing shingles, and rusted chain-link fences faltering testaments to those who had missed out on the American dream.

      Darren pulled in behind a blue Dodge Ram and got out. Waning sunlight filtered through the boughs of a mangrove standing tall above the truck. Darren kicked a fallen and half-rotten mango into the grass as he made his way to the front steps. The front door was unlocked. He stepped in and immediately set the back of his hand to his mouth and held his breath.

      The place reeked.

      He waded through warm smells of sour milk, old garbage, and an overrun litter box as he made his way back toward the kitchen. The sink was piled high with dirty dishes, the counters littered with empty bags of potato chips and equally empty boxes of microwavable dinners.

      Darren moved to the back door, unlocked it, and threw it open to let in some fresh air. A gray Persian cat with knotted fur meowed softly and walked swiftly through the high grass in the backyard. It approached him and rubbed itself against his leg.

      “Hey, Skittles. I guess it smells a lot better out here, doesn’t it?”

      Another meow.

      “I’ll leave the door open and will have a talk with your owner. This is no way to live.”

      Darren went back inside, passed up the refrigerator and the narrow pantry door before taking the carpeted stairs two-by-two until he got to the landing, where the stairs turned and led up to a garage apartment.

      At the far end of the room, plastic folding tables were covered with computer monitors of every size. Five high-power desktop towers sat on the floor beneath them. In the right corner stood a server rack half-filled with servers, patch panels, routers, and switches, orange and green lights flickering on their display panels. A frenetic network of cables and electric cords led from the computers to the server rack.

      Sitting in front of the tables was a man in a white T-shirt and an Atlanta Braves hat turned backward. He had a wireless headset over his ears, and his fingers were cruising rapidly across the keyboard.

      Darren stepped up behind him and could hear music pouring from the headphones as he tapped him on the shoulder. His older brother flinched and cursed as he turned around, slipping the headphones off his ears as he caught his breath.

      “God! How many times do I have to tell you not to scare me like that?”

      “How many times are you going to react like a scared schoolgirl when I do?”

      His brother turned off the music, leaned back in his chair, and kicked his bare feet up on the desk. Empty cans of RockStar and Monster energy drinks jittered on the tables along with a stack of empty food trays taken from the TV dinner boxes downstairs.

      The energy coming from all the machines made the room an extra ten degrees warmer than it was downstairs. It was hot and stuffy and filled with a muted hum from over a dozen fans in the back of the machines.

      “Geez, Mike. It’s like an oven in here,” Darren said.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. The window A/C unit blew last night. I need to get another one.”

      “You’d better do it fast before you burn something out.”

      “Yeah. It’ll be fine. I’ll run out and get one in the morning.”

      Darren plopped into a cracked leather couch on the side wall. He sank into it and thought that he could fall asleep right now and not wake up until the morning.

      “What do you say, little brother?” Mike asked. “You guys make it rich over there yet?”

      “John is flying to California next week to meet with another company who's interested. How about you?” Darren jutted his chin toward the setup on the tables. “What small country are you hacking into now?”

      Mike’s smile was sinister. “Can’t tell you that.” His eyes lit up. “But I think I found my retirement plan. If I can play my cards right, then I might be on the threshold of some big-time money, same as you.”

      “Then what will you do?” Darren asked. “Hire a maid, right? Please tell me you’ll hire a maid.”

      Mike chuckled. “You know what? If this works out, I’ll hire a damn maid. Just to shut you up.”

      “When was the last time you took out the garbage? Seriously, I can’t believe you can live like this.”

      Mike shrugged. “When you’re working on the hack of your life, everything else is just background noise.”

      “It might be background noise to you, but it’s a nasal assault to the rest of us. And Skittles, man. That’s no way to treat a cat.”

      One of the computers beeped, and Mike returned his attention to a monitor. He quickly typed out something and smiled to himself. “Come on, baby. Come to Papa.”

      “Take a break,” Darren said. “Let’s get outta here and go see a movie or something. I’m worn out. I need to chill for a few hours.”

      Mike shook his head without turning back around. “No mas. I’m onto something big here.”

      “It’s not that thing… that thing from last weekend, is it?”

      Mike whirled back around with a newfound determination that Darren had never seen before. “You’re damn right, it is. Brother, you and I are on the brink here. This is the payday I’ve been looking for. You too, for that matter.”

      Darren looked away.

      “What? What’s wrong?” Mike asked.

      “I’m just not sure that I’m comfortable with all this. I’ve got a good job and a promising career ahead of me. I don’t want to mess it all up.”

      Mike snickered. “I’m not going to mess anything up, little brother.” He nodded to the server rack. “No one’s going to find us.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “Last I checked I taught you everything you know, little brother. You wouldn't be where you are without me. So lay off the mother routine, will you?”

      It was true. Mike had almost eight years on him and had introduced Darren to the world of coding and computers almost a decade ago. Mike had transferred his love for computers to his little brother by means of a hand-me-down laptop for Darren’s fourteenth birthday. And now, all these years later, Darren was keenly aware that he had gotten the job with EchoRaid in large part because of the skills Mike had transferred to him.

      Mike leaned forward and slipped his wallet from his back pocket. He opened it, tugged out a plastic card, and handed it to Darren. “Run out and get us some beers, will you? I’m going to have to pull another all-nighter. And that being the case, I’d rather do it with a buzz.”

      Darren took the card. “You want anything to eat?” he asked. “I’m starved.”

      “Yeah. Run by Giovanni’s and grab us a pie. I don’t care what, but make sure it has pepperoni and olives.”

      “You and your olives. Nasty.”

      But Mike didn’t hear him. He had already slipped his massive headphones back over his head and started tapping away again, his head bobbing up and down to the beat of some techno-rock music.

      Darren retreated downstairs and saw the cat on the kitchen island, nosing around for something to eat.

      “Hungry, little fella?”

      The cat looked at him expectantly and meowed.

      “Hold on, let me see what I can find.” Darren rummaged around in the sparsely filled pantry looking for anything resembling dry or wet cat food. All he found was some peanut butter, a box of mac and cheese, and two packs of microwave popcorn. There wasn’t even a can of tuna. “You’d think he was in college,” he murmured.

      He shut the pantry door, then leaned down and scratched the cat’s head. He threw a conspiratorial glance over his shoulder before addressing the skinny animal in a low tone. “Tell you what, let’s get through the weekend and we’ll see if I can convince Mike to let me have you. This is no way for you to live.”

      The cat lifted his chin and gave a quick purr as Darren scratched underneath it.

      “Hang tight. I’ll be back in a little bit.”

      Darren drove his Saturn a mile west to Broward Boulevard and pulled into a cracked parking space at the front of a run-down strip mall. He went into Giovanni’s and put in an order for two medium-sized pizzas before walking to the corner store and purchasing a case of Coors Lite and a bag of Friskies.

      By the time the pizzas were ready, the sun had dipped below the horizon and dusk was in full swing, the shadows having disappeared until morning and the street lights casting their artificial orange glow across the city.

      Darren returned to his car and started back to his brother’s house, parking behind the truck once again. The stench assaulted him afresh as he reentered the house, nearly rendering his appetite inert. The back door was still open, and he finally caught a pleasant whiff of fresh air as he arrived at the kitchen island. He set the pizzas down and removed the bag of cat food from under his arm, setting it on the counter.

      Where was the cat? He would have expected it to be on the counter salivating over a long-overdue dinner.

      A sound came from upstairs.

      Darren frowned and stepped to the base of the stairs, listened.

      Voices.

      Angry voices.

      One belonged to Mike; there were at least two others.

      “I’m only going to ask you one more time,” a voice said. It was smooth like oil and taunting, as if the owner of the voice enjoyed being in control.

      Darren proceeded quietly up the stairs, spreading his feet so that they pressed into the rafters on the edges. He’d never had any reason to pay attention to which steps creaked, if any.

      Reaching the landing, he heard his brother speak. Mike sounded like he was in pain, his words coming in quick, ragged gasps. “I said… I’m not telling… you. And you can… drop… dead.”

      Darren quietly crept up the final section of the steps. Keeping his body low, his head crowned above the floor of the garage apartment just enough for him to capture the scene.

      Mike was still sitting in his chair, turned toward the doorway. The bodies of two average-sized men blocked his view of his brother. One was black with a bald head and thick arms. The other was white with tight curly hair that was cut short and dyed blond.

      The black man took a step back and extended his arm. He couldn’t see what the man was holding, but he had a good enough guess. Before Darren could even think to react, two unsuppressed gunshots erupted. Their sounds were defending, echoing off the ceiling and the walls.

      The man with the blond hair suddenly began to turn around. Darren ducked and slithered back down to the landing.

      Upstairs: “You got the server?”

      “I got it.”

      “Let’s get outta here.”

      The subfloor creaked in the apartment. Darren, having no weapon and nowhere else to go, held his breath and slid down the remaining stairs on his stomach. Reaching the kitchen floor, he jumped to his feet, opened the pantry door, and quickly wedged himself beneath the lower shelf. He shut the door.

      Proud and heavy footfalls sounded on the steps and then moments later touched down on the dirty linoleum. Darren watched the shadows move past the narrow opening under the door and then stop. He cursed himself. The men would walk right by the pizza. Why hadn’t he just run out the back door? He had a decent pair of legs on him and could have been two houses away by now. Now, all it would take was one stroke of bad luck.

      As he silently pleaded for them to leave, one of them said something that caused Darren’s eyes to widen. He was beginning to think that he’d heard them wrong when one of them repeated it. His entire body, already tense,

      “Hey, wait a minute.” The footsteps stopped.

      Darren held his breath.

      “Were these pizzas here when we showed up?”

      “Hell if I know. I was scanning the place from behind my iron sights.”

      Darren heard a rustle, and then, “Olives. Gross. Who gets olives on their pizza?”

      “I do.”

      The box rustled again. “Hmm… not bad. Where’s this from? Giovanni's? Man, we should stop by there on our way out.”

      “We don’t have to stop by, you moron. Just take it with you.”

      “Oh. Yeah.”

      Another gunshot rang out.

      “What the hell was that? You about made me piss my pants!”

      “Freaking cat, man. Tried to rub his hairy self against my leg.”

      Darren’s hands clenched into tight fists. He had half a mind to bust out of the pantry and just take his chances. But he quickly thought the better of it. If there was any chance that Mike was still alive…

      “Yo, we’d better go. Neighbors gonna be calling the cops.”

      The footsteps moved toward the open back door and into the yard. Darren released his breath and sucked in a hungry lungful of stale air. Several seconds later he cautiously opened the door and ejected himself from the cramped space. Slowly, he stood up.

      Skittles was lying on the floor at the foot of the island, the fur around his stomach a bloody mess. Both pizza boxes were gone. The sound of an engine rumbled down the back alley.

      Darren turned and shot back up the stairs and into the upper room.

      Mike’s chair was turned toward the back wall. Darren could see the crown of his head leaning limply to one side. He ran to him and swung the chair around. “Mike!”

      He stared at his brother.

      Mike’s dead eyes were open, staring vacuously above Darren’s head into an undetected void. The front of his white T-shirt was stained a deep red and torn in two places where the bullets had passed into him.

      “Mike,” Darren said softly but urgently. He grabbed his brother's hand and was nearly repelled by the limp, lifeless grab of flesh. “Mike!”

      Tears stained Darren’s eyes. His voice cracked. “Mike… no. Mike, come on, man. Don’t be gone. Please.” He reached up and set a palm on his brother's cheek. “You’re all I’ve got, man.”

      His hand trembled as it slid down to Mike’s neck and felt for a pulse. Darren already knew the truth. But he had to try anyway.

      No pulse.

      Darren’s face slowly bloomed red, and a vein ascended across his forehead like a plump earthworm crawling just beneath the skin. His lips formed a hard, angry line.

      Staring at his brother’s lifeless body, he clenched his fists again and released the blood-curdling scream of a man whose blood pulsed with a poisonous mixture of rage and grief.

      He looked around the room. One of the men had said something about making sure they took the server.

      The servers had been forcefully removed from their mounts on the rack in the corner. The outer shells of the desktop towers were missing; their hard drives had been removed.

      Three years ago Mike had quit his job at Best Buy and started working full time at home, buying, selling, and trading things online.

      Mostly the dark web.

      The dark web.

      “My God, Mike. What did we do?”
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      The evening sun shimmered on the surface of the water like liquid lighting. Water slapped gently against the hull of the flat bottom skiff, and the trolling motor hummed quietly as the boat cut around a small mangrove island. I studied the water and spotted a group of bait fish running out of a narrow creek between the mangroves. The trolling motor was mounted on the bow, humming quietly. I clicked the trolling motor’s remote, and it turned off.

      The surface of the water churned at the creek’s mouth, a heavy ripple where a large fish was busting on the bait fish.

      “You see that?” a deep voice said from behind me.

      I reached for my rod. “Yes, sir.” Squatting down, I opened the lid to the bait well and removed a four-inch mullet. It, along with two dozen others, had been brought up by a casting net not a half-hour before. I worked the mullet onto my hook, stood up, and took a few steps up the forward deck.

      The water rippled in the same area again. I cast my line beyond it and let the current carry it toward the school of bait fish. My medium action rod had a 4K size reel with 20lb braid and a 30lb flouro leader. The right setup for bringing in a good-sized snook.

      There’s nothing quite like fishing the Florida backcountry. It’s serene, tranquil, and far enough from any whisper of civilization to almost woo you into believing that you’re the last person on earth. In a world where concrete cities keep getting bigger and brighter and asphalt highways keep getting louder and faster, getting out over the shallows with a line in the water is the perfect way to reset and to remember the simple things in life.

      I felt a thump on my line and a second later the reel sang like it was possessed as the fish started to run. Thankfully, it didn’t run up the creek but away from the tiny island and toward the open water. I kept the line tight as the fish quit running. The fish wasn’t done. I let the line run some more, and when the fish finally stopped again, I started the fight. The rod bent against the strain, and I reeled in. The snook breached the surface and danced before descending and thrashing like it was on fire.

      “That’s a beauty,” Rich said excitedly from behind me.

      Rich Wilson is my closest, and really my only, neighbor, living on a catamaran with his wife of forty years at the end of the marina where I keep my houseboat. He has a sturdy frame, silky white hair, and a gentle, booming voice. The water, the sunsets, the fish, and the music were just some of the things that made the Keys paradise. But it was also the people. Rich had spent nearly thirty years as a New York City police officer before he and his wife Edith bought the catamaran last year and tied off at Key Largo.

      The fish continued to put up a fight. It’s one of the reasons anglers love going after snook; they don’t come in easy. It’s an average-looking fish with an angled forehead that slopes down to a large mouth. The lower jaw protrudes, and it has a yellow pelvic fin and a high dorsal fin. A distinct black line runs down both its sides, giving the fish its nickname, “linesider.”

      It took me almost ten minutes to get the fish up close to the hull. Handing Rich my rod, I grabbed the line, kneeled down, and drew the fish toward me, careful to maintain the tension. Reaching down, I lipped the fish with one hand, supported its body with the other, and brought it out of the water.

      “That’s a beauty,” Rich said.

      I unhooked it and took it to the ruler near the helm. Thirty-one inches—a keeper. I tossed it in the live well and received my rod back from Rich. There was a bag limit of one snook per angler per day, so I would have to release any more that I caught from here on out. We had drifted away from the creek, so I started up the trolling motor again. The boat didn’t have a power pole to keep it set in the shallow water.

      Reaching our former spot, I cut the motor, and Rich cast off. Snook are very skittish by nature, and the sound of a small engine or even a quiet conversation can scare them off. After bringing in the line and recasting a few more times, Rich finally felt a thump on the end. The fight was on.

      His fish darted toward the mangroves that were flanking the creek. Rich immediately pulled back, keeping the line tight and reeling him in. If the fish tangled up in the mangrove roots, it was a goner, no two ways about it. Slowly and steadily, Rich forced it closer to the boat before he let it run again. Fortunately, it ran toward open water this time and stopped fifty feet off the stern. Keeping tension on the line, Rich started to reel.

      Fifteen minutes later, the fish was tired out and gave up the fight. I held Rich’s rod while he kneeled down and brought it out of the water. It was thirty inches—another keeper. “Thanks for a great workout,” Rich told the fish, and then dropped him in the live well with mine. He turned back to me. “You want to stay here or do you want to try for snapper and some red grouper? There’s a narrow key about two miles from here that I haven’t fished in a while. The snapper always hit over there this time of night.”

      “Lead the way,” I said.

      I brought up the trolling motor, and Rich started the outboard as I slid our rods into the rod holders near the transom. He turned the boat around and headed for a narrow channel in between two islands.

      “Working any interesting cases right now?” he asked above the wind.

      “Not since I grabbed The Drifter last week.”

      The Drifter’s real name was Isaac Cross. The thirty-year-old had spent a three-week period breaking into military installations along the lower east coast, setting multiple fires to officers’ quarters and a shoppette. I finally caught up to him as he was leaving a seaside motel on Big Coppitt Key, on his way to sneak onto Naval Air Station Key West.

      “What about that Fagan character?” Rich asked. “Did they ever find him?”

      Joel Fagan.

      The name stirred a caldron of sordid memories. My jaw tensed, and I rubbed at it with a knuckle.

      Two months ago, a case involving a murdered ICE agent off the coast of Islamorada brought me to Costa Rica, where I spent several days crisscrossing the country, following a string of cryptic clues. My search finally brought me face to face with Frank Blackwell’s killer. Joel Fagan had single-handedly masterminded a scheme that redirected dispossessed immigrants into a labor camp deep in the Costa Rican jungle. The laborers—men, women, and children—were forced to mine gold; breaking rock in deep underground mines, hauling the rocks up, breaking them and crushing them before putting them through a mill before sending them through a makeshift sluice. And that was only half the process. The other half entailed the workers being exposed to toxic chemicals such as mercury, cyanide, and sulfuric acid as they sifted, panned, and separated the gold from the silt and sludge.

      The level of human suffering in the camp was unsettling. Workers were killed outright if they did not meet the quota or could not find the strength to carry on. Women were raped, and sick children were left to die. Remembering it all now sent my blood pressure racing in the wrong direction.

      Joel Fagan held the trophy for the most diabolical and degenerate man I have ever met. He carried on as if the world were his oyster, and he a divinely appointed scourge to rip it open and harvest the pearl. And all the while he carried on with a puckish grin on his face and a twinkle in his eye.

      When I questioned him over the reasons he could justify such an abominable operation, he had simply shrugged and said that he had owed someone a great deal of money and that the gold the hidden mine had produced over the last year had finally brought him square.

      That was it. And when he was brought back to San Jose for questioning, he offered no other word about it. Not to his lawyer, nor the dozen U.S. federal and local agents who tried their hands at interrogating him.

      And then, two weeks after I arrested him, and the day before he was set to be extradited to the United States, Fagan escaped from a local prison. The Justice Department had requested that the local authorities intern him in a maximum security facility just outside the city. The request was granted and Fagan spent five days in solitary confinement in a prison reserved for drug kingpins and corrupt politicians, an institution where he could be under close surveillance for twenty-four hours a day. But then, without alerting Homeland, the Justice Department, or the U.S. Embassy, Fagan was transferred to a prison on the other side of the Guanacaste Mountains. Eight days later, he wasn’t there.

      He had gone undetected by every Western government since.

      Adding a level of complexity to the narrative was that Kathleen Rose, my boss at the Federal Intelligence Directorate, had dated Fagan some twenty years prior when they both worked at the CIA’s Special Activities Division. Fagan had eventually ditched the Agency for a life of easy money and organized crime. The United States had been looking for him in various capacities for over a decade, but he was a master at disappearing, at living and moving under creative aliases, and evading detection. His go-to trade seemed to be primarily black market arms, but his actions did not seem limited to that. If there was good money in it, Fagan was willing to deal.

      After hearing of his escape, I had repeatedly petitioned Kathleen for the chance to hunt him down. But I was denied. Kathleen was as eager to see Fagan put back behind solid bars as I was. But without the backing of Homeland, without its network of connections and resources, there was no way I would be able to find him. The case had been given to another team and so far they had turned up empty. The only file the U.S. intelligence community had on him was slim and involved Fagan knee-deep in the sale of illegal arms, operating mostly in North Africa and South America. But even that information was years out of date.

      For all anyone knew, Joel Fagan was sipping piña coladas on a beach in the Maldives while dreaming up his next foul scheme.

      “No,” I answered Rich. “He’s still a ghost as far as I know.”

      We stayed on the water for another two hours, fishing around several small keys and inlets. I did, and we spent the rest of our time fishing for Finally, as the sun disappeared into the Gulf, I reeled my line in for a final time.

      “What do you say we call it a day and head over to The Reef for a few beers?” I said. “We need to get these snooks over to Roscoe anyhow.”

      “Fine by me,” he said and brought up the trolling motor.

      Roscoe Green loves snook more than anyone I know. Being the owner of the most popular bar and grill on the island keeps him busy and doesn’t allow him as much time as he would like on the water. So Rich and I made an agreement with him to give him ours whenever we bring one up. The state of Florida has tight regulations on snook. Since it’s illegal to buy or sell them, the only way to eat snook meat is to catch one. Snook has to be cleaned just right, with care that all of the skin is removed before cooking. Get that wrong and the meat will come off the grill or out of the oven tasting like soap. That’s right. Soap. I haven’t eaten soap since third grade, after I called Cindy Holmes a very poor string of expletives, and my grandmother wasted no time jamming a bar of Irish Spring past my teeth. I don’t have a problem cleaning my own fish, but when it comes to snook, I prefer the adage, “I catch ‘em, you clean ‘em.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Rich and I finished dinner and a few beers at The Reef, it was full on dark. A quarter moon was slipping up the black curtain of night, and thousands of stars twinkled brightly. A live band was playing outside the bar as we pulled away, and for a little while, we could still hear the cover band singing Steely Dan’s “Reelin’ In The Years” over the drone of the small engine.

      Ten minutes later Rich pulled the skiff alongside a slip at the end of our marina. “I’m going to get this girl back to Glen,” he said as I stepped onto the dock.

      Glen Bennett was a good friend of Rich. They were both active in the Upper Keys Rotary Club and had a standing appointment at the first hole of a local golf course two mornings a week.   Neither Rich nor I owned a flat bottom boat, and Glen was always more than happy to offer his up if he had no immediate plans to use it himself.

      “You want to hand me the rods?” I asked.

      “Nah, I’ll clean them at Glen’s and set yours on your deck when I get back.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I had a good time out there.”

      “Likewise, Ryan.” He pulled away from the dock and headed back into the channel, the white hull slowly disappearing into the darkness in front of a bright foamy wake.

      I turned and made my way down the dock. The Cozy Crawfish Marina was small, just thirty slips, and other than Rich and Edith's catamaran at the other end, I was currently the only liveaboard here. I hummed along to “Reelin’ In The Years” as I casually made my way across the dock to my houseboat. I looked at the stars. This time of year the Big Dipper, in the early hours of the night, appeared just above the horizon.

      My relaxing stroll home was suddenly interrupted by a jolt of adrenaline as I caught sight of the darkened outline of a man standing just in front of my boat. A splash of yellow light fell on one side of him from the sodium fixture mounted on a pole beside my boat. The man’s back was to the light, making it so his face remained hidden beneath the hoodie resting atop his head.

      I stopped ten feet away. My Glock was on my hip, hidden beneath my untucked shirt. One sudden move on his part would be all I needed to bring it out.

      I spoke in a crisp, commanding voice. “Can I help you?”

      “Major Savage?”

      I hadn’t been addressed by my rank since I left the Army five years ago.

      “Do I know you?”

      “Yes, sir—you do—did. It’s been a while.”

      The man’s voice wavered. He sounded scared, maybe drunk.

      “My name is Darren Reddick. I served in Afghanistan the same time as you. At Bagram. At the time I was Corporal Reddick. You might not remember me, but I helped you fix your laptop a couple of times.”

      Mental dust drifted off the surface of old memories: a sandy-haired man in his early twenties, an IT specialist who struck me as way too smart for the position he was in. And he was one hell of a darts player. Hit the bullseye three out of four times.

      “What can I help you with, Darren?” I still couldn’t see his face, and I wasn’t prepared to let my guard down.

      “Well… I got out of the service last year. Been working at a startup.”

      His voice was shaky.

      “Earlier tonight I left work and went to my brother’s place. He sent me out for some dinner and when I got back, I heard a couple of guys upstairs. They—they ended up shooting him. He’s dead.”

      I watched as the figure in front of me slumped down a few inches. I heard a mournful sniff come from inside the darkness of the hoodie.

      “Darren, I’m sorry to hear about your brother. But why did you come here, to speak with me?”

      “Because, sir, earlier tonight…” Darren’s voice trailed off. “I’m sorry,” he choked out. “When those guys were leaving my brother’s house, I heard them say that they were coming for you.”
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      It’s not every day that someone appears on your doorstep to inform you that you’re on someone’s hit list. “Darren, would you remove your hoodie and step farther into the light?”

      He did as I asked. It had been six years since I had last seen him. His face was fuller now, and he sported a full but well-kept beard. His hair was longer, falling over his ears, and with the light on his face being dim and uneven, I doubted that I would have recognized him without an introduction.

      “Are you armed?” I asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’d like to have it, please.”

      He hesitated.

      “Darren, I’m going to invite you in so we can talk. But given the circumstances, I would feel more comfortable if I knew you weren’t armed. You’ll get it back when you leave.”

      “Okay. It’s behind me.”

      I asked him to turn around and then stepped up. He slowly lifted the back of his hoodie, exposing a slim canvas bag. I cautiously raised up the flap and reached inside. The cool metal of a handgun touched my fingertips. It rested against the rigid frame of a laptop. I slipped out the gun and took several steps back, still wary of my overall surroundings. The weapon was a sub-compact Walther PPS M2 with aftermarket sights.

      “Step aboard,” I said and then followed him off the dock. Unlocking the salon door, I stepped in, flipped on the light, and after locking the door behind us, escorted him across the galley and invited him to have a seat in the aft salon where couches were positioned in an L-shape.

      Darren selected one and placed his laptop bag at his feet. I sat on the opposite couch, resting his weapon on the cushion beside me.

      “I’m sorry for just showing up like this, sir,” he said. His eyes were blue but grayer than I remembered. The young man looked tired, exhausted, and scared.

      “It’s Ryan,” I said. “You can drop the ‘sir.’ Why did you come here and not just call the police?”

      Darren closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. “I should have.” His jaw clenched, and he balled his hands into fists. “I should have. Maybe they would have already caught whoever killed my brother.” His eyes flicked open again. “I panicked. Seeing Mike like that really messed me up. And… well, I guess I got scared for myself, too. I don’t want to get into any trouble.”

      “Why would you be in trouble?” I asked.

      He shook his head like he was angry at himself. “Last weekend… I spent some time helping Mike with some grey hat stuff.  It wasn’t anything really bad—but it wasn’t entirely legal, either.”

      My brows went up.

      In the world of online hacking, there are basically three different types of hackers: white, grey, and black. White hat hackers are employed by large organizations and governments to perform penetration testing, probing in-place security systems and conducting vulnerability assessments. Think of a bank hiring someone to try to successfully rob them in order to test the strength of the financial institution's security. That’s a white hat hacker. It’s perfectly legal.

      Black hats, on the other hand, generally have the same extensive knowledge and skills as the white hats do. But they find their way into computer networks and bypass security protocols without permission. Their primary motivation is personal or financial gain, cyber espionage, protest, or perhaps a just simple addiction to the thrill of illicit cyber crime.

      And then there are grey hat hackers. They’ll go looking for vulnerabilities in a system without the owner’s permission or knowledge. If issues are found, they will report them to the owner, sometimes requesting some kind of fee to fix the issue. If the owner does not respond or comply, the hacker may post the newly found exploit online for the world to see. These types of hackers are not inherently malicious with their intentions; they’re just looking to get something out of their discoveries for themselves. Usually, grey hat hackers will not exploit the found vulnerabilities. But this type of hacking is still considered illegal because the hacker did not receive permission from the owner prior to attempting to attack the system.

      “What exactly did you help him do?” I asked Darren.

      Darren seemed reluctant to continue, a hard grimace entering his face, his eyes tinted with a concoction of shame and fear. “Last Friday I was hanging out at my brother’s place. We were both cruising the dark web when Mike got all excited and said that he found something interesting. So I slid my chair over to his monitor.”

      The dark web is a part of the internet that isn't indexed by search engines. It utilizes encryption and special privacy browsers to keep a user's identity hidden. Because of the anonymity it affords, the dark web has become a popular destination for whistleblowers, human rights journalists, outspoken government critics, and political dissidents.

      And for the same reason, it is also a hotbed of criminal activity.

      You can buy credit card numbers, drugs, guns, stolen subscription credentials, hacked accounts, and software that helps you break into other people’s computers. On the dark web, you can purchase login credentials to a $50,000 bank account for $500 or get $3,000 in counterfeit twenty-dollar bills for just $600. You can hire hackers to attack computers for you, buy usernames and passwords, or arrange for illicit and criminal sexual activities.

      “As it turned out,” Darren continued, “Mike had broken into a Tier 1 server that belonged to a private security firm in Switzerland. He had basically cracked into a digital vault. If I’m honest, it was pretty thrilling. It didn’t take me long to fall prey to the hacker’s high and before I knew it, both of us had spent all night going deeper into their system. It was fun and games at first, kind of like breaking into Fort Knox and poking around. It’s just fun to be in there. But then...then Mike stumbled onto the mother load. This company has a service where they keep extremely sensitive files for their clients.”

      “Like a safety deposit box?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Exactly. Except it’s all digital. The client has a particular passcode and can only access the system via the company’s intranet. They have to be on site. So Mike copied all this stuff and moved it over to the servers in his home office. Then he emailed the information’s owner and set forth a proposition. If he paid us a hundred thousand dollars in Bitcoin, then we would delete the files and forget all about them. If he didn’t, we were going to put it all up on Reddit.”

      “What kind of files were they?” I asked.

      Darren paused and looked at me unsurely. “I wouldn’t have done something like that sober and in the daylight. I’m not that kind of person. I’ve got a great job with a great company and I want to do things right.”

      “What kind of files were they?” I repeated.

      “The guys who killed Mike, they stole his servers and the hard drives.” Darren sighed heavily. “But there were pictures of men with younger women on their arms. Probably their mistresses. Business paperwork connected to chemical dumping in Europe. Various kinds of contracts. There were a couple of audio files in some Russian dialect. From the few words that Mike could pick out, he said it sounded like they were talking about ousting a politician from office. And then there were more pictures of men with their ladies. Mike and I concluded that it was all stuff intended to cover someone’s ass. Stuff they could use for blackmail or to get control over someone.”

      “What was the name of the client you hacked?”

      “I… I can’t remember any specifics. I took an Uber from Fort Lauderdale and spent the entire drive here trying to remember details. Mike would have known. The client was from somewhere in Europe. If we can find who killed my brother and get the servers and hard drives back, then we might be able to find out who did it.” He shook his head. “There’s no other explanation for why someone would want to kill him. Mike didn’t keep anything from me.”

      “Darren, I’m no technocrat. But doesn’t the dark web put a hacker’s identity behind layers of protection? How would these guys have found out that Mike’s hack originated from his house?”

      “The best thing I can think of was that his VPN credentials expired. He may not have logged off properly or left a trail of digital crumbs. Whatever it was, his IP address wasn’t masked like he thought.”

      I scratched at my chin while I thought of how to handle this. “How did you know where I live?” As a Federal officer who spends his time hunting down the scourge of the earth, I’ve made conscious attempts to keep my private life tucked away.

      He shrugged meekly. “I’m good with computers. But I couldn’t find your phone number or I would have just called.”

      “These men who killed your brother, could you give a description of them?”

      “I’m not sure I could identify them in a lineup. I didn’t get a good look at their faces. One was white, the other black. The black guy was bald and the white guy had his hair dyed blond and tattoos all up his right arm.”

      “And they said what exactly, about me?”

      “One of them said they should go back and get some shuteye because ‘we gotta go pop that dude in Key Largo in the morning.’ Then he asked the other guy to remind him what your name was again, and he said, ‘Ryan. Ryan Savage. He’s a Fed.’ Then they both laughed and the white guy joked about the chance to take out a Fed.”

      My mind raced as I thought back through all the cases I’d had in my two years of working for Homeland Security. The two men Darren described sounded like half of the deadbeats I’d ever arrested. The men intending to come after me could be anyone or connected to any number of guys I put behind bars.

      The desire for revenge never dies.

      It could be anybody.

      “I need to get you to a police station so you can make a report on your brother,” I said.

      “Okay.”

      “Darren, I can’t promise that they won’t arrest you once they find out about what you and Mike were doing on the web.”

      “I know. I can face the consequences. I want to.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      I gave fifteen years to the Army, so I could not abide by, ‘Once a Marine, always a Marine.’ But my personal conviction is that you don’t ever leave behind the courage, discipline, and honor instilled in you during your military service. Those virtues are to be taken with you, to remain a guiding principle for the rest of your life. I was happy to hear Darren was willing to accept responsibility for any wrongdoing.

      If those men who killed his brother were planning on coming here tomorrow to put a bullet in my head, then I planned on being ready for them.

      They weren’t going to know what hit them.

      I stood up. “I’m going to pack an overnight bag,” I said. “We should get off my boat. When these guys come for me, I’d rather not be around for it.”

      Darren followed my lead, grabbing the strap of his computer bag and standing up. “I’ll meet you out on the dock.” He stepped through the galley and slid back the glass door as I headed back to my stateroom. I grabbed an empty backpack from the closet and stuffed in a fresh T-shirt, shorts, socks, and a pair of underwear.

      Once we arrived at the Monroe County Sheriff's Office, I would request that a deputy keep an eye on the marina overnight to make sure no one suspicious came around. I planned on getting up before dawn and coordinating a stakeout with the sheriff to make sure we were prepared to grab anyone suspicious.

      With any luck, we could grab these guys without a shot fired, and Darren and I could have all our questions answered before the sun set tomorrow.

      I grabbed my toothbrush and a few other items from the head and zipped up the bag. I stepped out of the stateroom into the salon just as I heard a distinct zip in the air outside. It was followed by a muffled thud and then a grunt, just before I watched Darren’s body crumple onto my forward deck.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I was standing in the center of the salon, silhouetted by the galley lights, and I just managed to dive for cover on the edge of the salon as a barrage of gunfire shattered the glass in the door and pierced the boat’s exterior bulkhead. Shards of wood and fiberglass popped into the air as the boat was chewed up by a relentless stream of semi-automatic gunfire.

      Sliding my arm from the backpack strap, I drew my .45 from its concealed holster. As the shooters paused to reload, I scrambled to the aft entrance and out onto the deck just as the gunfire started up again and a bullet scraped past my ear. Staying low, I shot forward and dove into the water, swimming downward into the inky water and away from my boat.

      The water muffled the sounds of the gunfire, coming from two weapons; a suppressed pistol—the one that took down Darren—and an unsuppressed assault rifle. Two shooters. Apparently, the men who had killed Darren’s brother decided to advance their schedule and not wait until morning.

      My blood started to boil as I pushed through the water and swam a few slips over. These idiots had not only murdered two men tonight, but they were now destroying my home.

      My home.

      Surfacing on the starboard side of a Bowrider, I grabbed the gunwale, heaved myself up, and peered across the deck. The light above my boat revealed a single figure on the dock, staring cautiously at my boat. A sub-combat assault rifle was situated in his hands. It looked like a Heckler & Koch MP5, its unique thin, curved magazine jutting away from the weapon. The MP5 fired a 9x19mm cartridge; I could only imagine what my boat looked like now that he had just painted it with sixty rounds.

      I silently pulled myself out of the water and onto the deck of the boat.

      I couldn’t get a visual on the second shooter, but I assumed he had boarded my houseboat to finish hunting me down. They must not have heard me enter the water.

      Peeling off my soaking wet sneakers, I removed my socks and quietly stepped off the boat and on to the dock.

      My .45 was set firmly in my grip, leveled directly at the man thirty feet ahead of me. It was the bald, black man Darren had seen in his brother’s house. As I advanced, I watched in disbelief as he tucked his weapon under an arm and reached into a back pocket. He brought out a crumpled pack of cigarettes, and after plucking out a cigarette, he set it to his lips.

      I quickened my pace, scanning the grass and the parking lot beyond for any movement.

      When I was fifteen feet away, I stopped: “Psst.”

      The man’s head snapped toward me, his eyes wide, the cigarette tumbling from his lips as he reached for his weapon.

      He didn’t stand a chance.

      Without stopping, I fired three rounds into his chest and watched his eyes roll back into his head as he rocked backward and collapsed unmoving onto the dock. I approached him, kicked his gun from his fingers, and then returned my attention to my boat.

      The floor lamps in the salon had been blown to bits; the only light inside was coming from the range hood in the galley. The counters, the bulkheads, and the deck were riddled with bullet holes. An angry heat flushed into my face as I stood silently on the edge of the dock and listened for any sound coming from inside, watching for any movement.

      Just as I was about to step onto the foredeck, my was blood chilled by the sound of a gun being racked directly behind me.

      I froze.

      “Toss the gun onto the boat.” The voice was thin, weak. But it held no fear.

      I did as I was told. My gun clambered onto the deck where it came to rest beside Darren’s body and shards of broken glass.

      “Turn around.”

      I raised my hands into a defensive position and turned around to face the business end of a pistol’s suppressor.

      The white man with bleached hair and a sleeve of tattoos down his right arm studied me in the hazy light, as though he were comparing my features against an image in his head. “You’re Ryan Savage.”

      I didn’t recognize him, nor his darker colleague who lay dead near his feet. “Who are you?” I said calmly. “What’s your problem with me?”

      “I got no beef with you. We just do what we’re told.” He looked at me with a half-cocked smirk.

      “Who put the hit out?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “They don’t tell me that.”

      “Why kill Darren and his brother?”

      “Who’s Darren?”

      “The guy behind me.”

      “Oh.” He frowned as though he were trying to piece together people and events that forced him beyond his mental capabilities. “Who—who’s his brother?”

      “The guy you killed in Fort Lauderdale earlier tonight. You know, the guy who owned the servers you stole. You also killed his cat.”

      Strangely enough, it was the mention of the cat that brought understanding into his eyes. “Oh...yeah.” He glanced behind me. “That’s the other guy's brother?”

      This guy was a first-rate idiot. I’ve been in law enforcement for my entire adult life, first as a military MP and now as a special investigator with a federal agency. I had been in dozens of situations where I was being shot at and didn’t know if I would make it out alive. But this was the first time I thought I might get killed by a complete moron.

      I really didn’t want to be killed by a moron. Brad would never let me live it down.

      “Yes,” I replied. “And I served in the Army with him. Which means that you just killed a fellow soldier.” My jaw tensed as my eyes bored into his.

      He shrugged again. “Why should I care about that?”

      “Who sent you?” I asked again. “Why do they want me dead?”

      “Look, like I said, they don’t tell me anything. I do what I’m told and they pay me. No questions. All I know is you really pissed someone off.”

      I slowly shifted my weight and slid my front foot up a couple of inches. My only way out of this was getting to the gun before he pressed the trigger.

      “You’re about to kill a federal investigator,” I said. “You sure you want to handle that fallout? You’ll end up worse than your friend here before the sun rises.”

      “They haven’t caught up to me yet.” He shot a quick glance around as though checking to make sure we were still alone. “So...sorry for this.” He tightened his grip on the gun and elevated it until it was aimed directly at my forehead. “Whatever you did, you sure pissed somebody off.”

      I shifted my weight to the balls of my feet and was just about to pounce forward when his head whipped violently toward his shoulder, a bullet passing through his temple and bursting out the other side. Another round hit him in the neck and yet another in his arm. He toppled over like a smacked bowling pin and lay unmoving on the dock, a dark pool of blood quickly staining the pine and dripping through the slats to the water below.

      I leaned over his body and quickly snatched his pistol from his hand. I stepped back and through the darkness saw a figure pass under the cone of yellow light in the small parking lot.

      “Ryan!”

      I relaxed. It was Rich Wilson. The former career police officer had his concealed carry extended. He swept his gaze, looking for more threats as he made his way toward me.

      “Any more?” he asked.

      “I think he’s the last.” I looked back toward the parking lot. Other than Edith’s Cadillac and my Silverado, the only other vehicle was a black Grand Marquis, parked in the shadow at the far end.

      Rich’s truck wasn’t in the parking lot. “Where did you come from?” I asked.

      “Edith called me and said there was an active shooter at the other end of the marina, that it looked like it was going down at your slip. I parked my truck a couple streets over and ran the rest of the way here. Didn’t want to attract attention coming in.”

      “I’ll clear my boat,” I said. “Why don’t you sweep the area and check out that Marquis?”

      He moved off, and I stepped over the man who nearly killed me and onto the foredeck of my houseboat. Moving past Darren’s body, I winced as my bare foot pressed into a thin shard of glass. I ignored it and remained focused on the interior as I glanced down to evade the shards. Within a minute I had the galley, all three staterooms, both heads, and the salon cleared. I went back out the aft entrance and cautiously worked my way up the steps to the upper deck. After clearing the companionways and giving the interior a final sweep, I was satisfied that no one else was hiding inside. I was standing in the galley, fuming over the destruction when Rich returned with his gun lowered at his side.

      He shook his head. “No one else in the car. No sign of anyone else around.”

      I nodded. He looked around the place. Debris was scattered across the floor—glass, sections of countertop, flooring, and even the fruit bowl. The aft bulkhead looked like an advertisement for a training range target.

      “I’m sorry, Ryan. I know The MacGyver means a lot to you.”

      “Yeah...thanks.”

      He was right. When I was a boy, I was nearly convinced that MacGyver was a god hailing from Mount Olympus. There was nothing he couldn't fix, no situation he couldn't get himself out of with a paperclip, a piece of gum, or a strip of duct tape. He also lived on a houseboat—albeit with no engine—on a lake. Growing up in the mountains of Colorado didn’t give me any hope of ever living on one. But when I moved to Key Largo two years ago, I fulfilled my childhood dream and bought a 55-foot Gibson houseboat off an older couple looking to spend the next few years in Spain. The MacGyver was an unofficial name for her until just a few weeks ago when I was out of town and Roscoe and Brad spent an afternoon stenciling the name on the hull, just above the waterline.

      The right boat for the right person can almost feel like a family member. Seeing her like this made me want to go back outside and kill those two guys all over again.

      “It’s nothing some money and elbow grease can’t fix,” I replied.

      “What were those guys after?” Rich asked.

      “Someone paid them to take me out.”

      “Any idea who?”

      “No.” I recalled what Darren said about the servers at his brother’s house. “You checked the entire car? Including the trunk space?”

      “Of course.”

      “Was there anything that looked like computer servers or parts?”

      “No. Nothing but empty bottles of Pepsi and a couple of magazines. The trunk was clean.” Muted red and blue lights strobed across his face. “I’m going to check on Edith. She was pretty shaken up over the phone.”

      He returned his gun to the holster on his hip and turned to leave.

      “Hey, Rich.”

      He stopped and looked over his shoulder.

      “Thanks for saving my life.”

      “Fishing and a gunfight. Not a bad way to end a Friday night.” He winked at me and stepped off the boat, hurrying off to check on his wife.

      I returned to the dock to greet the first responding deputy. It was John Hammond, a long-standing deputy with the Monroe County Sheriff's Office, and a good friend. We had recently started to play racquetball once a week, as our schedules allowed; the loser would buy lunch.

      John had yet to buy a single one.

      He was coming down the dock with his sidearm raised. I brought up my hands. “John, it’s me. Ryan. Everything’s clear.”

      He lowered his weapon and stopped in front of me. “Savage, what happened?” He looked at my shoeless feet. My clothes were still soaking wet, my hair matted to my head. “You look like a half-drowned rat.”

      “Someone put a hit on me. There’s three bodies behind me. The two men who were sent to kill me and the guest of mine that they killed as he was leaving my boat. I got one of them, and Rich got the other. He’s gone to check on Edith.”

      Hammond was tall and broad-shouldered and sported a full mustache that put Tom Selleck’s to shame. He rubbed his mustache and surveyed the scene behind me. “You okay?”

      “Fine.”

      “Your ear is bleeding.”

      I reached up. My right ear was warm and sticky.

      “Come on,” I said, turning back to my boat. “I’ll give you the grand tour.”
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      I spent that night at Brad’s place. I had the whole place to myself; he and Lisa were on their final week of a fourteen-day cruise around the Mediterranean. Between Crime Scene having my boat under their authority and the time it would take for repairs, it was going to be a while before I could return to it. Brad’s spare bedroom had an exterior door that opened up into the driveway, so I could come and go without getting in their way.

      By the time I finally got in bed, it was well after midnight.

      I couldn’t sleep.

      Watching someone get gunned down on your doorstep, then taking out their killer just before getting a gun stuck in your face, convinced that you were mere seconds away from your own death....it all goes a hell of a long way to rattle the nerves.

      I stared up at the ceiling, watching the wood-bladed ceiling fan spin as I pondered what Darren relayed to me about his and his brother’s forays into the dark web. They had hacked an ultra-secure digital file that could have put a lot of powerful people into hot water. Had they carried through with their threats to post that information on a public-facing website, the owner of that file would have been exposed for holding dirt on his colleagues or enemies. And then there would be the matter of those individuals’ dirty laundry being hung out for all to see.

      It would have been an outright smear campaign for everyone involved.

      I hadn’t known Darren very well during my time in Afghanistan. But my thirty-six years on this blue-green planet endowed me with enough experience to discern the man full of guile from the decent man nudged onto a crooked path. I believed what Darren said about wanting to do the right thing; Mike had clearly been an older brother who had no issues operating on the fringes of the law, exerting a diminishing influence on his younger sibling.

      I meant what I had said to the blond-haired guy who nearly ended my life: Darren was a fellow soldier, and in my world that meant something. Someone may have ordered a hit on his brother, but Darren had been caught in the crossfire, and for that, someone was going to have to pay.

      The million-dollar question, of course, was who owned the file that had been hacked and just what was on it?

      The answer had died with Mike and the men who stole his hardware.

      And for me, an even more pressing concern was who put out a hit on me, and why? It could have been ordered by anyone, for any number of reasons, and I didn’t have the slightest clue to advance on.

      We had the identity of the two men. The white guy was Tony Fry; the Grand Marquis was registered to him. The black guy was Melvin Burkes. Both men had a long and checkered history with the law.

      Burkes had been released from prison last year, after completing a six-year term for assault with a deadly weapon. He recently completed his parole and no longer had a phone or listed address attached to his name.

      Fry, on the other hand, spent three years in the joint for slinging crack and had a stay prior to that for shooting a neighbor’s dog in the street. His registered address was in Overtown, a predominantly African-American neighborhood north of downtown Miami.

      After a solid hour of staring at the ceiling fan and trying to piece together any connections, I finally got out of bed and made my way into the living room. After locating the remote, I turned on the television and settled into the couch as I scanned through Netflix. I finally landed on Die Hard. Movies don’t get much better than that: a streetwise cop who fights against overwhelming odds to protect his wife against a criminal mastermind.

      And for the sake of ruffling a few feathers, you can kick It’s A Wonderful Life, A Christmas Story, Home Alone, and Elf to the curb: Die Hard is the best Christmas movie ever made.

      I made it halfway through the movie—the last thing I remember is John McClane getting a chair bomb ready to send down the elevator shaft—waking up during the credit roll only to turn off the TV and fall back into an undisturbed sleep.

      I woke before the sun, returning to the bedroom and digging through my suitcase for a pair of exercise shorts and socks. After lacing up my shoes, I exited out the front door and jogged out of the neighborhood. I could feel the stress from last night’s events burning off with every stride, and I ran three miles without stopping, taking the Overseas Heritage Trail to mile marker 106 before turning around and heading back. Traffic on the Overseas Highway was light at this time of the morning, and there’s nothing like the quiet of the Keys and the invigorating scent of saltwater to clear your head.

      On the way back, I charted a course to my marina. The sun was just starting to smudge faint orange and yellow rays across the eastern horizon, the celestial ball of gas regaining its temporary conquest over the night. A flock of pelicans was diving on a school of bait fish out past the shallows and beyond them, a small pod of dolphins was moving through the water at a leisurely pace, their dorsal fins piercing the surface and disappearing again beneath the water.

      The MacGyver was besieged by yellow crime scene tape. Both her forward deck and the dock were stained with pools of dried blood. In the early sunlight, the damage looked even worse than I recalled as I walked through with Deputy Hammond last night. I couldn't find a single section of fiberglass that wasn’t punctured like swiss cheese. Even my deck chairs on the upper deck were cracked and chipped.

      Out of respect for those who had yet to fully document the damage, I didn’t board. I turned back with a fresh surge of anger and jogged through the parking lot, charting a mental course back to Brad’s place and pumping my legs faster as my mind consolidated a steely resolve to get to the bottom of everything.

      When I returned to the bungalow, my phone was ringing on the kitchen counter. It was Rich.

      “Was that you down the dock earlier?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said. “I went for a run.”

      “How are you holding up?”

      “Well enough,” I said. “But I don't think sleep will come easy until I can get my fingers around the throat of whoever wants me dead. How’s Edith?”

      “Shaken but not stirred. She’s more worried about you than anything.” He paused. I could tell there was something else on his mind. “Listen, Ryan. If you need anything from me...Edith and I were planning on going down to Key West this weekend, but I’ll stick around if I can help in some way.”

      “Rich, you saved my life last night. Take your wife to Key West and have a few piña coladas for me. I’m sure the sheriff will have plenty more questions for you when you get back.”

      He sighed. I knew the cop in him wanted to pursue this with me. “Okay. But tell you what, I know a couple of guys who could get The MacGyver fixed up. You focus on figuring out who has an interest in you being dead, and I’ll get some quotes on the boat repair for you.”

      “Great, Rich. I appreciate that.”

      We hung up, and I headed for the shower. Since The MacGyver was a houseboat that I rarely moved, I had the lowest form of insurance on it I could get. That meant I didn’t have coverage for domestic war damage. Repairs weren’t going to come cheap, and I was bracing myself for having to scrap it and get a new one.

      After stepping out of the shower and donning fresh clothes, I cooked up a plate of bacon and eggs, chowed them down, and then headed into the office.

      Kathleen was sitting behind her desk, a cup of coffee steaming in front of her. She wore a white blouse with a blue blazer; between the outfit and her dark-framed glasses, she looked like a classy college professor.

      “How are you?” she asked as I sat down. “Did you get any sleep?”

      “A little. Did anything new surface overnight?”

      “Possibly. I just received yesterday’s GPS coordinates from Tony Fry’s phone.” She grabbed a sheet of paper off her desk and handed it to me. Over a half dozen locations were noted and marked on a map that covered Broward, Miami-Dade, and Monroe counties.

      “I marked off a few of the locations,” she said. “Two of them, of course, were Mike Reddick’s house and your marina. One was Fry’s home in Overtown, and another was a gas station in North Miami. The phone was only there long enough for him to fill up, but we’re waiting for any video footage to make sure it wasn't a meetup or dropoff. I expect to have the list of his most recent associates shortly. I’ll email it to you as soon as I get it.”

      I studied the map as Kathleen continued.

      “Mike Reddick was murdered sometime around 19:00. Fry and Burkes showed up at your marina at 21:35. In the two-and-a-half hours between, they disposed of Reddick’s stolen hardware, either by dropping it somewhere or handing it off to someone else. The map indicates two stops between leaving Mike’s and greeting you.”

      “What about Melvin Burkes?” I asked. “Anything on him?”

      “Nothing. He’s kept a low profile since getting out of prison. You’ll have to see what you can track down on Fry. Since we don’t know how or if the attempt on your life is connected to Mike Reddick’s murder, you’ll need to see if you can find those servers so we can see what’s on them.”

      “If they didn’t already destroy them,” I said. “What about Fry’s phone records?”

      “Already emailed to you. I’ll comb through them myself today and see if that might direct us on who commissioned the hit on you.”

      “Who would have had the guts to put out a hit on a federal agent?” I mused out loud.

      “You didn’t file your paperwork this week on the Lawson case. I was up here doing it for you last night. So for all you know, it might have been me.”

      I grimaced. “I meant to get that done.”

      “But the fish were calling, right?” She held my stare and lifted her brows.

      “Rich told you?” I guessed.

      “You know I don’t care if you leave early. But please, get your reports done first.”

      I nodded.

      “Now,” she said. “I know you don’t like to work with anyone but Brad, but seeing that he’s gone, I have to put someone on this case with you. Callahan isn’t working anything urgent right now.”

      I looked out of Kathleen’s interior window and across the floor. Ted Callahan was sitting back from his desk, the center drawer open. His thick glasses were perched on the tip of his nose, and even in the air conditioning, his face and hands were glistening with sweat. He was methodically picking through the drawer’s contents. Ted had a penchant for meticulous organization; even the staples had to be lined up a certain way. On more than one occasion, Brad had rearranged everything on Ted’s desk. The running joke in the office was that if Callahan spent half as much time connecting the dots in his cases as he did keeping the contents of his desk organized, he would be a top-notch agent.

      “You know me,” I said. “I’d rather be the lone gunslinger than bring that mule with me.”

      “Watch it...” she warned, clearly doing her best to keep back a smile.

      “But seriously,” I said. “Give me a couple of days and let’s see what I can turn up. If I need Ted’s help, I’ll tell you.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      “Okay, I won’t. But if it’s not Brad beside me, then I work better alone. Callahan is too conservative. He plays it too safe. Come on… two days.”

      She clicked her fingernails over the desk. “Okay. Two days. But I want to know where you are at all times and why you’re there.”

      I stood up and turned to leave. “Yes, Mother.”

      “Ryan.”

      I stopped in the doorway and looked back.

      “Be careful.”
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      Leaving the office, I turned my Silverado north onto the Overseas Highway and pulled up Spotify as I put Key Largo behind me and headed toward Miami. I cruised along with company from Randy Travis, Paul Simon, and Leonard Cohen, their music taking me back to simpler times and making me wish that I was back on a fishing boat or sitting on the porch of a mountain cabin, not trying to hunt down answers for why a couple of now-dead menaces had just entered my life.

      As I passed through Homestead, my phone rang, interrupting James Taylor as he sang about seeing sunny days that he thought would never end. It was Brad. I answered it and my oldest friend’s deep voice resonated through my truck’s speakers.

      “Dude. What the hell? Callahan just texted me about last night. Why didn’t you call me?”

      “You’re on vacation. You deal with this kind of thing all the time. I’m not going to interject it into your time off.”

      “I’m coming back,” he said resolutely. “The ship is porting in Barcelona tonight. Lisa and I will catch a flight back to Miami as soon as we dock.”

      “No,” I said. “You won’t. You still have half your cruise in front of you. I can handle this.”

      “I’m not going to keep sipping daiquiris while you’re chasing down some maniac that wants you dead.”

      “Sipping daiquiris? Man, Lisa’s really got your balls in a vice, doesn’t she? What do you do with the drink umbrellas?”

      “Shut it, Ryan. I’m on a cruise. Standard rules do not apply.” Returning to the current situation, he said, “Do you think it’s Isaac Cross? He wasn’t too happy that you kept him from torching the NAS.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. But either way, stay where you are. You even try to come back and I swear, I’ll get Kathleen to take your badge for a few days.”

      “You’re mean.”

      “And you need to relax and enjoy your time with Lisa.”

      Brad had spent years as a Marine Raider. The desire to stand with a brother on the front lines never leaves a man like that. It would be with him until the day he died. I was glad he wanted to come back and work this with me, but I wasn’t about to let a personal matter interfere with him getting a much-needed break away.

      He sighed, conceding defeat. “So what happened?”

      I filled him in on last night’s events, starting with Darren’s unexpected showing and finishing with the information Kathleen had just given me. “I’m on my way to Miami right now. First order of business is to find out if what was on those servers and the hit placed on me are even connected.”

      “I don’t like this,” Brad said. “Where did you stay last night?”

      “Your place.”

      “Good. Listen, watch your back, and don’t do anything stupid.”

      “And you take it easy on those girly drinks.”

      “Those girly drinks are legit,” he said.

      We hung up, and as downtown Miami grew larger in my windshield, I had half a mind to call Callahan and read him the riot act for texting Brad. I knew Brad well enough to know that he wouldn’t be able to shake off what he just heard when he should be relaxing with his girlfriend in one of the nicest regions of the world.

      Entering the city, I headed east on State Highway 836, passing through Flagami and Little Havana before entering Overtown. The neighborhood was predominantly African American, with a scattering of Hispanics. Although the last couple of decades had seen substantial efforts to clean up the neighborhood in the way of community gardens and revitalization efforts, Overtown was still considered one of the roughest parts of the city. Known as a den of crackheads and hookers, and possessing the highest crime rate in the city, Overtown’s cracked sidewalks were punctuated with tattered tents belonging to the homeless and tricked out cars intending to give the impression that their owners were better off than their neighbors.

      My first stop was Fry’s house. It was small, covered in light blue paint and, like all the other homes on the street, hedged in by a waist-high chain link fence, half rusted and sagging. Three dead palm trees stood clustered together on the south corner, one of them leaning heavily toward the driveway. Shingles were missing from the roof.

      I parked on the opposite side of the street and crossed on foot. The front gate was unlocked. I stepped through and navigated around an upended tricycle on my way to the front steps.

      Two houses down, a group of black men wearing oversized T-shirts, doo rags, and ball caps was huddled near a car, eyeing me suspiciously.

      Paint was flaking off the front door and behind it, I could hear a methodic hip hop beat.

      I knocked loudly and took a step back.

      The security chain rattled as the door opened, and a young black lady peered through the gap. She looked me up and down. “What you want?”

      “This is Tony Fry’s house?”

      “Well, it ain’t his house. I pay the rent. But yeah, he lives here. Why?” The suspicion in her eyes grew deeper.

      “Are you related to him?”

      “I’m his wife. You gonna tell me what you want or not? I ain’t got time to mess with his problems.”

      It suddenly occurred to me that she may not have been notified of Tony’s death yet. It was nearing ten in the morning. Apparently, the good people at Miami PD weren’t in a big hurry to crawl out here and notify her that her husband was dead.

      My badge was hanging from a chain beneath my shirt. I tugged it up and flashed it before letting it drop again. “My name is Ryan Savage. I’m an investigator with Homeland Security. Have the police come by in the last twelve hours?”

      “No. Why?”

      “May I come in?”

      “No. You can’t come in.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to play hardball. I decided to just put it out there. “Ma’am. I’m sorry to tell you that Tony was killed last night. He’s dead.”

      She blinked and then stared down toward my feet. After half a minute, the door slammed shut again. The chain rattled, and the door swung back. The lady walked away and disappeared around a corner.

      I took it as a gesture to enter. I stepped inside and shut the door behind me. The place smelled of bacon, cigarette smoke, and mildew. The back of the house was trembling to the beat of Missy Elliot singing “Work It.”

      A young boy no older than three sat on a worn leather couch against the far wall. He wore only a diaper. He glanced up at me as I walked past the living room. His small eyes were dreamy and glassy, although he was entranced in a world that kept his mind far away from the neglect and destitute conditions of his current reality.

      I turned into the kitchen, where the lady was leaning back against the counter with a fresh cigarette between her fingers. She took a long drag and exhaled slowly. “What happened?”

      “He came to my house with plans to kill me.”

      “Why would he wanna do that?”

      She was pretty—mid-twenties—and wore cotton shorts and a sleeveless white T-shirt with no bra underneath. Her dark hair was shiny and smooth, pulled back in a loose ponytail.

      “He said someone put a price on my head and he was there to carry it out,” I replied. “Did he tell you where he was going yesterday? Anything about his plans?”

      “Tony didn't tell me nothin’.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Mia.”

      “Mia, I’m sorry to be the one to give you the news,” I said.

      She huffed and smiled sarcastically, the darkness in her eyes making it clear that years of her poor relational choices were consolidating in her thoughts. “It don’t matter. Junior in there gonna grow up without a father, but it’s prob’ly better than having Tony as one.”

      “Melvin Burkes was with Tony. He’s dead, too. Did you know him?”

      Her mouth fell open. “Melvin?” She bit down hard on her bottom lip and shook her head. She cursed. “I told him to stop goin’ around with Tony. Who killed them? You do it?”

      “A friend of mine killed Tony, who had the barrel of his gun in front of my face. I shot Melvin, yes.”

      She shook her head again and then looked away.

      “Has Tony done cleanup work like that in the past?” I asked.

      “Like I said, I don’t know. Maybe. Who knows?”

      I heard the front door open and a man’s voice call out.

      “In here!” Mia said.

      Heavy footsteps sounded across the floor, and I stepped farther into the kitchen and turned so I could have a clear view of whoever was coming in. A bulky black man filled the doorway. He glanced at Mia and then, without taking his eyes off mine, asked, “This man bothering you?”

      “No, Dwayne. He’s not botherin’ me. He’s the cops. He ax’ing about Tony.”

      His eye twitched upon hearing I was a cop. His bravado vanished. “Yeah?” He broke with my stare and turned nervously toward Mia. “And what about Tony?”

      “He’s dead.”

      “What?” A furrow creased his brow.

      “He went down to Key Largo and tried to kill this Homeland agent. What’d you think was gonna happen? And Melvin, he got capped, too. He’s dead,” Mia said.

      “Melvin? Dead?” I watched as Dwayne’s face twisted in a mass of confusion. “Nah, man…”

      Mia looked at me and nodded toward Dwayne. “Melvin is his brother.”

      Dwayne’s hands curled into fists at his side. Moisture gathered into confused eyes. He was clearly taking the loss of his brother harder than Mia was losing her husband.

      “He tried to kill me last night,” I said. “You wouldn't know anything about that, would you, Dwayne?”

      “No!” he bit back. “He told me last that he and Tony were headin’ out to get some things done.”  He raised his hands. “That’s all I know.” Dwyane rubbed his forehead with the tips of his fingers. When his hand came down, he was crying. “Damn, man.”

      “Dwayne, did your brother have a phone number?” I asked.

      “Phone number? Nah, man. He laid low.” Then he left without another word, looking like a truck had just hit him.

      I didn’t think I was going to get anything else out of Dwayne, so I let him go. “Mia, did Tony have a regular crew that he hung with or someone he did jobs for? He killed someone else in Fort Lauderdale last night and stole some important things.”

      Mia took another drag off her cigarette. “Look, me and Tony didn’t talk much no more. He would wake up ‘round dinnertime and stay out all night. I work as a waitress down at the waterfront. What he was up to or who he was up to it with...I don’t know.”

      I tugged a business card from my wallet and set it on the counter. “If you hear of anything or remember something, please call me.”

      She nodded absently and turned to look out the grimy window above the kitchen sink. I escorted myself back to the front door. The child was asleep now, his thumb in his mouth, the glare from the iPad casting his tiny face in a vacant glow.

      I could only hope that some man far better than Tony might finally come around for him and Mia. The world burns when men fail to step up, to love their kids like they deserve and to love their wives more than they love themselves.

      I stepped onto the front porch and quietly shut the door behind me. As I left out the front gate, I looked to my left. The cluster of men was still huddled in the driveway two yards down. When I had arrived, Dwayne had been among them. He wasn’t now.

      The tallest of them didn’t take his eyes off me. He lifted his chin at me as if to let his friends know that he wasn’t threatened by me being on his turf. I ignored him, got into my truck, and pulled away from the curb.

      My phone rang. It was Kathleen. “Fry’s house was a bust,” I answered. “You can tell Miami PD that his wife has been notified of her husband’s death.”

      “They hadn’t told her yet?”

      “I can’t say I blame them. This area is the pits. What’s up?”

      “I just got back something that should help you move the ball down the road.”

      “Fire away,” I said.

      “Fry’s phone records are pretty slim. His wife’s name is Mia?”

      “Correct.”

      “There are a handful of calls to her over the last few days. And other than a call to a local Wingstop two days ago and one to an auto parts store the day before that, there is nothing else.  It looks like whoever wants you dead, they mobilized Fry and Burkes to that end in person, or through pigeon carrier.”

      “Great,” I said. I was far more anxious to find out who put a hit on me than I was in finding the sensitive information that got Mike Reddick killed.

      “However,” Kathleen continued, “in regard to the stop that they made at the gas station yesterday, the security camera shows them meeting another car, a red Camaro, and handing off a large box. You can see the top corner of a server poking out.”

      “Who is the other car registered to?”

      “Navi Molina. And the station camera got a clear shot of him. I think you’ll remember that his older brother was Jordi Molina.” She let the last name hang in the air, knowing full well what associations it would conjure up.

      Jordi Molina had been a high-level thug in the Zombie Boyz, a Miami-based street gang that my Homeland sub-agency, the Federal Intelligence Directorate, in partnership with ICE, had successfully disbanded last year. We had gotten involved on a federal level when it became clear that the Zombie Boyz were running brothels supplied by women who had been kidnapped from islands throughout the Caribbean. During the raid on Jordi’s Venetian Islands’ mansion, he had managed to escape across several neighboring backyards before jumping onto a speedboat and running it south. I was coming in on an ICE speedboat when I saw Jordi cutting out across Biscayne Bay. After slowly gaining on him and chasing him around the mangroves of Virginia Key, a gunfight ensued over the water. The gangster ended up with one of my .45’s rounds just above his right eye. I ended up at a downtown bar celebrating our win.

      “I don’t think we should eliminate Navi as being the one who wants you dead,” Kathleen said. “But you took down his brother well over a year ago. I can’t see him waiting that long to seek any revenge. Plus, looking at his file, that doesn’t seem like his M.O.”

      “What does his record look like?”

      “He was recently questioned in relation to a cocaine supply chain in Miramar but was never arrested for it. Other than that, he hasn’t been eyed by the law since you killed his brother. I’ll text you his address.”

      Navi Molina was obviously involved with Mike and Darren Reddick’s situation, but that didn’t mean he knew about someone wanting me dead. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to see me,” I said.

      “Why don’t I have Miami PD send out a squad to meet you over there?”

      “Let me scout things first,” I said. “I’ll let you know.”

      “Don’t be a cowboy,” she said. “If you need someone to get your back, let me know.”

      “I will.” The light ahead of me turned green, and I accelerated through the intersection, entering downtown. “Can you check who Fry and Burkes were in prison with against men that I’ve arrested in the last two years? It might be that they shared a cell block with someone still on the inside and a favor owed was called in.”

      “Absolutely,” Kathleen said. “Keep me in the loop.”

      We hung up, and I stopped in front of another red light.

      It didn’t bother me that someone wanted me dead; when a man stands up for the law, for what’s right, for justice, he’s going to make some enemies. But what did concern me was the outright boldness in which my murder was attempted. Fry and Burkes must have owed someone a big favor or promised a handsome payday.

      Whoever it was, they were going to regret it in spades.
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      A half-mile later I turned off Biscayne Boulevard and slowed as I passed the Dominion Hotel, a five-star establishment that rose twenty-two stories above the Magic City. The last time I was at the Dominion was late last year, attending a retirement party for a mentor and good friend.

      Lieutenant Colonel William McCleary had been my battalion commander during my time with the 503rd MP Airborne. He was not only the best commander I’d ever served under, but he was also one of the best men I’d ever had the privilege of knowing. McCleary had kept a continual focus on his men and his mission over that of furthering his own career. He built tenacity in me as an investigator and taught me to always focus on furthering justice, not just on closing out another case. Crimes affected real people, and McCleary was determined that the work his investigators did would help those people sleep better at night.

      Late into the night of his retirement party, after the attendees had left and we had all dispersed to our rooms, Colonel McCleary’s room was quietly entered and he was thrown off his balcony to the street below, where he died on impact.

      Now, in the lane beside me, a Ford F-250 was passing over the area of the street where his body had landed.

      I had spent the next five days running around Washington, D.C., Miami, and the Everglades, hunting down the men responsible for his death.

      It didn’t end well for them.

      Putting downtown behind me, I merged onto Route 41, following my GPS west out of the city and through Coral Gables, Westchester, University Park, and Tamiami, before turning south onto Lindgren Road. The community was a world apart from Overtown, with houses boasting red-tile roofs and well-kept yards, palm trees stationed in intervals along the center of the median, and clean sidewalks. But the closer I crept toward the Everglades, the more run-down the scene became.

      The houses grew further apart and sat on tracts of land that grew larger the farther on I went, cookie-cutter homes giving way to older structures. I entered a rural neighborhood where homes sat on two- and three-acre lots and were set back farther off the road. I turned down an empty road that dead-ended at the edge of the Everglades a half-mile farther down. Six lots down, my navigation notified me that the address I was seeking was now directly on my left.

      The house was a sizable stucco two-story, with a scrolled-iron railing hedging in an elongated balcony above the garage. The yard was unkempt but free of foreign debris. The grass was at least two feet high, and untrimmed oleander bushes with full pink blossoms covered most of the long front porch. The back of the lot was more overgrown than the front and extended fifty yards to a thick line of trees.

      Pea gravel crunched under my tires as I pulled down the extended driveway. There were two cars in front of the garage, a dark blue Hummer and Navi’s red Camaro. I pulled in behind the Camaro and put my truck in park. Grabbing my phone, I brought up the secure FID and logged into my Homeland account via the VPN.

      I learned a long time ago that there is no such thing as being over-prepared—especially when you’re alone and about to walk into a hornet’s nest.

      I spent a few minutes quickly studying files, pictures, and details, before logging off and lifting the cover to the center console. I dug out a body cam and slipped my arms through the elastic straps, tugging them tight across my chest and making sure the camera was pointed forward. Then I fished out my badge from the inside of my shirt and dropped it down the front, where it came to rest on its chain just below the camera.  Satisfied, I grabbed out a pair of handcuffs and turned off the truck’s engine.

      The home’s front door opened and a burly Latino man stepped onto the front porch and craned his neck, examining the new vehicle sitting in the driveway.

      I stepped out of my truck and shut the door. The man on the porch walked to the edge of the front steps and crossed his thick arms across his chest. He wore a black T-shirt with 2Pac’s face stamped large across the front. The shirt hung to his knees, his denim shorts reaching to his ankles like high-water pants. As I drew closer, I could make out deep acne scars scattered across his plump cheeks. Cold, beady eyes peered out from beneath thick brows, and before I had stepped off the driveway onto the sidewalk, he spoke up.

      “What do you want?” His voice was surprisingly high-pitched for such a solid man.

      I stopped at the bottom step and looked up at him. “I’m here to see Navi. Is he home?”

      “Navi? Nah. He’s not here.”

      I nodded toward the Camaro. “His car is here. I want to talk with him.”

      He took his time summing me up, his eyes lingering on my badge, his facing frowning when he saw the camera for what it was. “You recording me?”

      “I’m a federal agent with Homeland Security. And to be upfront with you, I’m not one to just take a drive to someone’s house for the sake of wasting time.”

      “That’s too bad. ‘Cause you did waste your time.”

      I smiled. “Okay, Rico. Rico Sanchez.” His eyes widened. “This is how I’m going to play this. You’re wanted by the good men and women of the Orlando PD for running from a meth lab they busted up there last month.”

      Rico’s bravado suddenly vanished. Now he looked like a frightened cat. He glanced back to the front door as though he was considering darting back through it.

      “But here’s the deal,” I continued. “You’re a known associate of Navi. So the way I see it, if the Orlando PD wants you bad enough, then they wouldn’t have to look too hard. Now, I came out here to speak with Navi. If you can arrange a successful meeting with him in the next sixty seconds, then I’ll forget all about your little issue up in Orlando. I have no interest in you other than you getting me in front of Navi.”

      While I was speaking, Rico’s expression shifted quickly from surprise to concern to anger. His jaw tensed and now he looked like he wanted to give me a piece of his mind. But after reconsidering, he simply said, “Wait here,” and started to turn back.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You’re not leaving me out here. I’m coming with you.”

      His fingers clenched at his sides. He looked like he was struggling with a decision, as though he needed someone inside the house—someone with a higher IQ—to tell him exactly what to do.

      “Fine,” he conceded and turned back to the front door.

      I followed him inside. The place smelled bitterly of marijuana and dirty dishes. Before my feet were across the threshold I was assessing the layout: high ceilings, a long hallway with an empty office off the left. Rico led me into a living room with a vaulted ceiling. It opened onto a spacious kitchen with vaulted ceilings. A massive television showing the most recent edition of MTV Cribs hung on the wall above the mantle. A young man dressed nearly identical to Rico was lying on a couch, his eyes glued to the details of Snoop Dogg’s house.

      Rico called out to the young man. “Yo, Beto. Get up.”

      Beto turned his head slowly, and his whole body jerked when he saw me. He jumped off the couch like the fire alarm had just gone off. “What the hell?” he snapped. His hazel eyes were wide, the Miami Dolphins hat on his head tilting to the side. “Who is this?”

      “He’s a cop. Here to see Navi. Hurry up and tell him to come down.”

      Beto frowned at Rico, like he was having trouble processing the directive.

      “Now, Beto!” Rico snapped.

      Beto nodded to himself and then hustled across the living room, shooting up the carpeted stairs at the far end of the room. I repositioned myself with my back to the kitchen cabinets and the living room spread out in front of me so I could keep an eye on the stairs. My right hand hung loosely at my side, prepared to draw my .45 on a moment's notice. Rico stood near the couch, staring at a space near his feet in the awkward silence. On an end table, thin tendrils of smoke were curling up from a half-smoked blunt.

      Above me, a floorboard creaked. A few seconds later, I heard footsteps stop at the top of the stairs and a short conversation commence in muted whispers. Finally, the footsteps moved down the stairs. Rico appeared first and stood by the back door with his hands clasped in front of him.

      Another person came down the stairs and stopped on the bottom step. I recognized Navi Molina immediately. Unlike his two counterparts, Navi was tall, dressed in khaki pants, a green polo, and his dark hair was slicked back above his forehead. He had wide cheekbones but a small nose, as though it had been parted out as a genetic afterthought.

      His eyes narrowed on me and his upper lip curled in disgust, “You,” he said coolly.

      I smiled. “Hello, Navi.” Navi and I had met only once before. Hours after killing his older brother, I spent that evening questioning him about Jordi’s organization. Now, he stood at the end of the stairs and huffed, jutting his chin toward the blunt on the end table. “What?” he said. “You’re going to arrest me for a little grass? I know you don’t have a warrant. Not for that.”

      “I don’t have a warrant,” I agreed. “But that’s beside the point.” I motioned to the camera strapped to my chest. “And just so you boys are aware, you’re on Candid Camera. As we speak, the feed on this camera is relaying a wireless feed to an agent at my office.”

      “What’s Candid Camera?” Rico asked.

      I sighed. “Doesn’t matter. What does matter is that every one of your depressing mugs is on a live feed right now. So I wouldn’t try anything.”

      Navi shot an angry stare toward Rico. “What’d you let him in for? He doesn’t even have a warrant.”

      “Rico let me in because he doesn’t like the idea of jail time. And Beto over there doesn’t know it yet, but I’m giving him exactly fifteen seconds to walk out the front door or I’m going to cuff him for that corner store he knocked over last month.”

      Beto’s head snapped toward me. “Ah, you didn’t know we knew, did you?” I looked at my watch, clicking my tongue. “Ten seconds.”

      Beto looked to Navi for direction. Navi only shrugged and somewhat irritably nodded for Beto to comply. The young man moved quickly across the carpet, past the barstools sitting along the kitchen island, and shot down the hall. The front door clicked shut, and all was quiet.

      “You, too,” I said to Rico. “Beat it.” Rico didn’t wait for permission. He was outside in seconds.

      I stepped into the living room. Smiling, I said, “How have you been, Navi?”

      “What are you doing here, Agent Savage? I’ve done nothing wrong. You can’t just force yourself into someone's house like this.”

      “Where were you last night, Navi? Did you go into the city at all?”

      “The city? No. I haven’t been outside of Tamiami all week.”

      There was no hint of uncertainty in his eyes. He was a good liar.

      “Uh-huh,” I said. “So last night, around say, eight o’clock, you didn’t meet Tony Fry at a gas station on NW 18th and receive a box of computer hardware from him?”

      He blinked.

      “I’m asking because you may not know that Tony was killed last night. And so was Melvin Burkes.”

      His eyes widened almost imperceptibly, as though a light breeze had just come from the window and grazed past his face. “Why are you here, Agent Savage?”

      “You’re not as smart as you dress, Navi. Did you send those men to kill me last night?”

      His hard expression suddenly melted in one of fear and confusion. “Kill you? Man, I don’t know anything about that.”

      “Where are the servers, Navi? I need what Tony handed over to you. Was he doing a job for you?”

      Navi looked away, out the window just off the stairs. His jaw flexed.

      “You’re going to need to start giving me some answ—”

      That was as far as I got. Like someone had just told him that the first floor was about to explode,     he turned and bolted back up the stairs and out of sight. I cursed, drawing my pistol as I crossed the living room and followed him up. A landing halfway up gave me pause, and I turned it cautiously, my .45 leading the way. Finding it empty, I took the remaining steps two-by-two. The top landing opened onto a game room complete with a pool table, large panel TV with an X-box, foosball table, and a dartboard that didn’t have a single puncture wound in the cork.

      I stepped through the room and into the hallway just as a loud crash came from the back of the house. As soon as I heard an outside door open, I knew what I was in for.

      I shot down the hallway, quickly clearing the entrance to the bedrooms as I moved past. In the master bedroom, a blond-haired lady was propped up in the king bed, naked, her head leaning limply against a pillow, her lips frozen in a thin, stupid smile. A bent spoon and a needle lay on the nightstand. She was surfing in the clouds, completely oblivious to the chaos around her.

      I advanced out of the hallway into a huge open room that took up a third of the top floor. Blue Rubbermaid bins lined one wall halfway up to the ceiling and a messy desk was wedged into the far corner. A couple of bins were randomly scattered on the floor, one of their lids missing. Inside were clear plastic bags packed with women’s jewelry—bracelets, earrings, and necklaces.

      The source of the crash I’d heard was strewn out in a million pieces across the floor: the top of a glass coffee table. Navi must have tripped and fallen into it. Beyond the mess, two French doors leading onto a rear balcony were wide open. I stepped across the threshold to see Navi in the overgrown yard below, pushing through the grass on his way to the tree line.

      Grabbing the balcony’s railing, I swung a leg over the top, found a foothold on the edge, and swung around my other leg. I looked down and hesitated; it was a good fourteen or fifteen feet. I holstered my pistol and maneuvered my feet off the ledge as I hung onto the railing and then slid my fingers onto the concrete ledge. I let go and fell to the earth, sharp, invisible pinpricks stinging my feet as I stood up and chased hard after Navi. He had a solid twenty-yard gain on me and was heading directly for a thick growth of cypress and wax myrtles.

      I should have seen this coming. It’s what you get when you give a bad man a slim door of opportunity.

      I high stepped as I ran, bringing my feet over grasses that were growing taller and thicker the closer I got to the trees. This part of the property probably hadn’t seen a mower in over a year. Behind me, I could hear the squeal of tires as Rico and Beto apparently decided to beat a more distant retreat.

      Ahead, Navi entered the treeline, and I watched the green fabric of his shirt fade to the left before he disappeared altogether. The grass finally gave way to dense bushes, and I ducked and covered my head with my arms as my feet stepped into ankle-deep water as dark brown as my grandmother’s sweet tea.

      I veered off in the direction I’d last seen Navi and then stopped. I could hear him sloshing through water about thirty feet ahead. My heart was pounding, and I wiped a bead of sweat from my brow as I pursued him into the largest swamp in the state. I pursued him for five more minutes, stopping periodically to audibly reorient myself to his location. My arms and neck were starting to bleed with tiny cuts from the brush as I was gaining on him, all the while thinking about how nice it might be to stay out here and waterboard him for a while once I finally caught him.

      Soon the water started to grow more shallow and then finally faded altogether. As soon as the soles of my shoes squished onto dry ground, I heard a brief, but urgent scream from up ahead. Quickening my pace, I hurried forward, ducking around dry branches laden with Spanish moss and cutting through thick vegetation, until I reached a small sunlit clearing and stopped.

      Navi was standing twenty feet away at the opposite side of the clearing with his back to me, unmoving. Keeping my gun trained on him, I slowly advanced toward him in a wide circle.

      “Navi?”

      I followed his frightened gaze toward his feet, where, near the base of a pine tree, an eastern diamondback rattlesnake was sunning itself on a bed of dry pine needles. Navi had nearly stepped on it—the snake was no more than two feet from him, the anterior half of its body swaying off the ground in an S-shaped coil, its rattle shaking again and sending a chill down my spine.

      The eastern diamondback is the largest rattlesnake in the world, and this one was no exception.  On average they grow to six feet long and strike their prey at 175 miles per hour, delivering enough venom in a single bite to kill six grown men.

      “Help...me,” he whispered as calmly as he could.

      The snake picked up on Navi’s tension. It rose up higher, and the rattle shook faster.

      I smiled and lowered my gun. “What a pickle you’re in,” I said. “I guess that’s what you get for running into a swamp.”

      “Just… help me.”

      “Okay, but first I want to know what happened last night.”

      I watched Navi’s lips lose their color and his nostrils flare. His petrified eyes didn’t leave the snake. “Alright!” He hissed softly through his teeth.

      “What were you, Fry, and Burkes up to?”

      “Noth...nothing.” I had to strain to hear him. “He said he needed to run somewhere else last night and asked me to hold on to something for him until he got—” The snake swayed higher. Navi swallowed hard. “Until he got back.”

      “Why did you put a hit on me?”

      He frowned. “What? I—I didn’t put a hit on you. Would you please shoot the damn snake!”

      “You didn’t tell him to go down to Key Largo and take care of me?”

      Navi answered slowly and quietly. “No! I swear.” The snake’s tongue was flicking faster now. “He only called me to have me hold something for him. That computer stuff. Would you kill the snake already!”

      “No.”

      “What?”

      “I’m not going to kill it. Snakes are good for the ecosystem, and that creature hasn’t done anything to warrant me killing it. Take a slow step backward. And then do it again. If you move slow enough, he’ll leave you alone.”

      “What?”

      “Trust me. Just do it.”

      Breathing more heavily now, Navi silently slid his left foot backward and then let his body follow. He did it again, and again, until he was a good five yards from the snake. I raised my gun and trained it on him.

      “Now keep talking or I’ll make you walk right over that snake. You’ll have better odds dealing with it than with me.”

      “You wouldn't do that. That camera is running.”

      I glanced down at the body cam. “Oh, this?” I grinned. “It doesn’t work. I never use it and forgot to charge it.”

      He looked at me like I was crazy. Maybe I was, but I wasn’t lying. “Now, tell me again what happened last night. Tony calls you… and then what?”

      “He said he had some stuff he needed to tuck away for a day and could I take it off his hands. So I met him at the gas station and took the box.”

      “And what was in the box?”

      “I don’t know. Computer stuff. I didn’t ask. Tony just told me to be real careful with it and that he would be by sometime today to get it.” Navi was still watching the snake, who had settled down into a quiet coil. “He said he had something to do in the Keys and didn’t want to take that stuff with him.”

      “That something he had to do in the Keys was to kill me.”

      “Like I said, I don’t know anything about that. I owed Tony a favor from way back. He called it in. That’s it. Period.”

      “So then why did you run and make me chase you into The Discovery Channel?”

      He shrugged.

      “You know what?” I said. “I don’t really care. But Navi Molina, you’re under arrest.”

      I reached into my back pocket and brought out the handcuffs. I tossed them to him. “Put those on. Behind your back.”

      He did so reluctantly. I stepped up to him and checked the cuffs before holstering my gun. I read him his rights as we retraced our path out of the swamp, through his backyard, and around the house to my truck.

      “Where is the box Tony gave you?” I asked.

      “I gave it to someone else.”

      I stared at him blankly. “You’re kidding me—it’s not in your house?”

      “Since Rico has that warrant up in Orlando, I didn’t want someone showing up and finding Tony’s stuff when they searched the place. I’ve been running clean, man.”

      “Sure you have,” I said. “Your girlfriend looks clean as a whistle.”

      “That’s all her, man. I don’t touch the stuff.”

      I opened the truck’s passenger door and removed the cuff from Navi’s right wrist. “Get in.” He complied, and I attached the open cuff to the grab bar in front of him. Then I shut the door, went around the front, and got in behind the wheel.

      “You’ve got a lot of jewelry upstairs,” I said.

      “It’s all hers. She runs an online boutique.”

      I put the truck in reverse and backed down the drive. “I guess smack isn’t cheap these days.” I pulled out onto the main road and headed back toward the highway. “Here's the deal,” I said. “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night and I’m tired of running all over South Florida looking for the hardware Tony gave to you. So here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to call your buddy. You’re going to tell him that you need to get that box back from him. And if I find out that you had anything more to do with all this than simply taking some stolen property off Tony’s hands, then I promise you I’m going to pick and scratch at your entire life until I find something that will put you away for a very long time.”

      “Okay,” he sighed. “Can I get my phone out of my pocket?”

      “Be my guest.”

      It took him a while: his phone was in his right pocket, and it required a fair bit of maneuvering to dig it out using only his left hand. He dialed a number and set the phone to his ear.

      “Speakerphone,” I said.

      The phone rang through the cab and kept ringing. After a dozen rings, it went to voicemail: “Yo, yo. This is Nacho. Leave a message and I’ll hit you back. If this is Kendra...girl, quit callin’ me.”

      I looked at Navi. “You left everything with a guy named Nacho?”

      “He’s cool.”

      “Yeah. Sounds like it.”

      After trying again and still failing to get an answer, then texting him with no reply, I told Navi we were driving over there. “Where does he live?”

      “West Hialeah.”

      “Lead the way.”
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      Twenty minutes later I turned onto West 32nd Avenue and headed north. West Hialeah consisted of nearly ninety-five percent Hispanics, making it one of the most ethnically homogeneous places in the nation. Street gangs were not as invasive as they had been a decade ago, but they still held influence over some areas of the community, peddling drugs, burglarizing storefronts, and intimidating those not willing to join their ranks. In my opinion, West Hialeah was the Hispanic version of Overtown, albeit not as downtrodden.

      Navi’s directions brought us into a neighborhood whose potholed and oil-slicked streets were lined with old cars and low income homes. Most of the postage sized front yards were well cared for, children playing in some of them and mothers sitting on their front porches.

      We crossed a side street, and Navi indicated to a house on the left. “Right there. The one with the plastic flamingo on the porch.”

      I tapped the brake and crawled by slowly. The exterior of the home was formed of cinder blocks painted dark green a very long time ago. The yard was in need of a cut, and the porch railing was leaning haphazardly into the yard. A late model Toyota Corolla sat in the driveway, two sad tires nearly deflated.

      I passed by and turned around at the next stop sign, then circled back. The scene reminded me of Kathleen’s words to me earlier about not being a cowboy. I didn’t know a thing about this Nacho guy and didn’t feel like chasing someone again, especially not through a densely populated neighborhood with a detainee cuffed to my truck.

      I grabbed my phone and was just about to call for backup when Navi mumbled something beside me.

      “What’s that?” I said.

      “The box.” I followed his gaze past as I rolled past the Toyota again. “The damn box,” he said. “It’s sitting right there by the garage door.”

      I braked harder, coming to a complete stop. Sure enough, sitting against the garage door, was a cardboard box with the flaps unfolded, a wide black metal plate jutting out the top.

      “That’s the box Tony gave you?”

      “Yeah. For sure. See that label on the side?”

      I rolled down my window and squinted. A round white sticker read, “Property of __” and in permanent marker, “M. R.” was written large above the line.

      Michael Reddick.

      “Yeah,” Navi said. “That was on the box Tony gave me. Why in the hell would Nacho just leave it out in the open like that?” The question was pointed more toward himself than it was to me.

      “You tell me. But it would appear that he’s about as smart as his namesake.”

      “He said he was going to put it in his attic!”

      I turned off the truck and took the keys with me as I got out.

      The front door was shut, and the window blinds along the front porch were pulled tight. I walked past the car and stood over the box. Peering inside, I saw several 2’ x 3’ server panels. A thin sticker on the top one read: ‘Intel Xeon Scalable Processor.’ Below them, at the bottom, were three smaller hard drives. I leaned down, picked up the box, and carried it back to my truck without incident. Opening the rear door, I set the box on the seat and slammed the door shut before getting back behind the wheel.

      I turned to Navi and smiled. “Thank you for having a guy named after an indulgent food watch over your stuff,” I said. “It just made my day run a whole lot smoother.”

      He huffed in disgust and turned to look out his window.

      I started the truck and charted a course for downtown Miami.
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      Homeland’s principal field office for southern Florida was located on NW 20th Street, just north of Dolphin Mall. After being cleared by the guard at the entrance, I pulled into a parking space reserved for agents booking a detainee. I helped Navi out of the truck, recuffed him, and frogmarched him inside, where a receiving agent kept an eye on him while I quickly filled in the necessary paperwork. Before they shepherded him off to a holding cell, I made my way back to the front. “Anything you want to tell me?” I said. “If so, now’s your chance.”

      “I don’t know about Tony going after you. Or anybody, for that matter. I swear. You killed my brother, yeah, but I had to put that behind me.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Then Agent Haskill here is going to take you back. You’ll spend tonight in county lockup. I’m sure they’ll find probable cause to search your place. If they find anything, you can say goodbye to fresh air for a while.”

      He cursed me and looked away.

      “Have a nice life, Navi. And hope you never have a reason to see me again.”

      I returned to my truck and drove around to the back side of the building where the agent offices were held. I got out and grabbed the box. An agent working security opened the side door for me after briefly checking my credentials.

      I walked down the hall and entered a dark control room. The far wall was filled with dozens of television monitors displaying satellite feeds, live news from around the world, and footage from prior or ongoing missions. I counted ten heads in the room, all of them studiously concentrated on their work. I headed for the last desk on the right, stepped in front of it, and dropped the box on the top, where it landed with a sufficient clatter.

      The agent behind the desk nearly flew out of her chair. Her head whipped up, sending long dark locks of hair into her face. She cursed loudly, momentarily gaining the attention of everyone else in the room.

      “Savage!” She shook her and caught her breath. “You nearly scared me to death.”

      “They need to get you back into the field,” I said. “You didn’t use to be so skittish.”

      “Screw you, Savage.” But beneath the hard look, her eyes were smiling.

      When I joined Homeland two years ago, Amy Jensen was one of eight other agents in my training class. On completion, she was commissioned to the Orlando field office for six months before a spot opened up in this room. A self-admitted computer geek and a certified expert in the world of internet technology, the desk job suited her. Amy was slim, with bright blue eyes, a wide mouth, and a fiery personality.

      “It’s good to see you,” I said.

      She looked at the box. “What’s this?”

      I quickly briefed her on last night’s events and the morning spent acquiring the stolen property.

      “And you’re hoping that what’s on here might offer a clue as to who wants you dead?”

      “It’s a long shot. But it’s the lowest hanging fruit. If nothing turns up in all this, then we’ll have to dial in harder on Fry’s and Burkes’ networks to try and find out who sent them to my marina.”

      “I’ve got to say, Savage. I’m a little intrigued that you would bring this to me instead of Spam.”

      Spam handled I.T. from my Key Largo office. He was a veritable genius at any and everything relating to computers. “Don’t get too excited,” I said. “He’s an hour-and-a-half away and I want answers ASAP. Any chance you could pause what you’re doing and look through all this?”

      “For you? Of course.” She stood up and started digging through the contents, muttering to herself as she identified each piece. “I’ll have to get these connected into our system. That won’t take long. But since I don’t know how much is on here or what I’m looking for, it could take a while.”

      “A while…?”

      “Maybe a few hours? I don’t know. I’ll call you as soon as I have an idea what I’m dealing with.”

      “Thanks, Amy.”

      “You bet.” She slid the box toward herself and lifted it off the desk. “And if you ever scare me like that again, I’ll shoot you in the foot.”

      “Fair enough.”
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        * * *

      

      After leaving Amy to work her magic, I exited the Homeland complex and drove uptown. Figuring that I had some time to kill, I took the A1A into Miami Beach to get something to eat. It was nearing three o’clock, and I was famished. I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast. I entered South Beach, merged onto Alton Road, and headed toward the pier. I parked near South Pointe Park and crossed the blazing hot parking lot to one of my favorite restaurants.

      Chetly’s offered up American southern comfort with a Caribbean flair. The hostess escorted me through the main dining area and up the stairs to the rear deck. Fans were circling slowly over tables draped in white tablecloths and the wooden railing looked down on the beach below. When the waitress appeared, I ordered an iced mango tea, chicken BLT, and a side of smoked brisket.

      While I waited for my food, I texted Kathleen with a quick update and then sipped my tea as I looked out over the water, watching container ships come and go out of the Port. It never ceased to intrigue me just how connected the work has become in my lifetime. Some of these massive ships had come all the way from places as far as Hong Kong, Mumbai, or Kuala Lumpur, bringing in freight that would be transferred to a truck or train and be sent upstate and into the country’s heartland.

      When I was a young kid, most toys were still made of wood and manufactured right here in the good old United States. Video games were still in their infancy, and there were no smartphones or iPads. Now it seemed that nearly everything we consumed was made of plastic and came from abroad. The world becoming more connected and technology savvy was a good thing, but in my opinion, it has only come at a high cost. People are busier, lonelier, and more depressed than ever, and I’m still not convinced that the tradeoff was worth it. My wife, __, had been fond of calling me an old soul, and I guess in many ways I am.

      My thoughts returned to last night’s events; to Darren showing up scared and confused, to me barely making it off my boat before I was turned to swiss cheese, to Tony Fry being a moment away from sending me to the afterlife.

      I made a mental note to take Rich and Edith out for dinner. It was the least I could do for him saving my life.

      Fry’s words echoed in my mind: “They don’t tell me nothin’… we just do what we’re told.” That sounded a lot like he was a third-tier—doing a job for someone else who was hired by the person who wanted me dead. Whatever the truth was, if nothing turned up on Mike Reddick’s stuff, then this was going to be a long and tedious investigation.

      By the time I finished eating, Amy still hadn’t called, so I paid my tab and took a slow walk down Ocean Drive, touring the shops and deciding to buy a new pair of Oakleys, since my previous set of sunglasses got shot to hell last night.

      I finally returned to my truck and was deciding where to go next when my phone rang.

      “Where are you?” Amy asked.

      “South Beach.”

      “I found something,” she said. “You’re going to want to see this.”
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        * * *

      

      It took me thirty minutes to get back to the field office. I couldn't get Amy to tell me what she had found over the phone. She said it was too nuanced, and that she had to go so she could keep skimming for more details.

      I found Amy at the back of the control room working at a high, flat table littered with monitors, cords, and keyboards.

      “Hey,” she said. “Give me a second.” I watched her fingers dance expertly across a keyboard. “Okay. Here, have a look.”

      I stepped up beside her and fixed my attention on the monitor holding her attention. The screen display was split, half of it showing a black background with red and green code sprawled across, the other half displaying a small icon of a file folder.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “Okay,” she said, “I accessed the information to everything you gave me. Some of it is Mike Reddick’s personal stuff: pictures, a smartphone app he was developing, and it looks like he did some freelance work for a gaming company in California, worldbuilding and such. But you said he and his brother hacked a digital file from Switzerland?”

      “That’s what his brother told me.”

      Amy set her hand on the mouse and clicked a file icon on the monitor. Hundreds of windows jumped onto the screen like popcorn, like the computer had just thrown up everything it had: emails, pictures, video files, documents.

      “This is what we call a smear file,” she said. “Its existence would give vast leverage to its owner. There’s a lot here, Ryan. Secret recordings of European politicians, pictures of CEOs having lunch with the heads of environmental agencies, videos of high-level figures with their mistresses. It’s all blackmail material. Whoever created this file, whoever assimilated this information, is not only a very ruthless individual but incredibly well-connected. And powerful, too. Every one of these people will be at the beck and call of anyone who has this kind of dirt on them.”

      “Can you see who the owner of the file is?”

      “No. That’s heavily encrypted. And even if we could crack it, the client’s name would probably turn out to be an alphanumeric code that references the client’s actual identity located in a completely different system. If myself and a few other agents spent a week or two pouring over everything, we could probably narrow down the owner’s identity based on associations with the names of people in the file. But it may not be certain.”

      “How did the Reddicks get a hold of something like this? I thought top-level data centers were virtually unbreachable?”

      “In theory, yes,” Amy said. “But there are dozens of reasons the Reddicks could have found access to the system where all this was stored. The industry is always trying to keep up with new ways of preventing or minimizing hacking. But it happens.”

      “Okay, but how did the owner of his file find out who stole it? I thought when you used TOR your identity was anonymous.” TOR is a version of the Firefox web browser, modified to allow access into the dark web.

      “It is,” Amy said, “but it’s not foolproof. Part of my regular job is finding people on the dark web who are selling drugs or illegal services. They use all kinds of elaborate distraction techniques, but sometimes we can still find them. It’s not always easy, but it can be done. I promise you that whoever owns this file, when they heard that it had been breached, they threw everything they could at finding the thief. And it worked.”

      What Amy was saying made sense. What didn’t add up was why someone so powerful would send a couple of incompetent morons to retrieve the information. I found the servers in a box, sitting unsupervised in the driveway of a house in the ghetto.

      “So,” I said, “we can’t find out who owns all this information, so we’re SOL?”

      “No,” she said. “Almost… but not quite. You said that the Reddicks were asking for one hundred thousand dollars?”

      “According to Darren, yes.”

      “Well, they were communicating with someone about it. When they copied the file, they left behind a code leading to a private chatroom where the owner of the information could contact them to negotiate on price and receive payment details.” Amy’s smile was tinged with pride. “So… after a bit of technological gymnastics, I was able to follow the digital crumbs of the person on the other end of that chat.”

      “Wait, you found out where they are?”

      “Kind of. I could pinpoint the physical location, but not the actual IP address.” She set her hand on the mouse and clicked around. “This is where it was.”

      An image popped up—a mirrored skyscraper in a city I was unfamiliar with.

      “You’re saying the email was sent from this building?”

      “Yes.”

      “Great. There’s probably five thousand computers in there. You can’t pinpoint it down to an office or floor?”

      “No. The programs they were using to mask their identity cleaned up the exact origination point.”

      I sighed. “Thanks for trying. Where is that anyway?”

      “Rotterdam.”

      “The Netherlands?”

      “Yes, and I’m not finished.” She gave me a wily smile and continued. “Their communication took place five days ago, over the course of twenty minutes. The person on the other end asked for one week once Mike became insistent about posting all the information online if the price wasn’t paid. Mike griped about it but finally agreed. Four days later he was murdered.” Amy turned from me and back to the screen. She leaned forward and started minimizing windows and opening new programs. “So on a long shot, I decided to dig into the Homeland database and pull up every person you’ve arrested over the last twelve months. Then I had another agent work up a list of anyone associated with those people—family members, friends, known accomplices–and fed their mug shots or photos into a search program.” She turned to me with that knowing smile again. “You ready for this?”

      “Fire away.”

      “I’ve got a contact in Interpol who lives in Paris. Lucky for me she was still awake—it’s after midnight there. And she got me security footage from the Maastoren—the skyscraper in Rotterdam.”

      I could see where she was going with this. “Amy, you might have outdone Spam on this one.”

      “Thank you,” she said perkily, and then started a video program. The feed showed the inside front entrance to the Maastoren’s lobby and was running at high speed. Security guards, receptionists, and business professionals moved by at a rapid, unnatural pace, each of their faces couched in a thin square frame as the computer searched their facial contours against those names and images Amy had fed in, the network of people connected to me in some way.

      After several seconds the video froze, and the square around an individual’s face blinked red. It was a man, and he was passing the security desk on his way to the front doors. The image blinked several times and then expanded to a full size. It was fuzzy and the image unrecognizable.

      “Wait for it...” Amy said.

      Pixel by pixel, the image grew clearer. Finally, the individual's face cleared up enough for my memory to recall dozens of mental images of its own. I stared at the screen, unblinking.

      “Ryan?”

      I pinched at the bridge of my nose. “Amy, give me a minute.” I stepped away from the table and brought out my phone. I called Kathleen and felt a sudden surge of adrenaline as the phone rang.

      “Ryan,” Kathleen answered. “Any answers?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, you might say so. Amy Jensen found out who’s behind Mike and Darren’s murder. And who wants me dead.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Kathleen, it’s Joel Fagan.”

      The other end of the phone went silent. I waited.

      “I’m at home,” she finally said. “Come on over. Let’s talk.”
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      I had been to Kathleen’s house once before. Not long after I began my new role with the FID, she hosted a retirement party for one of her agents. Jerry Kurtz had served alongside her for several years during their time at the CIA. When she made the switch to Homeland and they set her up in Key Largo, Jerry decided to join her as an investigator. No one could blame him for a choice like that. At the time he was in his early sixties, just a couple of years from hanging it all up. You couldn’t find a better person to work for than Kathleen. She was a lot like an aunt that you loved and respected but could quickly find yourself a little afraid of if you really screwed something up. She also cared about her agents and worked long hours and late nights to make sure they had everything they needed to fulfill their missions and bring their investigations to a satisfying conclusion.

      Her two-story house was nestled on the back of four acres on the western edge of Homestead, half an hour north of Key Largo. The home’s gray stucco exterior was accented with dark wooden shutters and a flagstone apron that ran the length of the front. Palm trees and flower beds graced the front, along with several majestic oaks.

      I parked at the front of the small circular driveway and took the flagstone steps to the porch. The porch was wide; three white rocking chairs sat among a number of potted plants. A wind chime made soft music in a stir of air. I rang the doorbell.

      The front door swung open. Kathleen was wearing jeans and a purple blouse, nothing on her feet. Her chestnut brown hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail.

      “Ryan. Come in.”

      She escorted me from the foyer into the living room. Whites, grays, and browns gave the interior a clean modern feel. She motioned toward a white leather couch. “Have a seat. I’ll be right back.”

      Kathleen disappeared around the corner and into the kitchen. I heard the hiss of a metal cap being torn from a bottle. She returned with a glass of wine in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other. She handed me the beer and then sat into one of the brown leather chairs on the other side of the glass coffee table.

      “Thanks,” I said. I took a long pull and studied her over the end of the bottle.

      Kathleen never failed to maintain a professional veneer, one that she kept her personal life neatly tucked behind. You never found her in her office brooding over a personal problem or distracting her agents with issues not relevant to the work at hand.

      Tonight, though, she seemed especially ruminative. Maybe it was the wine, maybe it was because she was in her own home, but she seemed different: relaxed, but apparently unnerved.

      Something was troubling her.

      “I’m going to tell you something,” she finally said. “I don’t want it to leave here with you. Not even to Brad.”

      I nodded. “Understood. Is this about Fagan?”

      She looked past me and through the wide casement windows that looked onto the front of her property. “I met Joel on my very first assignment, right after graduating from The Farm. They sent me to Romania, to get dirt on a double agent working for the Securitate, their secret police. We were stuck in a second-story flat together for weeks, conducting mindless surveillance on the asset. We ended up having a fling, nothing more. After we completed our assignment, we were reassigned to different field offices. I didn’t see him again for over a decade, when we were both assigned to a post in Paris. A year later, we were engaged.”

      She took another sip of her wine and continued. “Joel was self-confident, polite, and tactful. He had this self-deprecating sense of humor and was absolutely brilliant. I don’t think I would be over-speaking if I said he was a genius. He’s smart, and he knows he’s smart.”

      She paused and stared thoughtfully into her glass.

      I gave her some time, and when she didn’t continue, I said, “And then what?”

      She blinked and looked toward me again, although her gaze didn’t really settle on me. She was lingering in a past two decades in her rearview. “And then I was assigned to Serbia to flip an asset in Slobodan Milošević’s administration. The Agency had it on good authority that the asset had worthy information on Arkan—Zeljko Raznatovic if you recall.”

      I did recall. Arkan’s hooligan militia had not only been Milošević’s spearhead, it had been the entire shaft—Milošević’s personal murder squad. Arkan’s death squads killed, raped, and looted their way through the Balkans in the 1990s, committing virulent hostilities, including full-on ethnic cleansing, actions that would lead to him becoming one of the most wanted men in Europe. Arkan was finally indicted as a suspected war criminal by the international war crimes tribunal in the Hague. But before he could get to trial, Raznatovic was murdered in a scene fit for the big screen—in a storm of submachine gunfire while drinking with friends and bodyguards in Belgrade's Intercontinental Hotel.

      Live by the sword, die by the sword.

      “Arkan,” Kathleen continued, “according to my asset, was acquiring mass numbers of weapons from the Russians. Some of those he provided to his militia, and some, because of the keen and greedy businessman that he was, he sold off for personal profit, providing them to Muslim warlords in North Africa at a very deep profit to himself.” Kathleen pulled her feet off the floor and tucked them beneath her, settling farther into the plush cushion. “My asset offered me direct knowledge on a deal that was being brokered by a middleman operating between Arkan’s people and the Muslims.”

      I was fairly certain that I could see where this was going.

      “So I went to Istanbul,” Kathleen continued, “following a lead. I was on a stakeout one night. And that’s when my whole world fell apart.”

      “Fagan,” I said.

      “Yes. I had him meeting with an insurgency group at the Port of Istanbul. I had a camera on him and I watched as he opened a shipping container, pried open a wooden crate, and presented an AK 107 variant to robed faction leaders from Libya. Needless to say, I was stupefied. I spent the next week doubting what I saw, even though there was clear evidence of what had transpired. I started to think it was a case of double standard—an undercover agent working both sides. Spooks do all the time. But then the next week, after recording him receiving a briefcase from the same insurgents, I then followed him to an Istanbul branch of Deutsche Bank. After calling in a favor to a stateside analyst, I was informed that a sizable deposit had been made that day, at that location, by a Hayden Galt. The analyst wasn’t able to find out exactly how much the deposit was for, but digital crumbs had shown it to be over five hundred thousand dollars. After more digging, I discovered that that depositor’s name was an alias of Joel’s, although not one sanctioned by the Agency.”

      “So Joel had a side hustle going on,” I said.

      She nodded. “Personally, it wrecked me, and I ended up faking an illness so the Agency would allow me to return to my station in Paris. My Istanbul asset was handed off to another case officer.” Kathleen went silent again and stared back into her wine. “Joel returned to France a few days later, and I confronted him, told him that I knew what he had done. At first, he tried to spin it as though he was on an undercover assignment. But then I told him I knew about the money and which bank he stashed it in. That sobered him up in a hurry.”

      “What did he do?” I asked.

      “He shed his skin, that’s what. It was like he unzipped himself from his head to his feet and stepped right out of it. His entire disposition changed, and within seconds I didn’t recognize the man I had fallen in love with, the man who I thought loved this country as much as I did. So…” she sighed, “he threatened me, I slapped him, he hit me, and I retaliated with a candlestick that had bumped off the table and landed beside me on the floor. He stumbled out of my flat with a hand held over a bloody face, cursing me. That was the last time I saw him. And that was the last time he saw anyone with two eyes.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “You? You’re the reason he wears an eyepatch?”

      She nodded.

      “And I thought you were a badass before...” I said.

      “I’m not proud of anything surrounding those events,” she said. “I handed everything I learned about his dealings in Istanbul over to Langley.”

      “Why are you telling me all this?”

      Her next words were entirely unexpected, words that I had been wanting to hear for the last three months, almost certain that I never would. “Because you finally have the go-ahead to go after Fagan.”

      I tried to hold back a smile but was unsuccessful. “You’re not joking?”

      “Just before you arrived, I hung up with Director Watts. I told him about the Reddicks, the attempt on your life, and what Amy Jensen found. The Director respects you a lot, after what you did for Reuben Peña in Cuba. I got him to clear you to get on the case. So, I decided to tell you about my history with Joel to give you context, so you’re not blindsided by anything.”

      It felt like my birthday. I had just been green-lighted to go after the man I hated most in this world.

      Dreams do come true.

      But now I wished that Brad were here to go after Fagan with me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, “that Fagan ended up being a traitor.”

      She waved off my comment, but regret was still in her eyes. She drained the rest of her drink and projected a heaviness that I had never seen in her, as if she were sitting under a heavy blanket of guilt.

      I took a final pull on my beer and placed the empty bottle on the coffee table. “But since you’re my boss, won’t they see one of your agents going after your former fiancé as a conflict of interest?”

      She bit down thoughtfully on her bottom lip. “Ryan, a few months ago I asked you not to tell anyone my former relationship with Fagan because…” She hesitated. “Because no one else knows about it.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “Our engagement—our entire relationship—was secret. It’s this way now, but especially back then, you had to be extremely careful at how you went about projecting your relationships—any relationship—but especially one with another officer. If you played your cards wrong, you might be ordered to end the relationship or might get completely reassigned. I knew a solid officer on station in Rome who had her employment with the Agency terminated because of an affair with a senior officer. The male officer didn’t get the can, of course. But then I suppose that’s beside the point.

      “Things were different back then. And I was younger, brokenhearted, and confused. One week went by and I didn’t tell them, then a month. Joel still didn’t turn up anywhere. And then a year elapsed. And by then it was too late, the hole was too deep, too much time had gone by to ever try and attempt a justification at revealing it. But you’re right. If they find out about my past affair with Joel, then they won’t let you work the case. And Ryan, it should be you. And Brad too, of course, but it’s not my fault he decided to take a cruise on the other side of the world.”

      “You don’t think that Fagan won’t spill the beans after we nab him? I told him that you were my boss.”

      “He has no reason to think that I didn’t tell my superiors.”

      “It’s not my business,” I said, “but why didn’t you just come clean about it all when I arrested Fagan three months ago?”

      “You’re right. It’s not your business.”

      “Fair enough.”

      She shook her head. “I just wish I would have said something all those years ago.”

      “Kathleen, every last person who carries a badge is human. The only thing that separates us from the drug dealers, the counterfeiters, and the Joel Fagans of the world is a moral compass that’s grounded in justice and liberty for all. We’re not different because we don’t make mistakes, or because we always make the best decisions. It’s just that we’re not willing to take the easy path and hurt innocent people along the way. I’ve never expected that you were perfect. But your compass is pointing in the same direction as mine—true north. And I’d follow you anywhere.”

      Kathleen smiled. “I knew there was a reason you were my favorite agent.”

      “Your favorite agent? Can you put that in writing so I can present it to Brad?”

      “If I ever think about running for a local office, you can be my speechwriter.”

      “So what now?” I asked. “I thought Homeland had another team trying to piece together Fagan’s whereabouts these last few months?”

      “We still need to find out who ordered Fry and Burkes to come after you. Joel must have hired someone he knew stateside who farmed out the work—an intermediary between Fagan and Fry. I’ll put Callahan on that. And to answer your questions, yes. The Homeland team working to find Fagan has made inroads into his existing networks. You’ll be teaming up with them and work the case in tandem with the lead agent. When Brad gets back, I’ll have him join you.”

      “Thank you. This means a lot.”

      “And you’re well aware of this, but Joel is dangerous. Extremely dangerous. After his stunt in Costa Rica, the CIA’s psychiatrists have recently labeled him as a psychopath. And if that’s correct, it means he has no ability to empathize with another human being. It means that everything he does is colored by a persistent disregard for morals.”

      “What’s the latest intel on him?”

      “I’ll let the agent in charge fill you in tomorrow. I’ll email you the details.”

      Kathleen stood up, and I followed suit. She escorted me back to the front door and turned on the porch light as I stepped across the threshold.

      “Ryan.”

      I turned around. She was silhouetted in the doorway. “If I had to pick anyone, past or present, to go after Joel, it would be you. I’m glad it worked out this way.”

      “Thanks, Kathleen.”

      And with that, she shut the door.
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      The conductor stood atop his podium, his tailcoat wagging behind him as he tensed and gestured with expert and perfectly timed motions; a subtle flick of his baton, a nod of his chin, a brief moment of direct eye contact, all of it leading his orchestra through a flawless execution of the extensive score placed before him.

      The Musikverein concert hall was home to the Vienna Philharmonic orchestra and was considered, along with Berlin's Konzerthaus, the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam, and Boston's Symphony Hall, one of the finest concert halls in the world, if not the very crown jewel itself.

      The level of detail in the hall was striking: Apollo and the muses drew the eye to the ceiling, while fifty life-size, gilded, topless female sculptures stood as impassive visions of neoclassical femininity that had watched over every performance from Bruckner to Bernstein.

      Every surface, from the crenellated, gilt-edged balconies to the allegorical paintings on the ceiling, was covered in a rich excess of architectural detail and contributed to the space’s de facto moniker: The Golden Hall.

      As incomparable as the gaudy look were the spatial acoustics: expert sounds bounced off hundreds of planes and angles, from the curve of a golden breast to the sweep of an alabaster swan's neck, making the sounds warmer and richer, creating the hall's sonic radiance, and allowing the hall itself to become an instrument, a very extension of the resonating chamber.

      Roman Baxter was but one of the seventeen hundred patrons who sat enchanted at the Orchestre de l'Opéra national de Paris’s performance of Richard Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde.

      Upon the stage, Tristan was singing of a fate that had constrained him to die without realizing his passions, and he poured forth a bitter lament over life as it had come to be.

      For Baxter, Wagner was a genius of the highest order, a man whose articulation of life seemed to sum up Baxter’s own outlook on the world. Others had their priests, pastors, and prophets. But Baxter had no use for such misguided sophistry. He himself threw in with philosophy and art, and among these, he held Richard Wagner as most preeminent.

      Baxter tore his eyes away from the stage and glanced at the Vacheron Constantin watch wrapped around his thick wrist.

      He needed to leave.

      His date was at his left arm, a gorgeous twenty-seven-year-old brunette who had dazzled on the runways but a few years earlier. Now she spent her days traveling the world, laying out on exclusive beaches and Roman’s yacht, shopping in New York City, and attending world premieres in Milan and high-profile boxing bouts in Vegas.

      Baxter leaned over and whispered in her ear. “I must go.”

      Gianna glanced at him, surprised. “Leave?”

      “Business. I’ll have a car waiting for you out front. It will take you back to the hotel. I won’t be far behind you.”

      She looked at him with disappointed eyes.

      “I’ll make it up to you.” He pressed his lips even closer to her ear. “How about the Riviera next weekend?”

      Gianna’s perfectly shaped brows lifted, and she smiled pleasantly, nodding her agreement and then returning her attention to the stage. Baxter kissed his paramour on the cheek, quickly stood up from his seat at the end of the third row, and silently stepped across the aisle to the side exit.

      It was the height of societal impropriety to step out in the middle of such a performance; the second intermission had ended nearly a half-hour earlier, and there was still nearly an hour remaining.

      But Baxter could not wait for the concert to end.

      An usher stepped back and opened the door for him. He entered the hallway and proceeded to the front doors, leaving the passion of the opera behind as Tristan continued to rail against his desires and the fateful potion.

      A second usher opened the front door for him, and Baxter stepped outside into a cool Vienna evening. His limousine was already waiting for him at the corner of the building, his driver standing behind the open rear door. Baxter nodded to his driver, ducked his head, and slid onto the luxurious leather seat.

      As the vehicle pulled away from the concert hall, Baxter worked his plump fingers across the knot in his bow tie. The loose ends fell across his starched white shirt like dead snakes. He looked out the window.

      In the distance stood St. Stephen’s Cathedral, its four towering spires poking into the sky like interfering fingers. Beyond was the Karlskirche, and its domed cathedral rose high over a portico designed in the style of ancient Greek temples, the building itself flanked by two strong columns. Like so many cities in Europe, Vienna's rich culture and heritage stood in bold relief against the concrete roads, sharp-edged buildings, and bright light of modernism. The limousine continued south on the highway following the Danube River. Now the Millennium Tower, the Vienna Twin Towers, and the high rises of the Donaustadt district filled his window. Here two distinct ages of progress stood apart, yet intertwined, the city itself a perfect resonance of old and new.

      Fifteen minutes later they took the exit for Vienna International Airport. The driver turned into the entrance reserved for private members and presented his credentials. Once cleared, the guard disappeared into the guardhouse and the red and white security gate arm rose up. The limousine pulled forward and followed a circuitous route along the western perimeter of the airport to a series of smaller hangars.

      A Gulfstream jet was sitting alone on the tarmac outside of a private hangar. The airstairs were down, and silhouetted against the light coming from inside the cabin was a man sitting on the top step. His elbows sat on his knees and his hands rested limply toward his feet. A cigarette dangled from the edge of his mouth. As the limousine came to a stop, the man took his time standing up. He flicked the half-smoked cigarette away and then moved down the steps in an unhurried manner. Approaching the vehicle, he opened the rear door and got in.

      Baxter was lighting up a Cuban Cohiba. Once he had the end of the cigar glowing orange, he rolled down his window and tossed out the match.

      “Good evening,” Baxter said.

      “Hola,” Joel Fagan replied.

      “How was the flight? I trust you were comfortable.”

      “The flight was fine.”

      “The problem in Dublin. It’s taken care of?”

      “Murphy is at the bottom of a bog. I dropped off the packet he stole at your London office this morning.”

      “Very good. That Murphy. He was a pesky fellow. Very pesky.” Baxter took a long draw on his cigar. Thick, creamy smoke plumed from his mouth as he spoke. “And the stateside job. You handled that?”

      Fagan was grasping a newspaper. He handed it across the seat. Baxter unfolded it and held it up. “Page eight,” Fagan said.

      The newspaper crinkled as Baxter flipped to the only article in the Miami Herald that was of interest to him. He took his time reading the short column reporting on the murder of two brothers in South Florida. “It says that one of the brothers was killed in a shootout in Key Largo. Two others died? Why wasn’t this done cleanly?”

      “Because I had to farm it out, Roman. You know that. For some strange reason, my U.S. passport was revoked, you know, twenty years ago.”

      “I told you I would get you in and out of the States without issue.”

      “And while I appreciate the offer, I wasn't going to risk it. If they grab me on U.S soil, then even you couldn’t get me out of where they would throw me.”

      “And the hardware?”

      “It’s been destroyed,” Fagan lied.

      “You’re sure of this?”

      “Yes,” Fagan lied again. “Incinerated.”

      “Because if that information was not destroyed and if that information happens to get out, I will hold you personally responsible. And I hope that you know that the irony exists that, while the U.S. intelligence community may struggle to find you, I will not.”

      “It’s all taken care of, Roman. The men who stole your files are dead, and the information has been destroyed.”

      Roman took another long and steady draw on his cigar. “Joel, I’m sure you’re aware that it’s been twelve weeks since I gained your release from that unsavory Costa Rican prison.”

      “I am.”

      “So I believe we’re now what they call ‘fair and square.’ What will you do now?”

      Fagan allowed himself a wide smile, his lips pulling back to reveal large white teeth. “I believe I’ll keep that close to the chest, Roman.”

      Baxter studied his cigar. “If I’m honest, I’ve nearly gotten used to having a cleaner on my crew. At least, one as efficient as yourself.”

      “If I’m honest,” Fagan replied, “these last two jobs have left me far more exposed than I would have liked. If the wrong people look in the right place, it won’t be too difficult for them to identify me.”

      Baxter looked at Fagan and shrugged. “You’re saying that you wish I had allowed you to be extradited to America?”

      “I’m saying that these last couple of assignments have been less than ideal. To get to Murphy, I had to show my face in half a dozen pubs and two crack houses. And last month it took a car chase halfway across Paris before I caught up to Simon Drago. You getting me out of prison does me no good if I end up getting arrested again.”

      “Well, then I suppose it’s a good thing I asked you to this lovely city tonight. I simply wanted to say thank you. And to say goodbye. You paid me back the one million dollars that you owed me. I gave you a year to do it and you came through, with interest, in just ten months.” Baxter huffed and continued to speak around his cigar. “And your creativity was commendable. Forcing immigrants to dig for flecks of gold. You’ve been the talk of the black market ever since the law caught up to you and your little operation was exposed. Most anyone else would have tried to plan a bank robbery or diamond heist to get some easy cash. But not you.”

      “I don’t need your laurels.” Fagan tugged slightly at his eyepatch, adjusting it.

      “Of course you don’t,” Baxter said. He rolled down his window and tapped away the ash. “But now that the matter of losing a shipment of my guns to the bottom of the ocean is behind us, and now that your three months of doing my bidding is over, it’s time to say goodbye.” Baxter waved a hand toward the aircraft. “My pilot will take you anywhere you would like to go.”

      Fagan nodded. “I wish I could say it’s been fun.”

      “But you can say that you are free.”

      “Goodbye, Roman.”

      “Goodbye, Joel.”

      Fagan opened the door and stepped onto the concrete. The air was crisp, chilly, and slate gray clouds overhead held a promise of an early winter’s first snow flurry. Just as Fagan went to shut the door and be rid of Roman Baxter once and for all, Baxter spoke again.

      “Joel.”

      He leaned down to meet the larger man’s gaze.

      “You’ve learned a lot about my organization these last three months. Were you to falter and get arrested again…” He let the implication hang.

      “Your secrets are safe with me, Roman.”

      Baxter slid the cigar between his teeth and smiled. “Very good.”
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      Joel Fagan gritted his teeth as he ascended the airstairs and stepped aboard the aircraft. The pilot was standing in the door of the cockpit, the vinyl brim of his hat tugged down low across his eyes.

      “Welcome back, sir,” the pilot said. “Where else can I take you this evening?”

      Fagan’s gaze lingered on the man. Something deep inside him felt a revulsion against the pilot. Maybe it was that he worked for Roman Baxter, was at his beck and call, ready to take the bloated crony-capitalist wherever he wanted to go, whenever. Perhaps it was the fact that this man had chosen an honorable profession, one that allowed him to provide for his wife and children in a way that kept him well above the law, and not far beneath it. But Fagan couldn't be sure. Whatever it was, he was unable to push back the cold aversion that he felt.

      Answering the pilot’s question, he said, “I’d like to go to Martinique.”

      “Very good, sir. Of course, sir. Let me submit a flight plan, and we’ll have you in the air very soon.” He motioned to the back of the cabin. “In the meantime, please make yourself comfortable.”

      Fagan worked his way down the aisle to a polished mahogany hutch. He turned the gold plated handle and opened the door. A shelf displayed several decanters and a half dozen laser cut glasses. He selected the Highland Park 50 Year Old Single Malt, grabbed a glass, and poured himself a fair serving. He sniffed it and set it to his lips. The perfectly crafted scotch slid down his throat like liquid glass. It was sweet, with notes of ripe black cherries and brown sugar giving way to dried fruit, a light peat smoke, and a lingering finish.

      Fagan moved to the nearest seat. He leaned it back and let out a heavy sigh.

      After spending an entire year paying off two debts to one man, the world was finally his oyster once again.

      After another minute and three more healthy sips, the scotch began to do its work, relaxing tired muscles and drawing off some of the tension brought about by his brief meeting with Baxter. He never did know what Baxter might throw at him. Fagan had half expected the man to spring another job on him, to tell him he wasn’t quite done yet, and could he spare one last favor?

      But he hadn’t, and now Fagan was finally free. He owed no man anything. He was on the threshold of a new start, with sturdy irons of possibility already glowing in the fire.

      Joel Fagan closed his eyes and thought back on the whirlwind that was his last two decades.

      He had been four months away from graduating Yale with a degree in linguistics when he had been approached by, and subsequently recruited by, the CIA. At The Farm, they trained him in tradecraft and espionage during the last two years of the Cold War. He loved the work, the subtle art of deception, recruiting foreign assets, mystifying pursuers, and spying on those who thought you were their friend. It all had a certain appeal to it. He enjoyed the cloak and dagger routine; he liked hiding behind a mask and pulling the wool over people's eyes.

      There was a certain allure of power in it all.

      But soon enough he would look in the mirror, and the line where Joel Fagan began and the mask ended became blurred. After years of working for the red, white, and blue, Fagan was no longer sure that he believed in the purpose behind it all. Langley had trained him as a world-class fighter in a clandestine war, to keep America safe against enemies who would seek to destroy her under the subtle cover of darkness. But he woke one day to find that he was unconvinced of the clear demarcation between the good guys and the bad guys. Maybe the very designations of good and bad were meaningless, holding no value at all except for those politicians and CEOs profiting from their never-ending game of chess.

      So, after deciding that spying for a country he didn’t care much about just wasn’t for him, after giving the CIA the finger and slipping quietly into the shadows, Fagan had seen early and rapid success in the black markets. His skills in tradecraft, disinformation, and lying with his eyes wide open assisted him in building a small empire of sorts. He sold weapons to the North Africans, heroin to the French, and even managed to broker a human trafficking route through the Caucasus. His connections were expanding, his list of services growing, and business had never been better.

      The United States did not look kindly at one of their spooks defecting. But even now, all these years later, they still hadn’t caught up to him. Except, of course, for Agent Savage grabbing him in Costa Rica. And that was a fluke of sorts. Fagan had gotten a little proud in the way he had disposed of Frank Blackwell, and that came back to bite him right in the tail.

      But then these last five years he had seen nothing but a long string of bad luck, as though he had done something to piss off the black market gods. Sergei, his right-hand man, betrayed him, skimming cash off the top of payments and using the funds to buy shares in a Monte Carlo casino. Fagan shot Sergei in the throat while he was soaking in a hot tub with his girlfriend. And because the girl was there too, Fagan had shot her as well.

      But that was just the start of the downhill slide. Before the grass even had a chance to start growing over Sergei’s grave, the largest shipment of heroin Fagan had ever sent off was apprehended by the authorities in Italy.

      A rat had squealed.

      Considering there was no insurance in the drug trade, Fagan quickly found himself out of a great deal of money—millions, in fact. Soon after, the crew he most relied upon was gunned down in a Prague warehouse during a meeting with a potential buyer. His crew had walked right into a trap. And just like that, he was deep in the hole with the added benefit of losing trusted relationships he had once enjoyed. After that it was a string of bad luck after another; losing bids to newer players, existing alliances dissolved by leadership turnover in foreign countries, and due to his newfound debts, an inability to pay back his suppliers.

      Soon enough, Fagan found himself struggling to keep his head above water and his long-term clients happy.

      And then came the proverbial straw that broke the camel's back: Roman Baxter entrusted Fagan to move over one thousand small arms—assault rifles, pistols, and submachine guns—through one of Fagan’s Mediterranean shipping channels.

      If there was one thing Fagan had left, it was his connections into black market routes that extended from Senegal to Buenos Aires, Amsterdam to Caracas, Beirut to Barcelona. Baxter had paid handsomely to gain access to the discrete service.

      But at the time, Fagan, still in a great deal of personal debt, made a mistake that would have him working the next thirteen months to make up.

      He found a much cheaper route.

      Rather than using his trusted routes to get Baxter’s arms shipment safely to Tripoli, Fagan decided to use another route that came recommended by a trusted associate. That would allow him to pocket more of the profits and to help him regain his financial footing.

      But then the inevitable moment of financial crisis came when the container ship, laden with Baxter’s weaponry, was besieged by Algerian pirates. The crew was slaughtered; the weapons vanished without a trace.

      Roman Baxter had not been happy. In fact, in an explosion of rage—pure and unadulterated rage—Fagan had thought that the vein on the man’s forehead might actually burst.

      Fagan was given twelve months to pay Baxter back for the one million dollars’ worth of weapons that went missing. Plus interest, of course.

      Fagan knew he could run and disappear. He had hidden successfully from the American government for nearly twenty years. But that option was less than satisfactory when he factored in that he would essentially be done as a businessman. Even if he relocated to another part of the world and started over offering new services to new buyers, Baxter would hear of it, and he would move to swiftly destroy both Fagan and his enterprise.

      So he decided to pay the man back.

      And then it was as if the gods decided to smile on him again. While on a trip to Mexico City to meet with an old contact, he heard a side conversation from across the room about illegal gold mining in Costa Rica. Not five minutes later, his contact started to gripe about the immigrant problem, waxing passionately about tens of thousands fleeing Central America for Mexico and the U.S.

      And just like that, Fagan’s iniquitous brain connected the dots and conceived a plan right on the spot. He had simply done what any good entrepreneur would have done; he connected the dots and started in on a business plan.

      It all came together like an incoming tide slipping quietly up the beach.

      Fagan took another long sip of his scotch. All in all, everything was all right now. No one ever rocketed to the top without a few dips and valleys, without treading the bottom for a while. That’s all that was happening right now; he was just treading the bottom, swimming along until he could locate his climbing gear again and get back on that old granite face on the way to the summit.

      It was the events of the last twenty-four hours, however, that put a damper on his newfound confidence in life. He still had not heard back from Harry Holt. He and Holt went back a long way, and it was Holt whom Fagan had contracted to get rid of Mike Reddick and retrieve the stolen files. And since Fort Lauderdale happened to be so close to Key Largo, Fagan, in a rush of retribution, told Holt to send his boys down to Key Largo and take care of Ryan Savage.

      Fagan hated Savage. He was the reason the operation in Costa Rica didn’t get to finish its last lap—Fagan had been socking away a little extra for himself. And Savage was the reason Fagan had spent the last three months doing Baxter’s dirty work, paying Baxter back for getting him out of jail and keeping Fagan from being extradited to the U.S.

      But something had gone wrong with the job in South Florida. The Miami Herald had kept out the details of the person who had killed the two thugs at Savage’s marina. Most likely out of a desire for the shooter to keep his anonymity. But Fagan knew who had done it, and he had either underestimated Savage or the two thugs Holt sent to kill him were a couple of dimwits.

      Probably both.

      To make matters worse, Holt wouldn't answer his phone and wasn’t responding to texts. A few hours ago he had emailed Fagan a picture of what looked like several computer parts on fire at the top of a burn barrel. But there was something about the photo that didn’t seem right, and as soon as he got Holt to answer his phone, Fagan was going to tear him a new one.

      Fagan stood up and returned to the hutch, trying to shake off the renewed sense of unease he felt. He picked up the decanter again. After pouring himself another serving, his eyes drifted to the tiny marble sink set into the hutch’s counter. His gaze returned to the glass container, then to the sink again.

      He smiled to himself.

      It didn’t take much. Just a simple extension of the arm and a downturn of his wrist. And just like that, within ten seconds twenty-thousand dollars of Roman Baxter’s money literally went down the drain.

      That little action felt far better than Fagan had anticipated.

      He looked back to the open shelf, to the other three decanters sitting in front of him, each filled with a spirit at least as luxurious as the Highland Park. Fagan thought about it long and hard, his tongue running along the outside of his lower teeth, his eyes squinting.

      In the end, he thought it best not to push his luck. He shut the cabinet and returned to his seat.

      His face felt like coarse sandpaper as he rubbed it with the flat of his hand, his jaw sporting a two-day growth of graying stubble. His brown hair hung down to his neck in greasy tendrils.

      Fagan looked out the window as he tried to put the entire Baxter, Holt, and Savage ordeal behind him. In the distance, a luggage cart was making its way across the dark tarmac, heading for a passenger jet that had just pulled up to a gate.

      The pilot’s voice came from a speaker mounted above his head. “We’re next on the runway, sir.  We’ll have you airborne in a few minutes. We’ll be in the air just a little over five hours.”

      Fagan’s thoughts turned to the future and the plans he had been slowly laying since he left Costa Rica. Baxter might have had Fagan bouncing all over Europe, Asia, and North Africa these last three months, tying up loose ends and reinforcing allegiances with good old fashioned violence and threat of force, but that didn’t mean that Fagan hadn’t been working on his own agenda.

      He had been. Quite diligently, in fact.

      Everything was finally coming together. Meetings had been conducted, new allegiances forged, and orders placed. In no time at all, he would be back on top.

      But as it stood, one very important piece was missing, one very specific skill that he needed help with.

      He needed someone highly adept in a field that he knew nothing about.

      And he had just the person in mind.
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      The Key Largo morning dawned with high thunderheads that rolled off the Atlantic, thundering across the islands before moving out across the Gulf and finally dispersing over the horizon by the time I had finished breakfast. The brisk deluge briefly dropped the temperature a good ten degrees, but as the morning grew on and the sun rose higher, the thermometer quickly reversed course, leaving only a thick, invisible cloud of humidity.

      I spent the morning at Brad’s kitchen table with my laptop open, reviewing the notes from the Homeland team charged with tracking down Joel Fagan since his escape from Costa Rica. The CIA had also been looking for him, and Kathleen made certain those notes were opened to me as well. Hundreds of hours had been spent trying to locate him, but outside of the video Amy Jensen had discovered of Fagan leaving the skyscraper in Rotterdam, he hadn’t been seen since his disappearance.

      When I was finished reviewing the information, I tossed my laptop in a backpack and drove over to the Cozy Crawfish Marina. The MacGyver was still mummified in crime scene tape. I tried not to look at her as I made my way to the opposite end of the marina and boarded my Boston Whaler.

      The Whaler was a beauty. It included a helm station with an integrated hardtop and a 30-gallon livewell, a fold-down swim patio on the side of the hull, and fore and aft casting decks. It boasted twin 225 Verado engines that, when opened all the way up on calm water, got her up to a steady 50 knots. All said, it was twenty-seven feet of pure fisherman's dream.

      I slipped the key into the slot and turned it. There isn’t much that beats the sound of a boat engine coming to life behind you. Regardless of the size of the boat or the engine, hearing the motors purr and the rotors churn the water is always a herald of good things to come. It means you’re only moments away from getting out on the water, and I can’t think of a much better place I’d rather be.

      After casting off, I stood in front of the double-wide helm seat and backed out of the slip, moving away from the marina and through the no wake zone at idle speed. I brought the Whaler into the channel and kept a southerly bearing as I crossed into the Gulf of Mexico via Tavernier Creek and passed into Florida Bay.

      Florida Bay is situated on a shallow shelf lagoon where freshwater from the Everglades mixes with the saltwater of the Gulf. The bay covers a full one-third of Everglades National Park and contains some of the most difficult water in the state to navigate. It’s a large, shallow estuary that has a limited exchange of water due to various shallow mud banks covered with seagrass. The banks separate the bay into basins that have their own unique characteristics.

      Since shallow areas are not always marked, safe passage across requires the ability to read the water directly, with the aid of polarized glasses. I approached a narrow channel between two mangrove islands and trimmed up the engine so as not to damage any seagrass or foul my props on a bank. The recent rerouting of freshwater into the bay, coupled with periods of drought, has caused massive seagrass die-offs.

      A little over an hour after passing through Tavernier Creek, I came out of the bay just south of Rabbit Key Basin. As I entered deeper water, the wind picked up until it blew steadily out of the west at ten to twelve knots, creating choppy two- and three-foot seas. I drew closer to the coast and hugged it for the remainder of the ride. Along the coast, the wind was no longer an issue, and the twin Verados plowed the boat forward at forty knots.

      My route took me past Ten Thousand Islands, Cape Romano, Marco Island, and then the white sandy beaches of Naples. I continued north, finally bearing north-northwest around Sanibel, where I slowed my speed and entered a channel that took me under the Blind Pass Bridge and brought me into the wide open sound.

      I cut around several mangrove islands and turned into a narrow channel that led to a marina at the southern tip of the island. Locating an empty, unreserved slip, I brought the engines down to idle speed, tossed out the fenders, and pulled in. I quickly tied off on the dock cleats and cut the engines. Across the dock was an indoor dry dock, and farther down a tiki hut bar sat on the other side of a wide boardwalk. The bar faced the marina, and the back half appeared to be an indoor seating area. It was encircled by a wooden railing with rolled patio curtains that could be lowered when it rained. A long pier, like a long pointy finger, began just south of the bar and jutted fifty or sixty yards into the southern waters of Pine Island Sound.

      After more than three hours of running the boat up the coast, I was ready to sit still for a while. I was hungry, and thirsty to boot, ready to find a bar stool and relax for a few minutes. Stepping off the boat, I crossed the boardwalk to the outdoor bar, hooked my leg around a stool, and sat down, placing my backpack at my feet.

      “Hi!”

      The enlivened greeting originated from a woman two stools down. She was wide, with thick bones and a double chin that looked like it might be entertaining a third. Her only attire was a straw sun hat that seemed redundant underneath the outer shaded edge of the tiki hut and a black one-piece swimsuit that barely contained her heavy, flaccid breasts. Her thick brows hung low over deep-set eyes, and she had an unfortunate nose that hooked sharply toward her daiquiri.

      I gave her a friendly nod. “Hello.”

      “I’m Gloria.” A small man with oriental features sat beside her. He looked to be no taller than five feet and had a flat face, flat nose, and a neck that seemed too thick for his small frame. “And this is Fu. I can’t remember seeing you here before.”

      “Ryan,” I said politely. “First time on the island. Just here for work.”

      She made a quick study of me, as though trying to pinpoint what line of work I was in. “Are you a charter captain?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “A contractor?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      My interrogator huffed. “Then… what about a boat salesman?”

      “I’m up here on an investigation. I work for the government.”

      “Oh… the government.” Her body tensed. She turned toward her husband and lowered her voice. “Did you hear that Fu? He’s with the government.” She said “government” the way someone might have informed Al Capone that the police were at the front door, timidly and with a little fear. Looking back my way, she tried to hide her nerves beneath a plastic smile. “Not like the IRS or anything… are you?”

      I chuckled. “No, not taxes. Why, should I have someone look into your tax filings?”

      Beside her, Fu mumbled something I couldn’t hear. He reached across the bar, grabbed a bottle of rum, and poured a generous serving into his empty glass. He threw it back and slid the back of his wrist across his lips. Then he mumbled something again. Gloria answered with a short, nervous laugh and then proceeded to give her daiquiri her full attention.

      A door swung open in the wall behind the bar, and a stocky man emerged. He was of average height, with broad shoulders and thick forearms. His face was square, eyes set back under low brows, and his graying auburn hair was cut short. His face held the deep, weathered lines that years on the water carved into a man. He wore cargo shorts and a white, short-sleeved, button-down shirt with blue pelicans scattered across it. A yellow writing pad was in one hand, a pen in the other, and a bar rag was hanging over a shoulder. It looked like he was taking inventory.

      Seeing me, he set the pen down. “Don’t believe we’ve met,” he said. “Warren Hall.” He reached across the bar and we shook. His handshake was firm and replicated the confidence I saw in his eyes.

      “Ryan Savage.”

      “You look fresh off the water. What can I get you?”

      “A cheeseburger. Hold the fries,” I said.

      “And to drink? I’ve got some excellent local rum.” He reached for the bottle Fu had freely poured from a minute earlier. The label said, “Wild Palm,” and near the bottom, it said something about being Lee County's only rum distillery.

      “I’ll have to pass,” I said, “but thanks.” I was on duty and so not currently in a position to drink. “By the way...” I tossed a thumb over my shoulder. “Who do I pay for a slip rental? Say, four hours?”

      Gloria spoke up. “He’s law enforcement, Warren.”

      He looked past me at the small marina. “That's your Whaler?”

      “Yes, sir. It’s my personal ride.”

      “Pretty boat,” he said. “A Dauntless...270?

      “You know your boats. You own the place?”

      “Twenty years now.” He motioned to a wooden sign on the back wall. It bore the bar’s logo. “The Salty Mangrove came first,” Warren said. “And the marina a few years after. And as for your question about payment, no charge for law enforcement. Just have it out before the sun goes down or she’s mine.” He threw me a wink and turned back toward the kitchen. “I’ll get your order in.” He disappeared through the door.

      Some of the color had returned to Gloria’s face, and it looked like she was recovering from her imagined run-in with an IRS agent. “So what kind of government business brings you to Pine Island?” she asked.

      “I’m meeting with someone. At least, I hope to.”

      “Who? We know everyone around here.”

      “Yes, yes.” Fu agreed, his face pinched into a tight but well-meaning smile.

      “I’ve got an address,” I said. “I think I’ll manage. But thank you.”

      “Come on,” she prodded. “Who is it? It’s not Sheriff Gaines, is it? Because he’s still in the hospital after getting some stints put in his heart.” She looked at me expectedly.

      Finally conceding, I said, “Her name is Ellie. Ellie O’Conner. Do you know her?”
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        * * *

      

      I had the cheeseburger down five minutes after it was placed in front of me. It was excellent—juicy and perfectly cooked. I’m sure I could have enjoyed it even more had Gloria given me a moment of peace. She talked the entire time, telling me all about Ellie and Pine Island and Fu’s hobby and recent foray into drones. At one point Gloria frowned and said, “You know, come to think of it, I’m not sure what Ellie does.” She looked to Fu. “Is she a detective?” He shook his head and said something that wasn’t in English. Then Gloria shook her head, too. “No, no, she’s not a fireman.” Gloria turned her attention back to me. “Anyway, she gets all the bad guys, that’s all I know.”

      As if on cue, a slim, tanned lady came around the corner of the bar. She was pretty and had long, bright blond hair, high cheekbones, and a perky nose that turned up slightly at the end.

      “Oh!” Gloria said. “Ellie, hi! This man is here to see you.”

      I stood and extended my hand. “Agent O’Conner,” I said. “Ryan Savage.”

      Her handshake was firm. “Please,” she said. “Just Ellie. How was the drive up?”

      “I actually rode my boat in. Too nice of a day to take the car.”

      “Good choice,” she said.

      “Ellie.”

      She turned to face Gloria.

      “What exactly is it that you do?” Gloria asked. “Don’t you work for the FBI or something?”

      A humored look entered Ellie’s face. “I’m a special investigator for Homeland Security.”

      “Homeland? Is that a thing?”

      Ellie rolled her eyes as she smiled. “Afraid it is.”

      Warren appeared from out of the kitchen. Seeing Ellie, he said, “Hey, kiddo. You didn’t have to come down all this way just to see me off.”

      “Actually, I’m here to meet Agent Savage.”

      “Ah.”

      She stepped around the bar and gave Warren a hug. “Have a good time,” she said. “And be safe.”

      “I promise not to do anything Fu wouldn't do.”

      “Great.”

      As Ellie came back around, Warren looked back to me. “Anything else I can get you?”

      “No, sir. The burger was great. Thank you.” I went to reach for my wallet, but he stopped me. “No charge.” And before I could thank him, he retreated back into the kitchen.

      “He’s off to somewhere?” I asked Ellie.

      “He’s leaving this afternoon on a trip to the Virgin Islands. Are you ready? You can ride with me back to my house. We can talk there.”

      I grabbed my backpack and said goodbye to Fu and Gloria, then followed Ellie across the north end of the boardwalk, past a few picnic tables, and down a wooden ramp that led to a crushed-shell parking lot along the edge of the canal. Ellie stopped at a royal blue El Camino with white racing stripes down the side and opened the driver’s door.

      “This is your ride?” I asked. “Very nice.”

      She smiled. “It was my father’s.” Then she got in.

      I went around to the other side and joined her in the cab. It smelled of old vinyl and faintly unburnt hydrocarbons left behind by the carburetor, a nostalgic concoction that beat a new car smell any day.

      Ellie keyed the engine and backed up into the road, then headed north up the island. We hadn’t gone half a mile when she turned into a neighborhood whose homes sat on the edge of a network of charming canals. I had visited Sanibel and Cayo Costa before, but not Pine Island. It was peaceful and quiet, sleepy. Ellie turned into the driveway of a small gray cottage. A well-ordered flower bed lay along the front porch and two healthy palm trees stood at the left corner.

      “Have you lived here long?” I asked.

      “My previous career had me away for a long time. But I grew up on the island. It called me back.”

      We stepped out of the car, and Ellie led me through the front door into a living room with a vaulted ceiling and exposed rafters. Across the floor, a small dining table sat near the rear sliding door at the end of a shotgun kitchen.

      Ellie didn't have the door shut before a dog barked and bolted from its bed near the table. The Jack Russell Terrier made several slow revolutions around me with his nose at my ankles and his little body tensed. He growled once, huffed after that, and then sat down and looked up at me.

      “Citrus,” Ellie said. “This is Ryan. Ryan, Citrus.”

      Before I could react, the dog suddenly bounced off the ground and up to my chest like he was spring-loaded, managing to lick me on my chin before falling back to the ground, where he sat staring at me, his tail cleaning the floor.

      “And now you’re now a full-on member of the club,” Ellie said.

      “Does he let anybody join?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Bummer.”

      I followed her into the kitchen where she indicated to the table. “Have a seat. Can I get you something to drink?” she asked.

      “No, thanks.”

      Ellie slid the rear door back, and Citrus bounced through the tiny yard and went flying into the canal. I stared after him, somewhat dumbfounded.

      Ellie smiled. “He’s got his own ramp along the seawall to get back up. I’ll be right back.”

      She disappeared around a corner and down a short hallway, returning with a file folder. She set it on the table and settled into a chair across from me. “I read your after-action report on the gold mine Fagan established in Costa Rica,” she said. “He’s some kind of monster.”

      “That’s a nice way of putting it,” I said. “I was told that you have a history with one of Fagan’s potential networks?”

      “I do,” she said. “At least, we think so. As you know, Fagan is notoriously difficult to track. He’s an expert at working under multiple layers of identities and building networks of people around him that allow him to keep his hands clean. I’ve spent the last two months studying his file and looking for him. I can say that his direct involvement in that gold mine was unprecedented. You indicated in your report that Fagan told you he owed someone a lot of money?”

      I nodded. “Whoever it was, Fagan said it wasn’t the kind of man you want to be in the hole with. Any ideas now on who he may have been talking about?”

      She shook her head. “None. Mostly because we don’t know what he was doing before he went to Costa Rica. MI-6 captured him on video in South Sudan, meeting with a regional warlord. But the agent who captured the video was there in a different capacity and didn’t know who was in the video. An analyst just happened to cross-reference the image against what was in their database. By the time everyone realized who it was, Fagan was gone without a trace. That was four years ago. And that’s literally all we have.”

      “So what is this potential network you mentioned?”

      “A few months back, right around the time you bumped into Fagan in Costa Rica, I was in Mexico tracking down a suspect in the Tampa bombing. A man by the name of Pavel Petronovich—the Mexicans called him El Oso—was supplying one of the cartels with weapons.”

      “I remember reading about that.” One of central Mexico’s most ruthless cartels, Colonia Nueva Generació, had recently and violently switched leadership. Petronovich, who had been supplying the cartel with weapons from North Africa for years, fell out of favor with the new leader and escaped the country. Days prior, a homemade bomb was placed on a city transport bus in downtown Tampa. The bomb erupted just as the bus was passing Lykes Gaslight Park, sending hundreds of nails and ball bearings hurtling outward at blinding speeds. The act of terrorism resulted in over a dozen deaths and nearly a hundred additional casualties. “Wasn’t Pavel’s son the one who bombed the bus in Tampa?”

      “Yes,” Ellie said. “Peter. I finally caught up to him in Fort Myers, just before another bomb of his exploded in the River District.”

      “Wait,” I said. “You’re the agent who caught the Tampa bomber?”

      “Yes.”

      Damn.

      Somehow I had failed to make the connection. As I reviewed the case from Brad’s house this morning, Ellie’s name had rung familiar, but I didn’t place it with the agent who had brought down the Tampa bomber.

      “Apparently, there was some bad blood between Peter and his father,” Ellie continued. “We found Pavel dead in a cabin out past Everglades City. Peter had killed him for reasons he still won’t speak of.”

      “So are you thinking that Fagan is trying to weasel into Pavel’s vacant position?”

      “Yes. That’s precisely what we think. Although we don’t have much to go on.”

      “What do you have?” I asked.

      “After Pavel left Mexico, Colonia Nueva Generación had to find a new weapons supplier. With its change in leadership, the cartel has become especially ruthless in their region. Every new town or village they overtake, they recruit, by appeal or force, more young men to join their ranks. It’s not all that different from how ISIS plowed through the Middle East. And that growth in their ranks means a greater need for guns.”

      A scratch came at the back door. Citrus was staring at his owner through the glass.

      “One second,” she said and stood up. She opened the back door and stepped outside. I heard the squeak of the faucet just before water streamed through the hose. Ellie picked up the end and sprayed down her delighted dog with fresh water. After turning the water off, Citrus found a dry spot in the grass, lay down, and flipped over, letting the sun dry his belly. Ellie came back in and slid the door shut.

      “Sorry,” she said. “He’s like a toddler sometimes.”

      “No problem,” I said as she sat back down.

      “So,” she continued, “after Fagan escaped Costa Rica, my team and a team at Langley were given the task of finding him. We’re agreed that Fagan has built a working relationship with Rafael Félix, the new leader of Colonia Nueva Generación, and that Fagan is in the process of bringing guns into Mexico.”

      “It would fit his M.O.,” I said.

      “It would. In the past, Fagan has been rumored to be the primary weapons supplier for insurgent groups in North Africa. But then somehow he falls into substantial debt with someone and uses the gold mine to pay it off. When he resurfaces it only makes sense that he would go back to what he knows best.” Ellie paused. “Was the gold mine as bad as I’ve heard?”

      “Worse,” I said. “Fagan has absolutely no regard for human life at any level. He had kids working there. His guards raped the women and murdered anyone who didn’t get the work done to their standard.”

      Ellie sighed heavily.

      “What makes you think Fagan had established a relationship with the cartel?”

      “Two separate contacts, one in Tripoli and another in Sierra Leone, have both confirmed that they have seen Fagan in recent weeks. These are men who make their livelihood in the black markets but have spoken to CIA agents on the ground in Africa. They said Fagan was asking around about cargo ships going across the Atlantic. We have also discovered a series of phone calls from Zacatecas, Mexico, to an encrypted number in Sierra Leone.” Ellie shrugged. “It fits.”

      “I saw in the case notes this morning that you think Fagan will need someone with technical connections to successfully pull off a large shipment of weapons.”

      “Yes,” she said. “Moving weapons sounds simple enough—acquire them, transport them to a port, pay port officials enough to look the other way, then get your cargo off to the port of call, and you’re done. But under pressure from places like the UN and the IMF, governments have become more stringent in putting in safeguards against port-based illegal activity. Fagan isn’t going to be able to do what he wants without having someone that can bypass and trick the security software. Getting a shipping container full of rifles on a freighter isn’t as easy as it used to be.”

      “Any ideas who Fagan might get to do that?” I asked.

      “Now, yes. I think you may have supplied the missing piece.”

      I wasn’t expecting that. “How so?”

      Ellie slid a lock of hair behind her ear and opened the file in front of her. She tugged out a piece of paper and slid it over to me. It was a still shot of the video image Amy Jensen had found of Fagan.

      “Because of the security footage of Fagan in Rotterdam,” Ellie said. “He was coming out of the Maastoren, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “There are forty-forty floors in the Maastoren—over three hundred businesses operate from there. One of them happens to be a software firm called Lukana. Lukana is the firm that won the contract and designed the software that provides security safeguards against illegal cargo.”

      I was starting to get the picture. “So you think Fagan tried to find someone inside Lukana to help him get his guns onto a freighter.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “All the NATO and IMF restrictions have done is to move the corruption up a level. It’s harder to bribe certain port officials now, but you can offer a software developer a small stack of cash to override the safeguards and change the manifests.”

      “Any idea who Fagan was specifically targeting?”

      “Not yet. Lukana utilizes two floors in the Maastoren. They have over three hundred employees. The next step is for your team and my team to start combing through their employee records to see if we can find someone that fits our profile. One of Lukana’s employees was arrested earlier this year for overriding some protocols for a mafia boss in Lisbon trying to get some kidnapped girls onto a freighter. That tells us that there are clearly people inside Lukana who are willing to do this kind of thing for the right price.”

      Ellie’s brows lowered and her expression grew more serious. “Did I hear correctly that Fagan sent someone to get the drop on you a couple of nights ago?”

      “You did hear correctly. That’s the working assumption, anyway. We got the guys who tried, but not before they made fast work of my Gibson.”

      “You live on a houseboat?” she asked.

      “I do.”

      “Fu and Gloria live on a Gibson, too,” she said. “Down at the marina.”

      “They seem like good people,” I said.

      She smiled. “They are that.”

      We both stood up. “I’ll send you everything we have on Lukana,” she said. “Since this is the lead we’ve been looking for, I hope we can make some progress over the next few days.” The resolve in her eyes was strong. “I want to get this guy and string him up.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      Ellie opened the door and called her dog. Citrus obeyed slowly and plopped lazily onto his bed beside the table. She turned back to me. “You mentioned that you haven’t been here before. If you want, I’ll take you up island and show you around before I get you back to your boat. There’s no place like Pine Island.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll take you up on that.”
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      Edward Latham stepped across the hot sugar white sand and waded into the surf until the water reached past his chest and to his neck, where it lapped at the bottom of his chin. He took in a deep breath, lifted his feet, and sank beneath the surface. The crystal clear water covered his head, and he opened his eyes and swam down, relishing the cool feel of the water on his warm skin.

      A French angelfish swam by, nervously darting past as Edward’s body rolled forward. Two meters away a rainbow parrotfish nibbled on the algae growing across a low ridge of coral. The fish was stunning: green scales outlined in a bright orange and fins that reflected orange, pink, and bright turquoise.

      Edward loved the natural beauty of the island. Being here placed an entirely unfamiliar world before him. Instead of a land of concrete, stoplights, and pollution, the island offered the quiet and calm that he wished could be the entirety of the rest of his life.

      But that, of course, was all that it was: a wish. He had a career, a 401K to look after, and fatherly responsibilities to attend to.

      Going on holiday was just that: going on holiday. A brief reprieve from the business and tyranny of bills, mortgages, and college funds. Edward did not happen to find himself among the lucky few who got to call this place home.

      His lungs were beginning to stress, and the depleting availability of oxygen called him back to the surface. His head broke the water’s surface, and he took in a deep breath as his feet found the bottom again and he worked his way back to the beach.

      He wiped the water from his eyes and blinked several times as he waited for the mild sting from the salt to disappear. Rory, his thirteen-year-old son, was standing next to the beach umbrella. His towel was draped over his arm, and his ball cap sat low over his eyes. Rory’s lean muscles and golden skin strongly favored the genetics passed down through his mother over that of his pasty father. Adding to the contrast was Edward’s physique, itself a clear testament to his sedentary lifestyle and his ritualist affection for morning doughnuts.

      “Rory,” Edward said, “are you leaving?”

      “I’m tired. I think I may have gotten too much sun. If it’s all right, I’ll just grab a cab back to the beach house. I want to take a nap in the air conditioning.”

      He looked down the beach. The sun was trending toward the west, but still high in the sky. People on holiday remained scattered along the beach, some in the surf, some laying out, others consuming refreshments beneath the shade of a tiki hut nearer to the parking lot.

      “That’s fine,” he replied. “I suppose I’ll stay for a while longer. Do you still have your billfold and your key?”

      “I do.”

      “I’ll meet you back there after a while.”

      Rory leaned down and grabbed his water bottle before turning and sluggishly working his way to the parking lot.

      Edward looked down and examined his arms and ample midsection. His skin was already an angry red. He hadn’t taken advantage of the umbrella the way he probably should have. He was going to pay for that tomorrow. And most likely the day after as well. He sat back into the sand and looked out over the azure water breaking calmly over the beach.

      He was glad that Rory had come with him. He was trying to make the boy’s time here as fun as he could. Edward had to basically threaten the hack that was his ex-wife to allow their son to come on the trip. She got him fifty weeks out of the year; the least she could do was let the boy spend a few days with his old man catching some rays and enjoying new kinds of food.

      They had been on the island for three days now, and Edward had tried to make it as fun as he could. He paid for Rory to go parasailing, scuba diving, and even set him up on a guided hiking expedition through the rainforest. Edward had not done any of those things with him—he wasn’t the physical type and his feet hurt with too much activity. He had never played English football or rugby or tennis as a child and never did anything more physical as an adult than walking from his car to the elevator and back again at the end of the day. He knew that somewhere deep inside, Rory resented him for that. Edward wanted to be a good father. But some whispering, haunting voice deep inside told him he never would be the kind of man that Rory needed.

      He heard the soft rub of feet punching into the sand behind him. “Forget something?” he asked over his shoulder.

      The footsteps continued and stopped beside him. Edward peered up to see a man. He wore cowboy boots, jeans, and wrap-around sunglasses. His tall frame blocked out a portion of the sun, sending a long shadow across Edward’s place on the sand. Before Edward could object, the man sat down beside him, opened Edward’s small ice chest, and removed a can of Miller Lite. The man popped the top, set it to his lips, and took a long draw.

      The man was less than three inches from Edward—uncomfortably close. Edward leaned away and stared at the man incredulously. “Excuse me,” he said. “Can I help you with something?”

      The man held up the beer can and nodded to it. “Already did. It’s been a long day and this… this just hit the spot.” He took another sip, which turned into a full-on chug. He finished it and then let out a long, happy sigh before smacking his lips.

      Edward could almost physically feel his proper English sensibilities getting trampled on. “I beg your pardon. Would you please leave? This is most inappropriate!”

      A thin black band ran across the man’s forehead from under the sunglasses. Edward couldn’t see behind the polarized lens, but he thought that maybe the man was wearing an eyepatch.

      Ignoring him, the man asked, “How are you enjoying the vacation, Edward?”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “I’ve had my eye”—he chuckled at that—“on you for a few weeks now. Edward.”

      In spite of the Caribbean heat, a thin chill began to run down Edward’s sunburned arms. “Me? What do you mean?”

      “I need you to do something for me.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I suppose vacations make folks hard of hearing. I said I need you to do something for me.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. You.”

      “Surely you have the wrong person. I’m here on holiday.”

      “Yes. You are, aren’t you?”

      When Edward was fourteen years old, on one particularly chilly London afternoon, he left school at the bell and, instead of going straight to an empty home, diverted to a local park where he found an empty table. There he opened a book that had fully consumed him for the past two days, a book he couldn't pry from beneath his nose nor his imagination: Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. Even now, he could still hear the rustle of dry leaves across the grass and feel the cool air on his cheeks, see the gray blanket of empty clouds overhead. He was fourteen, but if you would have asked anyone at random to guess his age, they would have said he was eleven, perhaps even ten. As yet, neither his testosterone nor his pituitary had kicked in. And it would be another six months before it did.

      And so there he was, reading, immersed in Crusoe and Friday’s attack on the natives when someone slipped onto the bench seat beside him. Right beside him; the young boy could feel a press of the man’s weight against the side of his arm and thigh. Edward had looked up to see a gray-haired man with a deeply seamed face and cold eyes that were grayer than the clouds drifting above the treetops.

      The old man sat there unmoving, his silent presence full of malice and intent, his stale breath wheezing through a crooked nose.

      Edward had forgotten all about the native tied up in the canoe, and his throat was suddenly so thick that he found he couldn’t speak. And he was too scared to move, as though if he made one wrong move—or any move at all—it would be the end. So, staring at the table top, he waited for the man to speak, or to do something.

      But then, from across the park, Edward heard his name called. He looked across the grass and past the trees to see Boris Starner heading in his direction. Beside him, the old man tensed. Edward took the unexpected appearance of his best friend as the opportunity he needed. Leaving Crusoe and Friday and his book bag behind, he darted for it, bolting off the seat and away from the table. The man had snatched at him greedily, his fingers grasping the bottom hem of Edward’s jacket. But Edward had been too fast. He shot across the park to his friend without ever looking back.

      He never did find another copy of the book to finish it; he hadn’t wanted to. Robinson Crusoe would only and ever remind him of the ghastly, vulnerable way he felt sitting on that bench with that wicked man sitting beside him.

      And now, almost thirty years later, Edward had never experienced the intimidation, the dreadful sense of being completely and utterly helpless, as he had that day.

      Until now.

      There was something about this man’s presence, his insouciant demeanor, his lack of manners while still maintaining a glib air of politeness, and the easy way that he helped himself to Edward’s small stash of beer that made him, once again, come to believe that he was in the presence of unfeigned evil.

      He swallowed on a dry throat and asked, “What is it you want me to do?”

      “I went by your office in Rotterdam. And imagine my surprise when I heard that you were on ‘holiday.’ So it took me a little bit of digging around to find you. But, glory to God, I did. Here you are. And imagine my surprise when I discovered that your current location is actually a blessing. It’s just a hop, skip, and a jump from another meeting on my calendar.”

      The man looked over at Edward and winked happily. “But then you asked me what I needed from you, right?”

      “Y—yes.” Edward cringed at the stutter. But he couldn’t help it. He felt like a little child again. Completely helpless.

      “Nigel Davies said you could get a job done for me.”

      “Nigel?” Edward balked. “No—no I don’t do that kind of thing anymore. And I—I told Nigel that, too. Was very clear about that. I put all that behind me. Months ago.”

      “Well, then I guess it is your lucky day. It would appear that the fates have conspired to put you back in action. You can’t say no to the fates, Edward. That would be blasphemy.”

      “No!” Edward said disbelievingly, shaking his head as if he had just been informed that the needle on his 401K had moved to zero. “No. Whatever it is you want me to do, I’m not doing it. I—I’m sorry, but you’ve wasted your time.”

      The man tilted his head back and used it to point toward the parking lot. “Have a lookie back there, Edward.”

      Edward frowned and pivoted, pressing a hand into the sand for leverage. He scanned the lay of sand behind him. Two children were working on a sandcastle that wasn’t holding up well for lack of moisture. Farther to their right, an older couple were seated in their beach chairs under the shade of an umbrella; the man was reading, the woman snoring mildly under the brim of her straw hat. Farther up, beneath the shade of sturdy palms was the parking lot.

      But pulled lengthwise across a few empty parking spaces was a white Chevy Tahoe. The front windows were dark with tint. The rear window was down, however, and when Edward looked into the vehicle, he felt his arms turn to jelly.

      Rory was in the back seat, a white strip of cloth pulled tight around his mouth. He looked across the sand in wide-eyed horror and started to buck against his restraints as the window rolled up and the Tahoe pulled away.

      Edward suddenly located a mite of temporary courage. His head snapped back to the man. “Don’t you dare hurt—”

      “I’m not sure you’re in a position to threaten me, Eddie, old boy.” The man reached into the cooler and removed another can of beer. The metal tab clicked inward, and he took another long draw. “Not sure that I can approve of your selection. There’s actually a local brew that’s quite tasty. By the way, I don’t believe I’ve introduced myself. People, they have called me by a great many names over the years, some of them complimentary, most of them not. But my mother, she named me Joel. Joel Fagan.”

      “Please. Don’t hurt him.”

      “Eddie, old boy, I’ve never hurt so much as a fly.” He held up three fingers pressed together. “Scouts honor.”

      Edward looked back to where he had last seen the Tahoe. “What then?” he said. “What do you need?”

      Fagan stood up. “And that, dear sir, is the question of the hour. Come on. Let’s go get some aloe on that angry skin of yours, and I’ll show you precisely what it is that I need.”
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      It seems to be a cold fact of life that when you most want something to move quickly, the universe happily conspires against you, grinds the gears to a slow halt, and then engages the emergency brake, just for spite.

      After tracking down Mike Reddick’s computer hardware, consulting with Amy Jensen, and then meeting with Ellie at Pine Island, I finally had a solid target to go after—a very personal target—but then returned to Key Largo only to have the investigation lose all steam over the next two days.

      Fagan’s presence in Rotterdam and his ostensible interest in Lukana was still the only lead we had. He had yet to turn up anywhere else. After exiting the skyscraper, additional security footage had shown Fagan crossing the street into a local eatery. And then he vanished. Interpol was unable to find where he had come from before he entered the building and then lost all trace of him after.

      Ellie, her team, and I had been doing the only thing we could: examining Lukana’s employee list and searching for profiles that might reveal someone willing to manipulate some software code so that a shipping container could get into the proper channels: a prior record with the law, a large amount of consumer debt, recent purchases over and above what a typical software developer might typically buy, etc. If Fagan had gone to Rotterdam to meet personally with a software engineer who could do his bidding, then locating that individual was key for how we moved forward.

      Or for moving forward at all.

      Things on that front were progressing about as fast as an overfed manatee. Progress was being hindered by Interpol; we had to wait for them to get us legitimate access to the remainder of Lukana’s employee list. Right now we only had fifty of Lukana’s three hundred employees. And all of those checked out.

      It could be days before we had anything remotely substantial to move on, and even then there was no guarantee that we would actually find Fagan.

      But now that he was back in my orbit, I had no plans of stopping until I did.

      Fagan had sent someone to kill me. I’m of the breed who believes that if you want to kill a man, you’d better go do it yourself. You can pay someone to deliver a pizza, but paying them to deliver a bullet is strictly for cowards. I wasn’t going to relent until I put a bullet in his head or he was finally behind bars here in the U.S.

      I leaned back in my desk chair and rubbed the heels of my hands against my eyes. I yawned and stared out the window at the calm waters of the Gulf. I really did hate this part of the job. Beating the pavement and chasing down leads was what got me going. I wasn’t built for riding a desk, spending all day staring at a computer and skimming through personal files—that was for the birds.

      “You look like you’re having a blast.”

      I swiveled my chair around. Ted Callahan was standing in front of me. His khaki pants were about two inches too short, showing off his white socks underneath. He wore a sheepish look, as though he was concerned that he was bothering me.

      “You have ketchup on your collar.”

      “Huh?” He looked down, the skin around his neck folding as he tried to get a look.

      “Other side.”

      He brushed at it with his finger, but that only served to smear it. He tugged at the collar and took a few more swipes at it.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      He released the collar and pressed his thick glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “So, hey. Kathleen had asked me to look into who might have sent those guys to kill you.”

      “Harry Holt?”

      “Yeah. Him. I can’t find anything on him.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “He must have ditched his cell phone. There hasn’t been a location on it in four days.”

      “Where does he live?”

      “In Boca Raton.”

      “Have you been up there yet?”

      “Well, no. I was going to see what I could get done from here first.” He stared at me like he was looking for further direction.

      I swiveled my chair back toward my desk, slapped my laptop shut, and grabbed my keys. I stood up and crossed the room toward the stairwell.

      “Wait,” Callahan said. “Where are you going?”

      “Fishing,” I said. “I’m going fishing.”
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      The heels of his cowboy boots clicked hard across the pine surface of the dock as he hummed the tune to Aerosmith’s “Janie’s Got A Gun” and continued to make his way to the bungalow at the end. The Caribbean sun was unrelenting, beading his forehead, his neck, and temples with sweat.

      The bungalow was an overwater style, mounted on hidden pilings and perched only a few feet above calm, bright water that was as clear as gin. A navy blue curtain hung across the front doorway, blocking any view of the inside. And speaking of guns, two Latino men stood on either side of the doorway with semi-automatic rifles gripped in solid hands.

      Joel Fagan stopped humming and smiled at both men. “Hola. I am here to meet with your bossman. Is he around?”

      “You are Fagan?” one of them asked.

      “Yessir.”

      “Hold out your arms.” Fagan did as he was told. One of the men stepped up and patted him down.

      “Hey, now. Careful down there.”

      The guard stood back up and motioned to a bamboo chair sitting on the edge of the dock. “He is in a meeting. Have a seat. He will be with you when he’s done.”

      Joel settled into the chair and started to wish that he had asked for the meeting to be earlier in the day. An easy breeze was blowing off the water, but it wasn’t strong enough to curtail the heat.

      After several minutes the navy curtain shuddered and then moved to the side as a stocky Caucasian man emerged. He had broad shoulders and thick forearms; his face was square graying auburn hair was cut short underneath a black fedora. He wore cargo shorts and a white, short-sleeved, button-down shirt with red dolphins scattered across it. He nodded a silent greeting to Fagan as he walked by and headed for the private beach fifty meters down the dock.

      “Hey!” A guard was motioning to him. “Come.”

      Fagan got to his feet and stepped past the curtain. The cool shade of the interior was welcome. The dried palm fronds that formed the roof were visible from beneath, and wood bladed fans oscillated from sturdy rafters. A step down led to the main seating area. The bungalow had no back wall; the only thing visible in that direction was a vast expanse of azure water.

      Fagan took the step down to the main seating area. Two couches faced each other, and two additional guards flanked them.

      Rafael Félix wore cream-colored shorts and a red shirt that was open four buttons down, revealing an ample carpet of chest hair and a silver chain that glistened in the bright sun reflecting off the water. His dark black hair held a high shine, and a brilliant gold watch adorned his left wrist. He was sitting on the far couch and did not bother to get up.

      “Joel. Have a seat.”

      Fagan took the couch across from the cartel leader and motioned with his chin toward the doorway. “Who was that?” Fagan asked. “The guy in the fedora?”

      “His name is Ringo. An old associate who buys much of my cocaine. He stepped away from the business for a while. But he is back now, as I always knew he would be.” Félix’s eyes were two black pools of glassy coal. He surveyed Fagan. “I am interested to know if you have everything in order? If not, I can make arrangements with someone else.”

      “No need for that,” Fagan said quickly. “It took me a little longer than I expected, but I’ve worked out all the kinks. Your guns left from the Port of Abidjan five days ago and will dock not far from here on Friday. Then they will be transferred to a separate freighter and taken into Veracruz.”

      “What was the problem? You had told me prior to this that I could expect them in Mexico over one week ago.”

      “Like I said, I ran into an issue at the sending port. With all these new security systems it’s gotten harder to move things like I’m selling and you’re buying.” Fagan smiled. “But I’ve just recruited special talent to ensure that there are no issues going forward.”

      “I am glad to hear that. Joel, perhaps you are not aware that I personally know Roman Baxter.”

      Fagan had not been aware of this. “Yes. I know that.”

      “I know that you chose to move weapons for Roman some time ago and that you thought it might be a good idea to use cheaper shipping methods.”

      “Look, Rafael, I—”

      “Mr. Félix.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I would prefer for you to address me as Mr. Félix. Only my wife uses my first name.”

      “Of course.” Fagan swallowed and tried to mask his newfound irritation. “Mr. Félix, I am fully committed to doing this right. You’ll have what you paid for. The shipment will be in Veracruz a week from tomorrow. And I’ve made sure that there is a little something extra

      “Like what?”

      “Five RPGs.”

      Félix nodded but appeared unimpressed. “Just make sure it gets to Veracruz on time.”

      “You have my word.”

      Fagan thought he was about to be dismissed when Félix tossed an unexpected question in his direction.

      “What happened to your eye?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Your eye,” Félix said more loudly and jammed a finger toward his own eye. “What happened to it?”

      It had been a long time since Fagan had been asked that. In the early days, he used to get the question quite a lot. But now he quickly drew on the answer he had always provided. “A training exercise gone wrong, I’m afraid. It was a long time ago.”

      “When you were with the CIA?”

      Fagan held Félix’s gaze.

      Félix smiled flatly. “I know who you used to work for. Please do not think I engage at this level without first vetting those I choose to do business with.”

      Fagan spread his hands and gave a plastic smile of his own. “I have nothing to hide.”

      A door opened behind Félix, and a lady wearing a slim yellow bikini appeared from a bedroom. She was voluptuous, toned, with golden skin and hair black as night that fell down around her breasts. It was all Fagan could to pull his gaze from her. He coughed instead. The lady stopped near Félix, who quickly rose to his feet and planted an eager kiss on her mouth.

      Somehow Fagan got the impression that she wasn’t his wife.

      “Joel,” Félix said. “I will have my people at the port in Veracruz one week from tomorrow.” Then he turned and escorted the lady down a few steps to a deck closer to the water.

      Fagan stepped back outside and strolled slowly down the dock. Everything was coming along nicely. The freighter had managed to get out of Africa with his container on it. But it was the freight switch here in Saint Lucia that he was most concerned with. It did him no good to get the container here only to have it discovered and confiscated by the authorities. Under pressure from the United States and Mexican governments, the Caribbean nations had been diligent in updating their inventory systems with checks and balances that made it much more difficult to get illegal past their security software. It was like the neighborhood had just put up high def infrared cameras on every house corner and backed everything up to the cloud in real time, where before there weren’t even working streetlights. Getting a shipping container full of rifles onto a new freighter heading for your destination of choice wasn’t as easy as it used to be.

      But thankfully, Edward Latham, with his very sunburnt skin, was diligently pounding away on his keyboard to crack through the security software and update the manifest and the checkpoint credentials. By the time the ship came in tomorrow, all would be well. Finally, everything was going smoothly.

      Except, of course, for that one thing that was buzzing in the back of his mind like a pesky mosquito.

      Harry Holt still wasn’t answering his calls.

      Fagan had yet to receive any confirmation on what happened with the information Michael Reddick had stolen from Roman Baxter and sought to blackmail him with. In truth, Fagan had been surprised enough that, given the level and detail of the information Reddick had hacked, Baxter didn’t require some form of legitimate proof that it had been recovered.

      Perhaps he had finally earned the man’s trust after all.

      But then that’s exactly what was making him so edgy. He couldn’t lose Baxter’s trust. Not for a second time. Those bums Holt had hired to wax Mike Reddick had gotten themselves killed trying to go after Ryan Savage. The short column in the Miami Herald stated that electronic equipment had indeed been stolen from Reddick’s home—clearly, the bums had recovered what they had been sent there for.

      But the lingering question, of course, was what had they done with the servers?

      Fagan didn't know. And he wasn’t one for operating with loose ends—that was no way to run a railroad. If Holt didn’t respond once Félix’s shipment was safely on the new freighter, then Fagan was just going to have to brave a way into the U.S. and have a little chat with Holt.

      Then maybe he would just take care of Mr. Savage himself. Dear Lord, you couldn’t trust anyone to get a job done these days. And wasn’t it his Aunt Rita who had often recited folk wisdom, ‘never ask anyone to do something that you can do yourself’? That was stupid advice, but maybe in this instance, it wasn't so bad after all.

      Fagan reached the end of the dock and crossed the fine sand, making for his Jeep as he once again picked up the tune for “Janie’s Got A Gun.”

      Yes, sir...that wasn’t the worst idea he had had over these last few weeks: he would just take care of Savage himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      After bailing on work early the day before, I made it back into the office a little after nine the next morning. Much to the satisfaction of my mental health, not only had Interpol sent over the information on all of Lukana’s employees, but Callahan was nowhere to be seen.

      Ellie’s team forwarded me a batch of employee files, and Kathleen and I spent the better part of two hours combing through them.

      Late in the morning, my desk phone rang. I snatched it up. “Savage.”

      “Ryan, it’s Ellie.”

      “Hey, Ellie.”

      “I think we found something.”

      “Fire away.”

      “It’s a man who has been with Lukana for two years now. He moved to Rotterdam from London when Lukana was halfway through their development of the port security software. After going through a nasty divorce three years ago, his ex- cleaned him out for just about everything he had. His monthly alimony payments are through the roof, and all his credit cards are maxed out.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Edward Latham.”

      “So he’s broke?” It was a start, but we needed more to go on than that.

      “He’s broke, yes. But more importantly, his wife filed a missing persons report last night with London’s Missing Persons Unit. She and Edward have a thirteen-year-old son together, and she let him go with Edward on a vacation to Martinique.”

      “What makes her think they went missing?”

      “Part of the agreement to allow her son to go was that he call her every morning and evening. Up until a day and a half ago, he was doing just that.”

      “Is there any reason to think this isn’t a case of an angry ex-husband running off with the kid?”

      “We considered that, but it doesn’t fit his profile. I have someone here at my office talking to the chief of police on Martinique. Hold on a second.”

      The line went quiet. Half a minute later, Ellie returned.

      “Okay,” she said. “The police in Martinique said that the Edwards’ belongings are still in their hotel room. After the maid came in yesterday, the beds haven’t been slept in. Edward hasn’t used his credit or debit cards for two days now.”

      “You said the kid is how old?”

      “Thirteen.”

      I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose.

      “Ryan,” Ellie said solemnly. “Fagan kidnapped Latham’s kid, didn’t he?”

      I sighed. “Yeah. That’s exactly what he did.”

      The line went quiet for some time. Finally, Ellie said, “Then it sounds like you and I are going to Martinique.”
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        * * *

      

      Edward Latham’s fingers clicked across the keyboard with a practiced but unsettled ease. He squinted at the screen as he settled his hand over the computer mouse and clicked. Nothing happened. He tried again.

      Cursing under his breath, he wiped a line of sweat from his cheek with the flat of his hand. It was stifling in here. The room was windowless and entirely made of concrete. A small hole in the foundation led to a metal pipe that spirited Edward’s refuse away, and a single naked light bulb hung from the ceiling by a crooked wire. Other than that the only light came from the glow of the two computer monitors before him.

      He tried to swallow, but it didn’t work so well. His throat was dry, scratchy, and his parched tongue was swollen. Another wave of nausea stirred his head, and he grasped the table for support. He had already thrown up once, hardly making it to the hole in the floor before his guts exploded up through his mouth.

      He was sick, exhausted, and badly sunburned. His skin felt as though someone had plugged him into an electrical outlet and whatever wirings were inside him had turned his skin into a heating pad that could sizzle an egg.

      Because that’s really what he felt like: a sizzled egg.

      His breathing grew more labored as he bore down and returned to his work. He was running out of time, and he kept running into unexpected problems.

      The metal door behind him opened, grinding solidly against the floor and letting in a burst of sunlight and a welcome gust of fresh air.

      Edward turned in his chair and squinted into the light as Joel Fagan’s tall silhouette drew close.

      “Hola. How’s it going, Edward?”

      “O—Okay. I still can’t get it to upload into the system’s intranet.”

      “Why ever not?” Fagan stopped beside Edward, who swiveled back around and put his attention on the monitors.

      “I’m not sure.” He lifted a finger to the screen directly in front of him. “I think they’ve recently updated a protocol, and I’m having trouble manipulating the code.”

      Fagan raised a hand and slapped it down on Edward’s shoulder. A shock of lightning lit up Edward’s sunburnt shoulder, and the excruciating pain radiated down his arm as stars danced wildly in front of him. He thought he might pass out.

      Fagan left his hand where it was. “Here’s the thing, Edward. That freighter arrives in port in a little over twenty-four hours. If my container is not reassigned in the system well before then, they won’t reroute it to the other freighter. If that’s the case, then my shipment doesn’t end up with my client. Capiche?”

      “I’m tr—trying.”

      “You've done this little workaround for a few others before,” Fagan said. “Why did you stop?”

      “Because it’s wrong. One of the containers that I helped get through Monaco ended up having teenage girls on it.” Edward hung his head. “I want to be a better man than that for my son.”

      Fagan leaned over and set his face near Edward’s ear. “If you don’t get this done for me, you won’t have a son to have an opinion of you either way.”

      “Where is my son? Is he okay?”

      “He’s fine. Just fine. Would you like to see him?”

      Edward’s face brightened a little. “Yes. Yes, please. I would like to see him. “

      “Right on.” Fagan slipped a leather satchel off his shoulder and brought out a laptop. He pushed Edward’s keyboard down the desk and set the laptop in its place. He lifted the screen, clicked over to a video chat icon and pressed down on the trackpad. A live video feed emerged on the screen.

      Rory was in a room similar to this one. He was stripped down to his underwear. His hands were tied above his head, the rope tethered tightly to something above the view of the camera. A gag was secured tightly around his mouth, and his toes hardly brushed the floor. For a moment Edward thought he was looking at a prisoner of war and not his own son. Rory had a long deep cut just above his navel. A line of blood had oozed out, making several distinct tracks down his skin.

      A man with a semi-automatic rifle stood behind Rory, seemingly indifferent to the whole ordeal.

      Edward felt a twist of horror, repulsion, and fury. “Please! Stop! I’m doing my best.” He began to cry. “I am...truly.”

      “I don’t need your best, Edward. I need your talents. And I need them to work.” Fagan slapped the laptop shut, picked it up, and slid it back into the satchel. He reached farther in and brought out a bottle of water, set it on the desk. “That will be the last thing you ever drink if you don’t find a way, Edward.”

      Then Joel Fagan walked away, humming the tune to The Who’s “Behind Blue Eyes” and slamming the heavy door behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie and I met at the Miami airport hours after agreeing on our next course of action. There was no doubt in our minds that Edward and Rory Latham had been taken against their will. Where they had been taken to was still up for grabs, but it was clear enough now that Fagan wanted Edward to manipulate the very software program that Edward had helped design and build.

      And that meant that Fagan had an illegal shipment of some sort in route to a destination.

      We produced our badges at the airport’s security checkpoint and made it quickly through airport security and boarded a small international flight for Martinique. The flight took off at less than half capacity, so we had a chance to talk more freely without being overheard by another passenger.

      To my surprise, I learned that prior to her current role with Homeland, Ellie had been an agent with the DEA, and before that she had put in over a decade with the CIA. When I asked her in what capacity she had served with Langley, I received a reticent look and something about signing an NDA with the Agency before she left.

      “You can’t tell me you were a spook?” I said.

      “I was a spook,” she said. “But not in a typical arrangement.”

      “So... a clandestine samurai?”

      She smiled. “No. Not a samurai. But that may not be as far off as you think.”

      I opted not to press any further.

      We talked most of the way there, some about the case, some about my experience in the Army and her life on Pine Island. I decided that I liked her confidence. Ellie radiated a steady wave of self-assurance and competence. Her eyes were sharp and, as far as I could tell, didn’t miss a thing.

      The flight took just over three hours. Once we started our approach, I turned my attention out the window, where the occasional island punctuated the vast blue expanse of the Atlantic Ocean.

      The Caribbean is made up of more than 7,000 individual islands, including thirteen sovereign nations and twelve dependencies. Martinique is positioned in the center of the Lesser Antilles, the chain of islands that form the eastern belt of the Caribbean and the smattering of land nearest to Africa’s western coast twenty-five hundred miles farther east. Martinique is home to nearly four hundred thousand French and English speaking people. The rugged island is thirty miles long and fifteen wide and is famous for its magnificent beaches, dramatic mountains, tropical gardens, and fascinating history. The island is rich in architectural attractions that testify to its pre-Colombian and colonial past.

      As we made our final descent, I could just make out Saint Lucia to the south. The island nation was famous for its pair of tapered mountains, the Pitons, rising swiftly above the island like two fabled teeth.

      The plane touched down on the narrow runway of Martinique’s Aimé Césaire International Airport. We deplaned, retrieved our side arms at the baggage claim counter, and stepped outside.

      The air was warm, not hot; humid, but lacking the stickiness generally felt back home. Palm trees rustled at the outside edge of the terminal, and it was easy to catch the excited vibe of arriving tourists who were excited to be vacationing on the edge of the earth.

      A dark-skinned man in a khaki-colored police uniform was standing beside a gray Toyota Land Cruiser, holding a handwritten sign: “U.S. Homeland.”

      Ellie and I made our way to the police chief. “Officer Robine,” I said.

      He lifted his chin in a greeting and lowered the sign. “Agent Savage.” We shook hands and then he took Ellie’s. “Agent O’Conner.” Robine stood at six feet tall and had short, wiry hair that was beginning to gray and thin. He indicated the Land Cruiser. “Please. I will take you to the station and we can talk there.” He spoke in a breezy, sing-song voice with a thick French accent.

      I settled into the front passenger seat, and Ellie got in behind me. Robine pulled away from the terminal and took the A1 west into the capital city, Fort-de-France.

      “Have you been to our lovely island before?” he asked.

      “Once,” I said. “Many years ago.”

      “And you, Agent O’Conner?”

      “Yes,” was all she said. I looked in the side mirror and caught her reflection. She was staring at the window with a look that      On the way here I pegged her as confident. Now there was a mystique about her that I couldn’t seem to peg.

      The Police Nationale Commissariat was a narrow three-story building on Victor Sévère Street that had been built in the early 1900s. Alternating red and white stone formed the exterior, and at the front, a marbled archway was engraved with the date of the commissioning and a name I was unfamiliar with.    It was enclosed  in an white ornate iron fence.

      Robine quickly cleared the security checkpoint and pulled into a reserved space on the side of the building. We entered through a side door, and he escorted us down a checkered marble floor, through an ante room where his receptionist sat, and then led us into his office.

      His desk was cluttered with paperwork, a series of bookshelves stuffed with binders and punctuated with pictures of who I assumed were members of his family. A seating area with a couch and two leather chairs was on the far end of the room. He offered us the chairs, and he positioned himself at the end of the couch.

      “So,” he said. “You mentioned over the phone that your government is interested in the whereabouts of Mr. Edward Latham, who went missing two days ago.”

      “That’s correct,” Ellie said.

      “And if I may, what is your interest in him? He is a British citizen, living in the Netherlands. And his son is from a suburb of London, I believe.”

      I said, “We have reason to believe that Mr. Latham and his son’s disappearance may be connected with a high-profile fugitive that our government has vested interest in.”

      “I see. And this...fugitive. What is his name?”

      “I’m afraid we can’t provide that,” Ellie said.

      “Mhm,” Robine said. He seemed neither surprised nor offended.

      Police corruption is rampant in Caribbean nations. Many police officers and politicians create and enforce laws and codes that line their own pockets, making deals with local and international criminals under the table while maintaining an air of propriety.  I had no reason not to trust Robine, but on the other hand, I didn’t have a reason to either. Ellie and I had agreed that if we didn’t need to show our cards, we wouldn’t.

      “What can you tell us about their disappearance?” Ellie asked.

      “They were last seen at Plage des Salines, a popular beach on the south end of the island. A food vendor does remember seeing them in the late afternoon, the day before yesterday. Mr. Latham ordered two baskets of fried shrimp and drinks for both himself and his son. Several of my officers spent all of yesterday questioning people at the beach and in the vicinity of their hotel. But no one else recalls seeing them, I’m afraid.”

      “And no security cameras have picked up anything?” I asked.

      Robine gave an appeasing smile. “This is the Caribbean. I’m afraid we do not have as many cameras as you do. Here in Fort-de-France, a few. But nothing like that down near the beaches. We searched their hotel room, and nothing appeared unusual except for the fact that after the maid cleaned the room, the beds were not slept in again. Their luggage and belongings were about the room as would be expected.”

      “Where were they staying?” I asked.

      “At the  Résidence Batelière. In Saint-Anne.”

      “Here.” He held out the keys to the Toyota to me. “Take the Land Cruiser. Use it as you wish.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “You will keep me abreast of your investigation’s developments?”

      “Of course,” I lied.

      We thanked him and shook hands. Ellie and I retraced our steps out of the building, and I got in behind the wheel. Ellie went around and got in beside me.

      “Okay,” she said, “Where to?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      We drove out of Fort-de-France and used the A1 to connect to National Freeway 8. Saint-Anne was perched on the southernmost tip of the island, an hour south of the capital city. The road was circuitous, cutting through low rises in between rugged mountain peaks, and twisting back toward the coast before turning inland again and presenting a straighter path across a valley ripe with banana, coffee, and pineapple farms.

      We entered the seaside town and drove slowly down Domaine de Belfond. Signs along the road pointed inland, showing the way to popular hiking trails, and street vendors stood beside colorful booths that sold everything from Diet Coke to seashell necklaces and beach umbrellas.

      I continued on toward the beach where Edward and his son were last seen, parking in a paved lot on a low rise just above the beach, where a row of sturdy palm trees lined the edge of the pavement. Down past the parking lot, a network of buildings sat against the beach. Air-conditioned shops sold everything from ice cream to sunscreen and bikinis.

      Ellie and I got out of the Land Cruiser and looked down at the water.

      “Pretty,” she said quietly.

      “Yeah.” I knew what she was thinking. I was thinking it, too. When you came to vacation in a  place like this, the underlying assumption was that bad things weren’t supposed to happen. You came here to get away from the crazy, the fear, and the struggles of everyday life.

      But for some reason, it hadn’t worked out that way for the Lathams.

      Ellie and I each had a picture of Edward, and one of Rory. Sometimes the only way to get things moving is just good old-fashioned gumshoeing. I looked down the beach and then back again. “Want to draw sticks?” I asked Ellie.

      She looked to our right, where the beach ran straight for two hundred yards and then jutted south against a natural breakwater formed of volcanic stone. “I’ll start down there and work my way back to the shop keepers.”

      “Meet back here in...” I glanced at my watch. “Two hours?”

      “It’s a plan.”

      We parted ways, and I made my way down the sandy slope and onto the beach. Tourists were out in droves, sunbathing, reading under the shade of an umbrella, and splashing in the water. Farther down, a couple of kids were tossing a frisbee, and a group of young adults was engaged in a game of volleyball.

      The sand was bright white and as fine as sugar, and the temperature hovered perfectly in the high seventies.

      I retrieved my wallet from my back pocket, tugged out the pictures, then proceeded down the beach, interrupting sunbathers, readers, and waders, asking if they recalled seeing the Lathams.

      No one had. Some of them had only arrived over the last twenty-four hours. Others had clearly been too inebriated or too busy having their own fun to recall an average middle-aged man with his son.

      I walked over two miles to the end of the beach and then turned back around, trying to identify anyone I had missed on the way down that I could present the photos to.

      I stopped at a high wooden-frame chair where a bare-chested lifeguard was sitting underneath a generous umbrella. “Excuse me,” I said and handed up the photos to him. “Have you seen either of these people in the last several days?”

      He took the pictures and studied them. “Yes,” he said in a French accent. “I’ve seen the boy. He was throwing sand at a young girl out near the surf. I called out for him to stop it.”

      “And you’re sure this is him?”

      “Yes. I am sure. He had that scar on his cheek.”

      “What about his father?”

      He looked at the photo of Edward again. “No. Not him.” He handed them back.

      “When was this?”

      “Two—no, three days ago.”

      “You’re sure it was three?”

      “Yes. I’m sure. I work five days on and five days off. It was my first day back on shift.”

      “What about after that? Did you see them yesterday?”

      “No. Why are you asking?”

      “They’ve gone missing.”

      “Missing?”

      “Did you tell the police you had seen him when they came around asking?”

      He frowned. “No. No, they haven’t been down here. No one has asked me about these people.”

      That contradicted what Chief Robine had told me and Ellie at his office. “Wait. The police haven’t asked about them? Maybe you weren’t here when they came asking.”

      “Like I said, I work five days on—six hours here on the beach...” He turned and pointed to another lifeguard sitting at the treeline. “And I work six hours back there.”

      That was a lot of hours for a lifeguard to get in in a single day. That would never fly in the States. Lifeguards there weren’t allowed to work more than eight or nine hours.

      He continued. “We take quick breaks for the restroom when we need to, but I wouldn’t have missed the cops coming around.”

      “Have you heard of anything unusual? Something about a couple of tourists being taken?”

      “No. I’m sorry.”

      I thanked him and continued to retrace my steps. By the time I made it back to the beach’s entrance, the sun was low in the west, bleeding orange and red across the sky. Ellie was just coming out of a shop when I stepped onto the brick-paved sidewalk.

      “Any luck?” I asked.

      “No. The owner of the ice cream shop remembers Rory coming in twice a day for a cone of mint chocolate chip. She hasn’t seen him in two days. And a man renting out snorkeling equipment on the beach remembers seeing Edward. But not recently. What about you?”

      I relayed my conversation with the lifeguard. “He said the cops haven’t come around asking about the Lathams. He was sure of it.”

      “That’s exactly what the snorkel guy told me. He said he’s here all the time and hasn’t heard a thing about them going missing.”

      “Great,” I said. “So now we’re dealing with dirty cops. That helps to narrow the field.”

      We returned to our rise and pulled away from the beach in a slow-moving line of cars packed with sunburned tourists who were leaving with the sun. Ellie brought out her phone and recited our options for dinner. We settled on Les Otantick, a local favorite on the edge of the town square. Ellie selected a crepe with potato, ham, and Brie, and I ordered a sweet potato crepe with a side of baked chicken.

      I could see the concern in Ellie’s eyes. She clearly wasn’t an agent who simply wanted to get the job done, get back home, and put her feet up. She cared about the victims. That, I could respect in anyone. Being one of the good guys meant that if you didn’t succeed at your mission, others suffered as a result.

      As we ate, Ellie relayed stories of recent cases she had worked, and I told her about the time I came here with my wife what felt like a lifetime ago. I miss Megan more than I can say, and still wonder when, if ever, I’ll be able to move on.

      By the time we finished our meal, it was full-on dark. We paid our tab and drove across town to the Résidence Batelière, the hotel where the Lathams had stayed. It was a one-story motel built in an old colonial style, painted cream with dark green trim and dark green doors. The rooms were set along a network of covered, open-air breezeways, and at the crossways grew healthy hibiscus and banana trees.

      We grabbed our backpacks from the back and entered the main lobby. The young lady behind the desk was tall, with skin the color of coffee. “May I help you?”

      “Two rooms, please.”

      “Of course.” Her fingers worked over the keyboard. “I do not have any adjoining rooms at the moment.”

      “That’s fine,” I said and slid my Homeland-issued credit card across the counter. I signed the paperwork and after we were presented with our room keys, Ellie placed the two photos on the counter.

      The young lady’s expression told us that she recognized Rory and Edward.

      “Are you looking for them?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Ellie said. “Anything you can tell us would be helpful.”

      “I checked them in one week ago. The boy, he was serious. The father appeared happy to be here. Happy that his boy was with him. I remember that he kept ruffling the boy’s hair and saying how much fun they were going to have here on the island.”

      “Did the father seem nervous or concerned about anything?” Ellie asked.

      “No. As I said, he seemed to be happy. It was the boy who appeared to have reservations about being here.”

      “Did you ever see Mr. Latham here with anyone else or has anyone come in and inquired about him?” I asked. “Even before they disappeared?”

      “No. Not that I recall. The police came and retrieved the items from their room last night.”

      “Is the room still vacant?”

      “No. A couple on their honeymoon checked in this morning. They were given that room.”

      Ellie and I exchanged a glance. That was fishy too. You don’t clear out the room of a missing person and then rent it again while the case is fresh and active. I’m sure they did things a little differently out here, but a move like this violated common sense 101.

      We thanked the clerk and followed the signs out of the lobby and down the open corridor. Ellie’s room came up on the left. She slid her key card into the lock and yanked it out.

      “Ellie.”

      She pushed open the door and paused.

      “We’ll find the boy. I promise. We’ll find both of them.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I know we will. Good night, Ryan.”

      “Good night, Ellie.”

      She went in, and I heard her door click shut as I made my way down the corridor. After turning down two additional breezeways, I located my room and quickly found my way to the shower.

      The day had been a bust, as far as the investigation was concerned. But it was clear enough that Robine had lied to us and that the local police were complicit in Fagan’s scheme in one way or another.

      I got out of the shower, brushed my teeth, and got in between the sheets.

      After a long but unproductive day, I slept.
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      The telephone on my nightstand woke me, plucking me from a dreamless sleep when it was still dark outside. Groggy-eyed, I looked at the digital clock beside the phone: 05:20. It kept ringing, an ear-splitting cry that kept on at an obnoxious and unusually rapid-fire cadence.

      I leaned into an elbow, reached out, and grabbed up the receiver. “Yeah.”

      “Ryan, it’s Ellie. Come to my room. Quickly.” She hung up.

      I threw the sheets off and swung my feet onto the floor.

      What was that about?

      I walked over to the sink and splashed water in my face. After hurriedly brushing my teeth, I slipped on my cargo shorts, a polo shirt, and my sneakers. I grabbed my wallet, the car keys, and the room card and left the room.

      Reaching Ellie’s door, I rapped on it lightly. It swung open almost immediately. I stepped in, and Ellie shut it behind me.

      Another lady was in the room, sitting on the edge of the bed. She was dark-skinned and wore the crisp dress and apron of a room attendant. Her hands were fidgeting anxiously in her lap.

      “Ryan,” Ellie said. “This is Amandine.”

      I dipped my chin. “Hello.”

      “Amandine knocked on my door a few minutes ago. She wanted to tell me something. Once she started talking, I stopped her so you could be a part of this, too. Amandine, would you like to start over and tell Ryan what you told me?”

      “Yes. Okay.” Her voice was soft, and I had to strain to hear her.

      “Elodie is my best friend.”

      Elodie was the name of the lady who checked us into our rooms last night.

      “She told me that you are here from the United States looking for the man and his boy.”

      I glanced at Ellie, but her attention was fully fixed on Amandine.

      “I think I might know something that can help you,” Amandine said.

      “Amandine is a room maid here at the hotel,” Ellie said. “Her shift doesn’t start for another half an hour, but she came to the hotel early to speak with us. She’s afraid that someone might learn that she spoke with us.”

      “I’m sure Ellie told you that we’ll make sure that doesn’t happen,” I said. “We won’t tell anyone about this meeting.”

      Amandine nodded, as though she was trying to muster up the courage to keep talking. “They are dangerous. If they knew… they would hurt me. And my mother.”

      “Go on,” Ellie pressed. “It’s all right.”

      “My cousin, he works for the gendarmerie—the police. He was at my home two nights ago, having drinks with my older brother. It is a usual thing for them to do, perhaps two or three nights each week. The back porch is near my bedroom window, and sometimes I can hear their conversation. It’s usually about things I am not interested in, but the other night their voices suddenly lowered, and because I was curious, I tried to pick up on the conversation.”

      Amandine slid her hands down the front of her apron, as though trying to smooth out the wrinkles. “They began to speak about ‘the boy’ and ‘the father.’ They did not speak any names. But when my brother said that the money was very good, they both laughed and toasted each other.”

      “Did they say anything else that might have been more specific?” Ellie asked.

      “Just that the boy already had one more scar to add to the one on his cheek.”

      Ellie met my gaze. “What is your cousin’s name?” I asked Amandine.

      “Matthieu Sepion. And he is one of the police who came to get Mr. Latham’s belongings from the hotel.”

      “And where can I find Matthieu?”

      “He is no longer on the island. Both he and my older brother went to Saint Lucia. I do not know when they will return.” She frowned deeply. “My cousin is not a good man. How he became a police, I do not know. He used to break into people's houses before he joined the police.”

      “Do you think that the Lathams are on Saint Lucia?” I asked.

      “Perhaps the father is. The boy is here, I think, on Martinique.” She looked over at Ellie. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to give you wrong information.”

      “You’re doing fine,” Ellie said. “Why do you think Rory is here and not with his father?”

      “The next day I heard whispers among the hotel staff that the Lathams had gone missing—our local news has been quiet about it. And I began to wonder if that is what my brother—Liam—and Matthieu were in discussion about the night before. So I followed Matthieu last night to Les Anses-d'Arlet. It’s a small town on the west side of the island. They drove to a small building set back into the trees. I couldn’t see well from where I was, but I waited and when they came back out, they were carrying something. At first I thought it was a large dog—it had a sack over its head. It was thrashing a little. But then I saw a pair of shoes. It had to be the boy.”

      “Did you follow them after they left?” Ellie asked.

      “No. I should have. But I was too scared. It’s in the country. I was afraid that they would see the lights of my car.”

      “You did great,” Ellie said. She picked up a pen and small writing pad bearing the hotel’s logo from the nightstand and held it out to Amandine. “Can you provide us with the address to the place you went?”

      Amandine took the offered items, scratched something across the paper, and gave them back. “After what I saw, I could not sleep last night. So that’s why I came to you. If that boy is what I saw, then I cannot be quiet.” Her hands flexed in anger. “It is not right. Why would they take a boy like that?”

      “They want his father to do something for them,” I said.

      “I hope you find them,” she said. “The boy, he plucked a blossom from a hibiscus in the breezeway one morning and offered it to me as I passed.”

      “Why do you think your brother and cousin suddenly went to Saint Lucia?” I asked.

      “I asked my mother last night. She said she overheard Liam talking about having to go guard the prisoner. She didn't seem to think much about it, but my brother is not a guard. And my brother is not a policeman. Why would he go with him?”

      Amandine stood up, and Ellie saw her out, promising once again that we would keep her name out of everything. When the young lady was gone, I said to Ellie, “Why don’t you call your team in Fort Myers and see if they can’t track down the phone locations on these two goons. I’ll rent a boat and run down to Saint Lucia. Why don’t you stay here and track down the kid?”

      “Okay.” She brought out her phone.

      “Ditch the Land Cruiser,” I said. “There's a fair chance they have a tracker on it.”

      She smiled and held up her phone to me. The Enterprise Rent A Car app filled the screen. “Way ahead of you.”

      “Call me if you need anything.” I opened the door and stepped to the threshold. “Be safe, samurai.”

      She looked up from her phone. “I can handle myself.”

      Something about the way she said that left no room for doubt.
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        * * *

      

      I took a cab to the Saint-Anne Marina and rented a 23-foot Bowrider with a 250 horsepower outboard. A ferry, known locally as L’Express des Iles (“The Express of the Islands”), makes a daily run to cover the twenty miles between Martinique and Saint Lucia. It was a 420-passenger ferry, fully equipped with a stocked restaurant and bar, an in-house entertainment system, as well as an air-conditioned deck.

      But since I wasn’t here to party, I skipped out.

      By the time I got onto the water, the sun was up, the water glistening with the early morning rays. I rode the boat hard, getting it up to just over 45 knots on calm water with a gentle tailwind. I was headed for Palmist, a small town on the west side of the island. As I plowed ahead, the Pitons grew ever larger. They were magnificent, a World Heritage Site, two green volcanic spires rising 3,000 feet above the ocean. The lush island is home to volcanic beaches, reef-diving sites, luxury resorts, and fishing villages. Trails in the interior rainforest lead to waterfalls and the capital, Castries, a popular cruise port.

      I slowed on my approach and entered Soufriere Bay, where luxury sailboats and statements were tethered to their mooring balls. I followed the channel markers past them and docked at the marina. I had just paid my slip fee and was coming out of the marina’s offices when my phone rang. It was Brad.

      “Hey, I’m back home,” he said. “Kathleen tells me you're on a vacation of your own.”

      “If you want to call it that.”

      “Do you need help? I’ve been lying on a boat for two weeks. I need something to do besides walking to a buffet.”

      “I’m on an island I’m unfamiliar with, tracking down a psychopath who kidnapped a boy and his father. So, sure. If you want to come help me, I won’t say no.”

      “I’ll be on the first flight out of Miami.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Call me when you land, and we’ll figure out a place to meet.”

      “You got it, compadre.”

      We hung up, and I reconsidered the fact that I didn’t have the foggiest idea where to start looking for Matthieu Sepion and his cousin Liam. I was saved by a text from Ellie. All it said was “Matthieu” followed by an address and a close map pin set onto a satellite image of Saint Lucia.

      Her team had moved fast.

      I rented a Jeep Cherokee, punched the address into my GPS, and drove off through the mountains to look for Matthieu, Edward Latham, and, I hoped, Joel Fagan.

      CHAPTER

      Ellie O’Conner turned the steering wheel and drove around a copse of wild bushes growing in the center of the dirt road. She slowed and drew along the unpainted cinderblock building. She parked, took out her sidearm, and exited the Tahoe she had retained.

      The place was quiet and, as Amandine had said, in the middle of nowhere.

      The front door was sturdy, recently painted a dark brown, and unlocked. Moving cautiously, and with her gun raised in front of her, she opened the door and peered inside.

      She heard the rhythmic “swoosh-swoosh-swoosh” and stepped onto the bare concrete floor. As she turned the corner, she saw a young dark man on his hands and knees, running a scrub brush across the floor. A bucket full of suds was beside him.

      A solitary rope hung from a rafter. The end looked as though it had been quickly severed.

      “Freeze!” she called out.

      The young man’s entire body jerked. The brush went flying as he leaned back and raised his hands.

      Ellie stepped closer to see that the suds on the floor were red.

      He was cleaning up a slip of blood.

      “”Where is the boy?!”

      “I—I—”

      She stepped closer, settling the man’s head. “Where is the boy?”

      CHAPTER

      Edward Latham felt a rush of excitement as he finished testing the code a final time.

      He had done it.

      He had really done it.

      Now he could get out of here. He would be reunited with Rory, and they could go back home.

      As if on cue, the door behind him swung open. Edward swiveled around, and for the first time in three days, he felt relief and hope. “I did it!” he said.

      Fagan’s boot heels slapped along the concrete with an even, haughty rhythm. “Did you now?” He stopped beside Edward’s chair and looked at the monitor. “Why don’t you show me?”

      Edward spun around to the monitor and spent the next few minutes demonstrating what he had accomplished. “See, your container will slide right through now. The port will think it’s just a crate of Mike’s coming in from China.”

      “Edward. You did good,” Fagan said.

      Fagan brought out his phone and dialed a number. “Go ahead and dispose of the boy. I got what I needed.” Fagan hung up and slipped his phone into his pocket.

      “What! No!” Edward protested. “No!”

      “You served your purpose, Edward.”

      “But my boy. You—you said you would let us go.”

      Fagan laughed a genuine laugh from deep in his chest. “And you believed me?” He shook his head, still laughing. “I guess it is true what they say about hope. It the only thing standing between us and suicide.”

      “No. No—please don’t do—”

      The bullet from Fagan’s gun caught Edward just above his left brow. His head whipped back, rolled slowly back around, and stopped, and then his body slowly slid off the chair. His head smacked the ground with a sickening thud that made even Fagan a little queasy. “Sorry, old boy. Business is business.”

      CHAPTER

      I pulled off into the woods a quarter mile from where Ellie’s team said the dirty cop’s phone was. I advanced the rest of the way on foot, finally coming to a windowless, unpainted concrete structure. I looked like a storm shelter.

      A tall man was standing at the entrance of an open doorway, a rifle in his hands. It was Matthieu.

      A loud gunshot reverberated from inside. Matthieu turned in the direction of the sound. I made my move, bursting from cover and charging him as I fired. He fell to the ground and I rushed past him and through the open doorway. Joel Fagan was standing over Edward Latham’s dead body.

      “Drop the gun, Fagan.”

      Fagan cursed loudly. “Savage! What the hell...what are you...what are you doing here?”

      Suddenly, his surprise turned into a smile as I felt the cold steel barrel of a gun on my neck.

      I sighed. “Liam, I presume.”

      Fagan smiled. “Thank you, Liam. You can leave us. I need to have a private conversation with Mr. Savage, here.”

      Liam left and Fagan produced a pair of handcuffs. He tossed them to me. “Put those on.”

      I stared at him, unmoving.

      “Don’t be a hardass,” he said. “Put them on.”

      I did as he said, and he ordered me to take a seat in Edward’s vacant chair. I did as he said. “So what now?” I asked. “You feed me to the sharks?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. But I’m leaving this place.” Fagan crossed his arms and tapped his chin with a finger. “You might come in handy,” he mused quietly. “I’ll think I’ll take you with me.”

      Fagan disappeared from my periphery. I heard a thin scuffle behind me just before something hit me hard on the back of the head. I saw a burst of white stars as my body pitched forward. I was out cold before my face hit the floor.

      CHAPTER

      Ellie O’Conner stared through the windshield as the house in front of her. The windows were dark, and thick trees filled the small front yard. She had left the man she had found in the cinder block building tied up in the trees a half mile back.

      He had told her that this is where they had moved the boy.

      She exited the SUV and slowly made her way through the trees, across the yard, and up to the front porch. She heard the whine of an old television and nothing more. Setting her hand on the door handle, she tried it slowly. It gave, and she stepped inside. The hallway was narrow and dark. The television was on in a room at the end. Ellie cleared each room until she reached the end. A man was asleep on the couch, his shirt riding up his stomach.

      Ellie’s stomach twisted as she looked in the corner and saw a young boy, his head hanging limply onto his chest. Having cleared the rest of the house, she yelled at the man on the couch. He jerked awake and immediately went for a pistol sitting on top of a pizza box in front of him.

      She shot him. Five times. He fell back onto the couch and lay still.

      The noise of the firearm discharging startled the boy. His head rose slowly, and then his eyes widened as they came to rest on Ellie. He whimpered.

      Ellie moved to him and, grabbing a dirty knife off a nearby table, cut his bonds.

      He pitched forward and she caught him, held him.

      “Yes, sweetheart,” she soothed. “You’re going to be okay.”

      CHAPTER

      Joel Fagan stared through the cockpit's windshield into the vast expanse of blue sky spread out before him. The view up here was stunning. The atmosphere was unsullied by cloud or pollution; nothing but clear skies all the way home, baby.

      The only blot to speak of at all was the ass stain in the back. Fagan had spent the last half-hour thinking about what to do about it. Ryan Savage’s appearance on the island was, to say the least, disconcerting, if not outright unnerving.

      Somehow, over the last several months, Savage had become his bane, there to pull the fuse on Fagan’s well-laid plans every time the fireworks were about to go off.

      Fagan rubbed at his five o’clock shadow with the palm of his hand and then shrugged to himself. One idea was as good as the next, he supposed. Might as well go with the one that the mentally well-endowed referred to as Occam’s Razor: the simplest answer is often the best.

      “Don’t run a red light,” he said to the pilot. “I’ll be right back.” He removed his headset, slipped out of his seat, and shimmied through the cockpit door.

      Ryan Savage was sitting on the carpeted floor with his feet in front of him, his knees up, hands zip-tied behind his back. Fagan was pleased to see that Savage’s nose had swollen to such a degree that it now looked like a hive of bees had worked it over. His lips and chin were caked with blood, too.

      Fagan yelled over the sound of the engines and the wind rushing by outside. “How’s it going back here?”

      “I think I overpaid,” Savage yelled back. “Is this how you treat all your first class passengers?”

      “The pilot is concerned that we’re a little over our max recommended cargo weight.”

      The aircraft leveled off, and the drone of the engines quieted as the pilot bled off some speed.

      “He’s informed me that relieving the aircraft of some unneeded weight is probably wisest if we’re going to follow the safety guidelines.” Fagan stepped up to his captive, hooked his hands under Savage’s arms, and hauled him to his feet. “Stay there.”

      Fagan moved to the cargo door.

      Savage yelled back, “You’re joking, right? You kill me and Homeland will descend on you like locusts.”

      “I’m moving on, my friend. New opportunities await. New opportunities in new countries that will require new aliases. Let them send every damned Fed and Marine after me. They won’t even find a whiff of my cologne.” Fagan grasped onto a metal handgrip with one hand, then reached out with his other, unlatched the door, and threw it open.

      Wind rushed furiously into the empty fuselage, screaming through the empty space like a newly awakened spirit, whipping his hair and clothes and nearly splitting his eardrums. He stumbled back to Savage and tried to shove him toward the doorway. Savage planted his feet and lowered his center of gravity. But the feeble effort was useless. Fagan slapped a hand between his shoulder blades, grabbed his bound wrists, and lifted them in a single swift motion.

      Fagan shoved him forward, frogmarching his adversary to the threshold as he felt the thrilling rush of victory at his fingertips.

      Fagan leaned in and brought his mouth near so Savage could hear him. “I’m going to go pay Kathleen a visit,” he yelled over the rushing wind. “Maybe have a little fun with her! Too bad you can’t join us tonight!”

      Savage bucked hard against him, but to no avail. Fagan had him pinned perfectly, his joints and muscles leveraged so that any movement at all would send hot bolts of pain through the agent’s limbs.

      “It’s been fun, Savage. But as I recently told my girlfriend, sometimes the fun has to end! Enjoy the ride!”

      And with that, he gave him a hard thrust and watched him fall into the wide open sky.

      Fagan stumbled back and pressed the button for the door to re-engage. It moved back into place, creating a renewed seal that once again blocked out the rush of the wind. Fagan worked his jaw to relieve the pressure in his ears.

      He returned to the cockpit and buckled into his seat. Slipping the headset back over his ears, he lifted his thumb and jammed it into the air. “Let's get back up there.”

      The pilot fidgeted with several controls and set his hand back on the throttle. Fagan rested his head back on the seat as they started to climb once again.

      Finally, he said, “We need to make a brief detour.”

      “Where to?”

      “TavernAero Park. A private airstrip just north of Plantation Key.”

      “I know it. But if I remember correctly, you have to have a member present to represent you when you land.”

      “I am a member,” Fagan said. “Albeit under a different name.”

      The pilot nodded and banked slightly to the north, the shadows slanting across the cockpit.

      Beside him, Joel Fagan grinned happily, expectantly, eager for what the remainder of the day held.

      He couldn’t wait.
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      As the garage door shuddered up, Kathleen Rose eased her Lexus forward, pressing the clicker again as she parked. She turned off the car. The door rolled back down on its track, leaving her in complete silence as it shut completely.

      She stepped out and entered her home via a door that led through the laundry room and into the kitchen. She set her purse on the island’s granite counter, selected a wine glass from the cupboard, and ruffled her hair.

      It had been a long day.

      She selected a bottle of red from a custom wine rack built in between the cabinets, opened the bottle, and poured herself a generous serving. Her feet hurt, and she slipped out of her heels and walked out of the kitchen.

      She froze.

      A man was sitting comfortably on the couch in her living room. One hand held a lowball glass, half-filled with ice and amber liquid. In his other hand, resting easily on the arm of the couch, was a suppressed pistol.

      Kathleen felt her heart begin to race. “Joel,” she said calmly.

      “Kathleen.” Fagan let the word slip slowly from his mouth, as if he were playing with it.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Fagan looked away and chuckled. “Your question is a bit redundant, don’t you think? I mean, seeing that Ryan Savage works—worked—for you and has been hunting me down with your permission.” He looked back at her and smiled. “Have a seat.”

      Kathleen placed her wine glass on the dining room table. Her feet padded quietly across the tile. She slid past the glass-top coffee table and sat into one of the leather armchairs across from her former fiancé.

      Fagan’s gaze lingered over her black pantsuit and where the top buttons of her blouse opened up below her neck. “My, my. You look as good as ever.”

      “Joel, what do you mean, Ryan ‘worked’ for me?”

      “Ryan? Oh, yes. Well, I don’t know what you thought would happen. You sent someone to find me who was way out of his depth. That thing in Costa Rica, we both know he just got lucky. But this time… this time he met his match.”

      Kathleen closed her eyes. “What did you do to him?” she asked coolly.

      “Let’s just say that he had a fall from grace.”

      “He’s dead?”

      “Indeed.”

      Kathleen frowned deeply, her jaw tensed, but she said nothing.

      “You know,” Fagan continued, “I was on my way to Mexico just a little bit ago when I decided that it might be rude to pass over without stopping to say hello to an old friend.” He looked around the room, observing the layout and the decor. “You’ve done well for yourself. I always knew they had you by the short hairs. Still God and country, is it?

      “And what about you, Joel? You betrayed your country, and your god...what is it, money?”

      Fagan chuckled eerily. “No, sweetheart. Not money. I mean, money is good, don’t get me wrong. I suppose it’s the thrill of the whole thing.”

      “What happened to you?”

      Fagan seemed somewhat unprepared for that question. But he answered quickly enough. “Happened to me? Kathleen, you inhabit a world that is black and white. Us versus them. Good guys versus bad guys. But I don’t see life that way. My favorite color is gray. Because the world is gray. Nothing is cut and dry.”

      “You’re not going to sit on my couch and convince me that kidnapping women and children, mothers and fathers, and forcing them to do your bidding is gray. Why don’t you just leave the philosophizing to the professionals?”

      “That’s what I always liked about you, Kathleen. You’re feisty.”

      “What exactly are you doing here, Joel? Is it to gloat, to show me how powerful you are? Because you’ll always be a deadbeat who betrayed everything that truly matters in life.”

      Fagan looked away. “Yes…” he mused. “Perhaps I did.” He returned his gaze to Kathleen. “So I suppose it’s time to say goodbye.” He raised himself off the back of the couch and sat up straight. He raised the gun and pointed it at her head.

      “Not yet,” she said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I said, not yet. I’ll save my final goodbye for the day the judge lays out your sentencing.”

      He huffed. “Sentencing? You think I’m bluffing? Sweetheart, this gun isn’t empty.”

      “And neither is mine, you bastard.”

      Behind her, the dining room window shattered. Fagan was thrown back into the couch as a .223 semi-automatic bullet punched into his shoulder, tearing muscles and tendons, shattering bone.

      Fagan’s gun clattered to the floor; his glass tumbled from his hand and splintered onto the tile. Kathleen slowly leaned forward and set her wine glass on the table. She took her time standing up and then approached the couch. Looking down, she slapped the gun with the bottom of her foot, and it slid across the floor, coming to rest beneath her dining room table.

      Fagan’s face was ashen, and he sat writhing in front of her, blood coating his shoulder and staining the couch from the exit wound in the back.

      “What’s the matter, Joel? I thought you said it was time to say goodbye.”

      He cursed at her and tried to stand up, but she formed a solid fist with her right hand and sent it into his shoulder like a rocket.

      Fagan howled through the pain.

      Kathleen returned to her seat, her knuckles stained with Fagan’s blood, and observed him like she would a wounded animal at the zoo.

      At the other end of the room, the front door opened, and a man's sturdy figure stepped into the foyer. Another man followed behind. One of them stepped into view. He was wearing a contented smile.

      Fagan choked and coughed. It was Ryan Savage.

      Savage stepped into the room. A customized AR-style rifle was in his hands.

      Fagan’s eye grew as large as a saucer. His face pinched into a wince as he tried to sit up straighter.  “You?” he screeched. “That—that’s not—not possible!”

      CHAPTER

      Eight Hours Earlier

      Falling out of an airplane without a parachute does not come recommended. Not by me, anyway.

      I tumbled out of the plane with nothing on my back but my favorite polo shirt. It flapped mercilessly against my back as gravity pulled me greedily to the earth. Within seconds, I had reached terminal velocity and was plummeting at 120 miles per hour toward the dark mass of the Caribbean Ocean three miles below.

      The ground sped toward me at nearly two hundred feet per second. Assuming the plane was at fourteen or fifteen thousand feet altitude when Fagan pushed me out, then I had less than eighty seconds before I met my Maker.

      The air temperature grew warmer as I hurtled toward the earth.

      My life didn’t exactly flash before my eyes, but the expression is appropriate enough for what happened on my way down.

      I thought of my parents, my mother and father. I recalled how my mother would throw a baseball in the back yard with me when my dad was TDY. My father wiping a line of grease down my nose as we tinkered together underneath his ’68 Mustang.

      I remembered their faces, their expressions, and the kind tones that were always present in their voices, and then the tears in my grandmother's eyes as she told five-year-old me that they had gotten into a car crash in Paris and had gone on to heaven. Throughout my life, I had racked my earliest memories to try to draw up anything specific that they had said to me. But all I ever got was just one thing from my father. We were changing the oil in his Mustang when he looked over at me and set a hand on my shoulder. “It’s a hard world, son. Fight for what’s right. Always fight for what’s right.”

      I don’t know what was going through his mind that day, or what had prompted him to convey that particular nugget of wisdom, but now that I was facing imminent death, I could honestly say that I had done my best to live my life by those words.

      The surface of the earth continued to stretch out in front of me, gravity pulling me hungrily toward it.

      And now my life was live streaming before my eyes. I recalled having to move in with my grandmother and then the string of rebellious and angry teen years. I remembered hiking Colorado’s 14ers during my high school years, skiing the white slopes of the Rockies in the winter, and fishing the stream behind our house.

      I reflected on the man who had gotten me back on track when my grandmother was heartbroken and all out of options with me. At the time, I was angry, lonely, and friendless, a young man filled with a flurry of hormones and a growing anger that my parents weren’t around to help me navigate life.

      We lived far away from any city—the rural bus drive to school was nearly half an hour—and I spent the better part of my early childhood roaming the foothills, wading through streams, and camping under the stars. The nearest kid to my age lived over five miles away, so I learned to keep busy with shooting my .22, making traps to catch squirrels and coons, and fishing.

      My grandmother had a neighbor who used to stop by and visit at regular intervals. Barnabas Jones had been a decorated investigator with the LAPD for over thirty years before retiring to the mountains of Colorado. My grandmother didn’t allow for much TV time, so Barnabas stopping by was often the highlight of my week.

      I would sit for hours on the front porch, listening to Barnabas recount case after case from the old days. My grandmother would shoot him a warning glare when his facts started to venture into gruesome territory. The gritty details, of course, were my favorite, and Barnabas would usually fill me in on them when my grandmother wasn’t around.

      It was the old man’s singular influence that developed my mind to see connections and threads that often seemed invisible to others. Had it not been for him and his stories, I would have never considered becoming a military police investigator.

      But more than an influence on my future career, Barnabas taught me the value of respect, of working hard and taking responsibility for my own life. He impressed on me that men don’t use an unfortunate hand in life as an excuse for irrepressibility, laziness, and uncontrolled anger. My parents may have been taken early, but how I responded to what life gave me was up to me alone.

      Barnabas drifted away, and I saw rapid-fire images of my beautiful wife, who, like my parents, was also taken from me far too early. I saw friends and fugitives alike from the Florida Keys and beyond.

      The ground rushed at me now, larger and more menacing with every second.

      I would hit the water like it was a slab concrete. My bones would shatter, and my face would be unrecognizable. I pitied the fisherman or law enforcement personnel who would find me.

      Below, I thought I could just make out a tiny cay. And then there were more, each no more than a few acres and their surfaces bare of any vegetation. Just sandy cays strung independently from their near neighbors like the simple curve of a pearl necklace.

      Awesome. I get to die on land instead of the water.

      Fagan hadn’t allowed me the small luxury of tossing me out of his airplane with an altimeter, but I’d jumped out of enough airplanes over Fort Bragg to make a solid guess at my rapidly decreasing altitude.

      4000 feet…

      3000 feet…

      2000 feet…

      Instinctively, my body tensed.

      Lord, please don't let me feel anything before the lights go out.

      Suddenly, something heavy plowed into my right side from above. My body twisted hard from the impact, nearly sending me into a full-on spin. I felt strong arms encircle my chest, and a wide strap being pulled across it and under my arms.

      My approach to the earth’s surface hadn’t slowed in the slightest, and I grimaced as I braced for an imminent impact.

      And that was the moment I heard the familiar snap of a parachute as it unfurled and filled with air.

      We were still coming in fast—too fast—and the strap dug hard underneath my armpits as it took the weight of several Gs and my body slumped into it. The pressure was immense, and I thought that should I actually touch down safely on the earth, it was going to be with a handful of snapped ribs.

      I heard the distinct sound of a knife slicing through fabric. The tension around my chest vanished as the strap gave way. Free once again from any constraints, I plummeted the final fifteen feet into the sandy cay below, trying to roll with as much agility as I could, but landing more in a flop than anything that might pass for professional finesse.

      I looked to my left to see the man who had grabbed me touch down. His body was swallowed up in a red squirrel suit that now hung about his body like loose skin. He quickly gathered his chute lines into his arms and then the chute itself before dropping the bundle into the sand.

      I still couldn’t see his face. His back was toward me, and I started toward him as he shimmied out of the parachute harness. He turned around and slipped his goggles off his face.

      It was Brad.

      I stopped dead in my tracks.

      Surely the trauma of my fall was messing with my eyesight, bringing on the beginnings of a panic attack or a complete mental breakdown. But, oddly enough, I didn’t feel panicked. Rubbing my eyes in the harsh glare, I looked back at him as I tried to catch my breath. “Brad…? What in the—”

      “I think what you’re trying to say is, ‘thank you,’” Brad grinned. “That’s what you’re trying to say, right? ‘Thanks, Brad, for that incredible feat of strength and prowess.’” Brad unzipped the squirrel suit and somewhat awkwardly extricated himself from it. “Didn’t think I was going to catch up to you there for a while.”

      “Where in the hell did you come from? How did you do that?”

      “Dude, I just told you. Strength and prowess. By the way, you just used up eight of your nine lives, pal. And I think I just qualified for a Red Bull extreme sports sponsorship.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I just did that. I seriously didn’t think it would work.”

      My heart was still thumping like a jackhammer. It took a few more seconds to catch my breath. “Seriously,” I finally said. “What just happened?”

      “My flight into St. Lucia landed on the airstrip just as Fagan was loading you into the plane. After my plane cleared the runway, yours was the next to go. We were only halfway to the hangar when I told the pilot to stop. I bolted off that thing like someone had just told me that happy hour was free. It only took me a minute to find a guy who does skydiving charters. He was about to take a couple of folks up when I told him your predicament and handed him a few hundred bucks.”

      “You followed Fagan’s plane all the way out here?”

      “Yeah. But barely. The skydiving plane had a max altitude of sixteen thousand feet. Fagan’s cargo plane had another 10K on us for most of the trip. But when I saw them descend to our level, I had a pretty good idea what Fagan was going to do. There was no other reason for it. So I suited up and told the pilot to move off course a little and get even lower.”

      I clapped my best friend on the shoulder. “Thanks. I owe you one big time. That was a helluva save.”

      “And I won’t let you forget it.”

      I could feel the adrenaline starting to wear off, and I turned my attention to our newest dilemma. I looked around the tiny cay. The entire area couldn't have been more than five acres. Other than a few other cays in the tiny chain, we were completely surrounded by dark blue water as far as the eye could see.

      “Any idea where we are?” I asked.

      “Right before I jumped, the pilot told me we were near a chain of unmarked cays at the southern end of the West Indies. For whatever that’s worth.”

      I looked around the small island, having no desire to end up like a heavily bearded and hopeless Tom Hanks.

      Brad seemed to read my mind. “Shoot,” he said. “I didn’t even bring a volleyball.”

      “So,” I said. “You saved me from becoming a human slurry. Now what do we do?”

      Brad rested his hands on his hips and looked west across the water. “Guess we, uh, start swimming.”

      CHAPTER

      Joel Fagan squirmed on his former fiance’s couch like a salted slug.

      “What’s the matter?” I said. “Never been shot before?”

      “Personally,” Kathleen said, “it’s been my experience that the most ruthless are the biggest cowards.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “I took your eye twenty years ago. Today I take your dignity. You’re going to spend the last of your days in a concrete room. No one on this entire planet will miss you. No one will even think of you.”

      Brad had come in behind me.  We exchanged a glance. Kathleen was a rock star.

      “You know,” I said. “The irony here is that I wanted to send that bullet between your eyes. It’s Kathleen who saved your life. She told me we had to do this the right way. By the book.”

      Kathleen crossed her legs and folded her hands across her lap. She had known all along that we had her back, but either way you look at it, an operation like this is not for the faint of heart. She looked like she had just spent the last hour at a seaside bar sipping margaritas. “You’re going to pay for your many crimes, Joel. Killing you would just let you off the hook.”

      “Thanks for telling me that you planned on having a drink with her tonight,” I said.

      “How—how did you—”

      “I saved him,” Brad said proudly. “Yep. It was me. All me.”

      “How?”

      “I’m not going to give you the satisfaction of knowing,” I said.

      Before jumping out of the airplane, Brad had shoved his satellite phone down the leg of his squirrel suit. A quick call to Kathleen once we landed on the cay, and we were back in the Keys in less than three hours.

      Fagan’s face was white, drained of all color. The shock of the bullet wound and the reality that this wasn’t something that he would be getting out of was settling in.

      “Imagine my surprise,” I said, “when I got a call from a customs official at the Martinique port thirty minutes ago informing me that they discovered a container full of guns on a freighter about to raise anchor and begin its journey to Mexico.”

      Fagan swore under his breath. Red and blue lights pulsed across Kathleen’s face as a line of squad cars rolled down her drive.

      I stepped closer to him. “This is what checkmate looks like, you sonofabitch.” Then I grabbed the back of his head and sent my knee into his face. His head snapped back, and he crumbled onto the couch. We all stared at him for a while, relishing in the realization that the Fagan saga was finally over.

      Finally, Kathleen stood up. She crossed the floor into the dining room and retrieved her wine glass. “Anyone want a beer?”

      CHAPTER

      I slept in until noon the next day. I generally hate getting up late, but the high-octane events of the last week had apparently worn me out more than I realized.

      Lisa made me breakfast for lunch—eggs, bacon, and cheesy grits—and then Brad and I sat on his back porch and debriefed for the next two hours. He filled me in on his vacation, and I brought him up to speed on the details of the investigation, starting with Darren Reddick showing up at my boat and ending with Fagan grabbing me on Saint Lucia.

      “I’m disappointed that he got the drop on you,” Brad said. “You’re losing your touch.”

      “Maybe.”

      My phone buzzed with a text notification. I picked up and read it.

      “Is that her?” Brad asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, reading the screen and standing up. “Let’s get going.”

      We went out front and hopped into Brad’s bright red Jeep Gladiator. He cranked it up and pulled out of the driveway. Five minutes later, he pulled into the only vacant parking space in front of The Wayward Reef.  The building was formed of unpainted clapboard that had grown gray from years under the Florida sun. The simple tin roof was starting to rust in places, and along the front eave were mounted a couple of plastic dolphins that, oddly enough, looked right at home where they were. The door squeaked a familiar tone as I pulled it open, and we walked inside to the loud clamor of happy conversation and the jukebox blaring Three Dog Night’s “Joy to the World.”

      It was good to be back.

      Scenery, people, drink, food, and music; that’s what made this paradise. Take one of those away, and it messed with your inner ear and turned everything upside down. I had to agree with the song: if I was in charge of the world, I'd toss away the cars and—well, maybe not the bars—but certainly the wars.

      We crossed the floor to a table in the back, where Ellie and Kathleen were in conversation and enjoying a couple of beers. I introduced Brad to Ellie, and we sat down next to them, taking a seat across from each other.

      Ellie had just returned stateside from Saint Lucia, having remained there yesterday to make sure Rory got safely onto the plane that would take him back to his mother in England.

      “How is Rory?” I asked her.

      “The local doctors got him stitched up and rehydrated. They wanted to wait another day to clear him to fly, but I told them the boy needed his mother more than anything.”

      I could see the anger glowing in her eyes.

      “I’m not sure how you get over something like that as a kid,” she said. “But he’s safe now.”

      I hated that I didn’t get to Edward in time. No one deserves to go like he did. But I didn’t say anything about it.

      A slender man with a trimmed white beard and a deeply seamed face appeared at the end of the table. A dishrag was draped over a shoulder, and he was holding a plate filled with food.

      I met Denny three months ago at the local homeless shelter that I volunteer at. He was an intermittent resident there, but drug free, a hard worker, and a Vietnam Vet. I maneuvered a few things around to help him get back on his feet, and Roscoe offered him a job as cook. Ever since, Roscoe was keen to say that Denny was the best hire he ever made.

      Looking at me, Denny said, “These two pretty ladies told Roscoe that you were on your way over. So I made this special for you all.” Denny set the plate in the center of the table. It was piled high with conch fritters. “The remoulade sauce is my own concoction. A little Cajun spice to give it some kick.”

      Brad’s eyes bugged out, and he grabbed a fritter, dunked it in the remoulade, and stuffed it in his mouth. Before the vacation, Lisa had put Brad on a diet of sorts, restricting his consumption of alcohol and keeping him off processed foods. But the two-week cruise, with its ever-flowing bars, 24-hour buffets, and half a dozen restaurants, seemed to have upset any previous trend in the weight loss department.

      “Hmmm…” Brad smiled around the food and gave Denny a thumbs up. “Well done, sir.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.” Denny headed back to the kitchen, and Amy dropped off beers for Brad and me before running off to another table.

      “Ellie and I were having a nice chat before you showed up,” Kathleen said. “I’m trying to convince her to move over to my team. You boys wear me out sometimes.”

      “I think you’re going to be on the losing end of that conversation,” I said. “As far as I can tell, Pine Island has some mystical hold on her. She’ll never leave.”

      Ellie smiled. “Well said.”

      “So, Fagan,” Brad said. “Do you think he’ll talk?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. At this point, he’s got nothing else to lose.”

      “He’ll talk,” Ellie said. “Men like him always do. He’s in the snare, and he knows that this time, there’s no way out. He’ll talk, if for no other reason than he’ll want to put it to those who still have what he can no longer gain.”

      “Well, whatever he does,” I said. “I’m finished with him.”

      We spent the next half-hour working down the plate of fritters and talking about work, boats, and fishing. At some point, Brad looked behind me, his eyes seeming to fall on something as though he had just recognized it for the first time. The feet of his chair squealed against the stained concrete as he stood up. He moved past the table and stopped somewhere behind me.

      I didn’t feel like turning around. “What is he doing?” I asked Kathleen.

      “Oh no.” She muttered. “Brad—Brad, don’t...”

      Ellie pivoted in her seat and turned back, wearing a fresh smirk.

      Brad reappeared and sat back down. “What?” he said glibly.

      “You’re ridiculous,” I grinned. “Completely ridiculous.” A few weeks back, Roscoe had brought in a fake parrot, set it on a perch, and hung it from the rafters.

      “Too soon,” Kathleen said, shaking her head.

      Brad had plucked the eyepatch off the parrot and slid it over an eye.

      “I can’t decide if I want to laugh at you or punch you,” I said.

      Ellie's phone rang, and she set it to her ear. “Hey, Tyler.” She stood up and stepped outside where it wasn’t as noisy. She returned a minute later. “I’d better go,” she said. “I have to get back. I have a date tonight.”

      I stood up and extended my hand. She took it. “I hope we get the chance to work another case together,” I said. “You did good rescuing that kid. It was a real pleasure working beside you.”

      “You too, Ryan. Come on up to Pine Island sometime, and we’ll toss a couple lines in the water.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      She said goodbye to Brad and Kathleen, and as we watched her disappear out the front door, Rich Wilson appeared and clapped me on the shoulder. I hadn’t seen him since the night of the shooting on our marina.

      “Did you drive here?” he asked.

      “No. I rode over with Brad.”

      “Come on,” he said. “I want to show you something.”

      I said goodbye to Brad and Kathleen and followed Rich out the back. Walking down the short dock, he stopped at Roscoe’s Mako 21 LTS and boarded. Anticipating my question, he said, “Roscoe gave me the keys for the afternoon. One of these days, I’ll have to break down and buy myself a runabout.”

      The Mako had a shiny turquoise hull, and its Rapid Planing System transom vented the running surface aft with lateral and longitudinal steps to reduce bow rise when coming onto plane. The boat was complete with standard fishing fare: a 30-gallon livewell in the aft casting deck, a pair of aft flush-mount rod holders, console rod racks, a forward console cooler seat, a leaning post that housed a 94-quart cooler, and araw water washdown. Roscoe had recently updated the prior 150-horsepower engine for a Mercury 225. You’ll always find me in Tim the Toolman Taylor’s corner: more power.

      We cast off and headed south down the coast, and several minutes later, he pulled into an empty slip beside my Whaler. I tied off before he killed the engine. We got off, and he led the way to my houseboat. I hadn’t seen it in days, but I was glad to see that it was no longer wrapped in yellow crime scene tape. The dock boards stained by Tony Fry’s blood had been replaced.

      Rich stopped in front of The MacGyver. “Well, what do you think?”

      “Rich, who did this?”

      “Several people. They took it over to the boatyard for a few days and made her right as rain.”

      “That quickly? It hasn’t even been a week.”

      “There are a lot of people around here, Ryan, who appreciate you and the work that you do. It’s their way of saying thanks. I took care of the supplies, and they volunteered the labor.”

      “Rich, I’ve got the money.”

      “It’s not about that. You young people are always thinking about money. You, Ryan, are family to Edith and me. We want you to know that. And this is what family does. So no more talking about compensating for the repairs. Got it?”

      “Thanks, Rich. This means a lot.”

      “Permission to board?”

      “After you.”

      We climbed aboard, and Rich gave me the grand tour. Repairing a boat isn’t easy; there is a lot of work that goes into it. Layers of epoxy, bedding compound, varnish, and paint, just for starters. Except for a few areas on the deck where the texture was slightly different, it looked like a brand new boat.

      Best of all, there were no bullet holes anywhere.

      We stepped inside. The forward and aft sliding glass doors had been replaced, as had the flooring and the paneling on the bulkheads. I had new countertops in the galley, as well as brand new appliances and light fixtures. Everything had been updated. I hardly recognized the place. It smelled like fresh paint.

      “What do you think?” Rich asked. “Edith finished painting the paneling yesterday.” A gleam was in his eye.

      “This is great, Rich.”

      I walked through the galley and into the salon. I even had new furniture. The couches, coffee table, and floor lamps were all new, too.

      “We went ahead and took out the propulsion system,” Rich said. “She wasn’t looking pretty, to say the least. If you ever do need to move it, then we can outfit it quickly enough with an outboard and a high-thrust prop.”

      Most houseboats have inboard/outboard setups, which is really a terrible idea. The outdrive unit lives permanently in the water and accumulates rust and barnacles. As old as The MacGyver was, there was always the concern that one day the propulsion system would fail to crank up properly.

      Brad’s place was nice enough, but it was good to be home.

      That night I sat on The MacGyver’s upper deck with the bimini pulled back, a pail of iced beer beside me, reading a dog-eared copy of Faulkner's The Sound and the Fury. I looked up and stared out over the water. A pod of dolphins was slowly making its way to a mangrove island in the distance, and a gull uttered a long and lonely cry as it flew overhead.

      I smiled to myself, glad to have all the chaos of the last week behind me, and happy to know that Joel Fagan, and everything about him, was finally out of my life for good.
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      One hundred miles south of Denver, Colorado, on a 37-acre complex off Highway 67, sits ADX Florence, the most secure prison in the United States. The Supermax prison is colloquially referred to as the “Alcatraz of the Rockies,” and 377 prisoners spend 23 hours per day in single cells whose desks, stools, and beds are made entirely of poured concrete. Phones are banned, and the only connection they are allowed to the outside world is a small television showing only recreational, educational, and religious programming.

      Each cell is equipped with a 4 inch by 4 foot window that is mounted near the ceiling and designed to prevent inmates from knowing their exact location within the complex. All cells are sound-proofed to prevent prisoners from communicating with one another. Inmates exercise in a concrete pit that resembles an empty swimming pool, also designed to prevent them from knowing their location in the facility. The pit is only large enough for a prisoner to walk less than a dozen steps in a straight line or thirty steps in a circle. Correctional officers deliver food to the cells.

      The prison contains a multitude of motion detectors, cameras, and up to 1,500 remote-controlled steel doors. Officers in the prison's control center monitor inmates 24 hours a day and can activate a "panic button" which closes every door in the facility should an escape attempt be suspected. Pressure pads and 12-foot-tall razor wire fences wrap the perimeter, which is patrolled by heavily armed officers.

      Several years ago, when the Bureau of Prisons allowed the media to take a guided tour of ADX Florence, visiting reporters remarked on "an astonishing and eerie quiet" within the prison.

      No one has ever escaped.

      Most of the United States’ most notorious criminals live in ADX Florence.

      Zacarias Moussaoui pleaded guilty to terrorism conspiracy charges in 2005 for playing a key role in planning the September 11th attacks, helping the hijackers obtain flight lessons, material, and money used in the attacks. Currently serving six life sentences.

      Umar Abdulmutallab, a Nigerian national and Al-Qaeda operative, pleaded guilty in 2011 to attempted use of a weapon of mass destruction for an attempt to detonate an explosive sewn into his underwear on Northwest Airlines Flight 253 from Amsterdam to Detroit on Christmas Day 2009. He is popularly known as the “Underwear Bomber.” Serving four life terms plus fifty years without parole.

      Dzhokhar Tsarnaev, who, along with his brother Tamerlan, planted a pressure cooker bomb at the 2013 Boston Marathon finish line, killing three people and injuring over 250. Sentenced to death and awaiting execution.

      Robert Hanssen, former senior FBI agent, pleaded guilty in 2002 to espionage for passing classified information to the Soviet Union and later to Russia over a 20-year period. The treason was regarded as the worst intelligence disaster in U.S. history at the time, betraying dozens of U.S. intelligence agents, several of whom were executed directly due to Hanssen's actions. Serving fifteen consecutive life sentences.

      Terry Nichols, Timothy McVeigh’s co-conspirator in the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building, which killed 168 people. Serving 161 consecutive life sentences.

      In other words, he’s not getting out.

      And, most recently, Joaquín "El Chapo" Guzmán, the Pablo Escobar of our time. Three years ago, the former leader of the Sinaloa Cartel was extradited from Mexico to the United States to face charges of drug trafficking, money laundering, and murder. His trial, often characterized as a trial of the century, lasted for over three months. The jury found him guilty on all counts: life imprisonment without parole.

      ADX Florence just happened to be the prison where Joel Fagan found himself while he awaited trial on charges of defection, treason, drug trafficking, arms trafficking, conspiracy, as well as multiple counts of murder and kidnapping.

      All the other inmates were serving out sentences that had already been handed down.

      But Fagan was still waiting for his trial.

      The Department of Justice, viewing him as a high-level threat to national security, denied him bail and tossed him into the most secure prison they had while the Attorney General's office gathered evidence and prepared to bring their case.

      In the five weeks that Fagan had been there, the only faces he had seen were those of six different guards, his lawyer, and several individuals from the Attorney General's office. The latter had come to see him nearly half a dozen times.

      He was about to strike a deal.

      Fagan wasn’t getting out of there, he knew that. The United States had been looking for their elusive runaway for over twenty years, and now that they had him and had thrown him into the darkest dungeon they had, they weren’t about to let him get off with anything less than dozens of life sentences. Maybe even the death penalty.

      But Fagan didn’t feel ready to get stuck with the needle quite yet. This place might be the pits, but spending his days watching National Geographic documentaries and those creepy big-haired ladies on Trinity Broadcasting Network was still better than going down early for the big sleep.

      To both his surprise and pleasure, the AG’s office was willing to cut him a deal; Fagan had a veritable well of information on criminal networks in the Caucasus, Northern Africa, and greater Europe, all of which in some way negatively affected the national security efforts of the United States.

      But of even more interest to the AG was what Fagan knew about Roman Baxter.

      Prior to expatriating from the U.S. ten years ago, Baxter had spent a lucrative career as an agricultural lobbyist, spending his time courting and smooching up to senior senators and representatives. But Baxter finally grew tired of it all, choosing instead to hang up his cleats and surrender his citizenship. He moved to Madrid, where he consulted with the Spanish government on environmental threats coming from synthetic fertilizers and herbicides. He did this until he, much like Fagan, decided that there was far more money on the other side of the law. Baxter now spent most of his time financing criminal endeavors as far-ranging as human trafficking, high-value art heists, espionage, and small arms transfers. He had quickly risen to become one of the most diversified and feared crime bosses in Europe.

      But what especially held the interest of the United States government was Roman Baxter’s involvement in the

      Baxter was an expert at keeping his hands clean. He    Not even the hint of a phone call record or the trace of an email. Only the pictures provided by deeply entrenched spies provided the social links that the United States needed to  complicity.

      And not a single national government had definitive proof of his complicity.

      But Joel Fagan could change all that.

      His dealings with Baxter over the last several years were such that he was one of the privileged few who knew where the ex-pat kept his

      And he had the proof.

      Safely tucked away in a safe deposit box in Copenhagen.

      Fagan, given his current predicament, was more than happy to dangle juicy bits of information on Baxter in front of the AG. Baxter may have gotten him out of a third world prison a few months ago, but that had come at a price, and there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell that Baxter could get him out of this concrete prison.

      The Feds were anxious—eager, even—to get anything they could on Roman Baxter. He was slowly growing into a greater threat, no longer a mere political nuisance, and catching him would go a long way to advance more than a few people’s careers.

      Fagan lay on his bed—a thin mattress atop a solid concrete pedestal—and laced his fingers behind his head. His brown hair was still long and stringy; the Bureau of Prison was waiting for his conviction before they cut it to prison standards. He fixed his attention on the television monitor in the corner of the ceiling. The Discovery Channel was showing a classic documentary on the Serengeti, vast ecosystem in east-central Africa.

      A famished pack of hyenas was eagerly working over a wildebeest.

      Fagan had spent most of his life feeling like a hyena. But now he was fairly certain that he had just become the wildebeest. He frowned and absently rubbed gently at the top of his chest. The bullet wound had healed nicely. The area was still red and tender, but after eight days in the hospital he had come out in proper working order.

      A loud rap came on the heavy steel door of his cell. From the other side, a guard ordered him to approach, turn around, and place his hands through the narrow slot in the door.

      Fagan rose slowly and set his feet on the floor.

      The timestamp on the bottom corner of the television told him it was nearly nine o’clock in the evening. He’d already fulfilled his allotted hour of exercise in the pit.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      The guard didn’t answer.

      Fagan mumbled as he stepped to the door and turned around. “So now they’re hiring deaf-mutes around here?” He felt the coolness of the cuffs wrap around his wrists, the ridginess of the metal as it tightened around his skin.

      He stepped forward and turned around. The guard unlocked the door and escorted him into the silent corridor. Above them, bright halogens reflected off the glossy paint of the floor. The     If he didn’t know better, Fagan might have thought that he was in an underground safety bunker.

      He was led through a series of interconnected passageways, stepping through a doorway and waiting for it to seal behind him before the next one was opened. Then the guard did something Fagan did not expect. He placed a black hood over Fagan’s head.

      “Is this necessary? I’ve only got one eye.”

      He was grabbed around his upper arm and led forward. They walked for another five minutes, working their way through more locked down corridors before entering a hallway that felt and smelled uniquely different. This one was made of sheetrock, not concrete, and now there was carpet on the floors. It smelled like it had been freshly painted.

      Something wasn’t right. Fagan suddenly felt a knot tighten in his stomach. The secure room where he had met with his lawyer and the AG was much closer to his cell. He had never been in that area of the prison.

      “You takin’ me to dinner? There better be candles.”

      “Shut up.”

      They stopped once again, and Fagan heard the guard punch in several buttons on a keyboard. They walked through a final doorway, and Fagan was immediately hit with the smell of a spiced candle.

      A voice boomed several feet in front of him. “Thank you, Jerry. If you’ll remove the hood and the cuffs as well.”

      “Sir, the cuffs?”

      “Please.”

      To both his surprise and joy, Fagan felt the guard fiddle with his cuffs. Moments later, they were pulled off his skin. The hood was removed to reveal Fagan standing in a comfortable office. The carpet was a dark brown, and built in bookcases lined one wall, the shelves filled with four- and five-inch binders, each of them ostensibly dedicated to a prisoner at the complex. There were no windows, but two floor lamps and a lamp on the desk provided a comfortable yellow glow.

      A man sat behind the wide desk. He was slender. His elbows were propped on the desk, his skeletal fingers steepled. Wire rimmed glasses were perched on the top of a narrow nose. His eyes were tiny, a cold blue that seemed to pierce whatever they fell on like an x-ray.

      “Thank you, Jerry,” the man said. “You can return to your post. I’ll send for Carver when we’re done here.”

      Jerry frowned as though this entire ordeal was outside of his practiced routine. But he simply said, “Yes, sir,” and left without another word.

      The man in the wire rimmed glasses extended a hand to a leather armchair in front of the desk. “Have a seat.”

      Fagan did as he was asked. He sat upright and placed each hand on the end of the armrests. He looked confidently into the eyes of the man that he deduced was the prison’s warden.

      “Mr. Fagan,” the man said. “I typically make it a point to personally introduce myself to each new inmate that arrives at my prison. When they come here, it’s because they will be calling it home for the rest of their lives. I always want to make sure they feel welcome.” The man leaned back in his chair. “My name is Hal Dotson. I am the warden at this fine establishment. Please forgive me for taking a few weeks to welcome you.”

      Fagan studied the man who was studying him. Dotson’s lips now formed a thin line, as though they were still deciding whether to curl into a smile or not. “Good to meet you,” Fagan said, although he didn’t really care about the warden’s formal welcome. Something told him there was more to this meeting than a simple “hello.”

      A decanter sat on the far end of the desk. Dotson leaned forward and retrieved it, sliding it across the polished wood surface. He opened a desk drawer, withdrew a glass, removed the stopper from the decanter, and poured generously. Returning the stopper to its place, he slid the glass over to Fagan.

      “You’re not drinking?” Fagan asked him.

      “Quit fifteen years ago. The bottle took me through three wives and nearly smothered my career.” His smile came now, and it was sinister, revealing, and, given his position, a bit disturbing. “But I aim to be hospitable. As you’re aware, the Bureau doesn’t exactly serve you a nightcap after your evening meals.”

      Fagan hadn’t had a good drink since that night at Kathleen’s house. He lifted the glass to his lips and closed his eye as he sipped. The amber liquid was warm in his mouth; sweet at first, and giving off notes of ripe black cherries and warm, toasted wood. The lingering finish had a hint of cedar wraps and light peat smoke.

      Fagan’s eye snapped open.

      He knew this whiskey. He had only had it once before—just a few weeks earlier. It wasn’t one that you easily forgot: it was sweet, with notes of ripe black cherries and brown sugar giving way to dried fruits and warm, and light peat smoke, giving way to a lingering finish. The knot returned to his stomach, much tighter than it had been earlier.

      Dotson was watching him. “Relax, Joel. What’s the problem?”

      “What do you make every year?” Fagan asked. “A hundred and twenty thousand? A hundred and thirty? How can you afford a twenty thousand dollar bottle of fifty-year-old whiskey?”

      “I didn’t buy it. Your friend, Roman Baxter, sent it over.”

      Fagan stared blankly at him.

      “Oh, don’t look so shocked, Joel. Mr. Baxter...he’s nervous. And it’s you who have made him so.”

      “What does he want?”

      “The whiskey, it’s a gesture. As I understand it, you wasted an entire bottle of this very whiskey several weeks ago. Poured it down the sink, did you? Mr. Baxter was not too happy about that.”

      Fagan looked away, his mind racing. He hadn’t seen this coming.

      “Mr. Baxter is willing to put that behind him if, and only if, you are willing to parley. You know an awful lot about his organization. Now that you’re here for the long haul, he wants to know if the two of you can come to some sort of an… agreement.”

      Fagan was no longer listening to what Dotson was saying. Instead, he was thinking about what Dotson wasn’t saying. The crystal clear message that Baxter could get to him even in here; that even Dotson, the warden, could be had for a price. And that Baxter could pay any price.

      “What do you think, Joel? Are you willing to work with Mr. Baxter? Are you willing to keep your mouth shut?”

      The folks from the Attorney General’s office were returning tomorrow morning. Fagan’s lawyer tomorrow afternoon. He would tell the AG that they had until the end of the day to make a deal or he would give them nothing. If they agreed, then he would spill his guts. He knew enough about Roman Baxter for six different countries to put him in jail for the rest of his days. Who knew? Maybe they would even bring him here. They could be neighbors, albeit worlds apart.

      Fagan set his nose to the edge of the glass and sniffed before taking another sip. He swallowed, relishing the flavor before tipping the glass back and gulping down the rest as though it were a cheap vodka, not one of the most expensive drinks on the planet. He really did hate the fact that he would have to spend the rest of his days as a teetotaler.

      Fagan dragged the back of his wrist across his lips. “No,” he said resolutely, slowly shaking his head. “I don’t think I will be quiet. I don’t think I will parley. Baxter is a pompous idiot. He deserves to go down. I see no reason why the two of us can’t go down on the same ship together.”

      Dotson smiled again.

      A tingle jittered on the top of Fagan’s tongue.

      And then he knew.

      He looked back to Dotson, who was looking serenely at him, as though Fagan were a Monet on display at an art museum.

      The tingle reached its way to the back of his throat.

      “Don’t worry,” Dotson said. “When it’s all over, the poison will be undetectable. But your heart will shut down. The autopsy will show nothing more than a fatal reaction to your postoperative medication.” He wore a full-on smile now.

      Fagan felt an unnatural tremor run down his right arm, like a hellish bug was scurrying under his muscles, skittering over the bone. The muscles in his throat began to constrict, and he felt his heart start to slam inside his chest, like someone had taken the remote and turned the pump on full speed.

      Beads of sweat broke out across his forehead, little drops of salty dew combating the sudden rise in body temperature.

      “Mr. Baxter asked me to convey to you how displeased he was that you poured his bottle of scotch down the drain. He said it was a slap in the face. His wife had given him that for their anniversary.”

      Fagan now found it difficult to breathe. His lungs seemed to be working fine, but the muscles that made up his diaphragm wouldn’t function. Tiny white dots floated across his vision.

      His thoughts quickly sped to how foolish he had been. Of course Baxter would have done something like this. Baxter would have done something like this because Fagan would have too, had the shoe been on the other foot. And Baxter was ruthless, even more so than Fagan was.

      He thought of all the regrets he suddenly and unexpectedly knew that he had: losing his relationship with Kathleen, killing Frank Blackwell just a little too early...and not being there for his daughter.

      She didn’t even know that he was still alive.

      But Baxter did.

      And he wouldn’t stop until any and everything Fagan cared about was wiped off the face of the earth.

      And as his body shut down on him, Fagan was suddenly glad that he had had the forethought to set up a contingency plan. Once his former colleague heard that Fagan was dead, he would send the letter.

      Fagan hoped that Ryan Savage would get it.

      He hoped Savage would read it.

      And that the federal agent would find a way to keep Fagan’s daughter safe.

      Because Baxter, Fagan knew, would be coming for her next.

      As Fagan lost consciousness, he slumped forward out of his chair. His face slammed into the side of the warden's desk, the thin band of his eyepatch catching on the corner of a thick binder and flipping the patch off his face.

      He fell to the floor. His chest rose and fell in a shallow, halting rhythm. Until it no longer moved at all. His body lay on the carpet, unmoving, a dark empty cavern where his eye had once been; a vacant hole as black as his very soul.

      But his soul had departed his body; all that remained of Joel Fagan on this side of that great immortal dividing line was a body he no longer needed.

      He was gone, and all his secrets with him. But Fagan indeed had been right.

      Baxter was coming for his daughter next.

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      Don’t miss a beat: Ryan and gang return in Savage Hunt, available for pre-order now…

      Ellie O’Conner happens to have her own series. While you’re waiting on Savage Hunt, get started on what readers are saying is one of the most thrilling and well-developed plot lines they have ever read.

      Broken Stern is the first book in the Ellie O’Conner Florida Suspense series. Don’t miss out. Get reading today....
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