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      This was not a place where we belonged. All eyes fell on us as we entered—interlopers on sacred ground.

      The pit of vipers coiled up and hissed.

      Dressed in casual attire, it was somewhat excusable. JD, wearing his typical Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts, and checkered Vans—and me in a T-shirt, shorts, and sneakers—we looked like your average tourists. A couple of nitwits who'd wandered off the beaten path and stumbled into a place where they should tread lightly. Two sheriff's deputies in full uniform would have drawn the ire of the regulars, but as it stood, the locals quickly dismissed us as a non-threat and went back about their business.

      With more than a dozen Harleys out front, parked with their straight pipes to the curb—all in a glorious row—there was no mistaking what type of bar Kickstand was. The Florida sun glistened on chrome handlebars and forks. Fat tanks were painted with skulls, demons, flames, and buxom pin-ups. There were custom stitched leather seats, loud exhaust pipes, and fat tires. More than a few hogs marked their spots with drips of oil. There were sportsters and soft tails—choppers with extended forks and low riders with Ape Hanger handlebars. There were no imported race bikes in this lineup. No crotch rockets built to hug corners. These were straight-line cruisers. A bold statement on non-conformity—except for the fact that the bikes had gotten so expensive they’d become the toys of stockbrokers and corporate executives who liked to play dress-up on the weekends.

      But the bikers in Kickstand weren’t playing dress-up.

      We ambled through the dim bar, and my eyes scanned the rugged crowd for the target. We took a seat at the counter next to a sultry brunette with long, shimmering hair. She reminded me of a retro pin-up queen with blue eyes, pale skin, red lips, and elegant black and gray tattoos on her arms that composed a full sleeve.

      This was a rough and tumble kind of place, and a pretty girl drinking alone at the bar was an unusual sight. Nobody seemed to be harassing her, and she wasn't marked as someone's property, as biker women often are—usually in the form of a patch worn proudly on a leather vest.

      If you were the property of a full-patch member of a 1%er motorcycle club, you were untouchable. No other club member could lay a hand on you, and any unsuspecting man foolish enough to hit on you would find out the hard way that biker chicks are best left alone. A flurry of knuckles to the face and boots to the ribs had a subtle way of getting the point across.

      The place smelled like beer, whiskey, leather, and oil. Neon signage of various beer brands illuminated the walls. A jukebox in the corner played classic rock. The furniture was simple and utilitarian—metal frame chairs with red vinyl seat covers. A concrete floor with two quarter-fed pool tables in the corner and a dartboard close by.

      This was the home of the Savage Barbarians—an outlaw motorcycle club that ruled South Florida with an iron fist. A blood in, blood out type of organization. One that demanded total allegiance and rewarded that with a family of ruthless comrades that left no member on their own. If one member got into a fight, they all got into a fight. It was inadvisable to get into a beef with a Barbarian.

      Much like a military organization, there was a chain of command, and they had a creed of existence. They would never back down and never leave anyone behind.

      In their heyday, the Savage Barbarians had ruled the highways and terrorized the innocent. But times had changed. A few busts had brought down key leadership, and the older membership had aged out of the lifestyle. You can only drink hard, do drugs, and engage in criminal activities for so long until the ravages of time start to catch up with you. Old Man Time is a mean son-of-a-bitch. Giving someone a beat down at 70 with arthritis in your hands and knees and torn rotator cuffs isn't quite as much fun as it used to be. And the idea of living out your golden years in a 6 x 8 cell doesn't sound appealing either.

      What was left of the gang was a small, hard-core group in their mid 30s. They were every bit as fearsome and treacherous as their predecessors, only now, instead of ruling the roost, they were the pawns of the cartels—moving methamphetamine, cocaine, and weed through a network of distributors.

      A group sat at a table in the corner, flying their colors—the insignia of the club. Arched across the shoulders on the back of their leather vests, the top rocker read Savage Barbarians. In the center, an illustrated barbarian with a snarling face wielded a broadsword. The lower rocker read: Coconut Key.

      The colors were earned through a rigorous initiation process that most didn’t have the stomach for—hazing and the occasional beat down by full-patch members, an extensive background check, and a year or more of serving the needs of members, either by fetching beers on command, running drugs, or doing any unsavory thing a Patch demanded. Once you’d earned your colors, you wore them proudly.

      Kickstand was the epicenter of their evil empire. A gateway to hell. A place where the club held church—their regular meetings—and drank themselves into oblivion.

      I figured it was a good place to start our search for Sprocket—a thin, wiry guy with shaggy brown hair, hazel eyes, and tattoos of sprockets and chains that went from his neck down to his wrist. He was wanted on a Failure to Appear. He’d been popped for possession of a controlled substance, and the club had bailed him out. His third strike, Sprocket was looking at 30 years.

      JD ordered two glasses of whiskey from the bartender. He complied but eyed us curiously—almost with a look of sympathy. What the hell were we doing here? I'm sure he'd seen more than his fair share of tourists mouth off to the wrong biker and get their ass pummeled.

      The bartender poured the drinks, slid them across the counter, and barked out a price.

      JD slapped a few bills on the counter and told the bartender to keep the change. He rang the register and stuffed the remainder in the glass tip jar.

      I continued to casually glance around, but I didn't see any sign of Sprocket. I couldn't help but get distracted by the brunette next to me. She was eye-catching, no doubt about it.

      "You lost?" she asked.

      A slight smirk tugged my lips. I was surprised she spoke to me. "No. I know exactly where I am."

      "You looking for somebody?"

      "Nope."

      "Just decided this looked like a good place to have a drink?" she asked flatly, in awe of our apparent stupidity.

      "Something like that."

      I knew better than to start asking around for Sprocket. It would be a dead giveaway that we were both cops, and we’d get nothing but misinformation, anyway.

      I took a sip of my whiskey, strictly to maintain my cover, of course. I figured we might as well take the opportunity to gather a little intel on the Savage Barbarians. But no sooner had I taken a sip when a passing biker put a heavy hand on my shoulder. Normally, anybody putting a hand on me like that would draw back a stump. It wasn’t a friendly hand. It was firm, and the grip tight.

      I remained calm.

      "This guy giving you any trouble, Hellcat?” the owner of the hand asked the brunette vixen.

      Her blue eyes surveyed me for a moment before her red lips parted to speak.
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      “Nothing I can’t handle,” Hellcat said.

      The biker with his hand on my shoulder wasn’t exactly pleased by her response. I think he was looking for an excuse to yank me from the barstool and toss me to the curb. Maybe give me an ass-kicking along the way.

      His name was Rhett, and he glared at me with his narrow brown eyes. He had long, rust-colored hair and an overgrown handlebar mustache that covered his top lip. It curled to the sides of his mouth. He had a ruddy, wind-burned face that was pocked with acne scars from his youth. His breath smelled like beer and cigarettes, and he hadn't bathed in a few days. His teeth were yellow from tobacco, but he had all of them, which not all the Barbarians could say. From the patch on his chest, I could tell he was the chapter president.

      "I suggest you boys finish your drinks and move along,” Rhett commanded. “Head back to the strip or wherever it is you come from. There's plenty to keep you occupied there." Before he moseyed along, he told Hellcat, “Just holler if you need anything."

      "Thanks, Rhett," Hellcat said.

      Rhett gave us one last scowl before he marched toward the end of the bar and took a seat next to his old lady. She wasn't bad looking, but the road and the long days in the sun had weathered her face beyond her years. She had a rock-solid body, with all the right curves in the right places. But she was looking hardened and worn from the lifestyle.

      I can't say that I liked getting threatened or told what to do. I had no intention of rushing through my drink. In fact, I aimed to draw it out as long as possible. Not that I was looking to go to war with the Savage Barbarians, but I wasn’t going to back down.

      "Friendly place," JD muttered.

      I hadn’t even finished my first drink when I called to the bartender, “Another round, and one for the lady.” I nodded to Hellcat.

      The bartender looked at me like I was crazy—and maybe I was. We’d been given a direct order to leave. But I was in a mood. It was just one of those days where little things were getting under my skin.

      Hellcat chuckled and shook her head at my bravado, or stupidity, depending upon how you looked at it.

      The bartender poured two more whiskeys, then dug into a tub of ice, pulled out a beer, popped the top on the long neck, and slid the sweating bottle across the counter to Hellcat.

      JD slapped another bill on the counter. He muttered in my ear again as his concerned eyes darted about the bar. “Maybe we should drink up and go. I’m not really looking to get knifed in this place.”

      I ignored him and turned my attention to the brunette. “Hellcat, huh?"

      "That's what they call me," she said without looking at me.

      “What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?"

      She lifted an eyebrow, and a devious smirk curled her plump lips. "How do you know I’m a nice girl?"

      "You look so sweet and innocent," I said, thick with sarcasm.

      She scoffed. "Do I?”

      “You do. I might even be inclined to bring you home to meet the family—if I still had one."

      "What makes you think I'd let you bring me home?" she asked in a saucy but not unreceptive tone.

      “Well, you had your opportunity to get rid of me, but you didn't take it."

      "I can still take it." Her blue eyes gazed into me.

      There was a long moment of silence.

      "Do you always go looking for trouble?" she asked.

      "So I'm told." I smiled.

      Hellcat seemed amused.

      Voices grew louder at the end of the bar. Rhett and his old lady squabbled. Without much provocation, he grabbed a fistful of her hair and smacked her face into the bar. A shudder ran through the counter, vibrating glasses. Blood spewed from the woman's nose and lips.

      Rhett yanked her hair back, tilting her face toward the ceiling, blood trickling from her nostrils, rolling over her lips and down her chin. Through gritted teeth, Rhett growled, “Don't you ever disrespect me, bitch!"

      I don’t know what she said to him, and it didn’t really matter. He’d taken offense and was going to teach her a lesson.

      That didn’t sit well with me.

      The downside to being a biker's property was that he could do whatever he wanted. Nobody else could lay a hand on his old lady, but Rhett could beat her senseless, and nobody would intervene.

      Nobody with any sense.

      Of course, I sprang from my barstool and marched toward him with a scowl on my face. I could hear JD groan with dread.

      “Why don’t you take your hands off the lady?" I said.

      Rhett's eyes blazed into me. "This don't concern you. Now turn around and walk out of here before you regret it.”

      "Is this the way your mother raised you to treat women?"

      Rhett's face reddened. "Don't talk about my mother."

      By this time, the other Barbarians had launched from their chairs and were closing ranks. Among them was a big bald guy that looked carved out of granite that the guys called Tank, a tubby, dumb-looking bastard named Tiny that had sniffed too much glue as a child, a short, stocky guy named Gear, and a brawler with meaty fists, a crooked nose, and long hair pulled into a ponytail named Knuckles. Their nicknames were all embroidered on a patch on their vests.

      I flashed my shiny gold badge. “Take your hands off the lady. Now!"

      Rhett let go of his woman’s hair, and her head returned to a more natural position. To my surprise, she glared at me and yapped, “Why don’t you mind your own business, pig!"

      I gave her an incredulous look. How ungrateful could you get?

      The wall of Barbarians inched closer. My badge was no deterrent.

      "You’re fucking with the wrong crew,” Rhett said. "That badge doesn't mean shit in here."

      Some of the thugs reached behind their backs, no doubt grasping for pistols in waistbands.

      By that time, JD had launched from his barstool and was at my side, his weapon drawn and aimed at the wall of thugs.

      The Barbarians may have had their creed, but we had one of our own.

      "Okay, boys,” JD shouted. “Play time’s over!”

      The goons inched closer, growling and snarling like a pack of rabid dogs.

      “Back off!” JD shouted.

      By that time, I had my weapon drawn and aimed at the encroaching horde.

      It was a tense moment.

      I had no doubt these Barbarians wouldn't think twice about filling two deputies full of holes and burying them at sea with lead weights. We wouldn’t be the first people to disappear at Kickstand and never be heard from again.

      JD muttered in my ear. "I think it's time we get the hell out of here.”
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      There was no way I could arrest Rhett for assault and battery in front of his gang without escalating tensions. We’d need backup—lots of it. And if we hung around, waiting for them to arrive, things could spiral downhill quickly.

      JD and I fell back to a more secure position. We didn’t retreat—we just reevaluated and repositioned. Live to fight another day. At least, that's what we told ourselves as we inched toward the door.

      The Barbarians followed, their faces twisted with hate. They were a mean and nasty bunch—a pack of wolves that smelled fresh meat.

      We backed into the sunlight, stepped off the walkway onto the hot asphalt, passing by the row of shiny bikes. There was a part of me that wanted to kick one and watch them all fall like dominoes. But I thought better of it.

      JD climbed into his Miami Blue Porsche 911 Turbo convertible, and he cranked up the beast. The stereo blared.

      I kept my weapon aimed at the thugs, keeping them at bay—though it didn't seem like much of a deterrent. Their cold eyes pierced into us, their jaws set tight.

      I hopped into the car, and JD dropped it into gear and pulled out of the space. He tugged the wheel hard and peeled out of the parking lot.

      The Barbarians heaved beer bottles at the car. They hurtled through the air, spinning end over end, spraying foamy suds. The amber bottles smashed against quarter-panels and the pavement, sprinkling shards in all directions. Beer foamed and sizzled on the hot blacktop.

      JD cringed with each hit. Painful clunks reverberated through the entire vehicle. The clean, elegant lines of the sports car weren’t so clean anymore. He groaned, “Man, I just got the whole thing repainted.”

      The engine roared as we pulled onto the highway, and wind swirled about the cabin.

      I was pretty sure the Porsche would need to go back to the body shop after our little excursion. He’d just gotten it back after the last incident of vandalism that involved a few baseball bats and lead pipes. All the dents had been pulled and the lights replaced. The car looked flawless before Kickstand.

      "Tell me again what the point of getting into it with that guy was?" JD asked.

      I shrugged. "He was an asshole."

      “There’s a lot of those on the island.”

      “I know.”

      "The plan was to go in there, keep it low-key, look for Sprocket, then follow him and take him down when he had less support."

      I shrugged again. "Man makes plans, God laughs."

      JD shook his head.

      "Don't tell me you didn't have fun,” I said. “Tell me your heart is not pounding, and your veins aren't spiked with adrenaline."

      "You have an addiction, you realize that?" JD said. Like he was anyone to talk.

      We were all adrenaline junkies longing for a thrill. It was a bad condition acquired after years of high-stress situations. A terrible affliction where we craved normalcy, but too much normalcy seemed almost dull. Like a meth-head who's burned out the pleasure centers in the brain, so much so that the drug doesn’t get you high anymore. It just gets you back to even. The sad truth was that you were never more alive than when you cheated death.

      Of course, JD admonished me as we hit triple digits on the highway. Granted, in the turbo Porsche, triple digits didn't seem all that fast. There was plenty of throttle left, and the ride was rock-steady, the fat tires gripping the road like glue.

      Kickstand was on the edge of town, not far from the Pussycat Palace and the Seahorse Shores motel. As we drove back, JD pulled into the parking lot of Ray’s Cycle Universe.

      "What are we doing here?"

      "We're solving your adrenaline problem," he said as he pulled into a parking space and killed the engine. We hopped out and pushed inside the shop.

      I had to admit, I'd been a little on edge ever since the explosion. There were multiple reasons, but the fact that my sportbike had been incinerated and reduced to shrapnel was a contributing factor. I hadn’t been able to hop on the beast, take it up to speed, and blow off steam. It was a quick and easy way to get my fix.

      The shop was filled with shiny new sportbikes, Harleys, and custom-made choppers. The air smelled like fresh rubber and leather. Helmets, gloves, and state-of-the-art racing leathers hung from racks against the wall.

      The door chimed, and Ray smiled and waved as we entered. He moved from behind the counter and greeted us with a firm handshake. "Good to see you, boys. What can I do for you?"

      “It looks like I'm in the market for another bike," I said.

      Ray’s face soured for a moment. "Don't tell me you totaled the last one…”

      "Not me. But let’s just say it doesn’t exist anymore. Long story.”

      “Glad you’re okay. What are you looking for?"

      I shrugged.

      "You looking to bump up to 1000ccs?”

      I’d been riding a 600cc crotch rocket that was more than fast enough to put the fear of God in you. I had no business on a 1000cc bike. But more power is always better, right?

      A devious smile curled Ray's lips. “I’ve got something I think you’ll like.” He led us across the shop, through the maze of pristine motorcycles, to a row of Yamazuki sportbikes. He motioned to a sleek machine like a presenter on a game show. “Take a look at this beauty. Go ahead and have a seat."

      I straddled the purebred racing bike and clutched the handlebars. Ray knew what he was doing—get the customer on the bike, and they’d never want to get off.

      “It's a little bigger than what you're used to,” Ray continued. “998cc of liquid-cooled, four-cylinder goodness. Six-speed with slipper clutch, cross-plane crankshaft, and chip controlled ride-by-wire throttle. It’s got track-focused braking components with ABS, an IMU straight off the racetrack that monitors acceleration, lean angle, braking, and a dynamic suspension management system that adjusts on the fly. Titanium exhaust, magnesium rims, and subframes… This is pure Superbike stuff.

      It was a thing of aerodynamic beauty. A jet black tank and carbon fiber fairings and tailpiece. Meticulously crafted. An aggressive stance with sharp angles and smooth curves. A ruthless predator ready to devour the road. It was light, fast, and nimble.

      I was already starting to feel comfortable on the bike. I could envision hair-raising episodes of stupidity.

      “How much?” I asked.
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      "Tell you what," Ray said. "Why don't you take the bike home? Live with it for a week. Then we’ll negotiate a price."

      I knew exactly what he was doing. There was no way I would hop on a 1000cc bike and come back in a week and want a 600cc. Ray knew I was good for the money.

      I took him up on the offer. Why not, I rationalized?

      The tires squeaked against the tile as we rolled the bike out of the showroom. Ray handed me the keys, and I cranked up the beast. The engine roared, and the exhaust howled. I revved the engine a few times, and it screamed like a banshee. Excitement built within me. I couldn't help but let a slight grin tug my lips. "She sounds good."

      "Damn straight, she does," Ray said.

      My helmet was at home, so Ray gave me a loaner. I pulled it over my head, adjusted the chinstrap, and shook hands with Ray before easing out the clutch and rolling across the parking lot. I turned onto the highway and throttled up, taking it easy.

      JD followed behind in the Porsche.

      I could tell the thing wanted to run. It was like a caged lion that had just been released. It was bigger and heavier than I was used to—a different beast altogether from the 600cc. Wind whistled through my helmet as I cruised along, the bike wanting to go on an adventure.

      We were at the marina at Diver Down in no time. I pulled into the lot and parked the bike. I hopped off, pulled the helmet from my head, and ran my fingers through my hair, fixing the mess.

      JD parked beside me and climbed out of the car. The grin on my face was evident. "See! You're in a better mood already. Now just don't kill yourself on it."

      The truth that every rider knows is that one day you will have an intimate encounter with the pavement. Like it or not, every rider goes down occasionally.

      We pushed into the restaurant and took a seat at the bar. Teagan greeted us with a cheery smile, and her teal eyes fixed on the helmet as I set it on the counter. "New bike?"

      "Possibly." I filled her in on the situation.

      "I want a ride."

      "I believe I can accommodate that request." I grinned.

      Having Teagan on the back of my bike could certainly lead to adventure.

      "What can I get for you boys?" she asked, looking cute in her tight bikini top and cutoff jean shorts.

      "Whiskey. Rocks," I said.

      JD nodded in agreement.

      Teagan grabbed a bottle of top-shelf liquor, spun it in her palm, and poured two glasses with precision. She slid them across the counter.

      JD and I lifted our glasses to toast.

      "To close encounters," he said.

      We clinked glasses and sipped the whiskey.

      Teagan eyed us curiously. "What kind of trouble did you boys get into today?"

      JD told her about our escapade at Kickstand.

      "Do you guys have a death wish? If you're not a Barbarian or a hang-around, you don't go into a place like that."

      Hang-arounds, as the name implies, were friends of the club, many of whom were looking to become prospects—a new recruit looking to become a full patch member.

      "We kind of figured that out," I said.

      "Did you find the guy you were looking for?" she asked.

      I shook my head.

      An ad for an upcoming fight flashed on the flatscreen behind the bar. The former heavyweight champion, Maverick Mad Dog Whalen, was attempting to reclaim his title in a rematch with Bobby the Butcher Broussard. It was one of the most highly anticipated events in boxing. Both men were muscle-bound bruisers, and the previous fight between the two went 12 rounds. It ended in a split decision, with two judges scoring the match for Broussard and one for Mad Dog.

      JD's eyes lit up, and he rubbed his hands together in anticipation. "This is gonna be good!"

      The advertisement was full of fury and scowling faces—two angry boxers standing nose to nose, glaring at each other. Stylized clips from the previous bout flashed on the screen. Powerful punches to the jaw. Blood and sweat spraying from battered faces. Swollen, bruised eyes that had become narrow slits. Pep talks from the corner. An arena full of cheering fans.

      JD asked Teagan, “Who do you think is gonna win the fight?"

      Teagan's eyes narrowed at him. "Why are you asking?"

      JD shrugged innocently. "I just want to get your opinion."

      "Are you betting on the fight?"

      "I've already placed my bets."

      Teagan claimed to have psychic abilities. She’d proven that to be more than just a claim on a few occasions. But as of late, her ability to intuit future events had waned. She said it was a gift that ebbed and flowed, and she was happier without it. It was currently in the ebb stage, according to her. She was a little superstitious about using the gift and was certain that every time she did, something bad would happen. From my observation, every time she used it, something bad did happen. I couldn't fault her for wanting to steer clear of JD's question.

      "I don't know,” she replied. “I don’t really follow boxing."

      "Odds are 10 to 1 against Mad Dog,” JD said. "I put $10,000 bucks on the man."

      We both lifted an impressed eyebrow.

      "Seriously?" Teagan asked.

      "Yup. I'm telling you, Mad Dog is lean, mean, and hungry. His wife left him and took half his assets. His manager stole from him, and Mad Dog filed for bankruptcy. I’d say he's pretty pissed off. He needs to win this fight."

      “He’s getting a payday either way,” I said.

      JD had been talking about the fight ever since it was first announced. “Yeah, but he’s got that fire again. You can see it in his eyes.”

      "Well, I’ve got a little surprise for you," I said.

      Jack gave me a curious look.

      "I've got ringside seats for us and the band."

      JD's jaw went slack, and his eyes widened. "You better not be shit’n me.”

      I held up my hand, "Scout’s honor."

      "How did you score those?"

      "The fight is in the Garden the night before you guys open for Chloe-C. Chloe's got connections and was able to pull a few favors."

      Chloe-C was the biggest pop star on the planet. She was in the middle of her world tour, promoting her new album, and had two dates at Madison Square Garden, where she needed an opening act. It was a no-brainer to take Chloe up on the offer. How many times does a band get to play Madison Square Garden to a sold-out audience two nights in a row?

      There were a ton of bands vying for the spot, but Chloe was gracious enough to offer it to Wild Fury.

      It pays to have connections.

      JD grinned from ear to ear.

      "I'm jealous," Teagan said. "I want to go."

      "I thought you didn't follow boxing," JD snarked.

      She sneered at him playfully. "I don't. But it sounds fun to be ringside. You guys are gonna have a blast. I mean, you're going to New York as rock stars. You're gonna hobnob with the rich and famous. You’re going to play to thousands of adoring fans."

      "Not bad for some hometown boys,” JD said, grinning.

      “Not bad at all, “Teagan replied.

      After a few drinks, we ordered dinner, filled our bellies, and shot the shit for the rest of the night, arguing about boxers from different eras and who would win in fantasy matchups. JD seemed to think that Mad Dog Whalen, at his peak, could have beaten Mike Tyson in his prime. There was no doubt that Mad Dog was a beast—I certainly wouldn’t want to go toe to toe with him—but in my opinion, Iron Mike was a wrecking machine.

      We closed down the bar at 2 AM. I said my goodbyes to JD and Teagan, then ambled down the dock to the Avventura.

      It was bright and early the next morning when I got a dreaded call from Sheriff Daniels.
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      I yawned and stretched as I put the phone to my ear. The sheriff’s gruff voice filtered through the tiny speaker. “You and numb-nuts need to get over to G&D Outlaw Tattoo.”

      "What's going on?"

      "You’re going to find out why there's a dead guy in the parking lot."

      I cringed. "I'm on it."

      I ended the call and dialed JD. I filled him in on the details, and he said he'd swing by to pick me up after he put himself together.

      I set the phone back on the nightstand, then pulled myself out of bed. I stumbled into the en suite, brushed my teeth, showered, then pulled on some clothes. I grabbed my pistol from the nightstand drawer, press-checked it, holstered it, and stuffed it in my waistband for an appendix carry.

      I didn't have time to fix bacon and eggs, so I nuked a breakfast taco and stuffed it in my mouth on the way out the door. I had just enough time to take Buddy out for a quick walk. It was a beautiful morning. The sun hung low over the horizon, casting amber rays across the water. Gulls squawked in the sky, and boats swayed in their slips.

      JD whipped the Porsche into the parking lot, music pumping. I ran the little Jack Russell back to the Avventura, then jogged the dock, and hopped into the passenger seat.

      We cruised to G&D’s Outlaw Tattoo. There were two patrol cars in the parking lot, along with the medical examiner's van. Red and blue lights painted the area. Flashes from a crime-scene photographer flickered. A small crowd had gathered around, gawking at the victim, and deputies kept them at bay.

      We parked the car and approached the scene. The man on the ground, using a parking block as a pillow, had short dark hair, tanned skin, a square jaw, and a goatee. He was late 30s and had a muscular physique. His arms were sleeved in tattoos. It didn't take a medical degree to see that the concrete parking block had cracked the back of his skull. Blood had oozed from the back of his scalp, dripping onto the concrete, puddling around his head.

      Brenda, the medical examiner, hovered over the body, wearing pink nitrile gloves.

      G&D’s Outlaw Tattoo Studio was in a strip mall that housed six storefronts. There was an awning over the walkway, and plenty of drive -up parking, as well as an alley behind the facility. The signage on the awning above the store was black with neon lettering. It wasn’t illuminated this hour of the morning. Dragons snarled on either end of the sign.

      "Who's the vic?" I asked Deputy Mendoza.

      “Gunner Thompson," he said. "Co-owner of the shop."

      “Tattooist to the stars,” JD said. “That guy has inked just about everyone who’s anyone. He had that TV show, Outlaw Ink.” Jack frowned as he gazed at the body. “He’s tattooed sports figures, movie stars, rappers, rock stars, you name it.”

      “Who found the body?" I asked.

      Mendoza pointed to a blonde woman in her early 20s with a ponytail. She wore a tight white sports bra, black jogging shorts, and white sneakers with ankle socks.

      "Her name is Beth Simmons,” Mendoza continued. “She says she was out jogging this morning, passed by the parking lot, and saw the victim on the ground. Saw a pool of blood when she approached, freaked out, and called 911."

      I strolled toward Beth and introduced myself, showing her my badge.

      She gave me the same story that Mendoza had told me.

      "Did you check for a pulse or vitals?" I asked.

      Beth shook her head, and her ponytail swayed. She was a cute girl—brown eyes, petite figure. "I didn't want to disturb the scene. He wasn't breathing, and it looked like he’d been there for a while."

      "What time was this?"

      “Maybe 45 minutes ago.”

      "Do you know the victim?"

      She shook her head again. "I run this route every morning before work. Speaking of, I really need to go.” She glanced at her watch. “Is there anything else you need from me?"

      I took her information and cut her loose.

      I approached Brenda as she examined the remains. There was an abrasion on Gunner’s left cheek, and it had puffed up considerably. There was bruising under the eye, and the man's lip was split. Blood from his nose and mouth had crusted his face. It was clear he'd been struck with a hard right hand.

      "What do you think?" I asked Brenda.

      "I think he’s dead.”

      I gave her a flat look. "And how do you think he came to be that way?"

      "I don't know for sure, but it looks like somebody hit him, he fell to the ground, cracked his head on the parking block, and that was all she wrote.

      "One punch. Out cold," JD said.

      "What time?" I asked.

      "Judging by the body temperature, I'd say between midnight and 2 AM.

      “And the body just laid here all night?"

      "Not a ton of traffic on this road after midnight,” Brenda said. "I don't know how well this parking lot is lit at night."

      "What time does the tattoo shop close?"

      "Says 2 AM on the door," Brenda snarked.

      I looked at the glass entrance, and sure enough, in bold white lettering, the hours were 12 PM to 2 AM Monday through Saturday, Sundays 12 PM to 12 AM."

      "So the store was open when this happened," I said, somewhat perplexed.

      "You’d think if someone was killed in the parking lot in front of the store, someone inside would have witnessed it," JD said.

      “You’d think.”

      "I can’t imagine someone walking out of the tattoo studio, seeing a dead body, and just walking past it,” Brenda said.

      "These days, you never know," JD muttered.

      I agreed with his grim observation. I glanced at the sign on the awning. G&D Outlaw Tattoo. “If Gunner is the G, who is the D?”
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      “Dutch von Draven,” JD said. “He’s a co-owner. At least he was when they filmed the TV show. That was a few years ago.”

      “Any indication of a robbery,” I asked.

      “No wallet,” Brenda said.

      I looked at Gunner’s wrist—no watch and no tan line. I figured he didn’t wear one.

      I looked at my watch. The shop didn't open for another few hours. "Has the next of kin been notified?"

      "Not yet," Mendoza said.

      "Probably ought to get on that."

      "That's all you," Mendoza said.

      Death notifications were never a pleasurable task.

      I followed Mendoza to his patrol car. He climbed behind the wheel and pulled up Gunner’s information on the computer. "Looks like Gunnar did pretty well for himself. He's got a house in Stingray Bay. Wife's name is Brielle."

      Mendoza gave me the address and phone number. I had him pull Dutch von Draven’s information as well. Dutch was a big guy—6’2”, 210 pounds. He had a hard face and chiseled cheekbones. His long blond hair hung to his shoulder blades, and bushy sideburns framed his face. He had pale, piercing blue eyes.

      I figured we’d talk to Brielle, then circle back around and catch Dutch when he opened the shop.

      After the scene had been documented and the evidence collected, Brenda and her team loaded Gunner into the medical examiner's van and hauled him away.

      The deputies left in their patrol cars, and we hopped into the Porsche and cruised to the posh neighborhood of Stingray Bay. We twisted through the pristine streets, past sculpted hedgerows and luxury vehicles perched in circular drives. The neighborhood was full of uptight socialites that flaunted their wealth and gossiped incessantly about one another. I wondered how the residents took to a hard-core, heavily tattooed artist in their midst.

      Despite his celebrity, Gunner was no saint. He had a DUI on his record, as well as a possession charge and an old assault charge stemming from a bar fight in his 20s. Nothing major, but not squeaky clean.

      I supposed many of the neighbors liked having a little taste of danger next door. Probably gave them something to talk about.

      We pulled to the curb at Gunner’s mansion. The reality show had given him international exposure, but the real money came from somewhere else. I figured it was from the high-end tattoos he did for celebrity clients, his signature clothing line, or a series of instructional master classes that were available to purchase online—everything you wanted to know about the art of tattooing.

      We parked at the curb, strolled the walkway, and rang the bell. A few moments later, a woman in her early 30s pulled open the door. She had sleepy eyes, blonde hair, and wore sweatpants. It was still early. She hadn't sipped her morning coffee yet or applied her makeup. The deep blue and purple bruising underneath her left eye stuck out like a sore thumb.

      I flashed my badge, and we introduced ourselves as deputies.

      Concern bathed her eyes. “Is Gunner in jail?"

      "No, ma'am."

      "He didn't come home last night, and I thought maybe…"

      "I'm sorry to have to tell you this," I said, then proceeded to inform her of the grim news.

      Her skin went pale, and her eyes widened. Her knees wobbled, and tears brimmed. The news dazed her, and it took a moment to sink in before she began sobbing. The dam burst and tears streamed down her pretty cheeks.

      This was the worst part of the job.

      After a few moments, she pulled herself together and invited us in. We stepped into the foyer, and she closed the door behind us. "What happened?"

      "We're not sure," I said. “It looks like he got into some type of altercation."

      "With whom?"

      "We don't know yet."

      "Was this some kind of robbery?"

      "His wallet was missing,” I said.

      "Gunner always carried a large amount of cash. Lots of cash customers at the studio. But he was always armed. He had a concealed carry license."

      "There was no weapon found and no cash."

      "So he was robbed?”

      I shrugged.

      "Somebody must have gotten the jump on him,” Brielle said to herself.

      "This happened right in front of the studio during business hours,” I said.

      "What time?"

      "We think between midnight and 2 AM."

      "Gunnar called last night. Said he had a celebrity client, and he was shutting down the shop to do the tattoo."

      "What time was the client?"

      "9 PM. He said it was a full chest piece and would take several hours."

      "Who was the client?" I asked.

      "Cody Callahan," she said.

      "The Crusher?" JD asked.

      Brielle nodded.

      "He's an MMA fighter," JD muttered. “A beast."

      “And that was the last time you talked to your husband?" I asked.

      She sniffled and nodded, then wiped her eyes.

      "Where were you last night?" I asked.

      "I was here."

      "All night?"

      "Yes."

      "Alone?"

      She hesitated for a moment, and her eyes glared at me, realizing where this was going. "Yes, I was alone. You can't possibly think that I assaulted my husband. Look at me! I'm 5’3”, 102 pounds. Do I look like I could do any damage to a guy like Gunner?”

      "No, ma’am. These are just standard questions." I paused. "But I am a little curious about the bruising under your eye.”

      Her delicate hands touched her face momentarily, remembering the bruise.

      "I tripped and fell. I hit my face on the doorknob."

      I didn't buy it. I'd heard that excuse dozens of times before. "How was your relationship with Gunner?"

      She shrugged. "Like any marriage. We had our ups and downs."

      "Would you characterize that bruise as an up or a down?"

      "I told you, I tripped and fell."

      "Right," I said, my voice thick with sarcasm.

      Brielle’s face reddened, and the veins in her neck pulsed. "You come here to tell me my husband is dead, then you start talking to me like I'm some kind of suspect. Then you make judgments about my marriage." Her fury grew with each word. "I'd like you to leave now."

      "I'm sorry if we've offended you, ma'am." I dug into my pocket and pulled out a card. I handed it to her. “Call if you can think of anything that might be helpful."

      "What would be helpful is if you focused on who robbed and murdered my husband,” she growled, her jaw tight.

      Brielle grabbed the door handle and yanked it open. Her eyes blazed into us.

      We apologized again and escorted ourselves out. She slammed the door behind us, rattling the window panes.

      "That could have gone smoother," JD muttered as we strolled down the walkway to the Porsche. We climbed in and cruised back to the tattoo shop to speak with Dutch.

      The buzz of a needle filled the air as we stepped inside the parlor. Dutch was already inking his first client of the day. He hunched over his customer, laying in the linework of a black and gray skull tattoo on the man's deltoid. The client’s skin had been freshly shaved, and the purple stencil applied. Dutch wore black rubber gloves and constantly wiped away the excess ink that accumulated, obscuring the stencil.

      The blood-red walls of the tattoo shop were decorated with hundreds of pre-drawn patterns that could easily be tattooed. But the shop was known for its custom artwork designed to each client's specifications. The place had a gothic vibe. Black accents contrasted the red, and the ornate furniture was adorned with skulls and demonic figures.

      I glanced around the shop and saw a familiar face at the tattoo station next to Dutch’s.

      Without looking up from his work, Dutch said, “We're booked solid. No time for walk-ins today. If you'd like, you can set an appointment."

      Amid the designs on the walls were pictures of celebrities and their brand-new tattoos. There were dozens of pictures of Dutch and Gunner with satisfied clients—movie stars, basketball players, football heroes, rappers, and gang bangers.

      "Coconut County," I shouted. “We’d like to talk to you about Gunner.”

      The needle stopped buzzing, and Dutch finally looked up from his work. He craned his neck and glanced across the studio at us. "He hasn't come in yet today. He's late.”

      A man sat on the red velour couch near the entrance, waiting patiently. I assumed it was Gunner’s client. "How late is he going to be?"

      Dutch shrugged.

      "I'm afraid he's going to be pretty late," I said.
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      I studied Dutch's reaction as I told him the bad news. His eyes widened, and his jaw dropped. A mix of shock and disbelief washed over his face.

      The familiar face at the tattoo station next to Dutch belonged to Hellcat. Her needle stopped tattooing, and she gazed at me with round eyes and a face full of grief.

      "Well that fucking sucks," the client on the couch said. “I took a day off work for this." He huffed, stood up, and marched out of the studio, grumbling.

      "He was killed here?" Dutch asked in disbelief. "Last night?"

      I nodded. "Were either of you at the shop last night?"

      "I was off yesterday," Hellcat said.

      "I cut out around 9 PM,” Dutch added. "Gunner was tattooing Crusher. It’s pretty standard for us to close down for celebrities and high-profile clients. They value their privacy.”

      "That's what Brielle said."

      Dutch lifted a curious brow. "So, you've talked to her?"

      I nodded again.

      "How did she take it?"

      I shrugged. “How do you think she took it?”

      Dutch frowned. "You think this was some kind of robbery?"

      "Could be," I said. “Gunner took a pretty hard blow to the face, and the parking block is what killed him. At least, that’s what we think."

      "Have you talked to Crusher?” Dutch asked.

      "Not yet. Was there any animosity between the two?"

      "Not that I know of. They were pretty tight. Gunner had done several tattoos for Cody."

      "Maybe he didn't like the tattoo this time?" JD said.

      “Anything is possible," Dutch said. "We all make mistakes."

      “Mistakes worth killing over?” JD asked.

      Dutch gave Jack an annoyed glance.

      "Anybody else have issues with Gunner?" I asked.

      Dutch exchanged a glance with Hellcat, then looked back at us. "We get a lot of clients that come through here. 99% are happy. But there's that 1% that you just can't satisfy."

      "Did Gunner have any unsatisfied clients recently?"

      Dutch paused for a moment. "Let's talk in private."

      He excused himself from his client, set his tattoo gun on the counter next to small containers of ink, and motioned for us to follow him to the back office.

      Once in private, Dutch spoke in a hushed tone. "I don't like talking negatives in front of clients.”

      I gave an understanding nod.

      Dutch continued. “A guy was in the other day. Dallas Johnson. He wanted a traditional style pinup. I was there when he told Gunner what he wanted. Gunner drew it up, showed it to the client, and the guy loved it. Gunner put the stencil on and Dallas approved the positioning, and Gunner went to work. When he was finished, Dallas flipped out. Said it wasn't at all what he wanted. I don't know if Dallas was on something, but it was like a switch had flipped."

      "Did he get violent?"

      Dutch nodded. “He made all kinds of threats. That's why we all carry,” he said, motioning to the pistol holstered on his hip. “Like I said, 99% of the clients are great. Then there's that 1%… Dallas attacked Gunner. Shoved him against the wall and put a blade to his face. I had to draw down on him to get him to leave the shop. He backed out of the store and took off."

      "And you didn't report the incident?" JD asked.

      "Not worth the hassle. The guy’s a thug. He's a gang banger. We get a lot of those in here. I don't need to get in a war with those dirt-balls.”

      "You think Dallas came back and assaulted Gunner?"

      Dutch nodded. "That would be my guess. Caught him at night when Gunner was leaving the studio alone…  Maybe Dallas was with his crew. Who knows?”

      “Brielle said Gunner always carried, but we didn’t find a gun, wallet, or cash.”

      “Gunner wouldn’t go anywhere without a pistol. By the end of the day, he could have been carrying several thousand dollars in cash.”

      "What about Cody?" I asked. “He is certainly capable of inflicting that kind of damage.”

      Dutch shook his head. "No. Cody was familiar with Gunner's work. He knew exactly what to expect, and Gunner would have done a top-notch job. I can’t imagine there would be conflict between the two. Cody certainly didn’t need to steal Gunner’s money. The guy’s loaded."

      "What about you? How was your relationship with Gunner?"

      His eyes tightened. He didn't like the implication. "Gunner was my partner and my best friend."

      "Working together can put a strain on a friendship."

      "Yes, it can."

      "Did you guys have any problems?" I asked.

      "You don't run a business with somebody and not get into it a few times here and there."

      "What did you guys get into it about?”

      Dutch huffed. “Expenses, operational procedure, overall direction of the company. Standard stuff, man."

      "So, you guys had a difference of opinion?"

      “Is that illegal? You’re talking about two creative, outspoken individuals. Sure, we butted heads from time to time. But I know what you're getting at, and I didn't kill Gunner. What motive could I possibly have?"

      I shrugged. "Did you guys carry business insurance?"

      "Of course."

      "So, you stand to collect a considerable sum from his demise?”

      Dutch’s face tensed. “We had a policy that covered each other.  I can’t tell you what the dollar amount is. I haven’t looked at that policy in years. But know this, the shop’s going to lose nearly half its revenue without Gunner.”

      "I take it his share of the business will transfer to his wife,” I said.

      Dutch nodded. “She’ll be entitled to half the revenue as co-owner, but it’s not like she’s gonna contribute to the productivity. That's an issue. And certainly not an incentive for murder. Gunner’s death kinda screws me from a business perspective.

      "Let's just get this out of the way,” I said. “Where were you last night between midnight and 2 AM?"

      "I left here around 9 PM. I grabbed something to eat, then spent the rest of the evening at Kickstand."

      I lifted a curious eyebrow. "Are you a Barbarian?"

      He shook his head. "We do a lot of tattoos for the club."

      "You mind if I see your hands?"

      His eyes narrowed at me. He raised his gloved hands and displayed both sides. It was a useless gesture.

      "Take the gloves off."

      He sneered at me and pulled off the black rubber gloves and tossed them in a nearby trash can. He held his palms up.

      “Let's see your knuckles.”

      He turned his hands around, and there were nicks and scratches on the knuckles of his right hand.

      "What happened?"

      He glared at us for a moment. "I got into a fight."

      "At Kickstand?" I asked, incredulous.

      "Yeah."

      "Kickstand’s a rough place.”

      “It can be.”

      "What happened?"

      "Some dipshit mouthed off to a buddy. I punched the guy. That was the end of it."

      “Maybe you should come down to the station, give a formal statement. A DNA sample could eliminate you as a suspect."

      His face twisted. "What the hell would you need my DNA for?"

      “Somebody put a fist in Gunner’s face. There may be residual traces of the assailant’s DNA leftover. We’ll know more after the autopsy."

      "Am I under arrest?"

      "No.”

      “Then you guys can go fuck yourselves. I ain't saying anything else to you without an attorney. Why don’t you make yourselves useful and focus your efforts looking for the person who actually killed my friend instead of harassing me?”

      "I need to talk to your other tattoo artist,” I said.

      "What if she doesn’t want to talk to you?”

      “Then she can tell me that herself."

      We left the office and made our way to the front of the shop.

      Hellcat sat in a chair, waiting for us to return. She’d stopped tattooing for the moment, and her client waited with uncertainty.

      "These gentlemen want to ask you some questions,” Dutch said. “If I were you, I wouldn't say shit."

      "We’re just trying to figure out who killed your friend," I said.

      Hellcat shrugged. “Sorry, I don't talk to cops."

      Dutch flashed a fake smile at us.

      I left my card on the counter. "If you can think of anything helpful, don't hesitate to call."

      JD and I pushed out of the studio and stepped onto the sidewalk under the awning.

      “Don’t these idiots realize we’re trying to help them?” JD said.
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      I called Isabella, my handler at Cobra Company. The clandestine agency had immense intelligence resources. Acquiring cell records or tracking a phone was child's play. None of the information could be used in a court of law, but it could point us in the right direction.

      "I need you to pull cell records for Dutch von Draven, Brielle and Gunnar Thompson, Dallas Johnson, and Cody Callahan.”

      “The Crusher?”

      “Yup.”

      "What are you into this time?"

      I filled her in on the details as I climbed into the Porsche.

      “What’s Cody’s address?”

      Her fingers clacked against the keyboard. A moment later, she said, “Apartment 2203 in the Trident Tower. Anything else?"

      "I'm sure I'll have more for you later,” I said.

      “I’m sure you will. I’ll get back with you shortly.”

      I ended the call and slipped the phone into my pocket as we pulled out of the parking lot of the tattoo parlor. There were bloodstains still on the concrete near the entrance. A grim reminder that would remain until the next rain.

      The Trident was a luxury high-rise that was home to Coconut Key’s trendy types. The units were filled with young professionals, sports figures, local celebrities, and a fair share of gangsters. There was an attached marina filled with luxury yachts, sport-fishing boats, racing boats, Bluewater sailboats, and other recreational watercraft.

      We pulled into the parking lot, and JD drove under the awning by the main entrance. He killed the engine, and we hopped out of the car. I held my badge up to the glass entrance, and the 24-hour concierge let us in. She was a cute blonde with curly hair and wore a navy blue pants suit with a gold acetate nameplate that read Serenity.

      The building had every imaginable amenity—weight room, sauna, Jacuzzi, indoor pool, outdoor pool, a concierge service that would run errands, grocery shop, even arrange for babysitting. All the services were thoroughly vetted.

      We strolled across the marble floor to the elevator bank and pressed the call button. An instant later, the doors slid open, and we stepped aboard. JD pressed the button, and it illuminated. We launched skyward, and within a few seconds, the door slid open on the 22nd floor.

      We stepped into the hallway and ambled toward apartment 2203. JD banged on the door, and we waited for a response.

      There were no sounds emanating from the condo.

      JD banged a hard fist again, vibrating the door, echoing down the corridor.

      A few moments later, I heard footsteps against tile, and a gruff voice shouted through the door. "Who is it?"

      I held my badge up to the peephole and said, "Coconut County."

      The deadbolt unlatched, and Cody pulled open the door. He looked like he’d just woken up, even though it was past noon.

      The Crusher wore shorts and no shirt. The tattoo he'd gotten the night before looked fresh and sore.

      Cody had short blonde hair, ice-blue eyes, and a square jaw with a little bit of stubble. The guy was carved out of stone—rippling abs, pecs with muscle striations and veins, and arms like tree trunks. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on his body. His skin was pulled tight, revealing every sinewy detail. He had numerous scars on his brow and around his cheeks. His nose had definitely been rearranged a few times, but he was still a handsome guy in a dangerous kind of way. I figured he did well with the ladies.

      He looked like he could have been on the cover of a romance novel. You know the kind where the bookish, virginal young girl falls for the cocky bad boy, and she somehow manages to tame his wandering spirit and turn him into a gentle giant.

      “We’d like to talk to you about Gunner Thompson,” I said.

      "Yeah, sure. What's up? The guy does great work," Cody said, motioning to his fresh ink.

      "Did good work,” I said.

      Cody's brow knitted together.

      "He was killed last night."

      Cody’s blue eyes widened. "What!?"

      "What time did you leave the tattoo studio?" I asked.

      He thought for a moment. "I don't know. I guess it was around 12:30. 1 o'clock maybe."

      "Did Gunner leave at the same time?"

      "No, he stayed behind to clean up. I thanked him for the work, paid him, and took off."

      "Were you alone?"

      "What happened?"

      "Somebody clocked him good," JD said. “He fell to the ground and hit his head."

      "Can I see your knuckles?" I asked.

      Again, Cody looked confused. "Yeah, sure."

      He held out his hands, and I examined the wrecking balls. They looked like knuckles that spent a lot of time taped up, beating on things. There were a few scuffs, scratches, and scabs.

      "Were you happy with the tattoo last night?" I asked.

      "Yeah, it's badass. Look at it!” He puffed out his chest and flexed.

      "So you didn't get into an altercation with Gunner?”

      "No, why are you asking?"

      "Gunner wasn't a small dude. Not a lot of guys could lay him out cold with one punch,” JD said.

      His brow crinkled. “You think I killed Gunner?"

      "Just routine questions,” I assured.

      "I don't know about you, but it's not routine for someone to show up at my door, accusing me of murder."

      "Nobody's accusing you of anything."

      It was a tense moment.

      Cody wasn’t the type of guy I really wanted to piss off. He beat the snot out of people for a living. Technically, so did I. But if I was going to go toe-to-toe with a bruiser like that, I’d want a big payday at the end of it.

      I looked past him, down the foyer, trying to determine if anyone else was in the condo. It was a nice place, but not as nice as some units in the building. I was a little surprised. I would have figured a man of his stature would have a penthouse suite.

      "Nice place you got here," I said.

      Cody nodded, trying to figure out where I was going. "Yeah, it's okay."

      "You got bodyguards?"

      Cody scoffed, “Hell no! That shit’s for posers. I don't need anybody to protect me. Somebody's got a problem with me, they can give it their best shot. All those hanger-oners do is drain your bank account. I know this gravy train isn’t gonna last forever. I'm not stupid. You don’t see me blowing all my cash on diamonds and gold chains and shit I don't need. I got a nice car, a nice place to live, and a bank account with lots of zeros in it. I’ve got the perfect amount of fame. People recognize me here and there, but it's not obnoxious.  And I don’t have to wait for a table at crowded restaurants.”

      "So, you were alone last night?" I asked.

      "Yeah, I went to the tattoo studio alone. I left sometime after midnight, came back to my place, met up with a little honey, and took care of business."

      "Who's the girl?"

      “Hadley.”

      "Do you know how we can get a hold of her?”

      "Yeah, she's in the upstairs bedroom. You want me to get her for you?"

      "If you don't mind."

      He stepped aside. "Come on in."

      We followed him down the foyer into the living room, which opened to a nice space that had floor-to-ceiling windows and a balcony with a view of the ocean.

      Cody shouted upstairs. "Hey, babe! Can you come down here for a minute?"

      The place was nice, well furnished, and elegant. There were abstract paintings on the walls and a palette knife portrait of Cody in full swing. One wall was dedicated to MMA title belts. The shiny gold and silver belts were an impressive sight.

      A few minutes later, Hadley ambled out of the bedroom wearing one of Cody’s T-shirts like a dress. She didn’t have anything on underneath. From where we were standing below, we had quite a view as she leaned against the railing on the upper walkway that was cordoned off with glass plates.

      "Can you tell these gentlemen where I was last night?"

      Hadley wiped her sleepy eyes. "He was with me from 2 AM on."

      "Got any other questions?" Cody asked me.

      I shook my head.

      Cody looked up at his girl. "Thanks, babe."

      "I'm starving," she groaned. "Let's grab breakfast.”

      It was past noon, but there were plenty of 24-hour breakfast spots on the island.

      "After these gentlemen leave," Cody said.

      She pushed off the railing, spun around, and sauntered back into the bedroom.

      JD watched her pert assets jiggle.

      "What time was Gunner killed?" Cody asked.

      "We think between midnight and 2 AM,” I said.

      Cody frowned. "I guess my alibi doesn't do much good, does it?"
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      "Would you be willing to submit a DNA sample?" I asked.

      "Sure,” Cody replied. “Why?"

      I explained the possibility of DNA from the assailant transferring to Gunner.

      "You realize I got a tattoo, and there is bleeding involved. Gunner was wearing gloves. But it doesn't rule out the possibility of a transfer of genetic material. Maybe he scratched his face, maybe there was splatter. He was leaning in, working in a close environment for several hours. It's possible."

      Cody was a lot smarter than he looked. He knew exactly what he was talking about and had made a plausible case should we find trace amounts of DNA on Gunner’s face. It was a reasonable enough theory that it might convince a jury should it come down to it.

      "Would you mind coming down to the station and making a formal statement?" I asked.

      "I've got nothing to hide,” Cody said. "Let me take the little lady out for something to eat, then I’ll send her on her way. I'll stop by the station later this afternoon. How's that?"

      "Fine by me. Don't make me come looking for you."

      "Don't worry. I never run from a fight." He said it with an understated intensity.

      I had no doubt that this was a guy who never backed down from anything. I could respect that.

      Cody walked us to the door, and I gave him my card.

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

      “He did a few other tattoos for me," Cody said, displaying ink on his left arm.

      "Were you friends?"

      “We weren’t drinking buddies. But I’d call him a friend.”

      "Did he ever talk about his business partner, Dutch?"

      "No. Not really."

      "What was Gunner’s state of mind last night?" I asked.

      “He seemed normal. Focused on his work, like always. He's an intense guy… was an intense guy. A perfectionist. I liked that about him. I’ve gotta live with this ink forever. I want somebody who cares as much about the end product as I do.” Cody paused, reflecting on the man. “Gunner once told me that every piece he did was a calling card, and he was only as good as his last tattoo. Said it kept him on his toes."

      "What do you think of Dutch?"

      "He's a good artist. Different style. Not really my thing."

      "What about Hellcat?"

      "Cute."

      "Yeah, she is. How long has she been at the shop?"

      He shrugged. "I don't know. It's not like I'm in there every day. If I had to guess, I'd say six months, maybe. She's good. Not as much experience as Gunner or Dutch, but she's got her own thing going."

      There was a moment of silence.

      “We'll see you this afternoon,” I said. “Thanks for your cooperation."

      We stepped into the hallway, and Cody closed and latched the door behind us.

      We walked toward the elevator.

      "Seems like a nice guy,” JD said. “But I wouldn't want to be on the other end of his fists.”

      "I don't think he's our guy. Doesn't make sense. A guy like that's got too much to lose."

      "People do strange things in the heat of passion. Maybe Gunner pissed him off. Some people have short fuses. Have you ever seen Cody in the ring?”

      “Yeah. He knocked out Hank the Hammer in the first round.”

      “And I think Hank’s still got a screw loose. Cody’s a killer, alright,” JD muttered. “That right hook of his is lethal.”

      JD pressed the call button, and we took the elevator down to the lobby. We stepped out, marched across the marble tile, and thanked the concierge as we pushed outside.

      Isabella called me back as we climbed into the Porsche.

      “I’ve got something I think you'll find interesting."

      "Do tell,” I said, putting the call on speaker so JD could hear.

      "It seems like Dutch paid a visit to Brielle last night after he left the tattoo shop."

      I lifted an intrigued eyebrow. "Really?"

      “Cell records indicate he was at her place from 9:30 PM till 11:30."

      “Brielle failed to mention that,” I said.

      “Dutch went to Kickstand afterward and stayed there until a little after 2 AM, then went back to his place for the rest of the night. Or, I should say that’s where his phone was. Also, there have been a few calls between Brielle and Dutch today.”

      “What about Cody Callahan?"

      “Records put him at the tattoo studio until 12:15 AM, then back to his condo at the Trident."

      “And Dallas Johnson?"

      “I couldn't find any cell records for him. He must be using a pre-paid, if he has one at all."

      "Thanks. I owe you."

      "I know."

      I ended the call and exchanged a glance with JD.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
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      “I’m thinking you’re hungry,” I said to JD.

      “Yes, but aside from that,” he replied.

      “You’re thinking that Dutch was having an affair with his best friend’s wife.”

      JD grinned. “And maybe when Dutch saw Brielle’s black eye, he decided to take matters in his own hands and give Gunner a taste of his own medicine.”

      “But he didn’t expect the blow to kill his business partner,” I postulated.

      “I bet you’re right about that. Fluke accident.”

      I shrugged. “It’s possible. But he’s got an alibi at Kickstand.”

      “He goes to the bar, leaves his phone as an alibi, heads to the tattoo parlor, assaults Gunner.”

      “That sounds premeditated.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t a fluke. Maybe he had every intention of getting rid of Gunner. It just happened easier than he anticipated.”

      Dutch had motive and means, but his opportunity was speculative. He was a promising lead, but I wasn’t totally sold.

      “You feel like making another trip to Kickstand?” JD asked.

      “I don’t think we’re going to get much cooperation there.”

      He chuckled.

      We stopped at Juicy Burger to grab a bite to eat, then headed over to Stingray Bay. When Brielle pulled open the door, she looked quite a bit different. She’d had her morning coffee, and her makeup was done, covering the bruising around her eye, for the most part. Her hair was styled, and she looked quite presentable.

      “What do you want?” she barked, her cheeks starting to flush with anger.

      "We know about the affair with Dutch," I said.

      Brielle swallowed hard.

      "We know he came to visit you last night."

      A look of guilt flooded her eyes. "That's not true."

      I shook my head and calmly said, “Stop. There's no use denying it.”

      Brielle shifted nervously.

      "You both knew that Gunner would be preoccupied with his client. Dutch came over for a little rendezvous, then got upset that Gunner had beaten you."

      Her eyes asked how the hell did we know that? She was silent for a long moment, then took a deep breath. "Okay. Dutch and I were having an affair."

      "How long has this been going on?”

      She shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe six months. We'd been attracted to each other for a long time and never acted on our impulses. Then it just happened."

      “Did Dutch say anything to you about confronting Gunner?"

      She hesitated. “He was mad. He knew that Gunner could be abusive. When he saw the recent bruises, he said he just couldn't take it anymore. He wanted me to leave Gunner and marry him. He said he was gonna have it out with Gunner."

      JD and I exchanged a glance.

      "He’d said that several times before and never actually confronted him."

      "We know you talked to each other today,” I said.

      Again, she looked perplexed at how we had acquired that information. "Are you monitoring my phone calls?"

      "What did you two talk about?"

      "We talked about Gunner's death. What do you think we talked about?"

      “Did he say anything to you that would indicate his involvement?"

      Her face twisted. "No. He was just as surprised as I was. He said he didn't have anything to do with it. I believe him."

      "There's still time to right the ship," I said. "If it was an accident, and he didn't intend to kill Gunner, he needs to come clean."

      "I'm telling you… There's nothing to come clean about. Dutch didn't do anything."

      "What time did Dutch leave here last night?" I wanted to see if she’d give me a straight answer.

      Brielle thought for a moment. It was sometime after 11 PM. 11:30 maybe."

      "Did he tell you where he went afterward?"

      "He said he went to Kickstand. He was there till the bar closed. Why don’t you go there and ask around?"

      "Something tells me we're not going to get a straight answer from anyone at Kickstand. What’s Dutch’s involvement with the Savage Barbarians?"

      "I'm not talking to you guys anymore. You're just gonna use everything I say to railroad Dutch. I shouldn’t have said anything to you guys.”

      "You did the right thing. You need to be honest with us. You don't want to be seen as a co-conspirator."

      Her eyes rounded. “Co-conspirator? I’m telling you, we didn’t conspire to kill anyone. Having an affair isn't illegal. People do it all the time. It's not something I'm proud of. But you have no right to judge me. You don't know what my life is like."

      "You're right. I don't. I'm just trying to get to the truth."

      "And I hope you do. My marriage to Gunner could be challenging at times, but that doesn't mean I didn't care for him. We just had some... issues.”

      She closed the door and locked it.

      "What do you think?" JD asked.

      "I think she believes that Dutch wasn't involved. Or maybe she just doesn’t want to believe it. Dutch could be lying to her. I mean, would you tell your girlfriend that you killed her husband? Or would you act innocent?”

      “Depends on how much I trusted my girlfriend,” JD said casually. “Of course, I wouldn’t be fooling around with a married woman in the first place. But hypothetically speaking… I think I’d keep my mouth shut. Loose lips sink ships. I mean, can you really trust a person that’s sneaking around on their significant other?”

      "Maybe we should have another chat with Dutch," I suggested.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      "What part of I ain't talking to you do you not understand?" Dutch said from the cockpit of his 50-foot sailboat. It was a nice boat with a twin wheel cockpit, twin rudders, a drop-down transom, and sleek lines. It couldn’t have been more than a year or two old.

      Dutch lived in the Pelican Point Marina. We figured it was at least worth a shot to interview him once again.

      When we confronted him about the affair, he was silent for a long moment, contemplating how to answer. "Have you verified my whereabouts? Did you talk to anyone at Kickstand? Do you have anything that puts me at the scene of the crime at the time of Gunner’s death?"

      I frowned and reluctantly shook my head.

      "Then get the fuck out of here."

      He spun around and marched into the cabin and closed the hatch.

      I knew he wouldn’t talk.

      "We're going to need a Special Response Team just to ask around Kickstand," JD said as we ambled down the dock.

      "Even then, we won't get any answers."

      We hopped into the Porsche, and JD cranked up the engine.

      Isabella had given me Dallas Johnson’s information. He was currently living with his girlfriend at the Seabreeze Chateau in Jamaica Village. According to Dutch, the guy had made threats, but it could have been Dutch's attempt to throw us off the trail. At this point, we had to run down every lead.

      We pulled to the curb in front of the dingy peach-colored unit. It was anything but a chateau. There was a row of eight apartments in a narrow building—four on top, four on the bottom. The grounds were well kept, and the area was surrounded by a white picket fence. The peach paint was faded and grimy. Wall units rattled. There was no covered parking, just spaces on the street.

      We hopped out, pushed through the gate, and banged on the door of unit 2A. The sound of a crying baby inside filtered through the door. A moment later, a woman's muffled voice shouted. "What do you want?"

      I held up my badge to the peephole. "Coconut County. We're looking for Dallas Johnson."

      "He ain't here."

      "Do you know where he is?"

      "If I knew where he was, I’d find him and beat his ass."

      I chuckled. "Do you mind opening the door?"

      "You got a warrant?"

      "No, we don't have a warrant. We just want to talk."

      "What did he do now?"

      "We just need to ask a few questions.”

      She was silent for a moment, then the door unlatched, and she pulled it open.

      The woman was in her late 20s and had a crying baby on her hip. "He better not be going to jail again. Because the rent here ain’t gonna pay itself."

      "Do you know where he was last night?"

      She lifted an angry eyebrow. "That son-of-a-bitch never came home last night!”

      The scowl on her face made me glad I wasn’t Dallas.

      "When was the last time you talked to him?" I asked.

      "Yesterday afternoon when he left. He better not be with that skank, Lexie. I'll whoop his ass."

      "Do you know where we can find Lexie?”

      She scoffed. “That bitch is probably selling her ass on Dowling Street."

      "You know Lexie’s last name?"

      “Ho. Skank. Bitch.” They were just a few of the colorful possibilities she suggested.

      I gave her a flat look.

      “Clarke, I think." She paused. "If you find him there, he's a dead man. He's lost his mind if he thinks he can run around like that while I take care of his kid.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Why do you need to know my name?”

      “I can find out.”

      “Felicity,” she huffed.

      She pulled her cell phone from a back pocket and dialed a number. It rang a few times.

      "I’ve been trying to get a hold of his ass all night,” Felicity said.

      After another ring, Dallas's voicemail answered. “Yo, it’s Dallas. Leave one…”

      “You better call me back if you know what's good for you,” Felicity growled. “And if I catch you with that little slut, you better look out, mister!”

      She hung up the phone.

      “What’s Dallas’s cell phone number?" I asked.

      Felicity launched her contacts and read the number to me. Nobody memorized phone numbers anymore.

      We thanked her for the information, and she grumbled another few unsavory words about Dallas before closing the door.

      One way or another, Dallas was in a whole heap of trouble.

      I called Denise at the sheriff's department and had her look up the information for Lexie Clarke. She lived three blocks over in the Summer House apartments. We were banging on the door in no time. It was another long, rectangular block of units.

      I figured it wouldn't be long before someone swooped in, bought up the area, and turned it into luxury condos. These old apartments were inefficient uses of space, and greedy developers were always looking to up the housing density.

      After a few heavy knocks, a woman shouted through the door. This wasn’t the kind of neighborhood where you just pulled open the door for anyone. "Who is it?"

      I went through the usual routine of displaying my credentials to the peephole. "I'm looking for Dallas Johnson. We know he's here."

      She was silent for a moment. I heard voices in the foyer. She said something, and the low rumble of a male voice responded. She finally opened the door.

      Lexie had long, brunette hair, red lips, brown eyes, and tattoos on her neck and arms. She had quite the valley of cleavage, and I could thoroughly understand why Dallas didn't come home last night.

      Dallas hovered behind her at the edge of the living room, gazing curiously down the foyer. He was a big guy. He had the physique of an offensive lineman—a walking slab of meat. He dwarfed his tiny companion. "What do you guys want?"

      "We want to talk to you about Gunner Thompson," I said.

      His face twisted into a scowl. "Man, fuck that guy."

      "Tell us how you really feel," JD muttered.

      Dallas lumbered toward us, his heavy feet almost shaking the ground when he walked. "He disfigured me.” He stepped to the doorway and displayed the pin-up tattoo on his arm. "Look at that."

      At first glance, I didn't see anything wrong with it.

      "I gotta walk around with some butt ugly bitch on my arm for the rest of my life."

      "What's wrong with it?" I asked.

      "It's not what I wanted."

      "What did you want?"

      "Not that. First of all, her tits are too small. She ain’t got enough junk in the trunk. I like curves.”

      I took another look. The pin-up was curvaceous, but not enough for Dallas. The girl was in a classic pin-up pose, standing on one leg with the other heel kicked up in the air. She had a cutesy smile.

      "And look at her grill,” Dallas continued. “It's crooked."

      I had to admit, upon closer examination, the pin-up did have a slightly wonky smile.

      "And, the bitch has two left feet!” Dallas shouted.

      I gave another glance, and sure enough, she had two left feet—a rookie mistake for a pro like Gunner.

      "And she's facing the wrong way. She should be facing my chest, not my back. Bad design,” He said.

      “I bet you’re pretty pissed off.”

      "You’re damn right, I'm pissed off."

      "Pissed enough to give Gunner a beat down?"

      "Damn straight.”

      "Is that an admission of guilt?"

      Dallas's face twisted. "Guilt? What are you talking about?"

      "Where were you last night?"

      "Where the hell do you think I was? Right here, balls deep in this bitch."

      Lexie smirked.

      "You better not let your girlfriend find out about that," I said.

      “That bitch ain’t his girlfriend,” Lexie protested. “I’m his girlfriend."

      I wasn’t about to argue with her on that point. I looked at Dallas. "So, you’re saying you were here all night."

      "Not all night. We went out, hit a few clubs, then came back here."

      "You didn't stop by the tattoo parlor to give Gunner a beat down, did you?”

      His face twisted again. "No. But I should. Why are you asking?"

      "Because Gunner's dead."

      Dallas's eyes rounded.

      "Let me see your knuckles."

      He looked confused but held out his fists. His big meaty hands looked like bricks. There were a few scuffs and scratches on his right knuckles.

      "When was the last time you got into a fight with somebody?"

      "Like a fistfight?"

      "Yeah."
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      “I’m a lover, not a fighter,” Dallas said.

      I rolled my eyes. “How’d your knuckles get banged up?”

      “I punched a wall,” Dallas said.

      “Why did you punch a wall?"

      "Because I was pissed off."

      "You sure you didn't punch Gunner?" I asked.

      He scowled at me. "No. And it looks like I missed my chance."

      I surveyed him with a healthy dose of skepticism.

      “I swear, I didn’t do nothing. You need to be looking at Needles."

      "Who is Needles?”

      "He's the guy I'm gonna have fix this butt ugly tattoo. He used to work for Gunner, but they fired his ass.”

      "Why?”

      "I don't know. You’ll have to ask him."

      "Why would Needles want Gunner dead?"

      "Because Gunner’s suing him."

      "Why?"

      "I don't think they like the competition. Needles is damn good."

      "If he’s so good, why didn’t you go to him in the first place?”

      "That is a question I’ve been asking myself ever since I got this ugly thing.”

      “Where can we find Needles?"

      "He's got that shop on Flathead Street. Nate’s Renegade Ink.”

      "How do you know about the lawsuit?" I asked.

      "Because Gunner bitched about it.  All he did the entire session was whine about his problems."

      “What else did he bitch about?”

      Dallas shrugged.

      "Did he talk about his wife?"

      “I don’t remember. I tried to tune him out. It’s not like he was paying me to listen.”

      “Dutch says you approved the artwork before Gunner put it on."

      "It looked good as a stencil," Dallas said. "But I didn't realize she had two jacked-up feet."

      "How do you think Needles is going to fix it?"

      "I don't know. But he specializes in cover ups.”

      My phone buzzed with a call from Cody the Crusher. "I just wanted to give you a heads up. I'm heading to the station now."

      "We'll see you there in a few," I replied.

      I ended the call and told Dallas we'd be in touch. We strolled the walkway to the curb, and Dallas's girlfriend shut the door behind us.

      "Do you buy his story?" JD asked.

      I shrugged. "He certainly is big enough to put Gunner on the ground. I say we re-interview the girlfriend in a few days when he's not around and see if her story changes."

      “Which girlfriend?”

      “This one. Lexie.”

      We climbed into the Porsche and headed back to the station. Cody arrived a few minutes later, and we escorted him to an interrogation room. We re-interviewed him, this time on camera. He signed a sworn affidavit and gave us a cheek swab for DNA. He was cooperative, pleasant, and didn't seem concerned in the least.

      After the interview, he said, "I hope you catch who did this. I liked Gunner. He was a great artist. I'll wear this tattoo with pride for the rest of my life."

      I thanked him for his cooperation and escorted him from the building.

      We tagged the evidence and gave it to the lab, then found Denise at her desk. The delicious redhead greeted us with a cheery smile. "Good afternoon, gentlemen."

      "Afternoon," JD said.

      "Was that Cody the Crusher Callahan?" She asked.

      JD nodded.

      "I didn't know you were a fight fan," I said.

      "There are a lot of things about me you don't know." She said with a sassy grin.

      "He’s scheduled to fight Derek the Destroyer next month," JD said.

      "I wouldn't bet against him," Denise said. "Is he really a suspect in the Thompson case?"

      "I'll reserve judgment until DNA analysis comes back," I said. "But he's not our guy. This was a crime of passion. That guy is calm, calculated, and in control."

      I asked Denise to pull up information on Nate’s Renegade Ink. Her nimble fingers danced across the keyboard, and a moment later, the tattoo parlor’s website popped up on the screen. She clicked the Artists section, and at the top of the page, Nate Needles Malloy appeared with a picture and a bio.

      Needles had long brown hair, narrow brown eyes, and a full mustache. He had a big nose, chiseled features, and a cleft in his chin. He looked like he could have been a guitarist in a southern rock band. He looked like the kind of guy that drank his fair share of Old Number Seven.

      The bio listed his accomplishments as an artist and years of tattooing, along with the high-profile clients that he'd decorated with his artwork.

      "Person of interest?" Denise asked.

      "Possibly."

      With a few keystrokes, she pulled up his criminal history. He had a DUI, drunk and disorderly, and an expunged juvenile record. Nate was in his mid 30s and had stayed pretty clean over the last decade.

      "I think we should go pay him a visit," I said.

      JD looked at his watch. "Can't right now. I got band practice."

      "Shop’s open late. We’ll swing by after."

      "Sounds like a plan,” he said and turned his attention to Denise. "We'll catch you later, sweetie."

      "Bye, guys."

      We left the station and drove to the warehouse district. We pulled into the parking lot and thunderous sounds of practicing bands filtered out of the old warehouse. It had been converted to rehearsal studios.

      JD parked the car close to the entrance, angling away from the dented Nissan next to him.

      The usual band of miscreants hung out near the entrance, smoking cigarettes, wasting their youth. They smiled at the sight of JD and gave him a few high-fives.

      "Sup, Thrash?” one of them said.

      It was JD's stage name.

      "Living the dream," Jack replied.

      "Check out my new tat!" The kid pulled up his sleeve, exposing his forearm. He'd just gotten fresh ink—the Wild Fury logo. The angry skull with wings and a dagger was a flawless re-creation of the design.

      JD studied it, impressed. "I'm honored."

      "Gotta show support, brother. You guys are killing it."

      There was another round of high-fives and handshakes before we entered the warehouse.

      We ambled down the dim hallway, Jack strutting like a peacock, his long blonde hair flowing behind him. The sweet smell of marijuana filled the corridor, and we pushed into the practice space.

      The mood was somber. The band slouched around, looking like someone had died. Two groupies on the couch were crying.

      JD looked perplexed. "What's wrong?"
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      "Dude, it's a tragedy," Styxx said. "It's game over."

      JD's face twisted. "What are you talking about?"

      Crash raised his left hand, and it all became clear. His hand and forearm were encased in a plaster cast that had been wrapped with stylish black cast tape.

      We both deflated.

      "What happened?" JD asked.

      "I was riding my bike, and some jackass cut me off. The dick almost hit me. I went over the handlebars and broke my arm."

      We both winced.

      Jack grumbled a few obscenities. "Can you play?

      Crash shook his head. "I can't get my hand around the neck of the guitar. Plus, my arm is swollen and my fingers don't move so fast."

      "Son-of-a-bitch," JD griped.

      "Exactly," Styxx said.

      "What the hell are we going to do?" Dizzy asked, his voice hopeless.

      "How long do you have to wear the cast?" JD asked.

      "6 to 8 weeks."

      JD groaned.

      This was devastating news. The band was a week out from playing the biggest show of their lives. Panic bathed the faces of the band. It was time I stepped up as manager. "Everybody stay calm. We’ll work around this."

      "How are we going to work around this?" Crash asked.

      "Can you play left-handed?"

      Crash shrugged. "I don't know. I've never tried.”

      "Now is as good a time as any to find out.”

      Crash grabbed his bass and flipped it around in the opposite direction. He looked at the fretboard with confusion. "Everything is backward and strung upside down."

      He noodled around with his right hand, trying to pluck the strings with his left. He was able to make noise, but it sounded like a beginner, not the near virtuoso that he was. His fingers slid along the fretboard, slowly making their way to the proper notes, making weak sounds.

      Everyone cringed.

      We all knew right away this would never work.

      Crash looked up from the fretboard, knowing how disastrous it sounded. He maintained a hopeful look. "I can pick up a lefty bass and practice. Maybe I can get something passable within the next week."

      "Passable is not good enough,” Styxx said. "This is our moment. We can't suck."

      "Well, excuse me, dude,” Crash said. “It's not my fault."

      “You shouldn’t have been riding your bike.”

      “Oh, I guess it’s my fault the dickhead cut me off, too?”

      Tension ramped up, and the exchange was about to get heated.

      "It's nobody's fault,” I shouted. “Everybody take a deep breath.”

      The room quieted.

      “Nobody can replace Crash, but is there anybody that can substitute for the two shows?"

      The band exchanged an uneasy glance.

      "Nobody's gonna be able to learn our songs in a week," Dizzy said.

      "Come on… There are a ton of good bands in this town. There's gotta be one decent bass player that can sit in for two shows."

      The band was silent.

      “How about that guy who plays for the Stark Raving Sad?”

      My suggestion was met with sour faces.

      "Those guys suck. And Jesse is a jackass."

      "Okay, somebody else come up with a suggestion,” I said.

      "We'll post flyers," JD said. “We’ll hold auditions. I'll put the word out online, too.”

      The guys looked at him like he was crazy.

      "No way," Styxx said. "We don't have time to audition bass players. We all know what kind of nightmare that is. It took forever to find a decent lead singer."

      "And aren't you glad I walked through that door when I did?" JD said.

      "Absolutely,” Styxx said. “But do you think we're gonna get that lucky again?"

      "Have a little faith,” JD said as he moved toward the door.

      "Where are you going?" Styxx asked.

      "I'm gonna knock on every door in this place and see if there are any available bass players.”

      I followed Jack into the hallway. The loud rumble of music seeped through the walls as other bands practiced. JD banged on the door next to the practice room, but it was a futile effort. The band inside couldn't hear him knocking over the thunderous amps.

      He tried the door handle, but it was locked.

      He waited until they finished their song, then banged and shouted. A moment later, a guy with long blond hair opened the door. His red eyes were little narrow slits. He was stoned out of his mind. He smiled with excitement to see JD. He clasped his hand. "Yo, Thrash, what's up?"

      "I need to borrow a bass player."

      The blond-haired dude’s face crinkled. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean, Crash can't make our next gig. We need someone to fill in."

      "When?"

      "Next Saturday and Sunday," JD said.

      The dude cringed and looked at his bass player. He had shaggy dark hair that fell into his eyes, and his hair looked like a helmet. The guy was skinny with a narrow face. He shook his head.

      "No can do," the blond lead singer said. We’ve got a show Saturday night.”

      "This isn't just an ordinary show," JD said. “This is two nights, sold out at Madison Square Garden."

      The blond’s stoned eyes widened. "No shit?"

      JD nodded.

      "I'd love to,” the bass player replied, “But I can't leave my boys."

      "I can respect that," JD said.

      "Good luck, man. Hope you find somebody,” the singer said before closing the door and getting back to practice.

      We walked down the hazy hallway to the next door and repeated the process.
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      We banged on every door in the practice hall that showed signs of life but came up empty-handed. It was the same story. Almost every band that we talked to had a gig booked on those dates, and the one band that didn't have a gig, their bass player was… well… let’s just say we gave the guy an opportunity.

      He took his guitar across the hall and plugged it into Crash’s rig. After a few bars, it was clear the guy just didn't mesh with the band. He was out of time and couldn't get in the groove with Styxx.

      The rhythm section is essential. The drums and bass guitar are like two halves of the same brain. Without them, the entire rhythm section falls apart.

      We thanked the bass player for his time but told him it wasn't gonna work out. He didn't seem too disappointed. He walked back across the hall and resumed practice with his band.

      The mood in the practice room was somber.

      I continued to play the role of cheerleader. "Don't worry. We're gonna sort this out. I'll print out some flyers. I say we hit every venue tonight and plaster flyers across town at every bar, on every light pole, and every flat surface available.”

      It wasn't exactly the way we all wanted to spend our evening, but it had to be done.

      We left the practice studio and drove back to the marina at Diver Down. Once aboard the Avventura, I opened my laptop, launched Photoshop, and designed a cool flyer with a bunch of tabs at the bottom with JD’s cell number that could be torn off. I printed about 100 of them, then JD and I spent the next half hour with scissors cutting the tabs so people could easily tear them off. It was old school, but it could be effective.

      He made a post on social media, and we stopped in Diver Down to grab something to eat before heading out on our quest.

      I asked Teagan if she knew anybody. The teal-eyed beauty slumped and made a disappointed face. "Sorry, I don’t.”

      We ordered dinner, and after we stuffed our bellies, we headed out to regroup with the band. We met up at Estuary. It was at the end of the strip on Oyster Avenue. It was a good place to start our adventure. I dealt out flyers to the rest of the guys. Armed with tape and staple guns, we set out to plaster the area. We split up and worked our way down, hitting every bar and nightclub on the avenue. We were casting a wide net, and hopefully, we’d get a few nibbles.

      JD and I were halfway down the avenue when we heard the most amazing sound. Our ears perked up, and we exchanged an optimistic glance. The sound of a live band spilled out of Hurricanes.

      We stepped inside, and the place was packed. On stage was an all-girl band, Lip Bomb, thrashing out retro-punk melded with New Wave. They were absolutely killing it, and the crowd was soaking up the tunes.

      Hurricanes was a small venue with a dance floor and a stage. There were booths along the walls and high-top tables near the bar. It was hot and sweaty from all the closely packed bodies.

      I looked over the sea of bobbing heads at the stage, and these girls were going for broke. The lead singer howled into the microphone. She had short dark hair and heavy eyeliner that surrounded piercing blue eyes. Her full lips were the things of fantasy. She had pipes that could shatter glass.

      The blonde drummer pounded the kit with fury and passion. She thrashed her hair and spun the drumsticks, looking like a wild animal behind the drum set.

      The guitar player crunched out beefy tones on a white Fender Stratocaster with an ebony fretboard.

      The bass player laid down a thunderous groove. She had short blonde hair and little pigtails. She wore heavy black eyeliner and smokey eyeshadow. Her tight top showed off the girls, and her short black leather miniskirt and thigh-high stockings sparked lustful desires. She stomped around the stage wearing black Doc Martens.

      Her fingers raced up and down the fretboard with virtuoso precision. She laid down the groove, solid and steady—part rock, part funk.

      She was absolutely perfect.

      My heart thumped, and my stomach fluttered with nerves. Anticipation filled me. She was The One.

      I looked at JD, and the grin on his face told me he felt the same way. We’d found our bass player. Now we just needed to convince her of that fact.
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      We pushed our way through the crowd and hung out by the side of the stage like a couple of groupies.

      When Lip Bomb finished their set, they rushed off the stage. We made our move, but a burly bouncer put out a hand and stopped us. JD flashed his badge, and the bouncer stepped aside. We followed after the band as they scurried away toward the green room. We followed them down the narrow corridor.

      JD shouted, "Excuse me!"

      They didn't hear him, or they ignored him—it was hard to tell which.

      Jack shouted again. "Excuse me, ladies!"

      The lead singer looked back over her shoulder with an annoyed glance.

      JD smiled. "I’d like to talk to your bass player for a minute."

      She was about to mouth off but bit her tongue. Her eyes narrowed as she surveyed JD's face. "You're the singer for Wild Fury, right?"

      Jack smiled.

      "What do you want with Faye?"

      The rest of the girls had already entered the green room to unwind.

      "I'll cut to the chase,” JD said. “We need to rent her services."

      The lead singer's face twisted. "Call a hooker."

      "That's not what I meant," JD said. He told her the situation.

      "You want to steal my bass player?"

      "No. Not steal. Borrow. This is a huge opportunity. We're talking Madison Square Garden. National exposure."

      "Sorry, we’ve got a gig next weekend."

      JD's face tensed, growing agitated. "Cancel the gig. This will be good for her and good for your band."

      "How is it going to be good for Lip Bomb. Do you know how hard it was to put this band together? Do you know how long I looked for a solid bass player? You’re not gonna take her away from me."

      "I'm not taking anybody away from you,” JD assured. “Would you send Faye out here? I'd like to speak with her directly."

      The lead singer glared at JD. "She doesn't want to talk to you."

      "How do you know that?"

      "Because I know Faye. You're not her type."

      JD rolled his eyes. "I told you, I'm not looking for a date. I'm looking for a bass player."

      The singer huffed. "Fine. I'll let her know you'd like to speak to her. She spun around, marched down the hallway and hovered in the doorway to the green room. "Faye, there's a jackass here that wants to steal you away from the band. Do you want to talk to him?"

      Faye’s voice echoed out of the green room, “Fuck no. Lip Bomb forever!"

      The singer looked down the hallway and flashed a smug grin. "See. I told you."

      I followed JD as he marched toward the green room door and peered inside, much to the lead singer’s annoyance. "Evening ladies," he said. "Fantastic show."

      The singer rolled her eyes and grunted.

      JD focused on Faye. “I just want to make sure you have all the information before you turn the opportunity down."

      He gave her the details.

      The band grew silent for a moment, and they exchanged wary glances with one another. It was a hell of an opportunity.

      There was a long pause as Faye sipped a glass of whiskey, pondering the offer. "Sorry. No dice. I can't leave my sisters out in the cold."

      There were cheers of relief from her bandmates.

      The lead singer flashed another smug smile at JD. "If you’ll excuse us, gentlemen. We have some partying to do."

      She stepped into the green room and slammed the door in JD's face.

      He frowned and looked at me. "Onward and upward."

      We marched back down the hallway to the main bar, weaving through the crowd toward the exit. We stepped onto the sidewalk where drunken revelers drifted up and down the avenue. The lights from signage cascaded an array of colors across the crowd.

      We continued our journey, tacking up flyers wherever we could. When the last flyer had been plastered on a wall, JD and I decided it was time to head over to Nate's Renegade Tattoo.

      We made our way back down the avenue, found the car, and cruised to the parlor. It was a little after 11 PM. This was prime time for the shop. Inebriated walk-ins with liquid courage were ready to ink themselves for eternity.

      The neon sign on the awning glowed, and a neon open sign near the doorway flickered. We pulled into the lot, parked, and strolled into the studio. The buzz of the needle filled the air, and a man grimaced as Nate decorated his bicep.

      He hunched over the client, tattoo gun in hand, wearing the familiar black gloves, wiping away the excess ink between strokes. Two people hung around and watched the artist at work.

      JD flashed his badge and said, "Coconut County. We’d like to ask you a few questions."

      Needles looked up from his work. "I'm almost finished. Why don't you have a seat, and I'll be with you shortly. What's this about?"

      "Gunner Thompson,” I said.

      That elicited a raised eyebrow from Nate, but his face remained stoic.
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      Nate didn't seem too broken up when I told him about Gunner's demise. We stepped to a back office, and Nate asked in a hushed tone, "Why are you telling me about it?"

      "From what I understand, there was some animosity between you two,” I said.

      "Gunner was suing me, trying to enforce his bullshit non-compete clause. I’ve got as much right to make a living as the next guy. I haven’t stolen his clients. I don't defame his business. I'm just doing my thing." He sighed. “You think I had something to do with his death?"

      "Where were you last night between midnight and 2 AM?"

      "I was here, working on a client. Then afterward, I met my girlfriend for a drink."

      "I’ll need to verify that."

      "I can give you her number. Call her and verify. Her name is Amara.”

      Nate gave me her number.

      “Can I see your knuckles?"

      He displayed them for me without hesitation. There were no obvious scratches or scuffs. They weren’t bruised or swollen.

      Nate was a tall, lanky guy. Lean, but muscular. Not bulky. At first glance, you'd underestimate him. He didn't look like a guy that could lay someone out with one punch. But his long arms gave him reach. And I knew from experience guys like him could wind up and strike quickly. They were like cobras, and their knuckles had a venom all their own.

      "Why did you stop working with Gunner and Dutch?"

      "I'd learned all I could from them, and it was time to move on." He paused. "Plus, it wasn’t really my scene."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I'd rather not get into it."

      "I'd rather you did,” I said.

      "Look, I’ve got enough trouble. I don't need more."

      That piqued my curiosity. "What kind of trouble?"

      Nate hesitated for a long moment. "Off the record…"

      I nodded.

      "I'm not gonna testify or anything. And I'll deny I ever said this, you got that?"

      "Go on."

      "The lawsuit is just harassment. It's just a way for them to drain money from my bank account as I fight it. But they know it's not gonna hold up. The real problem is a much bigger issue. I don't know about Gunner, but Dutch is tight with the Savage Barbarians."

      "Like, how tight?"

      "Tight enough to know that they harass me from time to time. Dutch thinks that I'll be intimidated and close up shop. They want me to leave town." He tapped the pistol holstered on his hip. “But I ain't afraid of shit. They can bring it. I can guarantee you this, I won't go down without taking a few of them with me."

      "Is this business worth losing your life over?” I asked.

      "Sometimes you gotta fight for the things you believe in. You have to ask yourself, are you a man of principles, or are you a coward?"

      I couldn't disagree with the man.

      "I saw a lot of shady shit going down at the shop,” Nate said. “I figured it was only a matter of time before things blew up. I needed to get out of there before I got caught in the blast, if you know what I mean."

      "What kind of shady shit?"

      Nate hesitated again. "All types of people come through that studio, everybody from celebrities to gang bangers. It's a perfect place to do business. A lot of these thugs would come in with guns they needed to get rid of—guns that killed people. Dutch would either buy them on the cheap or trade out work, then sell the guns to the Barbarians. Going the other way, Dutch would sell meth, coke, weed, whatever the Barbarians needed moved. It's a perfect arrangement, and that tattoo shop is a great way to launder the proceeds."

      "And you witnessed all of this?"

      "I was around long enough to figure out what was going on."

      "Did you participate?"

      He looked at me flatly. "No. I didn't participate. That's one of the reasons things got tense. That's when I decided to leave."

      "I don't suppose you'd be willing—“

      “No. I told you, I’m not going to testify. I'm not gonna sign a sworn affidavit. I'm not going to assist you in any way beyond what I've already said. I don't know if you figured it out yet, but the Savage Barbarians aren't exactly upstanding members of the community. Witness intimidation is one of their specialties."

      I didn't blame him for wanting to stay out of it.

      "How all of that ties into Gunner's death, I don't know," Nate said. "Maybe he did something to piss off the Barbarians. Maybe Dutch wanted him out of the picture for some reason. But I guarantee you, there's more to this than meets the eye."

      "Did you know that Dutch was having an affair with Gunner's wife?"

      "Doesn't surprise me," he said. "I always got a strange vibe when the two were in the same room together."

      "When did you leave the studio?"

      "A little over six months ago."

      "And how's business been here?"

      "Not bad. All things considered."

      "That's pretty impressive how fast you were able to get this off the ground."

      "I had money saved up. Enough to cover all my expenses for the first year. I'm close to breaking even. And it's all legit."

      "What do you think of Hellcat?"

      "She's a good artist,” Nate said. “New on the scene, relatively speaking.”

      "Do you think she's involved?"

      "In the guns and drugs?"

      I nodded.

      "Hard to say. She seems nice enough. Maybe she doesn't know what's going on. But you'd be blind not to get suspicious. Then again, people often turn a blind eye when it comes to money."

      I gave Nate my card and thanked him for his cooperation. "We may have more questions for you."

      "I'm happy to help as long as you keep my name out of it."

      He escorted us to the door and showed us out. We stepped onto the sidewalk, and I dialed Amara’s number. She answered and confirmed Nate’s alibi. It was hard to say if she was telling the truth, but for now, I had to take it at face value. I thanked her before ending the call.

      "What do you make of his story?" JD asked as we strolled to the car.

      “I think we need to dig deeper into Dutch.”

      We made our way back to Oyster Avenue and rejoined the band at Tide Pool. The outdoor pool was full of stunning beauties, frolicking about in skimpy bikinis. As usual, it was a feast for the eyes.

      "We hit every bar on the strip," Styxx said. "You think it'll do any good?"

      “Something will work out," JD said. “Have faith. The Universe will provide."

      "I'm not trying to be a Debbie downer, but do you really think that someone can slide in, learn all of our material in a few days, and gel with the band?” Styxx asked. “It seems like a tall order."

      JD's face tensed. "You guys need to suck it up. Because this defeatist attitude is dogshit. I don't want to hear any more whining and crying about the situation. Failure is not an option."

      "That's easy to say, but what are we going to do?” Styxx asked. “Go on stage without a bass player?”

      "If it comes down to it, we play an acoustic set,” JD said. “But come hell or high water, we’re taking the stage at Madison Square Garden, and we're gonna blow the roof off that place.”

      The long faces began to perk up slightly. JD's tough-love pep talk was somewhat inspiring, though not all were thoroughly convinced.

      "Tyson, you play guitar, right?" Crash said.

      "I can strum a few chords here and there, but that's about it."

      "I can teach you the songs. I know you… you're a quick study. And you don't do anything half-ass."

      “Oh, no. You can't be serious?”

      "You’re as committed to the band as the rest of us. And I know I’d feel more comfortable with you taking my place because you got heart. And heart counts for a lot," Crash said.

      "I appreciate the confidence. But I don't think I'm your guy."

      "You’re not scared, are you?" Crash asked. He said it just to get a rise out of me.

      "Okay,” I said. “Tell you what. You work with me all week. Teach me the songs, and we’ll re-evaluate at the end of the week. In the meantime, we keep looking for somebody who knows what they’re doing."

      Crash smiled and raised his hand to high-five. I smacked his palm, and the rest of the guys cheered enthusiastically.

      I’d give it my best shot, but I hoped to hell we could find a qualified replacement.
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      My phone buzzed on the nightstand the next morning. I reached out to grab it, swiped the screen, and held it to my ear before peeling open my eyes. Daniels’s gruff voice barked into the phone. "Get over to Renegade Ink.”

      I groaned. "What happened now? Don't tell me Nate's dead."

      “No. But he’s pretty pissed off. Somebody broke out a window and tossed in a Molotov cocktail during the wee hours of the morning. That whole strip center went up like a tinderbox."

      I groaned. “I think I’ve got a pretty good idea who did this."

      "Arson investigators are on the scene. See what you can find out."

      “I’m on it."

      I called JD and caught him up to speed, then pulled myself out of bed and went through an abbreviated version of my morning routine. JD picked me up, and we headed to Nate's tattoo parlor.

      Wisps of smoke rose into the sky. The fire department had doused the entire area, getting the blaze under control, but the rubble still smoldered. The acrid stench of burned drywall, insulation, and electrical wiring filled the air. Red and blue lights flickered, and first responders scurried about.

      The blacked remains were covered with soot. The roof had collapsed, and only cinder blocks and metal framework remained.

      Nate stood by one of the fire trucks, his eyes brimming, his livelihood up in smoke. His whole body was tense, and he didn't know whether to scream or cry.

      I talked to the fire marshal. "Any witnesses?"

      He shook his head.

      "What about surveillance video?"

      He gave another grim shake.

      "What time did this happen?"

      "We figure it was about 4:30 AM. Smoke detector set off the alarm, and the alarm company called the fire department. There was a little bit of a delay. If you ask me, the property owner needs to get a new alarm company. Anyway, by the time we got here, the whole thing was lit up like a Christmas tree. Looks like somebody broke the glass and tossed in an incendiary device. Looks like gasoline was in a vodka bottle.”

      "It's a long shot, but let's see if we can pull any fingerprints from the glass fragments of that bottle,” I suggested.

      The fire marshal gave me a skeptical glance. “Possible. But I seriously doubt we’re gonna find anything."

      "It's worth looking."

      "I'll let you know,” he said before carrying on about his business.

      I walked over to Nate.

      “This was a message,” he said. “I don’t think somebody liked the fact that I talked to you yesterday.”

      “Still not willing to testify?” I asked.

      He gave me a long, hard look. He almost looked ashamed. “I just found out my girlfriend is pregnant. I guess now's not the time to take the fight to the Savage Barbarians. I guess all that talk about standing up for what you believe in was just talk." He shook his head. "I think I'm gonna get the hell out of town. Take my girlfriend and start over."

      "We all have to do what we have to do," I said.

      He gave a grim nod, then looked back at the smoldering remains of his business. He took a deep breath, then walked away.

      The unmistakable rumble of a gang of motorcycles filled the air. They were a block away and still loud. The throaty exhaust crackled and growled. Frap, frap, frap, frap.

      Four bikers cruised by, revving their engines, staring at the scene, taunting us. As if the firebomb wasn't enough, this was icing on the cake. The final message received loud and clear—don't mess with the Savage Barbarians.

      JD and I stared back at the gang of riders as they passed. Clad in leather, wearing bandannas, flying their full colors, they were a sight that instilled dread and fear.

      I recognized Tank, Tiny, Knuckles, and Gear.

      I didn't blame Nate for wanting to get out of town. Not one bit.
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      We grabbed a bite to eat at Great White. It was almost noon by the time we wrapped up at the fire, and we were hungry. The cute hostess seated us at a booth near a window that offered a view of the outdoor tables by the sidewalk. From where I sat, I had a view of the main entrance and the hostess stand.

      Photos of great whites lined the walls, along with jawbones from the vicious predators. Mockups of sharks dangled from the ceiling as if they were circling their prey. Great White served everything from burgers to stuffed crab, blackened catfish, tenderloin steaks, crab bisque, shrimp kabobs, and more.

      I ordered the blackened chicken with dirty rice and lemon butter, and Jack ordered the red beans and rice. His phone buzzed halfway through the meal. His face twisted as he looked at the display. Unknown Caller.

      “Hello? … Yeah, we're still looking for a bass player." JD looked at me and grinned. "Yeah… we’re holding auditions this afternoon. We're already getting pretty booked up, but I can put you in at 5:30... Cool. Do you know where the practice studio is? …Yeah, that's the one. Great, see you then." He hung up the phone and smiled. "We got our first little nibble."

      I was hopeful, but I knew this was going to be a painful process of weeding out prospects. JD's phone rang a few more times while we ate. I guess our flyers had done some good. JD set a few more appointments, then called the guys and told them we were on for auditioning talent this afternoon and evening.

      To my surprise, I saw Hellcat step through the door and approach the hostess stand. The hostess greeted her with a smile, grabbed two menus, and led her through the maze of tables to a booth on the far wall.

      JD got another phone call, and I excused myself. I made my way through the clinking plates and conversation and slid onto the empty bench across the table from Hellcat. She looked up from her menu with annoyed eyes.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      “I don’t think the guy I’m meeting for lunch is going to like you in his seat.”

      “I didn’t ask about your boyfriend. I asked if you minded.”

      She lifted a saucy eyebrow. “What do you want?”

      “You know, all cops aren’t bad.”

      "So, you're a good cop?"

      "I try to be."

      "Well, that's disappointing," she said. "I like bad boys."

      "Oh, I can be bad."

      "Stupid, maybe. I mean, starting shit with Rhett at Kickstand? What were you thinking?"

      I shrugged. "Sometimes my impulses get the best of me."

      "Your impulses are hazardous to your health."

      I smiled. "Everybody's got flaws."

      "Figure out who killed Gunner yet?"

      "No, but I'm getting close." I paused, and we stared at each other for a moment before her eyes went back to the menu.

      "Did you know that Dutch was having an affair with Gunner's wife?" I asked.

      She didn't look up at me. "I try to keep my nose out of other people's business. You really should go."

      "I'll leave when your friend gets here."

      "Is this another one of your impulses?"

      "Talking to you?" I thought for a moment. "More like desire."

      She looked up from the menu and eyed me curiously.

      “Don’t get too excited,” I said. “A desire to get to the truth.”

      "And you think I have the truth?"

      "I think you know more than you're saying."

      "I haven't said much."

      "Exactly."

      We stared at each other again for a moment.

      "Don't you care about Gunner?” I asked. “Don't you want to see his killer brought to justice?"

      "You don't get to do that."

      "Do what?"

      "Make condescending judgments about what I do and don’t care about."

      She was a little salty.

      "Most people would assist law enforcement in finding the murderer of a friend or loved one. But maybe you’re afraid. Afraid that if you help us, you might suffer some type of retaliation."

      "Retaliation from whom?”

      "I can think of a few people."

      Hellcat sighed. "I'm just a girl trying to build my skills and my client base. Dutch and Gunner were kind enough to take me on, show me the ropes, and let me grow as an artist."

      "Then I would think you’d do everything you could to help me find his killer."

      Her face tensed. She started to say something, then stopped herself.

      "You ever see anything unusual go on in the tattoo shop?" I asked.

      "Define unusual. We see some pretty crazy things."

      "Unusual like guns, drug deals, that kind of thing."

      The muscles in her jaw flexed. "I keep my head down, and I focus on my work."

      "That's not really an answer."

      "That was an answer. An honest one. Don't twist my words." Her blue eyes continued to blaze into me.

      "Okay. If you say so." I figured if she knew something, she certainly wasn't going to tell me in a public place like this. I could understand her reluctance to be seen speaking with a cop.

      A bubbly waitress bounced to the table and introduced herself. "I'm Belinda. I'll be your server today. Can I get you started off with anything? Appetizers, cocktails?"

      "Could you get the manager?" Hellcat asked.

      A wave of concern washed over the waitress's face. "Is there a problem?"

      "This gentleman is harassing me. I'd like him to leave."

      The waitress looked confused. Her eyes flicked to me. I flashed my badge.

      The waitress was speechless. She finally stammered, “I’ll be right back."

      She spun around and marched toward the wait station, looking for her manager.

      I looked across the table at Hellcat and forced a grim smile. "You could have just asked me to leave."

      "I did when you sat down."

      "No, you didn't. You told me that your friend would be upset.” I looked around the restaurant and caught a glimpse of the waitress talking to the manager. Their eyes flicked to our booth, and the manager started toward us.

      "Looks like your lunch date is late.” I pulled a card from my pocket and left it on the table. "If you decide there's anything I need to know, don't hesitate to call."

      I slid out of the booth before the manager arrived. He looked relieved that he didn't have to get involved in the conflict.

      I returned to JD. My food had gotten cold. We finished our meal, paid the tab, and ambled down the sidewalk toward the car. I never did see Hellcat’s lunch date.
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      I was not prepared for what I was about to witness. JD had lined up half a dozen bass players to audition. He sent them all a link to a Wild Fury song and told them to be familiar with it. The audition piece was a simple, straight-ahead rock 'n' roll song. It was in 4/4 time signature, and the chord changes were A, G, and D.

      A trained monkey could play it. Hell, I could even play the song. If the guys liked the potential bass player, they'd throw something more difficult at the prospect. The main thing the guys in the band were looking for was someone who showed up on time, was committed, had stage presence, and could fit in and pick up the songs quickly.

      By this point in time, Wild Fury had a reputation around the island as a hard-hitting, party rock band. They were slick and polished. And it was clear they were definitely going places.

      I expected nothing but professional applicants. People who believed they had what it took and approached it like a real job.

      I was sadly mistaken.

      The first prospect showed up 15 minutes late. Automatic disqualification. But JD didn't want to turn the guy down without at least hearing what he had to offer. The guy was tall and lanky, in his mid 30s, and seemed shy. He had a bass guitar in a soft case slung over his shoulder.

      It was an intimidating situation—walking into a room with a group of top-notch musicians, having to prove yourself. But then the excuses started. "Dude, my car broke down. I tried to get my girlfriend to give me a ride over here, but she couldn't. So, I spent my last five dollars on a cab. I really hope this pans out after an investment like that."

      The band exchanged glances with one another.

      "Well," Styxx said. "Let's see what you’ve got?"

      The guy’s name was Corbin. Crash gave him a cable and plugged him into his rig. Corbin’s bass guitar was way out of tune. Dizzy hit the low E string and let it ring out for reference. "We're tuned to E flat. Gives a thicker sound and is easier on vocals."

      "Right," Corbin said, twisting the oversized tuners on his bass guitar. He fumbled around, raising and lowering the pitch, trying to find it, but never seemed to get it quite right.

      The guys exchanged another subtle glance.

      Crash offered to help Corbin tune up. With his good hand, Crash twisted the tuners while Corbin plucked the strings, and within moments, the bass guitar was in perfect tune.

      "Alright, let's knock it out!” Styxx said.

      He clicked off the intro and banged on the drums. Dizzy hit a power cord, and his crunchy guitar tone filled the room.

      Corbin plucked a string and a sour note clashed. The dissonant sound jarred everyone in the room. There were cringes all around.

      Corbin stopped playing. "I'm sorry, can we start over? I screwed up."

      Styxx sighed. "Okay. One more time. From the top."

      He clicked the sticks together, counting off the intro, and the band started again. This time Corbin hit the right note, but it was weak and out of time, and by the second note, there was that dissonant pitch again.

      "Oh, shit," he said as he stopped playing. “Can we do this one more time?”

      "I think we've seen all we need to see," Styxx said.

      The guy looked astonished. "But we haven't even jammed yet."

      "Sorry, man. We're on a tight schedule. And I don't think we’re gonna be a fit."

      The guy's face tightened. "Man, fuck that! You guys are assholes. I took time out of my busy day to come down here, and you’re not gonna give me a fair shot?"

      "We gave you a fair shot, dude," Styxx said. "Sorry, man. Take some lessons."

      Corbin glared at everyone in the room. “Fuck you guys. Fuck all of you."

      He pulled the guitar cable out of the bass, stuffed the instrument back into the case, and stomped out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

      "Okay," JD said gingerly in singsong. "Let's see who's next."

      He moved from behind the microphone stand, pushed open the door, and peered into the hallway. He motioned for the next contestant to enter.

      The prospect strutted into the practice room with an optimistic smile. JD closed the door behind him, and the would-be bass player introduced himself, shaking hands with the rest of the guys.

      We went through the same routine, only this time, the guy knew how to tune his guitar and could hit a note. But his timing sucked. He was missing the changes and staring at the fretboard the entire time, struggling with the instrument. He seemed like a nice guy, but he didn't have any stage presence.

      The guys cut him loose pretty quickly, and he was understanding about it.

      JD ushered in the next potential bass player, and we went through the drill again.

      We’d only auditioned three people so far, and our enthusiasm for the process was quickly waning. The current prospect did little to change that. By the time we had auditioned everyone in the hallway, the band looked exhausted, slumping over their instruments with long faces.

      Everybody we auditioned sucked.

      "What the hell is wrong with these people?" JD grumbled.

      "Yeah, I mean, why bother even showing up if you can't play?” Crash asked.

      "We are so totally screwed,” Styxx said.

      "Tyson can play bass,” JD said.

      "No, man,” I said. “Just keep looking. You're gonna find somebody."

      "Get up here!" JD shouted.

      "Come on,” Crash said. "We're not gonna laugh at you."

      My eyes narrowed at him.

      The guys in the band started chanting. "Ty-son, Ty-son, Ty-son."

      "Okay, fine." I climbed off the couch, and Crash handed me his bass guitar. I slung the strap over my shoulder and let the instrument dangle. He gave me a cable, and I jacked in. The amp buzzed as it made the connection.

      I looked over the instrument—it was a lot bigger than my acoustic guitar, and the strings were fat and round.

      "It's really simple," Crash said. “A, G, and D.”

      He pointed out the notes on the fretboard.

      I had a cursory knowledge of the notes, especially in the first position. Don't ask me to get into the various scale modes like Dorian or Mixolydian. I knew a little bit about basic music theory, and I knew the blues pentatonic scale. That was about it.

      Crash gave me a guitar pick, and Styxx asked if I was ready.

      "Let's do it," I said in a skeptical tone.

      Styxx clicked off the intro, and I came in on time. I’d heard the song hundreds of times, so I knew the groove and was familiar with the changes. I managed to hit all the right notes at the right time. The massive speakers from the bass amp pounded sound waves across the room, vibrating my entire body.

      I kept looking at Styxx, keeping in time with him. He gave me a nod, cuing me for the changes, and we made it through the entire song without any major screw ups. It didn't sound half bad, and the band erupted with cheers and applause when we finished.

      "Not bad, brother," Crash said, patting me on the back. "I'm not gonna have to worry about my job, but not bad."

      He smiled.

      I had to admit, it was fun. Once I relaxed and got into the groove, I had a good time. I didn't necessarily want to go on stage and play in front of the world at Madison Square Garden. But jamming in the practice room without an audience to see my screw ups wasn't as painful as I thought it would be.

      "Let's try something a little more difficult," Styxx said.

      Iron Heart was a more complex song, but from a bass perspective, it was all pretty straightforward. This wasn't improvisational jazz or funk. This was blues-based rock 'n' roll.

      Crash spent a few minutes going over the changes with me, and we ran through the song slowly for practice purposes. Once I had it down, we did it again at full speed.

      We spent the rest of the evening running through the songs on the set list. The band was scheduled to play a 45-minute set before Chloe took the stage.

      45 minutes could always be filled with a lot of banter between songs. JD could prance around and tell stories about rock 'n' roll and stoke the crowd. Styxx could do a drum solo, and Dizzy could light up the fretboard with his virtuoso playing. Between the two of them, they could easily kill 10 minutes.

      It was looking like it might be a possible option for me to play bass. Nobody ever took the guitar away from me, so I figured I was holding my own. I didn’t consider myself a musician, but I’d managed to beat out the other applicants so far.

      But that was about to change.
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      We went to Tide Pool for our typical after-practice shenanigans. JD bought a round of drinks for everyone, and the band lifted their glasses to toast my valiant effort. It was kind of cool, and I finally felt like part of the band. I wasn’t an outsider anymore. Even as I stepped into my new role as manager, I was never quite in the band.

      The guys looked at me in a new way now. I had earned a little bit of musical respect.

      My new position was in jeopardy when JD got a call from Faye. She told him Lip Bomb’s gig had fallen through, and she was suddenly available.

      "We'd love to have you come jam with the band," JD said. "See if you're a fit. We've got a solid prospect right now, but we haven’t made any final decisions yet."

      He looked at me for approval.

      I gave him a nod.

      Faye was an accomplished bass player, and I'd much rather see her fill Crash’s shoes—though I was warming up to the idea of jamming with the band at least a few more times.

      "Can you come sit in tomorrow afternoon with the guys?” JD asked. He listened intently as she replied, then he said, "Perfect. You know where we rehearse?”

      Her voice crackled through the speaker.

      JD said, “I’ll send you a link to our songs, and we’ll take it from there."

      The guys in the band hung on every word.

      Jack gave her a time to meet and ended the call. He looked at me, then the band. "Looks like we might have a real bass player." He muttered to me, “No offense."

      "None taken."

      "Who?" Styxx asked.

      “Faye Vicious. She plays with Lip Bomb.”

      The band lifted impressed eyebrows.

      "No shit?" Dizzy said. "She's good. Real good!”

      Crash instantly got a little jealous. "She's not that good."

      "Have you seen her play?” Dizzy said. “That girl can rock. And she's got stage presence. And she's hot as fuck."

      "Those are all good qualities to have in a bass player," JD said.

      "Okay, let's not get too excited," Crash said. "We haven't seen how she grooves with the band yet."

      Dizzy chuckled. "Relax, bro."

      Crash frowned at him.

      "This is our shot," Styxx said. "We need the best player we can get."

      "I know," Crash said. "Let's see what she can do. But if she doesn't work, I think Tyson can pull it off."

      "You guys deserve a much better player than me,” I said. “I'm here if you need me, but from what I've seen, you need to give this girl serious consideration."

      We stayed at Tide Pool till closing and shot the breeze, speculating about what Faye could bring to the table.

      After we closed the bar down, JD drove me back to the marina.

      "You're cool with Faye coming on board, right?"

      "Totally."

      "I mean, I saw you having fun during practice."

      "Fun is one thing. Business is another. And Faye is good for business."

      "Okay. I just don't want you to get your feelings hurt."

      "My feelings are not going to get hurt. It was never my intention to play in the band, anyway." I paused. "But I did have fun."

      JD smiled.

      Daniels called just as JD pulled into the parking lot at the marina.

      "It's a little late for you, isn't it?” I said.

      "Well, these dipshits don't operate on a timetable. I don't like getting woken up in the wee hours of the morning, but I figure you two were just getting going."

      "Actually, we're winding it down."

      "Meet me at the station. Pirates struck again."

      I exhaled. “We’ll be there in a few."

      I updated JD, and he dropped the car into gear and sped out of the parking lot. Tires spat gravel as he peeled onto the highway and raced to the Sheriff's Department.

      We parked the car, raced down the dock, and hopped into the sheriff's Defender Class patrol boat. Daniels had the engines rumbling. We cast off the lines, and he idled the patrol boat out of the marina. He throttled up, bringing the boat on plane. We crashed through the inky swells into the blackness.

      I shouted over the rumble of the engines. “What happened?”

      “A guy was having a party offshore with a bunch of socialites on his yacht. These clowns showed up and robbed them blind. Same MO. In and out. Took the jewelry, wallets, and watches."

      "Masquerading as the Coast Guard, right?"

      "That's the story I'm hearing.”

      We carved through the water, spraying mists, the engine growling. When we finally reached the scene, the Coast Guard had already arrived. The real Coast Guard.

      We pulled to the swim platform of the 135-foot Bertolini. The luxury Italian yacht had been all alone on the water. They were halfway between Coconut Key and Angelfish Island.

      We boarded the boat and climbed the steps to the aft deck, where two dozen revelers gathered with petrified faces. The men were dressed in upscale casual attire and the women in skimpy but elegant evening wear. There were long legs, sculpted cheekbones, and makeup done to perfection. There were lots of bare fingers and empty necklines where expensive jewelry had once been.

      The crowd resumed drinking in an effort to calm their nerves. We talked to a Coast Guard petty officer who updated us on the situation. He pointed to the owner of the boat, and we strolled across the deck to talk to him. His name was Malcolm Hayes, and we introduced ourselves.

      "I'm so glad you guys are here,” Malcolm said. “Not that I don't trust these other guys, but they look just like the guys who robbed us.”

      "There's been a gang of marauders impersonating the Coast Guard, knocking off luxury yachts,” I said. “Did they take anything else besides jewelry, watches, and wallets?"

      Malcolm shook his head. "No. They were in and out. Professional. Nice, even. They said if we cooperated, nobody would get hurt.”

      It was exactly like the thugs I had encountered before.

      "Hell, they can take whatever they want,” Malcolm said. “It's only money, right?"

      "What were you doing out here?" I asked.

      "Just a little booze cruise. I decided to drop anchor and do some serious partying."

      "How long would you say the thieves were aboard?"

      "No more than a couple minutes."

      "Do you have any security camera footage?"

      "I've got security cameras on the aft deck, the wheelhouse, and the main deck salon, but I turn off the recording when I'm having parties. People don't really like to get recorded when they’re letting loose if you know what I mean."

      I glanced around, studying the concerned faces of the revelers. They were chit-chatting with one another, trying to resume their evening.

      "Did you see any of the perpetrator’s faces?” I asked.

      Malcolm shook his head. "No. They all wore balaclavas, helmets, and tactical gear. They had assault rifles, and the leader of the bunch fired a few rounds into the air when he first hit the aft deck. It freaked everybody out, and I have to say, it was effective because nobody messed with them after that."

      I glanced around the deck, looking for the spent shell casings.

      "The leader picked up the empty cartridges if that's what you're looking for,” Malcolm said.

      It didn't surprise me. These guys were professionals. "You mind if I take a look around?"

      "Knock yourself out."

      "Where did they go when they were aboard?”

      "They kept it pretty tight. The aft deck, the main deck salon, and one of them made me show him the master stateroom. Asked if I had a safe on board."

      "Do you?"

      "I do."

      “Did you open it for them?”

      "I did. It contained mostly papers, family heirlooms, and about $15,000 in cash. He took the cash."

      "Can you show me the safe?"

      Malcolm nodded.

      We followed him into the salon. The crowd parted, and I noticed the residue of what looked like cocaine on the glass coffee table.

      I exchanged a glance with JD and nodded to the illicit substance.

      Sheriff Daniels followed.

      We moved down the forward passage to the full-beam master stateroom. It had a queen berth, an en suite with his and hers sinks, and his and hers storage compartments. Behind a painting on the bulkhead, there was a safe that was open. It had a numeric keypad that controlled access.

      "Were you the only one that touched the safe?" I asked.

      Malcolm nodded. "I pulled out the stack of cash and handed it to him, and he dropped it into a duffel bag. They all wore gloves. You're not gonna find any prints.”

      "Why did you tell them about the safe?" I asked.

      "I didn't want to risk it. Like I said. It's just money."

      "Do you have a lot of drugs on board?" I asked.

      His face twisted. "What!?"

      "Some of your guests have party favors. They didn't do a good job of cleaning up after themselves."

      I could see a few worrisome thoughts behind his eyes. He contemplated giving me a load of bullshit, then I guess he figured I'd see right through. "Okay, look… Some of the people here live in the fast lane. I don't have any drugs on my boat, but I don't know what people brought on board.”

      I looked at Sheriff Daniels for guidance.

      "We're here looking for pirates,” Daniels said. “I’m gonna pretend I didn't see anything out there. Is there anything more than a personal use amount on this boat?”

      Malcolm swallowed hard. "No, sir."

      Daniels gave him a stern gaze. He was not a man to lie to.

      "You can search the boat if you like,” Malcolm said.

      The sheriff stared him down for a long moment. "I don't see any need to toss this place upside down right now."

      Malcolm breathed a huge sigh of relief. "Thank you, Sheriff."

      "I catch you on the water again with party favors, it's gonna be your ass."

      "Yes, sir."

      "I'm sure you're familiar with the term civil forfeiture."

      Malcolm's face went pale. "I am. You are a kind and generous man."

      Daniels scoffed.

      We left the master stateroom and headed back through the salon to the aft deck. We took statements from Malcolm and his guests, documenting the stolen possessions.

      The Coast Guard left us to handle the situation. As we wrapped up, Malcolm asked for a personal escort back to Coconut Key. We were happy to oblige.

      Malcolm thanked us once again.

      Before we boarded the patrol boat, I noticed a single shell casing in the starboard corner of the aft deck. It had rolled by the settee. I pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves, picked it up, and bagged the evidence. I tagged it and examined it through the plastic bag. It was a 5.56mm, 77 grain, precision hollow point.

      It was a serious round, with flash suppressed powder to reduce visibility in low light. It was reliable, accurate, and clean—a favorite of many special operators. It made me think we might be dealing with some heavy hitters. These weren’t your average thugs.

      We boarded the patrol boat and cruised alongside the luxury yacht, heading back toward Coconut Key.
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      It was almost daylight by the time we finished after-action reports and got back to the marina at Diver Down. JD dropped me off, and I stumbled down the dock, bleary-eyed. I boarded the Avventura, slipped into the salon, made my way up to the bridge deck, and passed out in my stateroom.

      Fluffy decided it was an opportune time to annoy me. The aloof white cat picked an unusual time to be affectionate. She walked on top of me, then curled up beside me and purred.

      I closed my eyes, and a moment later, the phone buzzed on the nightstand. My eyelids were heavy, and my sinuses full. I grabbed the phone and squinted at the display, barely able to peel open my eyes.

      It was almost noon!

      It felt like I had just rested my head on the pillow. I blinked, and 5 hours passed.

      I swiped the screen and took the call. JD sounded bright and cheery. "I've got an idea. I think we need to get eyes on Dutch's studio."

      "You mean like a stakeout? You hate stakeouts."

      "I know, but if Needles is right, it might be worth a look."

      "We'll never get a warrant. We don't have enough yet."

      "Doesn't mean we can't sit across the street in the surveillance van and monitor the joint. If it looks like there's something shady going on, we’ll figure something out."

      “Okay,” I groaned.

      “Faye is jamming with the band later, but we can sit on the place until then.”

      I told JD I’d meet him at the station. We planned to grab the surveillance van and a technician and sit on the tattoo studio.

      I pulled myself out of bed and went through my morning routine. After breakfast, I leashed Buddy up and took him for a quick walk. When I returned to the boat, I grabbed my gloves and helmet and hustled down the dock to the parking lot. I straddled the bike and cranked up the engine. I needed to get a little ride time in before the week was up. The beast roared, and I revved the throttle. The exhaust note was pure music—a symphony of power and excitement.

      I was still getting used to the size difference. It was bigger, heavier, and more powerful. I eased out the clutch and rolled out of the parking lot. My hand twisted the throttle as I turned onto the highway. The engine howled, and I hung on for dear life as the beast rocketed down the road.

      I hugged the tank, and the wind whistled. I couldn't help but let her run a little. It was like straddling a Tomahawk missile. The speedometer hit 100 miles an hour in what seemed like milliseconds. This thing was shit-your-pants-scary. My old bike was fast, but this was in another league.

      I wasn't sure if that was a good thing.

      I had definitely gotten a quick adrenaline fix. My heart pumped, and my skin tingled with excitement. I turned into the parking lot of the Sheriff's Department, parked the bike, pulled off my helmet, and strolled inside with a wide grin on my face.

      JD waited for me in the lobby. "You’re digging the bike, I can tell."

      "It's definitely growing on me."

      We found one of the nerd herd, Crenshaw, and commandeered him for our mission. We took the surveillance van that was disguised as a public works utility vehicle and drove across the island to G&D’s Outlaw Tattoo. We parked across the street and settled in for an afternoon of eaves-dropping.

      The van was loaded with surveillance equipment—cameras, IR optics, long-range microphones, flatscreen displays, you name it. We used a laser listening device that picked up vibrations through the glass windows, allowing us to hear conversations inside the tattoo parlor.

      Crenshaw was a young kid in his early 20s that the department hired away from an IT company. I'm not sure why he took the job, except maybe for the thrill of it. Working in law enforcement and chasing down bad guys has a certain allure to it. But he could have made so much more money in the tech world. We sat in the van, watching the flatscreens display telephoto footage from the van’s 4K cameras.

      Inside the parlor, a tattoo needle buzzed. Through the window, we could see Dutch hunched over a client, inking a tattoo on the man's bicep.

      Hellcat was at her station nearby, working on a girl. It was hard to make out from this distance, but it looked like she was getting an elaborate back piece. It was difficult to hear conversations over the buzzing of the tattoo guns. The laser listening device wasn’t the highest fidelity in the world. It was dull and muted with a distinct lack of higher frequencies.

      After listening to the audio for a few minutes, JD said, "We need to get a bug inside. Maybe a camera."

      "Or hack Dutch’s phone and gain access to the microphone," I said.

      Crenshaw looked at me, surprised. "You have access to that kind of technology?"

      I gave a subtle nod.

      "You know none of this is legal, right? We don’t have a warrant.”

      We nodded.

      "I'm not gonna get in any trouble for this, am I?"

      "Not if you keep your mouth shut," JD said.

      Crenshaw shifted uncomfortably.

      "Why don't you go in there, look around at some of the artwork, pretend like you're thinking about getting a tattoo, and plant a bug," JD said.

      Crenshaw's eyes widened. "What!?"

      "They don't know you. They know us."

      Crenshaw shook his head. "I'm not a sheriff's deputy. I'm an IT guy. I sit behind computers, and I work my magic. That's it."

      "Expand your horizons," JD said.

      "I don't know the first thing about planting a bug," Crenshaw said.

      The surveillance van was loaded with goodies. JD pulled a small surveillance device from a parts bin mounted on the bulkhead. In the drawer were several small wireless listening devices. The bug was the size of a button and had a self-contained battery unit. It was good for 12 hours of operation.

      "Just go in there, look around, and leave the device on the counter or the couch,” JD said. “Hell, drop it in a plant. Get creative."

      Crenshaw shook his head. "I'm not creative."

      JD huffed and frowned. "You’ll get to tell people you worked undercover. You can officially call yourself a spy. With stories like that, you might even get laid."

      Crenshaw frowned at him. "I get laid all the time." His voice twitched with insecurity.

      JD gave a doubtful glance.

      "I mean, virtually," Crenshaw finally admitted after JD stared him down. "I have an online girlfriend."

      "You need to get out more."

      Crenshaw hesitated. "What does that have to do with me planting a bug in that tattoo shop?"

      "It's your first step to becoming more outgoing. It will build confidence. You'll emerge with a new sense of self."

      Crenshaw gave him a skeptical glance. He was silent for a long moment. “What if I’m discovered? Are these people dangerous?”

      JD’s face twisted. “You’re not afraid of a little danger, are you?”
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      Jack activated the device and handed it to Crenshaw.

      He stared at it for a long moment. "Okay, but if I die, it's your fault.”

      “You're not going to die."

      JD slid open the side door to the van, and Crenshaw hopped out. The door was on the far side from the tattoo parlor. From inside the shop, you wouldn't have been able to see Crenshaw exit the vehicle.

      JD told him to walk in the opposite direction, circle around the block, and enter the tattoo parlor from the opposite direction.

      "What do I do afterward?" Crenshaw asked.

      "Leave and walk back the way you came."

      JD handed Crenshaw a ball cap, sunglasses, and a different colored shirt. We kept a small wardrobe of cover disguises for just this purpose. “Wear this until you get out of sight, then stash the disguise, and put it back on when you come back."

      Crenshaw looked at Jack like he was crazy.

      “You want to be a spy, don’t you?”

      Crenshaw frowned at him but complied. He pulled the maroon shirt over his white T-shirt and put on the ball cap. He concealed his eyes with sunglasses. “How do I look?”

      “I don’t even recognize you,” JD said. “Put this in your ear.” He handed Crenshaw a small wireless earbud that could transmit over short distances.

      Crenshaw placed the device in his ear canal, then headed in the opposite direction of the tattoo parlor.

      JD pulled the door shut and moved to the control terminal. He put on a headset and got on comms. “Can you hear me?"

      "I hear you," Crenshaw's voice crackled back. "What if they see this thing in my ear?"

      "Nobody's going to see it. If they do, tell them it’s a hearing aid."

      The device was small and flesh-colored. It fit snugly into the ear canal, and you’d have to be looking for it to see it.

      Crenshaw walked east to the next block, crossed the street, and disappeared behind a building. The sound of road noise and car exhaust filtered through the microphone, along with the thump of his footsteps.

      A call from Denise buzzed my phone. "How's your stakeout going?"

      "I'll let you know in a couple hours."

      "I thought you might like to know a patrol unit picked up Dallas Johnson about an hour ago. Officer searched the car and found a pistol."

      "Convicted felon in possession of a firearm."

      "Looks like Dallas might be going back to jail. Do you have anything linking him to Gunner's murder?"

      "Not yet."

      "Well, he's here if you need to talk to him. His arraignment is set for 8 AM tomorrow."

      “Thanks for the heads-up.”

      “You got it."

      I ended the call and slipped the phone back into my pocket.

      It took Crenshaw 10 minutes to circle the block, round the corner, and approach the tattoo parlor shop from the west. He’d taken off the disguise. A casual observer wouldn’t have connected him with the person who left the surveillance van. We watched on the flatscreen display as he pulled open the door and stepped into the tattoo parlor. The bell chimed, and the sound of buzzing needles filled the air.

      "We're not taking walk-ins today," Dutch shouted, not looking up from his work.

      Crenshaw’s wireless microphone captured the audio loud and clear. Much better than our expensive laser microphone.

      "No problem," Crenshaw said. "You mind if I look around? I'm still trying to get an idea of what I want."

      "Knock yourself out,” Dutch said. “Check out the designs on the wall, and there are several books of artwork you can flip through.”

      Crenshaw stared at the flash artwork on the wall, milling about. Then he flipped through the books. He was in there maybe 15 minutes before he left. On the way out, he said, "Thanks. When is your next available opening?"

      "I'm two weeks out at this point. Hellcat might be able to get you in a little sooner."

      "Good to know. I really like your work. I'll let you know when I make a decision."

      "Thanks for stopping by,” Dutch said.

      The bell chimed again as Crenshaw pushed out of the tattoo parlor. He headed west, turned the corner, and 10 minutes later, he emerged a block down on the east side, wearing the hat and maroon T-shirt again.

      He crossed the avenue, walked down the sidewalk, and JD pulled open the door as he arrived at the van. Crenshaw climbed inside and took off the disguise. He had a wide grin on his face.

      "See," Jack said. "That wasn't so bad."

      "It was kind of fun, actually."

      "Were you nervous?" I asked.

      "A little, but I think I hid it well."

      "You did a good job," JD said. "I'm proud of you."

      Crenshaw smiled.

      "Where did you put the bug?”

      "I dropped it in the base of a plant that was sitting on the counter."

      Jack smiled. "Good job."

      The conversations in the tattoo parlor came through with stunning clarity. Though the subject matter was nothing of note. From what I could tell, Dutch was doing cover-up on the tattoo a man had gotten of his ex-wife. Needless to say, he didn't want a permanent reminder of his mistake. The conversations were all pretty standard stuff. Nothing incriminating.

      An hour went by, and the initial excitement had evaporated, and boredom set in. Dutch finished work on his client, and the man seemed thrilled. He stood in front of a mirror, marveling at the transformation. "That bitch is finally out of my life," he muttered.

      "Happy to help," Dutch said.

      The man paid for his tattoo, then pushed out of the parlor with a grin on his face. Another client had entered and was waiting on the couch for Dutch.

      Hellcat still worked on the back piece for the girl. It sounded like it was an elaborate tattoo that might take the better part of six or seven hours and would probably need to be broken up into multiple sessions.

      Dutch greeted his next appointment, and they discussed design aspects. There was a little back and forth between them, and once they settled on a concept, Dutch said, “Give me a few minutes to draw that up, and we’ll take it from there."

      The client took a seat on the couch, and Dutch moved to a drawing table and sketched out the custom design.

      From a block away, I heard the throaty growl of a Harley. The deep low rumble vibrated everything. The sound grew louder as the custom bike pulled into the parking lot of the tattoo parlor.

      I recognized the burly rider. It was Tank. He was a full-patch member of the Savage Barbarians, but he wasn’t wearing his colors, just a T-shirt and a backpack. He lowered the kickstand and climbed off the bike.

      Tank earned every bit of his nickname. He was a thick, muscular guy with traps like mountains and biceps like boulders. He wore jeans and boots, and a chain attached his wallet to his belt loop.

      He pushed into the tattoo parlor, and Dutch greeted him at the entrance. There was no mistaking his arrival. The two shook hands, and Dutch asked, “What's going on?"

      It sounded like this was an unplanned visit.

      "The show must go on," Tank said.

      Dutch told his client, "I have a little business I need to take care of. I'll get back to your design shortly."

      "No problem," the client said.

      Dutch led Tank to the back office. He closed the door, and that was the end of our audio.

      I wondered what was in the backpack and what the discussion was about.

      JD grumbled a few obscenities at the loss of audio.

      Dutch and Tank were in the back for 10 minutes or so. Afterward, they both emerged, and Tank trudged toward the door. "I'll be in touch."

      He pushed outside, straddled his bike, and cranked it up. The engine thundered, and he rolled from the curb. With a twist of the throttle, he pulled onto the road, and the deafening exhaust damn near shattered windows.

      "What do you think that was about?" JD asked.

      "Picking up, dropping off, or both.”

      "It's kind of bold to keep operations going with the added attention."

      "You heard the man. The show must go on," I said.

      "We need eyes and ears in that back office," JD said.

      I agreed.

      "I'm not going back in there," Crenshaw said.

      "Don't worry," I said. “I’ve got a plan."
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      We hung around for another hour or so without much happening at the tattoo parlor. JD needed to get to band practice for Faye’s audition. We drove the surveillance van back to the station and thanked Crenshaw for his assistance.

      "I'm down anytime you guys need me. That was badass."

      We both smiled at his enthusiasm. He'd gotten a taste for the undercover operation and decided he liked it.

      I hopped on the bike and followed JD to the warehouse district. I parked the bike next to JD's Porsche, and we were greeted by the usual band of metalheads out front.

      "Nice bike, bro," one of them said as I passed by.

      "It's not mine yet."

      "Yes, it is," JD muttered, knowing that it wasn't going back.

      We pushed down the dim hallway and stepped into the practice studio. Styxx was behind his candy-apple red drum set, and Dizzy tuned his guitar. Crash reclined on the couch.

      "Afternoon, gentlemen," JD said.

      There was an air of cautious optimism.

      JD looked at his watch. It wasn't quite time yet. We had all gathered a few minutes early in anticipation.

      Soon, there was a knock at the door.

      JD pulled it open to see Faye with the bass slung over her shoulder in a soft case. She looked just as smoking hot as she did the other night on stage. Her pixie cut hair was in pigtails, and she wore heavy eyeliner with smoky eyeshadow. Her tight little miniskirt revealed sumptuous thighs and big boots laced up to her knees. She wore a snug tank top, and a lacy black bra pushed her ample cleavage together. "You boys ready to rock this out?"

      "Hell yes," Styxx said.

      JD motioned for her to enter the practice studio, and she slung the bass guitar from her shoulder. She unzipped the case and pulled out her axe. She asked Crash, "You mind if I plug into your rig?"

      "Go right ahead. It's all you.” He grabbed a cable and handed it to her. She plugged it in the jack on the guitar, and Crash powered up his amp. "Feel free to tweak the knobs however you see fit.”

      She tuned up and took a minute to warm up, running through a few scales with precision. "I'm ready whenever you are.”

      "I thought we’d start with something easy, then take it from there," Styxx said.

      "Fuck easy,” she said. “Start wherever you want."

      "What songs are you familiar with?"

      "I learned all of them last night."

      Eyes rounded in astonishment.

      "Really?" Styxx asked.

      “Yeah, really,” she said flatly.

      “Alright. Rock on!” Styxx said. “Let’s start with Iron Heart.”

      Styxx counted off the intro, clicking his sticks together, and Faye thundered in alongside Dizzy, laying down a pummeling groove. There was instant chemistry. JD joined in with howling vocals, belting out the first verse.

      We all felt it.

      Not even halfway through the first song, we knew Faye would be a fit.

      Styxx banged on the drums, and heavy tones blasted the practice studio—a sound that hadn’t been heard since Crash's accident.

      It didn't take long before curious onlookers filtered into the space, watching the new incarnation of the band. Song after song, they nailed the groove, never missing a beat, never flubbing a note. The impromptu crowd erupted with cheers after each song.

      By the time Wild Fury had run through their setlist, there were grins all around.

      Except for Crash.

      His enthusiasm was tempered with obvious concern.

      Faye was good. Every bit as good as Crash, and I think that made him nervous.

      The guys shared a look and a nod. Without saying a word, the decision was unanimous.

      "I think I speak for the band when I say you're hired," Styxx said.

      They all waited with bated breath for Faye to reply. She had a stone face and played it cool as a cucumber. She had knocked it out of the park, and she knew it. "I'll take the gig on one condition."

      "Name it," Styxx said.

      You announce me as a guest bass player. You give a shout out to Lip Bomb on stage. And we do a Lip Bomb cover."

      We all exchanged a glance.

      "Deal," Styxx said.

      The crowd erupted with cheers, and Faye finally cracked a slight smile. The guys in the band high-fived her—even Crash.

      "Welcome aboard," JD said. "What Lip Bomb song do you want to play?"

      Faye thought about it for a moment. She chuckled and said, “Kiss my Kitty."

      JD laughed. "Whatever you say, darling."

      "And don't call me darling," Faye said.

      JD raised his hands innocently.

      Faye pulled out her phone and played the song for the band. They listed through it a few times, and Faye told them the changes.

      "Do you want to sing it?” JD asked.

      “I’ll give it a go. I'm relegated to singing backup in Lip Bomb. Might as well have a little fun."

      Styxx clicked off the beat, and the band cranked out the song. Faye screamed into the microphone, belting out blistering punk rock vocals. The girl had pipes. She could have easily fronted Lip Bomb. She had the charisma, personality, and chops.

      When they finished the song, Faye had a smile on her face. I think she liked stepping out of her usual role and getting to show off her vocal stylings.

      The song was met with resounding applause by the crowd and another round of high-fives among the band. Faye was beginning to loosen up and have a good time.

      "We usually go out for drinks after practice," JD said. "You're welcome to join us."

      "I'll take you up on the offer. I need to run by my apartment first. Where are you guys going?"

      "Tide Pool seems to be the usual spot."

      She thought about it, then nodded. "Okay. See you guys there."

      She unplugged her bass, stuffed it back into the soft case, and slung it over her shoulder. The crowd parted as she marched out of the practice room.

      The band breathed a collective sigh of relief. The crowd left, and only the guys remained, along with a couple groupies.

      "Thank God," Styxx said. "I thought we were totally screwed."

      JD smiled. "I told you. Have a little faith. Wild Fury is a force of nature that cannot be stopped."

      "Hell yes!" Dizzy exclaimed.

      "Now, a few ground rules," JD said. "Regarding our new bass player…"

      "Substitute bass player," Crash clarified.

      JD acknowledged his concern. "Substitute bass player. Nobody dips their pen in the company ink. Is that clear? I know it may be tempting, she's hot as hell, but we don't need this thing falling apart because somebody can't keep it in their pants."

      Getting a lecture from JD about not fraternizing with coworkers was a little odd, but he had a point. He looked at me. “That goes for you too. You're the manager, and you can't be fingering her fretboard, if you know what I mean."

      I raised my hands innocently. "I'm a consummate professional."

      Crash raised his hand to ask a question. "What about after the gig?"

      JD's eyes narrowed at him. "We're playing two nights, remember?”

      "Yeah, what about after the second night?" Dizzy said with a mischievous grin.
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      JD bought a round of drinks at Tide Pool for the band and lifted his glass to toast. "To our new, temporary bass player."

      There were cheers as the band clinked glasses, and we all swigged the fine whiskey.

      Faye downed her glass like it was water.

      JD eyed her, astonished.

      "What's the matter, old man?” Faye asked with a mischievous grin. “Can't keep up?"

      "Oh, I can keep up," Jack assured. He shouted to Harper at the tiki hut, “Another round."

      Harper lined up the glasses and poured the whiskey, sweeping the nozzle from one glass to the next.

      JD scooped the glasses between his fingers and carefully delivered them to the group.

      Faye lifted her glass to toast. "To Wild Fury."

      "To Wild Fury," the guys replied in unison.

      They all clinked glasses again, and Faye downed her drink in one gulp.

      "Might want to pace yourself," JD said.

      Faye shifted on one hip and gave him a sassy look. "There's no shame if you can’t hang."

      JD was never one to back down from a challenge.

      He looked around, and the rest of us were two-fisted, still sipping on the first round. JD slugged his drink down and shouted to Harper, "Two more!”

      She poured the glasses, and JD snatched them from the counter, handing one to Faye.

      They clinked glasses again.

      Faye tilted hers back, putting the glass to her luscious lips. The amber liquid poured down her throat in an instant, and she let out a satisfied gasp afterward.

      I wasn’t sure where she was going with this. Maybe she wanted to prove a point that she could hang with the guys and hold her own.

      JD kept up with her and ordered another round.

      Faye continued at a destructive pace. The two of them had downed six glasses of whiskey each by the time I had finished one.

      "Maybe you guys should slow down," I said. "I'm speaking as your manager here."

      "Don't be such a pussy," Faye said to me. "Unless you think your boy here can’t handle it."

      I could tell JD was beginning to feel the effects.

      "I mean, you guys are the mighty Wild Fury,” Faye continued. “The island's notorious party band. Don't tell me little old me is going to drink you under the table?”

      JD's face tightened. His cheeks were starting to flush. He ordered another round, but this time he didn't try to keep pace with Faye. "I prefer to savor my whiskey."

      "It's okay. It's nothing to be embarrassed about. We all have limits.”

      Jack scowled at her.

      She continued to taunt him all evening and proceeded to drink him under the table. It was both amusing and concerning.

      We grabbed a table poolside because we had reached a point where neither one of them could stand.

      JD slurred at her, “You're a bad influence."

      Faye scoffed. "I'm Little Miss Innocent. I don't know what you're talking about."

      "You are far from innocent, my dear."

      Faye smirked.

      A waitress passed by the table. "Last call. Can I get anyone anything?"

      I motioned that the two of them were cut off, and the waitress scurried along before the drunk duo could protest.

      The rest of the band had acquired a small entourage of groupies and were looking to continue the party back at the boat.

      "I think we're gonna call it an early night," I said.

      The guys looked disappointed.

      "Nonsense," JD slurred. “The party must go on." He could barely get the words out.

      "Give me your keys," I said.

      His face twisted, and he gave me the side-eye. “I’ve seen what happens when you drive my car."

      "It's better than the alternative."

      He dug into his pocket and handed me the keys.

      "Can you stand?"

      He scoffed, stood up, and pushed the chair away. He puffed his chest out in a moment of triumph, then took a step and tumbled toward the ground.

      Styxx and Dizzy caught him before he smacked his face against the concrete. They stood him upright.

      "Just testing you," JD said to them. "Gotta keep you guys on your toes."

      I grabbed onto JD and put his arm around my shoulder, attempting to keep him upright.

      I looked at Faye, still sitting in her seat. "How are you getting home?"

      "Zoomber."

      It was a popular ridesharing app on the island.

      "She can ride with us," JD said.

      JD's turbo Porsche had a backseat, though that was a generous description.

      "We'll take you home," I said.

      Faye stood up from her chair and wobbled slightly but maintained her balance.

      I told the rest of the guys we’d catch up with them tomorrow. I helped JD stagger across the patio.

      Faye followed along.

      We made our way through the bar and stepped onto the sidewalk. It was nearing 2 AM, and crowds were spilling out of the bars. We weaved through the horde of revelers, moving down the sidewalk, then took a side street to where we had parked the car.

      The lights to the Porsche flashed as I clicked the alarm. I opened the door and helped Jack into the passenger seat.

      JD fumbled for the lever on his seat, finally tilting it forward. Faye climbed into the tiny backseat, somehow managing to squeeze in. I climbed behind the wheel, cranked up the engine, and pulled away from the curb.

      "Where do you live, Faye?" I asked.

      “Delphine apartments."

      I zipped across the island, and stars flickered above. The moon cast a pale glow, and rock blared from the speakers.

      I pulled into the visitors' parking lot of the Delphine. I killed the engine, hopped out of the car, and jogged around to the passenger side. Faye was trying to figure out how to get out of the backseat, and JD was fumbling with the door handle.

      Faye just stood up in the backseat. I grabbed hold of her rib cage, lifted her up, and hoisted her out of the car. Her arms wrapped around me, and her whiskey breath hit me in the face. She looked up at me and batted her long lashes when I set her back on the ground. "Thank you, kind sir."

      Her breathy whisper was dangerous, and those adorable eyes were troublemakers.

      I told JD I'd be right back and escorted Faye into the building. She listed like a sailboat under heavy wind, tacking back and forth to her ultimate destination. In the lobby, she pushed the call button to the elevator and dug her keys out of her purse.

      "I can make it from here," she said.

      “I’d feel better knowing you got into your apartment safely."

      She smirked. "How chivalrous."

      The elevator door dinged and slid open. We stepped aboard and launched up to the third floor. We stepped off the lift and ambled down the hallway to apartment #321.

      The Delphine was a nice place on a musician's salary. On anybody’s salary. I figured she had to have another job, but I didn’t ask.

      Faye fumbled with the key, trying to get it into the slot. "I can't get it in. It's too tight."

      The words slipped from her velvety tongue, full of need. She looked up at me with big blue wanton eyes.

      I took the keys from her delicate hands and helped her unlock the door, then handed the keys back to her. “Good night, Faye.”

      "Good night," she said with a devious smirk. "Want to come inside for a drink?"

      I smiled. "Not tonight."

      She made a pouty face. "Are you sure?"

      "I'm positive."

      I’m not usually in the business of declining offers for late-night encounters, but Faye had far too many drinks, and I wasn't about to abuse my position as band manager.

      She smiled and wiggled her fingers before she closed the door and latched the deadbolt.

      I turned around and headed back to the elevator. When I made it back to the Porsche, JD was sawing logs. I climbed into the car, started the engine, and drove back to the marina.

      I managed to get JD down the dock and onto the boat. I helped him into his stateroom, and he flopped atop the sheets.

      "You gonna be okay?" I asked.

      Without moving any other part of his body, he lifted his hand and gave me the thumbs up.

      I figured I'd check on him during the night. I didn't want him meeting the typical rockstar demise, dying in a pool of his own vomit.

      I called a rideshare to take me back to the practice studio. I didn't think it was a good idea to leave the bike there overnight. It wasn’t the best part of town, not to mention I didn't want to have to explain to Ray that the bike had been stolen.

      The Zoomber showed up in 10 minutes and zipped me across the island. The driver dropped me off in the parking lot, which was pretty desolate at this hour. There were still a couple of metalheads hanging out smoking cigarettes in front of the practice hall, and at least one band inside was still playing. A couple others had pulled into the parking lot and were loading their gear into the warehouse after a gig.

      I grabbed my helmet and gloves from the practice space, then returned to the parking lot.

      “Take it easy, bro,” a metalhead said to me.

      I nodded and strolled to the bike. I climbed on and cranked it up, revving the engine a few times. I zipped back to the marina, enjoying the empty roads and night air. When I got back to the Avventura, I took Buddy for a quick walk, then checked on JD before heading up to my stateroom.

      I couldn't stop this nagging feeling of dread. Faye was a good bass player, but she seemed like a destabilizing influence. I took solace in the fact that we just needed to get through the next week. The Madison Square Garden gig was the one we couldn't cancel. Everything after that could be pushed until Crash was on the mend. I hoped that the night of excess was just an overindulgence on the first night in the band and not the beginning of a downward spiral.
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      The morning wasn't as painful for me as I figured it would be for JD. I hadn't seen him drink that much in a long time. It was a little after 9 AM when I pulled myself out of bed. I went through my morning routine, ambled down to the main deck galley, and started cooking breakfast. I put on a pot of coffee, and as the bacon sizzled in the pan, I went to check on Jack. I banged on the hatch to his guest stateroom. "You alive?"

      A grunt filtered through.

      “I’m cooking breakfast if you want any," I shouted.” I’ve got an idea that might get us some intel on Dutch’s operation."

      I marched back to the galley, finished cooking ham and cheese omelettes, dished up, and grabbed a couple slices of bacon. I sat at the breakfast nook, chowing down, drinking coffee, sipping on a glass of orange juice.

      JD stumbled out a few moments later, his hair disheveled, his face red and puffy. He looked like hell. His eyes were glassy and bloodshot, and I think he still may have been a little tipsy.

      He poured a cup of coffee, fixed a plate, and took a seat across the table from me. He stared at his food for a long minute, contemplating its merits.

      "I think I overdid it a little bit last night."

      "You think?" I said with a sarcastic tone.

      “That girl can drink. She's a tiny little thing, too."

      Jack took a small bite of the omelette. He was testing the waters to see how it would sit in his stomach. He sipped a glass of milk while the coffee cooled. When his stomach gave the all-clear, he continued at a more brisk pace, devouring the ham and cheese omelette. "What's this plan of yours?"

      "Dallas Johnson was picked up yesterday in possession of a firearm. Something tells me he doesn't want to go back to prison. I say we talk to the DA, see if he agrees to offer Dallas a deal in exchange for becoming a confidential informant. We wire him up, send him into the tattoo shop, and get him to sell a gun or buy drugs."

      "You think he'll go for it?"

      "If I were looking at a long prison stretch, I'd sure consider it."

      After breakfast, JD took a shower and pulled himself together. We headed to the station, talked to Sheriff Daniels, and got the DA to agree. We had Dallas transferred from the holding pod into an interrogation room. He wore an orange jumpsuit and was shackled about the ankles and wrists. We pushed into the room, and I just shook my head. "Dallas, what were you thinking?"

      "Man, that gun ain't mine. I didn't know what was in the car." He protested. "Hell, it ain't my car. It's my girlfriend's."

      "Which girlfriend?" I asked with a healthy dose of sarcasm.

      "The one that bitches too much.” He muttered, “Between you and me, I think she's got something on the side. I'm gonna kick her to the curb."

      "The mother of your child?”

      "Yeah."

      "You got a little something on the side."

      His face twisted. "What are you guys, the relationship police?"

      "No. We're just two guys that can offer you a hell of a deal. A get out of jail free card."

      His eyes perked up. But they contained a healthy dose of skepticism. "Ain’t nothing free."

      "That’s the truth," I said.

      "What do I gotta do?"

      "You’re gonna become a confidential informant."

      His face crinkled again. "I ain’t no snitch."

      I shrugged. "You either snitch or you become someone's bitch. It's as simple as that."

      "Do I look like I would be somebody's bitch?"

      Dallas was a big guy. I couldn’t imagine anybody taking advantage of him in prison. But it didn't matter how big you were, there was always somebody bigger.

      "You’re looking at a long time. All we are asking for is a simple favor.”

      He frowned. "Man, I know how this shit works. You get me to do one little thing for you, then you'll hold that over my head for the rest of my life. It's extortion. That's what it is. You'll threaten to put the word out on the street that I'm a snitch, then my ass is grass."

      "Do we look like those types of cops?"

      He studied us for a moment. "Yeah, you do."

      "You’re looking at up to 15 years for the weapons charge," I said. "You feel like doing that long a stretch?"

      He grimaced and shook his head. Dallas grumbled to himself, realizing his future was looking rather boxed in. "Mother fucker. What do I gotta do?"

      "It's real simple. You go back into Dutch’s Outlaw Tattoo and sell him a pistol. If you can buy some methamphetamine while you're in there, even better."

      Dallas looked at us like we were crazy. "You want me to go back in there and do a deal with him after the scene I caused?"

      "Yeah. You’ve got a history of running with the gangs. You’ve got street cred. He's not gonna think you're wearing a wire."

      Dallas’s brow lifted, and his eyes rounded. "You want me to wear a wire?"

      "Goes with the territory."

      "They catch me with a wire, I’m a dead man. I don't need no trouble with him or the Barbarians."

      "So you know about his connection to the Barbarians?"

      "Shit, that's common knowledge."

      "Why didn't you say anything before?"

      "Cause you were asking me about who killed Gunner Thompson. Not about the Barbarians."

      "So we have a deal?"

      Dallas stared at me for a long moment. "When does this go down?"

      "Right now. Today."

      "You mean, I walk out of here, I go do this thing for you, then I'm a free man? No jail, no court time, no fines."

      "That's the deal. And you help us out from time to time when we need you."

      He grimaced. "Shit, I knew the extortion part was coming. So how long am I your bitch?"

      "Until we don't need you anymore." I paused. "It's that or 15 years."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      We sat in the surveillance van across the street from the Outlaw Tattoo Parlor. I hoped that two days of a public works vehicle in the same location wouldn’t draw attention. Crenshaw joined the team again, and he was eager to sit at the computer terminal, monitoring the displays and troubleshooting the devices.

      We had rigged up Dallas with a camera and a microphone in the button of his shirt. We sent him into the shop with an unloaded firearm that the department had confiscated during a previous case. As soon as Dallas stepped into the establishment, things got tense. Tattoo needles stopped buzzing. Dutch looked up from his work and snarled at Dallas. "Turn around and leave. You don't get to come back in here after the shit you pulled the other day. For all I know, you killed my best friend."

      Dallas raised his hands innocently. "I didn't kill nobody. I'm not here to start trouble. I already talked to the cops, and if I would have done something wrong, they’d have thrown my ass in jail."

      There was a long moment of silence.

      "What do you want?" Dutch asked, his palm on the grip of the pistol holstered in his waistband.

      "I want you to do something about this butt ugly tattoo on my arm."

      "Sorry, there's a no return policy."

      I couldn't see Dallas's face, but I imagined he scowled at the man. "This bitch has got two left feet. Tell me that ain't jacked up."

      Dallas pulled up his sleeve and inched closer toward Dutch's station.

      Dutch excused himself from his client, stood up, and took a look at Dallas's arm. There was no mistaking the screwup.

      "What do you want me to do with that?"

      "I want you to fix it."

      "It ain't like I can erase it and start over."

      "Well, cover it up somehow."

      Dutch examined the tattoo again. "Maybe I could put boots on her, change her attire up a little. Make her look a little more punk rock."

      "She's kinda ugly too."

      "I can turn her into a zombie girl," Dutch said. "Then it doesn't matter if she's ugly."

      "I wanted a hot, bang-able chick on my arm."

      "I might be able to turn her into a sexy demoness."

      Dallas thought about it for a moment. "Can you sketch something up for me to take a look at?"

      "I'm kind of busy right now. Tell you what, come back at 3 PM. I can draw something between clients for you to look at. I won't be able to do any work on you for a couple of weeks. I'm booked solid. With Gunner’s passing, I'm taking on a lot of his clients."

      "Okay," Dallas said. "How much you gonna charge me?"

      Dutch was silent for a long moment. "Tell you what, I'll give you a discount. Half off."

      "Half? I'm thinking it ought to be free. I mean, it was your screwup."

      Dutch glared at him. "It wasn’t my screwup."

      "It's your shop, ain’t it? You should stand behind the work."

      Dutch’s stone face didn't waver.

      "But, you know, half off is better than nothing."

      "And you apologize for all the shit you said.”

      Dallas frowned. “I’m sorry. I was a little hot. You would be too.”

      “I'll tell you this... You come back in here and start any kind of trouble with me, it'll be your ass."

      "I ain’t gonna start no shit. I said I was sorry. Sometimes I have some anger management issues. I’m a flawed individual,” he said, attempting to sound humble. “But look," he pointed to his arm. "She’s kind of fucked up."

      "3 o'clock then," Dutch said.

      The two shook hands on the deal.

      "Oh, by the way." Dallas whispered, "I'm a little short on cash. I was wondering if we can work out some type of trade."

      Dutch surveyed him for a long moment. "What do you have in mind?"

      Dallas lifted up his shirttail, exposing the grip of the pistol tucked in his waistband. "I need to move it," he said, dropping his shirttail back down.

      "How hot is it?" Dutch asked.

      "It's hot."

      "Even trade?" Dutch asked.

      "I was thinking the trade and a little something extra."

      "Even trade," Dutch said, firm.

      "Man, this is a—“

      Dutch cut him off. "Step in the back."

      They moved into the back office, out of earshot.

      "This is a Bosch-Hauer PX9. It's sweet! File down the serial number, take a screwdriver to the rifling—it's as good as new."

      Dallas pulled the gun from his waistband and handed it to Dutch. He looked over the weapon. "I'll do the cover-up for the gun."

      "And an 8-ball of crank."

      Dutch scoffed and handed the gun back to him. "No deal.”

      "Come on, man!"

      "The gun and a gram," Dutch said.

      "Deal."

      "Come back at 3 PM."

      Dallas handed the gun back to him. “Why don’t you hang on to this."

      Dutch thought about it for a moment.

      "I don't need to be caught with this kind of thing. I was thinking maybe you could front me a gram now. I’ll go flip it on the street. I need to buy diapers and shit for my kid."

      Dutch sighed. “Hang on a minute."

      He slipped into a storeroom, then returned a few moments later with a small plastic bag that contained a crystalline substance. He slapped it into Dallas's palm. "Get out of here."

      "You got it. I'll see you later."

      Dutch escorted Dallas out of the office area, then went back to his client. The door chimed as Dallas pushed out of the studio.

      He ambled down the sidewalk, turned the corner, and walked a few blocks down. We rolled out of the parking lot in the van and picked Dallas up when he was well out of sight. The big guy could barely fit in the surveillance van with the rest of us.

      "Nice work," Dallas," I said. "Hand it over."

      He frowned and flicked the bag of methamphetamine to me. I tagged it as evidence. Dallas took off the shirt that we had wired up and pulled on his T-shirt. "That's it, right? That's all you need me to do."

      "We’ve got the whole thing recorded,” I said. “We just need a written statement from you as to what went down."

      “You ain’t gonna make me do any more of this, are you?"

      "I don't know. You were really good in there. You’re a natural. We might be able to use you for all kinds of things."

      Dallas's face tightened.

      “Relax,” I said. “You did good."

      We drove back to the station, and Dallas made a sworn affidavit. With his statement and the surveillance footage, we were able to get a warrant to arrest Dutch and search the premises for both drugs and illegal guns. So far, the day was off to a good start.
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      We put together a tactical team, suited up in our gear, and prepared to storm the tattoo shop, warrant in hand. Mendoza and Robinson took the rear, while JD and I took the main entrance with Erickson and Faulkner. We advanced down the walkway, under the awning, and stormed into the parlor, weapons in the firing position.

      I shouted, “Coconut County! We have a warrant!"

      The buzz of tattoo guns stopped, and eyes rounded. Clients looked terrified. Nobody was sure what was going on. But with angry barrels aimed at Dutch, it was pretty obvious who the target of this action was.

      Dutch set his tattoo gun on the counter and raised his hands in the air.

      "Down on the ground!" JD shouted. "Now!"

      "Put your hands behind your head," I added.

      Hellcat kept her hands in the air, her jaw clenched tight, her eyes burning into us.

      Dutch ate the tile, and JD slapped the cuffs around his wrists, wrenching his arms behind his back, securing the perp. Jack confiscated Dutch's gun and patted him down for any extra weapons.

      I stayed with JD while Faulkner and Erickson pushed into the office area. They cleared the area and moved to the rear exit, letting Mendoza and Robinson in.

      The team searched the premises, and it didn’t take them long to emerge from the back room with a kilo of methamphetamine.

      Erickson had a grin on his face, holding up the illicit brick. “Look what we have here."

      "You're in deep shit," JD muttered to Dutch before yanking him to his feet.

      Jack marched the guy toward the door, reading him his rights.

      "What about my tattoo, man?" Dutch’s client asked. "It's not done."

      "Looks like you're gonna need to find a new artist," I said.

      He groaned and cursed at me as he climbed out of the chair and stormed out of the studio.

      My eyes flicked to Hellcat as Mendoza slapped the cuffs around her wrists. She scowled at me as they dragged her out of the shop and stuffed her into the back of a patrol car, keeping her separated from Dutch.

      Hellcat’s client was another young girl getting a tattoo on her bikini line. She looked terrified and intrigued. "What are they getting arrested for?"

      "Guns and drugs, ma'am,” I said. “Guns and drugs."

      Her eyes rounded.

      We continued searching the premises and found a small stash of guns, mostly pistols, including the weapon Dallas had sold Dutch. After we wrapped up on the scene, we headed to the station and filled out after-action reports. I figured we'd let Dutch stew in the interrogation room for a while.

      As we were typing on iPads in the conference room, Sheriff Daniels ushered Hellcat into the room. I gave her a surprised look as Daniels removed the handcuffs.

      Hellcat looked livid.

      The veins throbbed in her neck, and the muscles in her jaw flexed. Her pretty blue eyes were like lasers. If she could have vaporized the two of us, I'm pretty sure she would have. "You guys just fucked everything up!”

      I cringed. I knew where this was going before she spat it out.

      "I've been working undercover for six months in that tattoo parlor. She displayed both her arms, sleeved with monochrome tattoos. “You see all this work? I got it to fit in. Don't get me wrong, I had a few tattoos beforehand, but this was an excuse to go all out. I was this close," she said, holding her thumb and index finger less than an inch apart, "from dealing directly with the Barbarians. They had never let a woman patch in before, but they were actually considering taking me on as a prospect.” She groaned. “Now that's all down the drain!”

      Daniels’s low voice filled the conference room. "Gentlemen, I'd like you to meet ATF Agent Kathy Keats. Otherwise known as Kat Valentine, or Hellcat.”

      JD and I swallowed hard and exchanged a guilty glance like two school kids that had been called into the principal's office.

      "How were we supposed to know?” JD asked.

      As much as she wanted to tear our heads off, there was no way we could have known she was working UC (undercover).

      "I mean, how many people in your agency even knew?" JD continued.

      "My partner, my ASAC, and my SAC.” They were acronyms for the Assistant and the Special Agent in Charge.

      "Your cover is not blown yet," I said. "It's easy. We process you through the system, then you stay there until you get bailed out."

      I could tell she wasn't thrilled about the prospect of spending a few days in the county lockup to maintain her cover.

      "That is, if it's worth it to you."

      Her eyes narrowed at me. "Do you know how many thugs come through that tattoo parlor? I've got intel on every gang operating in the area. Those dipshits mark themselves up with their gang insignia, and I keep a log of all of it. Half of them are drunk when they come in, and they ramble on and on about all the criminal activity they’re involved with. That place has been a boon for intelligence gathering. Not to mention the connection to the Savage Barbarians. The plan was to get enough evidence to bring them all down on RICO charges."

      "That can still happen,” I said.

      "I gotta say, I'm impressed," JD said. "That's commitment."

      "You're damn right it’s commitment. I spent a year transferring my art skills to tattooing before I even approached Dutch about a job. I've got a large part of my life invested in this operation."

      "What do you know about Gunner’s death?” I asked.

      "Nothing. Dutch expressed grief over the loss of his friend, but he never said anything incriminating."

      "Did you know about the affair between Dutch and Gunner's wife?"

      "I suspected. But Dutch isn’t your guy. He was at Kickstand during the time of the murder."

      "And you can confirm that?"

      “Yes. That's where I was."

      “Do you think the Barbarians had Gunner killed?” I asked.

      Kat shrugged. “Hard to say. I know Gunner was thinking about getting out of the business.” She paused. “Things he said led me to believe he wanted to make a change.”

      "Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

      "It's not like I could be seen talking to you. I didn't want to show any indication of complying with law enforcement. And I didn’t want to blow my cover. To be honest, I don't trust anybody. That's why we kept my UC operation limited to need to know personnel only. I'm risking my life. If the Barbarians get wind that I'm a federal agent, I'm as good as dead. And let's face it, this department isn't exactly known for operational security."

      We all tensed at that comment. Normally, those would be fighting words, but we had a leak in the department. Paris Delaney, a local investigative journalist, seemed to know information almost in real-time. We hadn’t been able to pin down who was responsible for the information breach.

      "It doesn't make me feel too confident about going back in undercover, knowing that I could get outed at any moment," Kat said.

      "Who all knows she's ATF?" I asked Daniels.

      "Just the people in this room."

      “Nobody else?”

      “Nobody else.”

      “What do you want us to do with Dutch?” I asked Kat.
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      Kat was processed under her UC identity and tossed in the lockup.

      We didn't say a word to anyone else in the department. Not even Denise knew.

      Kat had contacted her partner, Liam Oliver, and filled him in regarding the situation before being transferred to the housing pod. The department wouldn’t press charges against her cover identity due to lack of evidence, and she’d be released in the morning. It was necessary for her to make an appearance in the county lockup. There was no doubt the Savage Barbarians had people on the inside that could verify whether she'd stayed the night in the housing pod. And we weren’t going to take any chances.

      I felt bad that she had to spend an uncomfortable night in the pod, but sometimes undercover work could be uncomfortable.

      We pushed into the interrogation room and took a seat across the table from Dutch. He’d been sitting for quite some time and was more than a little agitated.

      “You’re looking at some pretty serious charges," I said.

      "Fuck you," Dutch replied.

      I smiled and slid a bottle of water across the table. "That attitude’s not gonna get you very far. Possession of a controlled substance. Intent to distribute. Possession of an illegal firearm. Weapons trafficking. You're going away for a long time."

      "You had no right to search my place."

      "We had a warrant."

      "Based on what?"

      I didn't say anything, but it didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out who set him up.

      "Tell me who your supplier is, and maybe we can work some type of deal,” I said. “We know Tank visited the shop. Did he give you the methamphetamine to distribute?”

      "I ain’t saying shit to you. I want an attorney."

      "That's your call. Last chance for a deal."

      "Blow me."

      I shrugged and pushed away from the table. The chair scraped against the tile, and JD and I strolled toward the door. My fist rapped against the door, and we were buzzed out. As I stepped into the hallway, I heard Dutch twist the top on the bottle of water, breaking the security seal.

      The door clinked shut behind us.

      "I didn’t figure he was the talkative type," JD said.

      “If he talked, he’d be a dead man,” I said. “At least we’ll have his DNA once he takes a sip of that water. Maybe we can match him to Gunner’s death.”

      “Still think he’s a person of interest?”

      “I’m not ruling anyone out.”

      Denise found us in the hallway. “I’ve got bad news."

      My shoulders slumped, and I looked at her with dread.

      “You have to promise not to get mad at me."

      "What did you do?"

      "I didn't do anything. I just don't want you to shoot the messenger."

      "You're too cute to shoot."

      She smirked. "In that case, the lab lost the DNA sample."

      My brow lifted. "What!?"

      “The assailant’s DNA Brenda collected from Gunner’s skin and teeth. It's missing."

      I exhaled and shook my head. "How does this happen?"

      Denise shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe there was some kind of mistake. Maybe it got mislabeled. Maybe…"

      "I don't even want to think about the other maybe." We knew there was a leak in the department, but if somebody was tampering with evidence, that meant we had a serious problem with operational security.

      "Thanks for the heads-up," JD said.

      “I wish I had better news." She spun around and sauntered down the hall.

      We watched her hips sway, never tiring of the sight.

      We left the station and grabbed something to eat before heading to band practice. JD had scheduled another rehearsal with Faye. Even though she had nailed every song in the setlist yesterday, the guys wanted to make sure everything went off without a hitch. The more time they played together, the tighter and more cohesive the band would be.

      JD had been guzzling water all day, trying to rehydrate, but his voice was still a little throaty from last night's excess.

      Faye showed up to the practice studio early with her bass guitar slung over her shoulder. She pulled it from the soft case, plugged into Crash’s rig, and tuned up. Her makeup was done to perfection, and she didn't show any ill effects from the previous night. She dug into her purse, pulled out a joint, and stuck it between her plump lips.

      She fumbled for a lighter, and Crash cleared his throat exaggeratedly. Her face crinkled at him. "Hold your horses. I'll share."

      Crash pointed to JD.

      Faye’s eyes flicked to Jack. "There's enough to go around. Everyone relax."

      Faye’s thumb struck the lighter, and the flint sparked. It didn’t light right away.

      JD pulled his badge from a pocket and flashed it.

      Faye groaned just as she got the lighter lit. "Oh, fuck! Really?

      "Really," JD said.

      "You’re not gonna bust me for this, are you?"

      "I'm gonna pretend I didn't see it."

      Faye rolled her eyes. "Whatever?"

      Her thumb struck the lighter again, and the flame flickered. She brought the flame to the end of the joint and puffed until the cherry was red. She took a deep breath, held it, then blew a cloud of smoke in JD's face.

      The sweet scent of herb filled the practice room, and the cloud slowly dissipated. Faye took another hit, then stuffed the joint at the headstock between the tuning pegs and strings. She blew another cloud into the air. "Take me to jail. Then who's gonna play your little show?”

      JD glared at her for a moment. He shot me a glance. What the hell were we going to do? We needed her. And I wasn't much on busting people for personal use amounts of weed.

      We knew everyone in the band smoked, and it was just something we ignored.

      “You got a medical card?” JD asked.

      “No.”

      "How come she gets to toke and we don't?" Styxx asked.

      "I can't be a party to this," Jack said.

      "Fine, I'll put it out," Faye said. "You guys are a buzzkill."

      "I don't care what you do when I'm not around," JD said. "But I can't encourage this kind of thing. Until they legalize it here, that's the way it is."

      There were groans all the way around, and Faye extinguished the joint.

      “I guess coke’s out of the question?”

      JD’s eyes narrowed her.

      “Kidding!” Faye said. She paused for a moment. “But tell me you’ve never done coke off a stripper’s ass.”

      “Let’s do this,” JD said, slightly annoyed.

      Styxx clicked off the beat, and the band thundered on cue. They breezed through the set without missing a note. They were tight and polished and sounded like a group of musicians that had been playing together for years, instinctively knowing each other's moves. It was uncanny how fast Faye was able to blend in.

      I watched Crash and could see the concern brewing. I'm sure he wasn't feeling very secure about his job.

      Afterward, we all headed to Tide Pool for the obligatory post-rehearsal drink. JD bought a round, and I cautioned the band not to overindulge. "Last night was fun, but we all need to stay focused. I'm your manager, not your babysitter."

      My admonition was met with boos all around. They'd have thrown tomatoes if they had them.

      “Ease up," Dizzy said. "This is all part of the trip. Work hard, play hard. You know the drill. We got it all under control. What's rock 'n' roll without excess?" He said, lifting his drink.

      They all cheered, clinked glasses, and proceeded to completely ignore my attempt to promote responsible drinking. But I was relieved to see the pace of consumption was quite a bit slower than the previous night. Though neither would admit it, I think both JD and Faye weren't quite as eager to drink themselves into oblivion.

      But we were still on a course for trouble.
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      We were a few drinks into the evening when a guy in his late 20s approached Faye. His face was tense with anger, and he looked on the verge of a nervous breakdown.

      He had brown shaggy hair that fell into his face, brown eyes, a narrow face, and wore skinny jeans. He looked like he played in a band or hung around the scene. I couldn't tell which. He shouted at Faye, “I’ve been trying to get hold of you."

      Faye twisted her head and lifted a salty eyebrow. "If I would have wanted to talk to you, I would have picked up the phone during one of your 27 calls."

      His jaw tensed, and his eyes flicked to us for a moment, then back to Faye. I could tell he wanted to speak with her alone.

      “Can I have a word with you in private?”

      "No. You can't. Your private time with me is over." She spun around to face Crash and continued our conversation.

      That only served to infuriate the dude. His face reddened. "Goddammit, Faye. Talk to me!"

      That was about the time JD stepped in. He got in the dude's face. "I think it's pretty clear she doesn’t want to speak with you. Take your skinny ass out of here."

      The kid’s face twisted up, and he stared JD down. He snarled, “Fuck you, old man!”

      Then the kid made the mistake of his life. His open palms smacked against JD's chest, shoving him back.

      I guess it caught JD off guard, or maybe the little bastard had more force behind his push than I thought possible because JD tumbled back a few steps.

      The guys in the band looked shocked.

      JD’s face reddened. He was ready to charge the little runt like a bull.

      I stepped in, held JD back, and flashed my badge. "Look, dipshit. You need to get out of here before you go down for assaulting an officer.”

      He threw his hands in the air, “He’s a cop? How was I supposed to know that?”

      "Well, now you do. So, get lost."

      He gnashed his teeth and stared at me for a moment, then looked at Faye. “I just want to talk to you for a minute."

      "Leave, now,” I insisted.

      The punk’s mouth tensed. He huffed and puffed, then backed off, raising his hands in the air. “Fine, I'm going.”

      He glared at us for a moment, then spun around and disappeared into the crowd.

      I kept an eye on him as he walked around the pool and slipped back inside. I put my badge back in my pocket and turned to JD. His face was still a little red.

      "That little prick’s lucky he won't be eating his next meal through a straw."

      An amused smile tugged at Faye’s full lips. "I guess there are a few perks to having two cops around."

      "Ex-boyfriend?" JD asked.

      "We all make mistakes,” Faye said.

      We couldn’t argue with that.

      She lifted her glass to toast. "To bad decisions."

      We all clinked glasses.

      Faye brought the drink to her lips and tilted it back, draining the last of the amber liquid. Her cherry lipstick stained the glass. "Anybody need another round? This one's on me."

      "If you're buying," JD said.

      Faye smiled.

      Just as she was about to turn to the bar, a drunk girl tripped and stumbled into her, knocking Faye toward the pool. She stumbled and teetered over the edge. I tried to grab her, but it was too late. She splashed into the deep end, and water sprayed, sprinkling all of us.

      There were hoots and claps from inebriated onlookers—much like when a waiter drops a tray of plates in a restaurant.

      People seem to take great joy in the misfortune of others.

      Faye surfaced and slung the water from her hair and wiped her eyes. Her heavy mascara trickled down her face, and her cheeks reddened.

      The drunk girl hovered over the side of the pool, almost falling in herself, apologizing profusely. She offered to buy a drink, but Faye politely declined.

      Faye took a breath and let it slide. “It’s not a party till someone gets wet,” she said in a naughty, seductive way.

      The drunk girl staggered on, and Faye swam to the edge of the pool. She pulled herself out, and JD gave her a hand. With her waterlogged knee-high marching boots, it was a little more difficult than usual to get out of the pool. Her top was soaked through, making the fabric somewhat translucent. The headlights were on, and the wet fabric clung to her all-natural endowments.

      Eyes were glued to her perkiness.

      Faye took an inventory of her soaked attire. She looked through the contents of her small clutch. "My phone is waterproof, so it's not that big a deal. I think everything else will survive, and hopefully, my key fob dries out."

      "How about I get you that next drink?" JD said.

      "You know what, I think I'm just gonna go home, take a shower, and crawl into bed. We did go pretty hard last night." She smiled. "I should take it easy on you tonight."

      "Oh, I can handle anything you throw at me," JD boasted.

      She lifted a sassy eyebrow. "Can you?"

      "Yes indeed."

      "I guess we'll see about that." The two stared each other down for a moment. "She knelt down, unlaced her boots, and pulled them off. She tilted them upside down, draining the water out.

      She made a frowny face.

      “One more drink?” JD offered again.

      “Another time. It's been fun, gentlemen. I’ll catch you later."

      "Let me walk you to your car," JD said.

      She gave him a look. "I can take care of myself."

      "Just in case Mr. Skinny Jeans is waiting to harass you.”

      She scoffed and rolled her eyes. "Please, I can handle him."

      "I'm sure you can. I just need to protect my investment. I don't want anything happening to my bass player before the show."

      "I'm not your bass player, remember?”

      Crash was within earshot, and I don't think JD calling Faye his bass player did anything to assuage his fears about replacement.

      "Temporary bass player," JD corrected.

      Faye lifted an eyebrow and stared at JD for a moment. "I guess I can let you protect your investment.”

      JD smiled, slugged the rest of his drink, and handed me the empty glass. "I shall return."

      I watched him escort Faye around the pool and back inside. I hoped he wasn't about to complicate matters with the band. Faye was an enticing complication, that much was certain.
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      I had a dilemma. Normally, it would have been none of my business. But as manager, it was my responsibility to make sure everything ran smoothly with the band. I had a lot of duties. Making sure they had all the equipment they needed, the transportation, the accommodations. I was in charge of booking the venues, making sure the promotion was done properly, and making sure the band got paid. Those were all obvious things that a manager did, along with crafting the overall image of the band. With JD, I oversaw marketing, merchandising, and publicity. What I hadn't anticipated was managing the interpersonal dynamics of the group. And I sure as hell didn't envision being a chaperone, trying to corral the libidos of high-testosterone, aspiring rock stars.

      If Jack succumbed to Faye’s charms, that was his business. But I knew if he started any kind of relationship with our temporary bass player, it could blow up in our faces, and we’d all suffer the fallout. Not to mention, he’d be violating his own rules.

      He’d been gone long enough to walk her to his car and return. I started to think they might have gotten diverted along the way, quite possibly putting the back seat to the test.

      I sent JD a quick text. [Are you breaking your rule?]

      I didn't hear back right away.

      I ordered another drink and hung out with the guys, shooting the breeze, thinking there was a good possibility we might need to find another replacement bass player between now and the gig. When I finished the drink, I still hadn't heard back from JD, and even Crash was getting a little curious.

      "Think he's doing her?"

      I shrugged.

      "Man, that shit's not cool. He can't lay down rules, then break them at will." Crash paused. "I mean, I get it. How do you turn something like that down? But still, don't be so obvious about it."

      "I'm gonna go investigate," I said.

      I left the patio, pushed through the main bar, and stepped onto the sidewalk. Faye had followed us to Oyster Avenue, and she parked on the same street JD did. I walked down the block and cut through an alley, taking a shortcut.

      That's when I saw a terrible sight.

      JD was on the ground by the dumpster, his body splayed out at an unnatural angle.

      For a moment, I thought he was dead.

      I sprinted down the alley and knelt beside him. His chest rose and fell with shallow breaths, and his face was covered in blood. He’d taken a severe beating.

      My fingertips felt for a pulse in his neck, and it was strong.

      I pulled out my phone, dialed 911, and shouted, “Officer down!”
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      First responders swarmed the alley. The EMTs attended to JD, and red and blue lights cascaded down the dingy corridor. Deputies gathered around.

      Jack had regained consciousness, and the EMTs loaded him into the ambulance. I rode with him to the hospital. He was triaged in the emergency room and brought to the patient area immediately.

      A nurse had started IV fluids, and a monitor beside the bed displayed vital statistics.

      Dr. Parker evaluated JD. He was busted up pretty good. He had a black eye, a split lip, and a bloody nose. Jack winced with every breath, and Dr. Parker suspected cracked ribs.

      He asked Jack a series of standard questions to evaluate his cognitive ability: What's your name? Where are we? What day is it? Who is the president?

      Jack answered the questions correctly, albeit with a fat lip that slurred his speech.

      "Are you experiencing any dizziness or confusion?” Parker asked.

      "No, but I've got a hell of a headache, and just about everything hurts."

      “I’d like to do a CT scan to rule out any brain trauma as well as internal bleeding."

      “Can you tell me what happened?" Parker asked.

      "A bunch of big bastards jumped me in an alley."

      "Did you get a look at their faces?" I asked.

      Jack carefully shook his head—it hurt his neck to move, and he grimaced with pain. "They all wore ski masks. But I can guarantee you it was those bikers."

      Dr. Parker made notes in JD's chart. “A radiology tech will be in shortly. I'll come back to check on you soon."

      He left the room.

      "I'm glad I came to check on you," I said. "I thought you might have been getting into trouble with Faye."

      He gave me a look. "I wish I was getting into that kind of trouble. I walked her to her car and headed back through the alley. Somebody got the jump on me from behind. That's really all I remember. I think my situational awareness was a little compromised.”

      I had no doubt his mind was preoccupied with Faye at the time.

      “This was no random beating,” he continued. “They didn't take my wallet. It wasn't a robbery. These bastards were watching and waiting."

      "I'm sure the Savage Barbarians are aware of Dutch's arrest,” I said. “I’m guessing this is a message from them to back off."

      "Well, that ain't going to happen," JD said.

      The beat down hadn’t dimmed his fighting spirit.

      Crash called. "Dude, where are you guys? We're here at the boat."

      "There’s not gonna be an after-party on the boat tonight," I said.

      "But dude, we've got some massive hotties in tow. What happened to you guys? Did he bang Faye?"

      “We’re at the hospital," I said. "JD got jumped by a bunch of thugs."

      "What!? Is he okay?"

      "He's a little battered, but I think he'll make it."

      "Dude, that sucks!”

      The radiology tech entered the room and transferred Jack into a wheelchair amid his protests. "I can walk just fine."

      "I'm sure you can, Mr. Donovan,” she said. “But it's a liability issue. If you tumble on the way and break your neck, the hospital would be exposed."

      JD frowned at her and gingerly transferred into a wheelchair. She rolled him out of the room.

      "Back shortly," JD said.

      "Where are you guys at?" Crash asked.

      “The ER."

      "We'll be there shortly," Crash said.

      "You guys don't have to show up. He's gonna be fine. Go ahead and have fun."

      "We all gotta stick together," Crash said. "Where one goes, we all go."

      I grinned. "I'm sure he'll be glad to see you guys."

      I ended the call and waited for Jack to return. The CT scan didn't take long at all, and within 20 minutes, he was back in the room.

      By that time, the guys in the band had arrived with a small entourage in tow. The nurse came into the room and said we had visitors in the waiting area, but security wouldn't let them all back at the same time.

      I left the room, ambled down the corridor, and pushed through the double doors. I flashed my badge to the security guard. He was holding up the entourage. Crash, Dizzy, Styxx, and three girls all in skimpy attire, were waiting.

      After a little back-and-forth, the security guard backed down and allowed them to enter. I promised they would only stay for a few minutes.

      I led the gang down the hall to Jack's room, and their eyes rounded at his battered and bruised appearance.

      "Holy shit, dude!” Crash exclaimed as they spilled into the room.

      “You should see the other guys?" Jack joked.

      They asked questions, and JD gave them a recap of the scenario.

      “Do you think you'll recover by the show?" Styxx asked.

      JD's face crinkled dismissively. "I'll be fine."

      "You don't look fine. Can you sing with cracked ribs?"

      "Nothing’s gonna keep me down," JD said, trying to hide his grimace.

      There was no way he could take a full breath and belt out howling vocals in his condition.

      "Man, this is a major bummer," Dizzy said.

      "You're telling me," JD muttered.

      Dr. Parker returned a few moments later and took note of the crowd. He seemed a little perturbed. "Well, you want the good news or the bad news first?"
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      JD frowned. “Give me the bad news.”

      We all waited with bated breath.

      “You’ve got two cracked ribs and a mild concussion. I’m going to admit you to the hospital and keep you overnight for observation.”

      “What’s the good news?” JD asked.

      “That it’s not worse,” Parker said. “We’ll get you admitted and transferred. Hang tight.”

      It took almost an hour before JD was transferred to a private room in the hospital. The band said their goodbyes and wished him well as he was rolled out of the ER.

      Styxx pulled me aside. "Do you think he's gonna be okay for the show?"

      "Jack is a force of nature. Nothing can stop him."

      My confidence seemed to relieve Styxx.

      I knew the only way JD wouldn't take the stage would be if he was dead. Short of that, he'd crawl out there if he had to and give it his best shot. I knew the band wanted to be on their A-game, and it seemed like the Universe was conspiring against them, but I had faith.

      I followed the nurse as she rolled JD’s bed down the maze of pastel hallways, up a cramped elevator, and into a private room. The floor was quiet at this hour, and the room was dim.

      The nurse flicked on the overhead fluorescent lights until JD was situated. I switched on a lamp on an end table, and the nurse killed the overheads. "I'll be on shift for the rest of the night. Press that button if you need anything," she said, pointing to the call button on the remote attached to the bed.

      "Thank you," Jack mumbled.

      "Try to get some rest."

      She slipped out of the room, and I took a seat in a chair that reclined with a footrest.

      "You're not planning on staying here all night, are you?" JD asked.

      “I’m not gonna leave you here by yourself."

      JD tried to scowl at me, but it hurt too much. "I'm gonna be just fine. If they wanted me dead, they'd have done it already. I'm telling you, this was a message. A very loud, very clear message."

      "Just the same, I'm gonna stay. This chair is somewhat comfortable."

      Again he tried to frown at me but instantly regretted it when the pain in his jaw spiked.

      We settled in, and the meds made Jack drowsy. It didn't take long for him to doze off.

      I reclined in the chair, and the nurse brought me a blanket and pillow for the night.

      I didn't get much sleep.

      Someone came into the room every few hours to monitor JD's condition and wake him up at routine intervals. They were concerned about brain swelling and possible internal hemorrhaging.

      It seemed like no time at all before the morning sun blasted through the blinds. JD was stiff and sore when he woke up. The swelling had time to settle in.

      We ordered breakfast, and it was delivered to the room—institutional eggs, or some approximation thereof, that had the consistency of a sponge, flimsy bacon, that may have been a meat substitute, and a bowl of fresh, but bland, fruit.

      It was almost noon when Dr. Parker came by and evaluated JD. "Everything looks good. Your condition seems stable. I see no reason to keep you in here any longer. I can have your discharge papers ready shortly, and you can get out of here. I'll give you instructions to follow. Come back immediately if you have any dizziness, nausea, or confusion. I want you to take it easy for the next few days. No heavy physical activities. Avoid anything that might cause additional head trauma. Stay out of dark alleys. You can take acetaminophen for the pain."

      Faye showed up while we were waiting to be discharged. Her eyes rounded, and her jaw dropped when she saw Jack. "My God, are you okay?"

      "Never better," JD said with more than a trace of sarcasm.

      She cringed. "I feel terrible. This is my fault."

      “It’s not your fault."

      "This all happened after you walked me to my car, which you wouldn't have done if my idiot ex-boyfriend didn't show up. So yeah, it's my fault."

      "The people who did this would have picked another time. It's nobody's fault."

      She stood beside the bed and took his hand. "When are you getting out of here?"

      "We're waiting on the paperwork," JD said.

      "That's good," she said in a hopeful tone.

      "A couple of days and I'll be on the mend,” JD said with optimism.

      "Let's hope so. We need you back in action." She paused. "Worst-case scenario, I can sing if you need me to."

      JD's face crinkled. "You're not stealing my job too.”

      She chuckled.

      "It's just an offer."

      The nurse returned a moment later with JD's discharge paperwork and follow-up instructions. "Dr. Parker wants you to see your primary care physician in a few days. Here's the number to the ER, and Dr. Parker's direct number in case you have any worsening symptoms.” She reviewed the list of reasons to call or return to the ER.

      Faye stepped out of the room as the nurse helped JD get dressed. She put him in a wheelchair, rolled him to the elevators, and took him down to the main lobby. She wheeled him to the patient pickup and drop-off point. Faye pulled her car around, and we loaded JD into the passenger seat. I climbed in the back.

      Faye drove a red four-door Honda with tinted windows that had a Lip Bomb sticker on the back. She drove us back to JD’s house and pulled up the circular drive to the front door.

      I hopped out of the backseat, got JD's door, and helped him out of the car. I held onto his arm to make sure he was steady.

      He jerked free. "I'm not an invalid," he snapped.

      Jack moved to the door and fumbled for his keys.

      Faye killed the engine and followed along. We pushed inside, and JD hobbled to the couch and took a seat.

      "You guys need anything?” Faye asked. “I can run to the store."

      "Thank you. I think I'm good," JD said.

      "What about your prescriptions?"

      JD's face crinkled dismissively. "Nothing a nice glass of whiskey can't fix. Besides, I’ve got a full bottle of leftover hydrocodone.”

      "Okay. I gotta run, but let me know if you need anything."

      "Thank you," JD said.

      “What about your car?” Faye asked.

      "It's still parked on the street by Oyster Avenue," I said.

      "I can give you a ride to it," Faye said.

      I told Jack to give me the keys, and he reluctantly handed them over.

      “Hang tight,” I said. “I’ll be back in a minute."

      I left with Faye and climbed into the passenger seat of her red Honda. She started up the car, put it into gear, and pulled out of the driveway.

      We zipped across the island, and I was hoping JD’s Porsche was still where we left it. I had forgotten all about it in the drama of the evening. I knew Jack wasn't a big fan of leaving it on the street with the top down overnight, especially near Oyster Avenue with a flood of drunks passing by as they left the bars.

      "I still feel terrible about what happened," Faye said.

      “You didn't have any control over it one way or the other."

      "You guys sure are taking this in stride. I'd be totally freaked out. I am totally freaked out. I always considered this city safe."

      "It has its ups and downs. Besides, in our line of work, we tend to antagonize a lot of bad guys."

      "I'll say. Maybe you should find another line of work."

      I chuckled. "Somebody's gotta do it."

      "Does it have to be you?"

      “As they say, all it takes for evil to thrive is for good men to do nothing."

      "So, you’re a good man?"

      I shrugged, “Nobody's perfect."

      "Amen to that," she held up her hand, and we high-fived.

      Faye dropped me off at the Porsche. I unbuckled my seatbelt and pushed open the door. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “We had practice scheduled for this evening. Do you know if that is still on?"

      "I don't know. I'll talk to JD, and I'll get in touch with you."

      "He's got my number. At the least, we can run through the songs. He doesn't have to sing tonight."

      “Knowing Jack, he won't cancel rehearsal." I smiled and thanked her again before climbing out of the car.

      I closed the door and watched her drive away, then ambled to the Porsche. I looked inside, hoping not to find a pool of dried vomit in the seat.
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      A call from an unknown number buzzed my phone. I answered as I took a seat behind the wheel. The Porsche seemed to have survived the night unscathed.

      "This is Deputy Wild."

      "Hey, it's Kat. I just got out."

      "How was it?”

      "Crappy."

      "I'm surprised you're calling."

      "I'm using my ATF phone. I heard about your partner. I hope he’s okay."

      "He'll make it, but they certainly gave him an ass-whooping."

      "Any leads on who did it?"

      "I think we both know who’s responsible.”

      "I'll let you know if I hear anything,” Kat said. “I'm going to move forward, business as usual. I’ll stop by my undercover apartment, get cleaned up, and head to Gunner’s funeral. My gut tells me whoever killed him might be in attendance."

      "I was thinking the same thing."

      "Maybe I'll see you there, and I’ll pretend that I hate you."

      "I'm sure that won't be hard for you."

      She chuckled. “I’m every bit as committed to bringing down the Savage Barbarians as you are. Just give me a heads up before you make any moves against them.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “I’ll see you when I see you, Deputy.”

      I ended the call, cranked up the engine, and drove back to JD's house. I pulled up the circular drive, hopped out, and pushed inside. JD had fallen asleep on the couch. I didn’t blame him. It was impossible to get any real sleep in the hospital. He peeled open an eye as I set the keys on the kitchen counter.

      "I'm leaving the keys right here."

      He gave me the thumbs up.

      "I'm heading back to the boat to get changed for Gunner's funeral."

      He opened the other eye. "I'm going with you."

      "Why? Stay here. Get some rest."

      "I'll sleep when I'm dead. Besides, I want to show whoever did this that they can't keep me down."

      I couldn't blame him for that.

      "Take my car, go get changed, then come back and pick me up."

      "You got it."

      I snatched the keys, jogged out the door, and climbed back into the Porsche. In no time, I was back aboard the Avventura. A hot shower felt good on my slightly aching muscles from sleeping in an uncomfortable chair all night. But I had no reason to complain. Not after what Jack had been through.

      I decided to put on a coat and tie and make myself look somewhat presentable. It was a funeral, after all.

      By the time I'd gotten back to JD's house, he'd cleaned up, pulled his hair into a ponytail, and put dark sunglasses on that covered his black eye. He still had a fat lip and bruised cheeks, but he looked more presentable.

      He wore a suit, a vest, a loud tie, and his checkered Vans, making quite the ensemble.

      We hopped into the car, and I drove to the cemetery. I knew Jack must not have been feeling 100% to let me drive.

      We pulled into the cemetery, snaked through the grounds, and parked at the curb a block from the crypt. The place was packed with an odd mix of local celebrities, musicians, sports heroes, and gangbangers.

      Gunner had a lot of friends.

      We climbed out of the car and walked toward the solemn crowd of mourners. The coffin was atop a pedestal, and the priest would say a dedication before Gunner’s remains were interred for all eternity into the crypt.

      I surveyed the crowd. Gunner's wife, Brielle, wore a black dress and sobbed. Her girlfriend put a comforting hand on her back and tried to reassure her. There were several Barbarians in the crowd, all wearing suits and ties. I figured the only time those guys wore suits was funerals, church, or the courtroom.

      I saw Rhett, and Rhett saw me. He nudged one of his compatriots, and before long, the entire crew of Barbarians glared in our direction.

      JD smiled and waved at them.

      They pretended not to notice and went about their business.

      JD muttered. "Yeah, those are the guys. That big bastard that visited Dutch at the tattoo shop… Tank. And that other big bastard, Tiny.” Vengeance filled his eyes. “I tell you, I'm going to enjoy locking those bastards up."

      Kat was in attendance, but we ignored each other.

      JD scanned the crowd and nudged me with his elbow. He casually motioned in the direction of a young girl who was sobbing uncontrollably. She was all alone. "You know who that is?"

      I shook my head.

      JD looked around, searching for someone else. "I don't see her old man, but that's Mad Dog Whalen’s daughter, Willow.”

      "What is she doing here?"

      "Gunner gave Whalen a few tattoos. Maybe they were close friends."

      "She seems awfully emotional," I said.

      "A little too emotional for a casual acquaintance."

      “How old is she?”

      JD shrugged and ambled in her direction to investigate.
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      "Such a tragic loss," JD said to Willow.

      She was a stunning beauty—brunette hair, creamy skin, full lips, sparkling blue eyes. She wore a short black skirt, heels, and a black choker around her neck. She wiped the tears from her eyes, looking annoyed by JD's interruption.

      Jack continued. "Such a talented artist."

      “A great guy too,” Willow sobbed.

      Rivulets of tears streamed down her cheeks. She blotted her eyes again, her mascara staining her porcelain skin.

      "How did you know Gunner?" JD asked.

      "He gave me a tattoo," she said with her brow crinkled like it was a dumb question.

      "What did you get?"

      "I got a Phoenix."

      “Why did you choose that?"

      She shrugged. "I don't know. It's about rebirth. Reinventing yourself."

      "The Phoenix, born from the ashes and rises anew," JD said.

      "Yeah, something like that."

      "You look a little young to be needing to reinvent yourself. Are you old enough for a tattoo?"

      Her face crinkled again. "I'm almost 17."

      "Need to be 18 to get a tattoo."

      "What are you, a fucking cop?"

      JD pulled his shiny gold badge from his pocket. “Actually, I am."

      "What, are you going to arrest me for getting a tattoo?"

      "No. I'm just trying to figure out who killed Gunner. You seem to have cared about him an awful lot."

      She stared at JD for a long moment, her eyes filled with uncertainty, wondering what he was getting at.

      "You wouldn't happen to know anything about his death, would you?" JD asked.

      "No. Why are you harassing me? I'm in mourning.”

      "I take it you two were close?"

      "Yeah, we were."

      "How did you meet?"

      "What does it matter?"

      "You're Mad Dog’s kid, right?"

      "Yeah."

      "Is that how you met Gunnar?"

      "He gave dad a few tattoos. I guess that's how I met him."

      The priest began to say a few words, and the nearby onlookers glared at us for disturbing the ceremony.

      Willow wore a spaghetti strap dress, displaying oodles of untainted canvas. There were no visible tattoos.

      "Where did Gunner do his work?" JD asked.

      Willow shot him a look. "That's none of your business." She paused, clenching her teeth together, then hissed, "Leave me alone. I don’t want to talk about this anymore."

      She marched away and slipped through the crowd, drawing closer to the casket.

      JD gave me a look. We were both thinking the same thing.

      "This is all starting to make sense," Jack said.

      We moved away from the crowd and spoke in a hushed tone.

      "We've been heading down the wrong path," he muttered. "I think little Willow was having an affair with Gunner. Then Mad Dog found out, confronted him, and things got out of hand."

      I nodded in agreement. "Now we just need to prove it."

      We walked back to the car as they transferred the coffin into the crypt and sealed the tomb. We hopped in, and I cranked up the engine, and we zipped out of the cemetery before the traffic. I pulled my phone from my pocket and called Isabella. "I need another favor. See if you can track Mad Dog Whalen's phone and put him at the tattoo shop between midnight and 2 AM the night of Gunner’s death."

      "Mad Dog Whalen? Seriously?"

      "Seriously. While you're at it, get the call logs for his daughter, Willow. See if she had any interaction with the deceased."

      I updated her on our theory.

      "I'll let you know what I find out," she said before hanging up.

      "I noticed Mad Dog wasn’t at the funeral," JD said.

      "Would you show up at the funeral of a guy who was banging your underage daughter?”

      “I’d not only show up, I’d make sure he was dead,” JD said with a grin.
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      Mad Dog Whalen lived in a sprawling mansion in Platinum Dunes. We drove to the posh neighborhood, twisted through the streets, and pulled to the curb in front of his estate. A lime-green 600 LT McLaren Spider sat in the driveway. With its aggressive aerodynamics and carbon fiber chassis, it was the pinnacle of performance.

      Raw. Visceral. Breathtaking.

      It was adrenaline amplified. It looked like a vehicle you could climb into and rocket to another planet. It was hard to imagine a big guy like Mad Dog in such a tiny car.

      JD was a Porsche guy through and through, but his eyes lingered on the car, taking in the sweet curves like it was a graceful woman.

      I rang the bell, and a moment later, a big beefy dude wearing sunglasses pulled open the door. His dark hair had a tight fade on the sides, and muscles bulged under his tight, fitted T-shirt. He looked like he could bench press the two of us with ease.

      I flashed my badge. "Looking for Mad Dog."

      "He ain't here?"

      "Where is he?"

      "That's none of your business."

      "We just need to ask him a few questions."

      "You need to speak with his attorney."

      "I don't think that's necessary."

      "Mad Dog doesn't talk to cops."

      "What does Mad Dog have to hide?"

      The big guy slammed the door in our faces and latched the deadbolt.

      "Well, so much for the old knock and talk," JD said.

      Isabella buzzed my phone. I swiped the screen and put the phone to my ear. "Tell me something good."

      "There were two phone calls between Gunner and Willow about two months ago."

      "That doesn't mean much," I said as we strolled back to the Porsche, moving past the McLaren. JD eyed it with envy once again. So did I. It was a good-looking car.

      "She's a teenager,” Isabella said. “If they were communicating, she was probably using one of those encrypted apps that only stores the messages temporarily."

      “And there is no way to get a record of their conversations?"

      "Depends. If they were using an app with end-to-end encryption, there’s no way to intercept those communications. I’d need physical access to the phone. And even then, once those messages are gone, they’re gone.

      "Thanks. Let me know if anything turns up. I'm pretty sure they were having an affair."

      "I can try to hack into her social media accounts and sift through her private messages. But it's not gonna tell you anything you don't already know. And you won't be able to use the information I give you, anyway. Is there a legitimate way you can get the information?"

      A slight grin tugged my lips as I thought about it. "You know what. There might be. I'll be in touch."

      I hung up the phone and climbed into JD’s Porsche. Jack still let me drive. I cranked up the beast, and we cruised back to the station. Gunner's personal effects were still in evidence. The department hung onto his cell phone just in case it contained information that might lead to his assailant. We retrieved the phone from the evidence locker and brought it to the IT guys. I asked Crenshaw if he could hack into the device.

      "That's above my skill level. That device works off facial recognition, and it's an advanced algorithm.”

      "They just sealed him in a tomb," JD said. "So, I think that's out of the question."

      "Got a picture of the guy?" Crenshaw asked.

      "I’m sure we could get one,” I said.

      "Sometimes that works. But these detection algorithms have gotten way more advanced." He thought about it for a moment. "You know, if you took a picture, then conformed it to a 3D mannequin head, it might register as the real thing. It’s a long shot, but..."

      It sounded like a reasonable idea. But before doing that, I figured we should try some good old-fashioned spycraft. After several failed facial recognition attempts, a numeric keypad appeared on the screen asking for a passcode. I punched in a series of standard passcodes—111111, 999999, 123456.

      None of them worked.

      I had Crenshaw pull up Gunner's information. I punched in his birthday—the phone didn't open. I tried Brielle's birthday—no dice. Then, on a lark, I asked, “What's Willow’s birthday?"

      With a few keystrokes, Crenshaw had pulled up the information.

      I punched in the digits, and the screen opened.

      JD and I exchanged a glance with each other.

      "Well, I’ll be damned. I’d definitely say something was going on between the two of them," JD said.

      I went through the phone, searching Gunner’s text messages. There was nothing from Willow. I didn't think he was stupid enough to keep those around on his phone. I launched various social media apps and flipped through the DM's, but I didn't find anything more than a casual message between the two. Nothing that would incriminate either of them. I found an encrypted messaging app, and they had definitely exchanged messages, but I couldn't see the contents of them—they’d been scrubbed.

      I gave the phone to Crenshaw and told him to analyze it and see if he could find any deleted messages between the two of them that were incriminating. "Call me as soon as you find something.”

      "If I find anything," he said.

      “Even if we find something on that phone, you think a judge is gonna sign off on a warrant to arrest Mad Dog for murder?” JD asked. "No way. It's weak. We're gonna need more than that if we hope to take down a high-profile guy like Mad Dog."

      "You really think Mad Dog Whalen killed Gunner?" Crenshaw asked.

      "He was certainly capable of it," I said.

      We left the IT guys to do their thing and headed to the practice studio. JD was not about to let something like a few cracked ribs derail his rock 'n' roll stardom. We pulled into the lot and parked near the entrance.

      As we walked past the usual crowd, one of the kids raised his hand to high-five JD. "Looking slick. Almost didn't recognize you."

      JD wearing a suit was a rare sight. He winced as soon as he raised his hand to return the gesture, still sore. Jack had been beaten from every imaginable angle. He grimaced and coughed, which only hurt more.

      "You okay, Thrash?" the kid asked, his face twisted with concern.

      "Yeah, I'm good," JD said, straightening up. "Rough night last night."

      We pushed into the building and ambled down the hall to the practice studio.

      The guys noodled around, warming up. Crash reclined on the couch with his arms around two groupies. If he had to sit on the sidelines, he was going to do it in style.

      All eyes fell on JD as he entered.

      "You made it?" Styxx said.

      "Did you have any doubts?"

      "You were looking pretty bad last night." Styxx looked him up and down. "What's with the suit?"

      "We just got back from a funeral," I said.

      JD slipped off his sport coat. It looked like he was in an immense amount of pain doing so. He folded it and laid it over the arm of the couch next to the groupies. He loosened his tie and stepped to the microphone. He tapped it a few times to see if it was on. The PA speakers boomed with each thump. "Let's do this!”

      Styxx clicked off the intro, and Dizzy and Faye thundered in on the downbeat. They crunched through the first four bars, and when it was time for JD to scream the verse, he took a deep breath and winced again. He hunched like he’d been stabbed with a kitchen knife. JD coughed out a few lyrics in a pathetic whimper.

      The band stopped playing, and faces went long.

      "We're totally screwed," Styxx groaned.
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      "Relax," JD said. "Everything is going to be fine. A few days of rest, and I'll be right as rain. You guys run through the set. Faye can sing for now. The main thing is that we gel as a band."

      "Me and Dizzy leave tomorrow in the van to haul the gear up to New York," Styxx said in a hopeless voice. "The gig is in a few days. There's no way you’re gonna be a hundred percent!”

      JD's eyes narrowed at him. "I'll suck it up and get through it. Nothing a few shots of whiskey and a little pain pill can't take care of."

      Styxx frowned.

      "You need to lose that defeatist attitude,” JD warned. “You need to learn to thrive in the face of adversity. You think this is the only challenge we’re ever going to face. There are winners and losers in this world, and the winners are the ones who can get kicked in the nuts, get right back up, and keep marching forward."

      “Right on!” Crash cheered, raising his fist in the air.

      "If you think life's gonna be all roses and sunshine, you're sadly mistaken,” Jack continued. “Nobody's gonna hand you success. You gotta take it. And when you get it, you gotta fight to maintain it. Let me tell you, attitude shapes reality. If you believe you can, you can. If you believe you can't, you can't."

      JD was getting pretty lit up about it. His face reddened, and the veins in his neck were starting to protrude.

      Dizzy, Faye, and Crash were motivated by the speech, but Styxx still seemed skeptical.

      "That all sounds great, but it doesn't change the fact that you’ve got two cracked ribs, and you can't sing right now."

      It was the wrong thing to say to JD. Or maybe the right thing. He clenched his jaw and growled at Styxx. "Count it off."

      Styxx shrugged and clicked his drumsticks together, counting off the beat. The band thundered in once again. JD fought through the pain, took a deep breath, and howled out the first verse. He may not have attacked it with his usual ferocity, but it was good enough.

      For now.

      The band rocked out the first song on the setlist. JD put to rest any question of his ability. I think he was so mad that the pain just fueled him.

      When practice was over, Jack was more than ready for a drink. We left the practice hall and headed up to Oyster Avenue. The band wanted a change of scenery, so we ended up at Mutiny—a pirate-themed bar.

      JD bought the first round, and we all lifted our glasses to toast. “To Wild Fury!”

      The band cheered, clinked glasses, and we all sipped our drinks.

      "Man, I'm sorry, bro," Styxx said. “I don't know what's gotten into me lately. First Crash, then you… I guess I’ve been feeling a little depressed, like it's all falling apart just as it was starting to happen for us.”

      JD put a comforting hand on the drummer’s shoulder. "It's okay to have doubts. We all have doubts. We all have fears and concerns." JD tapped his temple with his index finger. "But you gotta control your emotions and your attitude. It's all up here. You can't control what happens in the world, but you can control how you react to it. You can either look at life as a series of shitty events and then you die, or you can look at them as challenges and opportunities to overcome. And I'll tell you this, more often than not, it's those opportunities that push you to grow and become a better person. So, you have to ask yourself… are you going to let the Universe beat you down, or are you going to punch back?”

      Styxx nodded, slowly coming on board. “Punch back.” He smiled. "We're gonna go to New York and kick some fucking ass!"

      The two clasped hands and JD winced with pain.

      "Sorry, dude,” Styxx said, wincing in sympathy.

      Faye approached Jack with a mischievous sparkle in her eyes. "I gotta say, I'm impressed. At first, I thought Wild Fury was just another party band. I didn't really want to have anything to do with you guys."

      JD lifted a curious eyebrow.

      "But, you guys have got a lot of heart. You believe in what you’re doing, and I'm honored to sit in with you guys." She lifted her glass, and the two toasted.

      "I'm glad that you're on board."

      From the way she looked at him, I could tell danger was brewing.

      Styxx and Dizzy had a big day tomorrow. We would load up the gear, and they would embark on a 20-hour drive to New York City. I wanted them to have ample time to make the trip and account for any issues along the way. I hated to be a party pooper, but I suggested we all call it an early night, and to my surprise, there wasn't much protest.

      JD needed all the rest he could get over the next couple of days. We planned to fly out in a few days and meet Dizzy and Styxx in New York.

      I corralled JD and drove his Porsche back to the house. We pulled into the driveway and, in a surprising turn, Jack said, “Just keep the car overnight."

      I gave him a curious look.

      "It's not like you’re gonna total it between here and the marina.” Then he added, “I hope."

      I chuckled. "I think it's safe tonight."

      Jack climbed out of the car and ambled in the front door. Once he was inside, I pulled out of the driveway and cruised back to Diver Down. I parked the car, put up the top, and clicked the alarm as I walked away. The lights flashed.

      My phone buzzed with a call from Chloe as I strolled down the dock. "Hey, I’ve only got a few minutes to spare and wanted to call and make sure everything was all set with you guys."

      "We are locked and loaded.”

      “Fantastic. I can't wait to see you! The show is gonna be so amazing. You’ve been in touch with the tour manager, Eric, right?"

      "I have. He booked the hotel and arranged the flight. I've double-checked everything. We're all set. We’ll load in the day of, have a soundcheck in the afternoon, and I think we’re scheduled to go on at 8:30 PM.”

      “Yes indeed. Looking forward to it. Gotta run. I'll see you in a few days. Call me if you need anything, and Eric is on call 24/7. Oh, and I’ve got something to tell you when you get here. Ciao!"

      She hung up the phone before I could inquire further.
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      Daniels called in the morning. The sun wasn’t even up yet. The phone buzzed incessantly on the nightstand, then went to voicemail. It buzzed again, and I finally was coherent enough to snatch it and take the call.

      “That CI of yours… Dallas Johnson…. He's not gonna be informing anymore."

      I exhaled a deep breath, and my jaw clenched. "What happened?"

      “Somebody stabbed him last night outside his girlfriend's apartment. Brenda is there now, along with Mendoza and Robinson. You and numbnuts need to get over there and see what you can find out.” Daniels paused, and his voice uncharacteristically softened. “How's he doing by the way?"

      "He's on the mend."

      "Is he fit for duty?"

      "In an advisory capacity," I said in jest.

      "Maybe you should leave him out of this one."

      "You know that's not possible."

      Daniels didn't argue. "Keep me posted."

      I ended the call, wiped the sleep from my eyes, and pulled myself out of bed. I called JD, but he didn't pick up the phone. I left a message, then called back a few more times with no response.

      I rushed through my morning routine, sprinted down the dock, hopped into the Porsche, and drove to JD's house. I was in for quite a surprise when I pulled into the driveway. Faye’s red Honda was parked in the circular drive by the door.

      I groaned and killed the engine. I hopped out of the car and jogged to the front door. My fist pounded on it several times.

      The sun was just barely cresting the horizon.

      It took about five minutes for JD to stagger to the door and pull it open. He looked at me with bleary eyes and tousled hair. "What's going on?"

      "We’ve got a little problem with our CI."

      “What kind of problem?” Before I could give him the scoop, he asked, "Why didn't you call first?"

      "I did.”

      "Well, it must have been on silent."

      "What did you do?" I asked in an accusatory tone.

      He shrugged sheepishly, then looked over his shoulder to see if Faye was anywhere around.

      I assumed she was still in bed.

      "It wasn't my fault,” JD insisted. “She tripped and fell in my lap, and it just slipped in."

      "Right... What was she doing here in the first place?"

      "She stopped by after you dropped me off, just to see if I needed anything. Very thoughtful of her if you want my honest opinion."

      “If you screw this up, you’ve got nobody to blame but yourself."

      "I'm not screwing anything up. We're both professionals. We talked about it. We're not gonna let this affect our professional relationship. We did what we did, and that was it. Life is short. Why deny yourself temporary pleasure?”

      "Well, you need to get dressed. Dallas Johnson is dead."

      His eyes rounded. I filled him in on the details.

      Jack stepped aside and invited me in. He shuffled back into the bedroom to get dressed. I took a seat on the couch and waited.

      He emerged a few minutes later, wearing his traditional uniform of cargo shorts, a Hawaiian shirt, and checkered Vans. He had his pistol holstered in his waistband for an appendix carry.

      JD left a note on the kitchen table for Faye, and we left the house and climbed into the Porsche. Jack wanted to try his hand at driving. I climbed into the passenger seat, and he cranked up the beast and pulled out of the driveway. He winced slightly as he turned the wheel but muscled through it. We drove to Felicity’s apartment.

      Dallas’s body lay in a pool of blood on the sidewalk.

      Red and blue lights flickered, and deputies had taped off the area. At this time of the morning, there weren’t too many onlookers, but the deputies kept them at bay.

      Dallas’s girlfriend was in the apartment, sobbing and talking to Deputy Robinson.

      Brenda hovered over the body, and I spoke with Mendoza.

      “Looks like he was coming home about 4 o'clock in the morning when he was jumped, Mendoza said. “Brenda says the body temperature indicates he's been on the sidewalk for a couple hours. A neighbor found the body when he was leaving for work this morning.” Mendoza pointed to a guy standing not far away. He was early 40s, had dark hair, and wore a suit and tie.

      I called the man over and asked him a few questions. “What time did you discover the body?"

      "About 6:15 AM. I called 911 right away."

      "Did you see anyone in the area?"

      He shook his head. "But around 4:30, I did hear a loud motorcycle rev its engine and drive away. It sounded like it was a block over. I don't know if that's related or not, but I overheard the deputy talking about the time of death. The timing seems to coincide.”

      My first thought was that the Savage Barbarians had poked a few holes in Dallas to send a message to anyone that would inform on the group's operations.

      "You live next door, correct?" I asked.

      He nodded.

      "Mendoza has your information, right?"

      The man nodded. "I gave him a full statement."

      "I may have further questions for you."

      "Can I go now? I'm really late for work."

      I cut him loose, and he hurried along.

      I stepped closer to the scene. Dallas was face down on the sidewalk, his eyes still open. Deep crimson blood surrounded his body, and the fresh tattoo on his arm was clearly visible.

      I felt responsible for pulling him into this. He’d probably still be alive if we hadn’t coerced him into informing. Dallas wasn’t exactly the most upstanding member of the community, but that didn't make his death any easier to live with.

      "Looks like he was stabbed with a hunting knife with serrations on the blade near the hilt,” Brenda said. "I'll know more after a full examination—probably a 7-inch blade. By my count, he was stabbed 15 times."

      "Any valuables taken?"

      "He had his wallet and a wad of cash still on him. This was no robbery."

      I told Mendoza to start canvassing the area. Maybe there was a witness, but I doubted anyone would come forward. If they did, they'd be painting a target on themselves.

      I stepped around the body and ambled up the walkway to Dallas's girlfriend's apartment. The door was open, and I pushed inside, followed by JD.

      Felicity sobbed on the couch, hugging her baby and her older child. They all cried and wailed.

      Robinson moved to greet us. "She didn't see or hear anything. Said she didn't even know he was dead until we banged on the door."

      I approached Felicity and expressed my condolences.

      She looked up at me with scornful eyes. My condolences didn't mean much to her now.

      "Can you tell me where Dallas was last night?”

      "How should I know where he goes? Probably with that skanky girlfriend of his."

      "Do you know if there's anyone that wanted to harm Dallas?"

      "Besides me?"

      I seriously doubted Felicity had the ability to inflict 15 stab wounds on Dallas, as much as she may have wanted to at times.

      "Did he express concern over anything lately?"

      "He expressed concern about you guys using him as a snitch. That's why he’s dead. This is all your fault."

      I wasn't feeling any better about the situation. "We're keeping all possibilities open. We don’t want to jump to any conclusions."

      She scoffed. "Shit, you’re dumb if you don't think this was some kind of retaliation for turning him into an informant. I'm gonna sue you and the Sheriff’s Department. How am I gonna pay the rent now? How am I going to feed these kids? Dallas may not have been good for much, but he was good for that. He always made sure I had what I needed. Now, what am I gonna do? You tell me that, Mr. Police Man,” she said with venom in her voice.
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      We wrapped up at the scene, and Dallas’s remains were taken to the medical examiner's office. Mendoza and Robinson knocked on every door in the area. Those who answered didn't see anything suspicious—or they weren't willing to say.

      We went back to the station and filled out after-action reports. I swung by Denise's desk, and she told me, "Dutch bonded out this morning."

      "What time?"

      "Half an hour ago.”

      "So, he couldn't have killed Dallas."

      "Doesn't look that way. Just FYI, his attorney also represents the Barbarians."

      "That doesn't surprise me."

      "Just be careful," Denise cautioned. "These people are dangerous."

      "I know.”

      "JD's lucky to be alive,” she said.

      We both looked at Jack across the office as he poured a cup of coffee. He loaded it full of cream and sugar, then ambled toward us.

      "Oh, my bad. I didn't ask you if you wanted a cup," he said to both of us as he arrived.

      "You know, that's not a bad idea," I said.

      Denise already had a cup on her desk. I asked her if she wanted a refill.

      She nodded, and I snatched the cup from her desk and headed toward the coffeemaker.

      She chatted with JD until I returned.

      "It's hot," I cautioned, setting the cup on her desk.

      I waited for my coffee to cool before sipping it.

      "I'm starving," JD said. "Let's go get breakfast at Eggcellent.”

      It sounded good to me. I asked Denise, "Do you want us to bring you back any donuts?"

      "Are you kidding me? It's bikini season."

      I chuckled. Denise didn’t have a thing to worry about in that department.

      We left the station with our styrofoam cups of coffee, and JD handed me the keys. I figured he didn't want to hassle with the hot cup while trying to steer with a set of cracked ribs.

      Eggcellent was a 24-hour diner that served breakfast around the clock. You could get scrambled eggs, eggs over easy, sunny side up, omelettes, frittatas, and every other imaginable breakfast dish on the planet—waffles, pancakes, bacon, blueberry muffins, bran muffins, kolaches, donuts, éclairs. The dessert section was type II diabetes in the making.

      A hostess seated us in a booth by the window, and we slid into the red vinyl seats. I ordered a ham and cheese omelette, hash browns, bacon, and toast, and JD got blueberry waffles. He smothered them in butter and maple syrup when they arrived, and we devoured the meal.

      With a mouthful of waffles, JD said, "I think we need to go pay Dutch a visit when the shop opens. I've got a message he can give to those Barbarian friends of his."

      Jack was full of piss and vinegar this morning, and I didn't blame him.

      We finished breakfast, drank another cup of coffee, and shot the breeze. We had a couple hours to kill before the tattoo parlor opened.

      Curiosity got the best of me. “So, tell me how this thing went down?"

      "Dude, you would not believe. That little girl is a firecracker. How could I say no to that? She has got a body like pow! And the things she can do with her tongue.”

      "And how do you see this working out over the next few weeks?" I asked in a tone that betrayed my dread.

      “Like I told you, it doesn't have to work out over the next few weeks. It has to work out for the next few days."

      "We still have more shows after New York that Crash won't be able to play.”

      He frowned.

      “Unless you want to go on hiatus…”

      “Hell no! I don't want to lose any momentum."

      "So, is this just fun, or do you like her?"

      "It was fun, and I like what I've seen so far, but we don't know each other well enough to determine whether we like each other," he said in air quotes. "Why are you acting like such a pansy about this?"

      "It's my job to look out for the interests of the band. That's all. It was your rule anyway."

      JD frowned at me again. "Believe me, this girl is worth breaking a few silly rules for. I'm telling you."

      "Just don't get too attached too quickly."

      His face twisted into a scowl. "Me? Get attached? What are you talking about?"

      I rolled my eyes. This coming from the guy who asked Sloan to marry him after three weeks. This coming from the man with six ex-wives.

      “If it will make you feel better, I'll have a talk with her this afternoon and make sure we're on the same page about getting through the next couple of weeks without any drama. She's a professional. I'm sure she can separate work from pleasure."

      I had my doubts.

      I paid the tab and left a nice tip for the waitress. We left the restaurant, ambled across the parking lot to the Porsche, and I hopped behind the wheel.

      "I think we need to press Willow for answers," I said.

      "She didn't seem too keen on talking to us. And you think she's really gonna tell us anything that might incriminate her dad?" JD shook his head dismissively.

      I shrugged. "The way she was crying at the funeral, I'd hazard a guess that she was in love with Gunner. I'm sure she has her suspicions, but if she found out that Mad Dog killed Gunner, she might be mad enough to talk."

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed Isabella. "I need another favor. And don't say I never do anything for you."

      "Are you feeling guilty, like you’re taking advantage of me?”

      "Nobody takes advantage of you that you don't allow."

      She chuckled. “What do you need?"

      "I need you to track Willow Whalen's phone and tell me where she is."

      “I’ll get back in touch with you shortly," she said before hanging up.

      A moment later, a text from Isabella buzzed my phone.
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      “Willow is at home right now,” Isabella said.

      “Text me if she leaves,” I said.

      We’d already been to Mad Dog's house, and there was no way we were getting past his security detail. Willow certainly wouldn't feel comfortable speaking to us at home. We needed to catch as she left.

      We headed over to the tattoo studio. We pulled into the parking lot, hopped out of the Porsche, and strolled inside. Dutch hadn't started work on his first client yet. He was prepping his area. So was Kat. They were going about business as usual.

      When the door chimed, Dutch glared at us. "What the hell do you want?"

      "We just thought we'd say hello," JD said.

      “Dallas Johnson is dead," I said.

      There was no reaction in his face. "Am I supposed to give a shit?"

      I shrugged. "How do you think he got that way?"

      "I don't know anything about it."

      “I bet some of your friends do," I said.

      "I'm an unlikable guy," Dutch said. “I don't have any friends."

      "I'm not gonna argue with that."

      His eyes narrowed at me.

      “I’m your friend,” Kat said.

      “Thank you for that, Kat,” Dutch said. He turned his glare back to me. "I didn't kill anybody. I didn't kill Gunner, I didn’t kill Dallas, and I didn't kill anybody else you come up with. You got that?”

      Kat went about her business, trying to ignore our conversation.

      Dutch’s client’s eyes widened and flicked between the two of us, soaking up the gossip.

      "You gentlemen need to leave,” Dutch said. “I’ve got a business to run."

      “By all means, go right ahead,” JD said. "We wouldn't want to keep you from an honest day’s work. And you can tell your Barbarian friends, from my lips to their ears, to go screw themselves.”

      Kat muttered, “Fuck off, pigs," as we pushed out the door.

      “Feel better?” I asked JD as we climbed into the Porsche.

      He grinned, “I do.”

      My phone buzzed with a text from Isabella. [Willow is Oscar Mike.]

      It was military slang for on the move.

      [I’ll update you shortly.]

      [Thanks.]

      I started the car, and we pulled out of the lot. We cruised with the top down, waiting for additional details. A few minutes later, Isabella texted again. [Willow just pulled into the Highland Village mall.]

      It was an open-air, high-end shopping mall filled with luxury boutiques. We pulled into the parking lot and walked to the main courtyard. With a few back-and-forth texts to Isabella, she directed us to Willow's location within the mall. We found her inside Sassy Girl—a trendy shop for fashion mavens that sold tight tops, miniskirts, and expensive shoes.

      We pushed inside and scanned the area. There was plenty of eye candy browsing the overpriced merchandise. A cute blonde stood in front of a three-way mirror, twisting in all directions, making sure a leather miniskirt perfectly accentuated the curve of her backside.

      It did.

      We continued past her and found Willow browsing the racks of tops. JD flashed his badge, and Willow glared at us from behind oversized Chanel sunglasses. "Are you following me around?"

      "We know about the affair," I said.

      She froze and swallowed hard.

      "What affair?"

      "Cut the nonsense. We know you and Gunner had a thing going.”

      She paused for a long moment. "Okay, fine. Yeah, we did. What are you going to do, arrest him for it?”

      "No, but we'd like to find the person who killed him. And if your feelings for him were as strong as I think they were, you'll help us."

      She glanced around to see if anyone was paying attention.

      Nobody was.

      The other patrons were too preoccupied with their own fashion dilemmas to care.

      "I think your dad found out," I continued. "I think he confronted Gunner, and things got out of hand. I think it was an accident. Your dad hit him, and Gunner fell to the concrete. It was the parking block that killed him, not the punch."

      Willow said nothing.

      “Did Mad Dog find out about you two?”

      Tears rolled past the frame of her sunglasses. She lifted them up and wiped her eyes. She nodded. "Somehow, he got into my phone. I think he saw a private message from Gunner. He blew up. You know how my dad is. He flew off the handle. He’s got a huge temper."

      “I’ve seen him fight," JD said.

      "What happened?” I asked.

      "I denied everything. I told him I was talking to Gunner about getting a tattoo when I turned 18."

      “Did he buy it?”

      "I thought I had convinced him there was nothing going on. He made a few threats, but I never thought he’d actually do anything. At the most, I thought he’d try to scare Gunner.”

      "I think maybe that's all he intended. When was this?”

      She started to sob. “The night Gunner was killed.”

      The other patrons finally took notice.

      The sales clerk approached. “Is everything okay here?"

      JD flashed his badge, and the clerk backed off.

      "Let's step outside," I said.

      We left the store and escorted her to a bench in the courtyard. We all took a seat.

      "What's going to happen to my dad?" Willow asked between sobs.

      "I don't know," I said. "Right now, this is all theory and speculation. What about his bodyguards?"

      “What about them?”

      “Would Mad Dog have sent them to scare Gunner?”

      Willow shrugged. “I don’t know.” She paused, her mind spinning. I could see she was coming apart inside, looking for solid ground, but there wasn’t any. “This is so fucked up. I don't know what to do. I don't want my dad to go to jail. You have to understand, I loved Gunner. And he loved me. He said so!”

      "I'm assuming you two were engaged in a sexual relationship," I said.

      "It was totally consensual. I wanted to be with him."

      "Well, according to the State of Florida, you're not old enough to consent."

      She scoffed. "Please, I can screw a guy who's 18, but I can't screw a guy who's 38?"

      "Gunner should have known better."

      "You guys don’t understand. Nobody understands. And what does it matter now, anyway? He's dead. And you, or dad, or the State, or anybody else, can’t tell me who I can and can't love."

      “Tell me about your dad's bodyguards," I said. “Mad Dog doesn't really seem like the type of guy who needs bodyguards.”

      "He doesn't. But there are some crazy people out there. And people get pretty pissed off at my dad. People win and lose fortunes betting on him. And you better believe they get mad when he loses."

      "He's only lost once," JD said.

      "Yeah, well, that was a bullshit decision."

      “What are the names of his bodyguards?” I asked.

      “Ivan and Domingo.”

      "Would you be willing to come down to the station and make a statement?” I asked.

      "Why? So you can use it against my dad?"

      "If it was an accident, it would be in your dad's best interest to come forward and clear this thing up. The charges he’d be facing would be a lot less, and maybe the DA would be willing to work a deal. But as it stands, if he did this, he's in a lot of trouble."

      “And you want me to help you put him away?"

      "At some point, you’ll have to decide where your loyalties lie?"

      "A minute ago you were harassing me about my relationship with Gunner, telling me how illegal it was. Now you're asking me to choose between the two of them?"

      "I'm not asking you to choose between the two of them. I'm asking you to choose between the truth and a lie."
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      "I'm not gonna say anything without a lawyer present," Willow said.

      I hated to hear those words.

      "You're not in any trouble,” I assured.

      "So? I'm not talking to you without an attorney. I need to think about this."

      She stood up and marched away.

      I sprinted after her. "Maybe your dad had nothing to do with it. Maybe it was the bodyguards, Ivan and Domingo. Maybe your dad told them to rough Gunner up. Who knows? But the longer this drags out, the worse it's gonna be."

      "I told you, I’ll think about it," she said as she kept marching.

      I dug into my pocket and handed her my card. "Call me when you decide to do the right thing.”

      She looked at the card but wouldn’t take it. She kept marching away, her high heels clacking against the concrete.

      JD caught up to me. "You didn't really expect her to rat out her dad, did you?"

      "I thought there might be a chance if she was mad enough.”

      "We need to find a way to put Mad Dog at the scene of the crime, or he's gonna walk away from this one,” JD said.

      I took a deep breath.

      JD was right. I had the sinking feeling Mad Dog was gonna get away with murder.

      I got a call from Kat. She was on her ATF phone. She knew better than to call me from her Hellcat phone. "I can't talk long, but I thought you'd like to know… Dutch is pretty rattled."

      "That's good. Did he say anything about Dallas?”

      "I don't think he had any direct knowledge of the killing. But it would definitely be in the Barbarians wheelhouse to eliminate a snitch. I think Dutch is worried he might be on their hit list. He's tight with those guys, but if they get the sense that he might roll over on them, he's as good as gone. I'm planning on going to Kickstand later to see what I can find out."

      "Be careful."

      "Always."

      "Keep me posted."

      “Is that concern I hear in your voice?”

      "We gotta look out for one another."

      “Well, if you don't hear from me by tomorrow morning, then you can get worried. You know how to contact my backup, right?”

      “I do. Does he know where you’re going?”

      “I always let him know.”

      “What’s your plan with this?”

      “My plan is to work my way in, collect as much evidence as possible, record as many conversations as I can, and eventually take the whole organization down. This is a long game. It’s not going to get wrapped up in a neat little bow anytime soon.” She paused. “Gotta go. Talk later.”

      She ended the call.

      We walked back to the parking lot, and Isabella called. “I pulled the records for Mad Dog’s phone as well as his two bodyguards. I noticed something suspicious. They all went off the grid at 11:30 PM the night Gunner was killed. They stayed off the grid until after 2 AM.”

      “Off the grid, like turned off their cell phones?”

      “That’s my guess.”

      “All three at the same time?”

      “Yep.”

      “That implies coordination. They were planning something and didn’t want anybody to know about their whereabouts.”

      “I agree.”

      “Thanks for the intel.”

      “Now you just have to figure out a legitimate way of getting that information.”

      I ended the call and told JD.

      “So, the three of them hop into a car to teach Gunner a lesson. They drive to the tattoo shop, one of them hops out, and a confrontation ensues.”

      “That sounds about right.”

      “Now we just need to figure out who threw the fatal blow. But if my theory is right, they’re all on the hook for this.”

      We didn’t have enough evidence to get a warrant, and with nobody talking, we were unlikely to get one. In police work, there is what you know and what you can prove. And right now, we couldn’t prove much.

      We climbed into the Porsche and headed to the practice studio to see  Dizzy and Styxx off on their journey. We pulled into the parking lot, and the two were still loading gear into the van.

      Crash looked on in a supervisory capacity, unable to lift due to his injury. JD was useless in that regard as well.

      It was taking them twice as long to load up the van. The thing was packed to the gills with instruments, speaker cabinets, amp heads, cables, extra strings, picks, and road snacks. The two trailblazers were planning on driving straight through, taking turns through the night. They were getting a late start, but nobody expected Dizzy and Styxx to leave at the ass-crack of dawn. But daylight was burning at an alarming pace.

      “You guys need to get the show on the road,” JD said.

      “Relax,” Dizzy said. “We’ve got plenty of time. We’ll get there two days ahead of the show.”

      “Yes, but you’re leaving early just in case something happens on the road,” I said.

      “Nothings gonna happen,” Dizzy replied. “We’ve got a fully rebuilt van in tip-top shape and plenty of open highway.”

      “Just don’t get too high along the way,” JD cautioned.

      Dizzy’s face twisted dismissively.

      It took another half hour to finish loading the van, then the two eager road warriors climbed in, and Styxx took the wheel. He cranked up the engine, and the throaty exhaust rumbled. The matte black van, with its fat chrome rims and loud exhaust pipes, was ready to devour the road. Jack had given them a prepaid debit card to cover gas and expenses.

      The downside of the rebuilt '70s era van was its crappy gas mileage. There were better ways to get the gear up to New York, but none of the guys wanted to take a chance on having their rigs lost in transit. It was a small set up, but all the instruments and amps would be mic’d up and blasted through the massive towers of speakers Chloe-C used on the tour. Wild Fury would sound like thunderous giants as their heavy tones filled the arena.

      That was if we all made it to New York in one piece.
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      We’d been going at a pretty hard pace. JD decided an afternoon on the water would be in our best interest. He wasn’t going to get an argument from me. We were at a standstill for the time being. The case had ground to a halt. Taking an afternoon off to clear our heads would do us good. Maybe the fresh perspective would allow us to see something we missed. A new angle to tie Mad Dog, or one of his bodyguards, to the crime.

      I disconnected water and power and cast off the lines. JD took the helm and piloted the Avventura out of the marina. He throttled up once we hit the open water, and I knew exactly where he was going. He’d been pretty quiet about it of late, but he was still obsessed with the lost treasure of Jacques De La Fontaine. His theories kept evolving as to where the treasure could be.

      I had several theories myself.

      If it existed at all, it was probably strewn along the coast in multiple different areas. Rumor had it, the famous French pirate had also buried stashes on several islands throughout the Keys. There was a part of me that thought the whole thing was an elaborate hoax concocted by the dreaded pirate himself, purposely filling centuries of treasure hunters with dreams of untold riches. He wrote about it extensively in his memoir, and I often wondered if he went to his grave laughing.

      Nevertheless, it was an excuse to get out on the water, blow off steam, and pretend to be on some great quest. I knew the treasure was real. But how much was really still out there?

      There was a particular area Jack kept going back to. He was convinced we were close to the mother lode. It was beyond the boundaries of state waters, cutting them out of any claim. There were a host of regulations and permits required for treasure hunting within state waters. And actually finding the treasure would likely open a can of worms and a lengthy legal battle.

      When we arrived at our destination, we dropped anchor, and I pulled the sonar drone from its case. The damn thing looked like a Tomahawk missile with fins and a propeller. Jack synced the device with his phone, establishing a wireless connection. He programmed in a search grid, and we launched the device into the teal water. It would run its pre-programmed pattern, scanning the seafloor, relaying a 3-D image back to Jack's phone.

      The Avventura swayed with the swells, and the sun glistened off the water. I grabbed two beers from the fridge and twisted the tops with a hiss. I handed one to JD, and we clinked the sweaty amber longnecks. We sat on the aft deck, enjoying the afternoon, letting the sonar drone do the heavy lifting. I didn't care if we found anything or not. I just wanted to unwind. We thought about doing a little fishing, but Jack reasoned that he wouldn’t be able to cast the line or reel in a heavy fish. He needed to avoid irritating his injuries.

      Buddy joined us and lazed around all afternoon. We drank cold beer, shot the breeze, and talked about the case, the band, Faye, and everything else under the sun. When the drone completed its grid, we changed locations, and JD programmed in another search pattern. We did this a few times and were out there until the sun had disappeared over the horizon.

      We came up empty-handed again, but I felt recharged by the experience. JD was already working on other theories about where we might one day find the treasure. We weighed anchor and headed back to Coconut Key.

      It was well after dark when we arrived at the marina. JD piloted the Avventura back into the slip. I tied off and reconnected water and power, then took Buddy out for a quick walk before grabbing something to eat at Diver Down.

      We had dinner and a few drinks, then called it an early night. JD drove the Porsche back to his house, and I told him I’d catch up with him in the morning.

      I returned to the boat and settled in for the evening, watching mindless reality shows. Despite the relaxing afternoon, there was a growing sense of dread stirring within me. It was getting close to midnight, and I hadn't heard anything from Kat. I knew she was an experienced agent and could handle herself.

      When I didn't hear from her the next morning, the sense of dread began to solidify.
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      I didn't want to step out of my lane, and I didn't know if Kat’s partner at the ATF, Liam Oliver, would even talk to me.

      When I hadn't heard from Kat by noon, I decided to call Liam. I knew Kat had mentioned my name to him, but when I introduced myself, I was greeted with tight lips. I expressed my concern, but Liam kept his cards close to his chest. "I'm sorry, Deputy, but I think you're mistaken. We don't have an agent by that name here."

      I didn't blame him. He didn't know me. Who the hell was I? Anyone could have called the Bureau and claimed to be Deputy Tyson Wild with the Coconut County Sheriff's Department.

      It didn't matter whether he acknowledged Kat or not. I figured he needed to know she’d gone dark. "The last time I talked to Kat, she mentioned going to Kickstand. I'm sure you’ve got the situation under control."

      "Again, Deputy, you're mistaken. There is no situation."

      He ended the call, and that sense of dread in my stomach twisted. I called JD and expressed my concerns.

      "What do you want to do?” JD asked. “If she's in trouble, I'm sure her backup is on top of it.” He paused. “We can swing by Kickstand and start asking questions."

      "No, that might really blow her cover. We don't know that anything happened yet. I just have a funky feeling.”

      "Have you tried calling her ATF phone?"

      “No. And I'm not going to. It could be compromised."

      Sheriff Daniels called on the other line. I told JD I'd call him back, then clicked over to answer.

      "What's up?"

      "There's a car fire over at the thrift mart on Perch Street. Fire department is on it. Get over there and check it out. Fire marshal says it looks like someone doused the car in gasoline and lit it up."

      I ended the call and dialed JD. I filled him in, and he swung by to pick me up a few minutes later.

      My sense of dread turned sour.

      By the time we arrived on the scene, the flames had been extinguished. All that remained was the charred shell of the vehicle. The first thing that I noticed about the car was that the license plates had been removed. The second thing I noticed was that it was the same make and model as Kat’s undercover vehicle that we had first seen at the tattoo parlor.

      The smoldering vehicle was located in an alley behind a strip mall that was home to a thrift store. It wasn’t visible from the road. The acrid stench of burning rubber and scorched fabric filled the air. The firefighters were wrapping up now, and I talked to the fire marshal.

      "Burn patterns are consistent with an accelerant such as gasoline. Looks like it was doused inside and out."

      "Anybody see anything?" I asked.

      "Not that I know of."

      "Who called in the report?"

      The fire marshal pointed to a guy loitering near the back entrance to the thrift mart. “Said he came out for a smoke break and saw the vehicle on fire."

      I walked to the guy and flashed my badge.

      He puffed his cigarette.

      "Did you see or hear anything?" I asked.

      He shook his head. "No. The car was blazing when I stepped outside. You should have seen it. There were flames 20 feet in the air. Black smoke rolled into the sky. It was wicked looking."

      "Did you hear any motorcycles prior to the blaze?”

      His face twisted. "I don't know. Lots of traffic around here. I wasn’t really paying attention to tell you the truth."

      I took his information down, then ambled back to the scene.

      The car still smoldered.

      Mendoza approached. "I ran the VIN. The car is registered to Kat Valentine."

      Mendoza wasn’t in the loop. He didn't know who Kat Valentine was.

      "Want me to track her down?" he asked.

      "No. I'll handle it."

      "Whatever you say.” Mendoza strolled back to his patrol car, and firefighters wrapped up. Arson investigators continued to work the remaining debris. The vehicle would eventually be towed back to the Property Division of the Sheriff’s Department.

      "I think your friend’s cover is compromised," JD muttered.

      "I think you're right. I just hope she’s still alive."
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      I called Liam Oliver again. "Just thought you might like to know we found the burned-out shell of a car registered to Kat Valentine at the thrift mart.”

      Liam was silent for a long moment. "Meet me at Key Bean in 20 minutes."

      "You got it,” I said. “How will I know you?"

      "I'll know you."

      I ended the call, and we left the scene and headed to the eclectic coffee shop. We found a booth in the back and waited for Liam to arrive. The gentle murmur of quiet conversation filled the air, along with the constant sound of the espresso machine. Baristas called out the names of customers as each order was ready. Chill, down-tempo music filtered out of the speakers.

      I’d never seen Liam before, but I recognized him the instant he stepped through the door. Clean-cut, short dark hair, brown eyes, suit, tie, and eyes that were aware of their surroundings.

      Federal agents are unmistakable.

      He spotted us in the booth, marched toward us, and slid onto the bench across the table from us. He showed me his credentials, and we shook hands.

      "How many people in your department know about Kat’s operation?" Liam asked.

      "The two of us and Sheriff Daniels."

      "That's it?"

      I nodded.

      "You're sure?"

      "Her cover is likely blown,” I said.

      "We don't know that, and your department has a history of leaks," he said with a tense face.

      I couldn't argue with him.

      "Tell me what you know,” I said.

      “Kat’s UC phone went off the grid sometime around midnight last night."

      "Were you watching her when she went to Kickstand? You’re her backup, after all."

      He didn't like the subtle accusation. "You’ve got to realize, Kat has been undercover 24 hours a day, seven days a week for the last six months. She gives me a heads up when she thinks she needs an extra set of eyes on the situation. I talked to her last night. She said she was going to Kickstand and was going to keep her ears open. She said she didn’t need backup. There was nothing unusual about her going to that bar.”

      He sounded defensive, like he was trying to make himself feel better about not looking out for his partner.

      "Maybe she asked too many questions about Dallas Johnson's death,” I suggested.

      "Or maybe you assholes got everyone spooked when you raided the tattoo parlor!”

      I bit my tongue. "How were we supposed to know she was undercover?"

      The muscles in his jaw flexed. Liam didn't have an answer. There wasn't one.

      "Look, that's all water under the bridge now,” I said. “We need to find Kat before it's too late."

      Liam continued. “Until I know otherwise, I have to proceed as though her cover is intact.”

      “They burned her car, for Christ’s sake. What more indication do you need?”

      “She’s gone off the grid before. The Barbarian’s are known for taking prospects to remote locations and holding them for a few days, accusing them of being law enforcement, and trying to get them to break cover. They do extensive background checks on potential members. It’s a standard tactic for them to play mind games.” He sighed, and a grim look washed over his face. “We lost an agent a few years ago who tried to infiltrate their organization. After two days in captivity, he admitted to being an agent and they killed him. We never found his remains.”

      JD and I frowned.

      “If we go in, guns blazing, that may be all the confirmation the Barbarians need,” Liam said. “My guess is they’ve taken Kat to a secure location, and they are asking a lot of questions. If they don't get the answers they want, she's dead."

      "You know her better than I do. Can she hold up in a situation like that?”

      "She's a tough agent. But everybody’s got a breaking point." He let out a deep, frustrated breath.

      "Where would they take her?"

      His frantic eyes darted about as he thought. “Hard to say. We just don’t know enough about their organization yet.”

      “How many people inside the ATF know about the operation?” I asked.

      “Just myself, my SAC, and my ASAC.”

      “Do you have cell numbers for Rhett and the others?”

      “They use burners, and they switch them out routinely.”

      He gave me the last numbers he had acquired for Rhett, Tank, Tiny, Knuckles, and Gear. I texted the numbers to Isabella and asked her to track the phones.

      She replied a few minutes later. All the phones were off the grid. Said she’d let me know if any of them popped up. I relayed the information to Liam without giving him any details about Isabella.

      “Seems like you’ve got a few more resources than your average deputy,” Liam said.

      “I do.”

      His curious eyes surveyed me for a moment. “Maybe it’s better I don’t know.”

      “The way I see it, you can expand the operation, bring in the rest of the Bureau, and stage simultaneous raids on all of these scumbags,” I said. “Or we can keep this under the radar and handle it ourselves.”

      “I’ve discussed the former with my SAC. If we raid these guys, and we don’t find her, they’ll kill her,” Liam said. “Word will get out that she’s an agent.” He hesitated and muttered in an embarrassed tone, “We also believe someone within the Bureau may be compromised.”

      That hung there, drifting in the air amid the swirl of the espresso machine. It was an interesting admission after he had the nerve to accuse our department of being leaky.

      Liam said, “We need to be absolutely sure about where Kat is before we strike.”

      “I agree.”

      “Tyson and I have a lot of experience in recovering high-value assets,” JD said confidently.

      Liam’s eyes flicked between the two of us. “I sure hope so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            44

          

        

      

    

    
      “I think they may be using a stash house on Walleye Drive to store drugs and guns," Liam said. "I don't have anything concrete, but that may very well be where they're keeping her."

      "We'll take our surveillance van," I suggested. "They know our faces, but they don't know you. Put on an orange vest and a hat and pretend you’re from the utility company. Knock on the door and tell them you'll be in the yard working on the line with your crew."

      "I need to run this by my SAC,” Liam said.

      “We need to get eyes on that place ASAP and see if she's there,” I urged. “I can put together a tactical team of deputies that I trust. We can keep them in the dark about the situation. They don’t need to know anything about Kat’s undercover work. We’ll have them wait in the wings in case something goes down."

      He nodded. “I still have to clear the operation.”

      Liam called his Special Agent in Charge. After the call, he said, “My SAC says recon only. We don’t move without authorization.”

      We left the coffee shop and headed to the Sheriff’s Department. I told Daniels about the plan and rounded up deputies Erickson, Faulkner, Mendoza, and Robinson. We’d done numerous breach and clear operations together. These guys were solid. We might not always have seen eye-to-eye and had exchanged a few barbs from time to time. But I trusted these men with my life.

      "What's the op?” Erickson asked.

      "We may have a hostage situation," I said. "We're gonna do a little recon. But stay on comms. If I give the signal, move in.”

      They donned their tactical gear with vests and helmets and slung assault rifles over their shoulders. They piled into the tactical van with glee. An operation like this broke up the monotony of roaming the streets in a patrol car.

      We loaded into the surveillance van, and the tac team followed us to Walleye Drive. The target was in a modest neighborhood with single-story homes. Some of them were well maintained, and others were in disrepair. It wasn’t the worst part of town, but not the best either.

      The tac team held up around the corner. We drove the surveillance van down Walleye Drive and pulled to the curb near the supposed stash house. We donned reflective safety vests and white hardhats. We stayed in contact with each other through wireless earbuds.

      With the high-powered cameras of the surveillance van, we got a good look at the stash house. There didn't appear to be much activity inside.

      The street was calm. A car passed by now and then. Down the street, kids tossed a ball.

      “Bravo 4, this is Bravo 1. Radio check, over," I said.

      A few moments later, Erickson’s voice crackled in my ear. "Bravo 1, Bravo 4, I hear you loud and clear, over."

      "Bravo 3?”

      Liam nodded and gave the thumbs-up.

      "Bravo 2?”

      JD gave the thumbs-up.

      With all the comms working, I pulled open the door opposite the house, and Liam hopped out. He moved around the front of the vehicle and jogged across the street. He marched up the walkway, and we watched the flatscreen monitors as he knocked on the door. He wore a body-cam and a wire in his vest.

      Somebody shouted through the door, “What do you want?"

      "Coconut Key Electric. We’ll be working on the lines in the area and need access to the property. I just wanted to make you aware of that. Do you have any dogs?"

      "No dogs," the gruff voice barked back.

      "Have you been experiencing any power fluctuations lately?"

      After a brief pause, the door opened, and the thug looked Liam up and down. I recognized him from Kickstand. It was Knuckles—a big guy with a square jaw, meaty fists, and a crooked nose. His long brown hair hung past his shoulders. He wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed.

      "Yeah, the lights flicker every time the AC kicks on,” Knuckles said. “And the power went out for an hour last night.”

      It was a happy coincidence.

      Liam looked beyond him into the home, trying to catch a glimpse of anything. “We’ve been getting a lot of complaints in this area. It shouldn't take too long to troubleshoot the lines. You live here alone?"

      Knuckles’s brow knitted. "What business is that of yours?”

      "Just trying to get a sense of your power consumption. I tell you, every time my girlfriend plugs in the hairdryer, it trips the breaker. The wiring in some of these old houses can get a little funky."

      "It's just me,” Knuckles said, his eyes full of suspicion.

      "Like I said, we’ll be out of your hair shortly."

      Knuckles closed the door, and Liam walked across the grass to the driveway and ambled toward the back gate. He stopped and peered in through the kitchen window momentarily, then continued. He muttered. “Bravo 1, I see no indication of the target."

      "Copy,” I replied.

      Liam examined the power lines that ran through the backyard and found the access point to the garage. He carried a clipboard and took notes. You can get away with almost anything if you have a clipboard in your hand and an official-looking outfit. He walked the perimeter of the property, peering in through windows.

      I guess Knuckles got suspicious because he stepped onto the back porch with a shotgun in his hand. "What the hell are you doing, looking through my windows?"

      Liam smiled. "Just making note of the energy efficiency rating. We keep an overall database, then we correlate that with the usage and the square footage. It helps us evaluate the efficiency and helps us with grid planning. That information is not personally identifiable. It's just a broad database so we can better understand energy usage patterns."

      I had to give it to Liam. He was quick on his feet. His line of BS sounded pretty good, but Knuckles didn’t buy it.

      He racked the shotgun and took aim at Liam.
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      We had watched the whole scenario develop on Liam’s body-cam.

      Liam raised his hands in the air and tried to smile. "I see you're upset. I'll leave the property right away. No need for concern."

      JD and I hopped out of the van and darted up the driveway. When we reached the back gate, I had my pistol aimed at the thug’s back. “Drop the weapon!" I shouted. "Coconut County."

      Knuckles groaned.

      "Drop the weapon now!” I shouted again.

      Knuckles lowered the barrel of the shotgun, releasing his grasp on the fore-grip. He gently set the weapon down and raised his hands in the air.

      “Put your hands behind your head!" I shouted.

      JD advanced to the perp. He grabbed the big oaf’s wrist and yanked it behind his back, but the action caused a spike of pain to shoot through JD’s chest.

      Knuckles took the opportunity to resist. He twisted around and clobbered Jack, knocking him to the ground.

      Knuckles reached for his waistband and drew a pistol. He took aim at me, and two loud bangs echoed across the backyard. Crimson spurts of blood erupted from the scumbag’s chest as Liam pumped two rounds into the perp before he could take a shot at me.

      Knuckles’s eyes widened in horror, and the color drained from his face. He stumbled aside and collapsed as the weapon clattered to the concrete.

      "Bravo 1, Bravo 4… Suspect down,” I said over comms. “Need emergency medical services."

      I holstered my weapon, kicked Knuckles’s pistol out of reach, then knelt down and applied pressure to his wounds as he gasped for air. “Hang in there. Help is on the way.”

      He choked, coughed, and spat blood from his mouth.

      “Where is Hellcat?” I demanded.

      The thug’s eyes stared at the sky.

      “Is she inside?”

      An unnerving gurgling sound echoed from him as his lungs filled with fluid. He twitched and quivered, and more blood coughed from his mouth. It didn't take long for him to stop breathing.

      I slumped, deflated.

      JD climbed to his feet.

      Liam staggered toward the perp's lifeless body, his eyes wide, his skin pale.

      "Your first kill?” I asked.

      Liam nodded.

      I stood up, wiped the blood on my shorts. “It doesn't get any easier." I turned to JD. “Let’s search the house.”

      We pushed in through the back door, our weapons in the firing position. We cleared the area and saw several bricks of methamphetamine and fat stacks of cash on the breakfast table.

      The house was sparse and run down. The carpet was dirty and stained, and the blinds were in disarray.

      We cleared the corners and proceeded across the living room to a hallway that led to the bedrooms. We inched down the dim corridor. We took it door by door, kicking open each one and sweeping the area.

      We found a bedroom full of assault rifles—AK-47s and AR-15s. There were 9mms, .45s, Mac 10s, and even a grenade launcher. We kept advancing through the house, but there was no sign of Kat anywhere.

      By the time we finished our sweep, the rest of the tac team had arrived, and sirens from an ambulance warbled in the distance.

      I pulled Liam aside. He was still dazed. "You need to pull it together. This is a bad situation."

      "We're not even supposed to be on the property. We don't have a warrant." Sweat sprouted on his forehead.

      He took a deep breath and thought for a moment. The words tumbled out as he processed the situation. “Acting on good intelligence, we suspected this home was a stash house for narcotics and weapons. Through the kitchen window, I saw what appeared to be illegal narcotics. Having a reasonable suspicion to believe a crime was in progress, I continued to evaluate the situation. When I was confronted by the suspect in a hostile manner, I identified myself as a police officer. The suspect continued to act in a hostile manner and refused to comply with my attempts to de-escalate the situation. When the life of a fellow officer was in jeopardy, I used deadly force to neutralize the threat.”

      “Yeah, that sounds good,” I said, trying to sound optimistic.

      Liam's face tensed and filled with dread. He looked hopeless. "I'm done. The investigation is over, and Kat is as good as dead. As soon as word gets out that we raided this place, the Barbarians will want blood."
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      After we wrapped up at the scene, we headed back to the station and filled out after-action reports. Sheriff Daniels chewed us out in the conference room. "What the hell were you idiots thinking?"

      I gave him an incredulous look. "You signed off on the operation."

      "It was a recon mission.”

      “The life of a federal agent was in danger," I said. “We had to act.”

      Daniels grimaced and sighed. "Did you get any useful intel at least?"

      I shook my head.

      "Knuckles leased the house in his name. There’s nothing to tie it to the Barbarians as an organization."

      "So the trail stops with him?" Daniels asked.

      "It would appear so."

      "What about Kat?"

      I shrugged.

      "For all we know, she's at the bottom of the ocean," JD said in a grim tone.

      Denise poked her head into the conference room. "Hey, I just got a call from the emergency room. There was a domestic abuse situation. A woman came into the ER pretty beat up. Her lip was completely split all the way up to her nose, and she had a fractured orbital bone. She told the ER doctor that she had fallen down the stairs, but they're pretty sure this wasn’t a fall."

      "Why are you telling us?" I asked.

      "I think you need to talk to her. When they brought her in, she was wearing a vest that had the logo of the Savage Barbarians on it. A patch read: Property of Rhett."

      My eyes perked up, and JD and I launched from our chairs at the same time.

      Sheriff Daniels glared at me.

      I raised my hands innocently. "Hey, I didn't shoot anybody. You can't put me on leave."

      "Get some answers out of her,” Daniels grumbled. “Find that ATF agent."

      I told Denise she was the best as we rushed past her and raced out of the building. We ran across the lot, hopped into the Porsche, and sped to the emergency room.

      The clouds had rolled in, and a storm was on the horizon.

      At the reception desk, I flashed my badge. The receptionist told me Rhett’s old lady had been admitted to the hospital. She told me the room number and gave me directions.

      JD and I darted through the pastel corridors and took the elevator up to the second-floor trauma unit. The patients on this floor had been in car crashes, fallen off ladders, gotten in fights, been injured during sporting activities, you name it. We blazed past the paintings of seascapes and the depressing rooms until we found A220.

      Rhett's old lady, Pinky, was lying in bed with a morphine drip into her IV. She had stitches like train tracks that ran from her lip up to her nostril, and the left side of her face was swollen and purple. The sclera of her left eye was filled with blood, and she looked like something out of a horror movie. Her droopy eyes flicked to us as we entered, and I flashed my badge.

      "How are you feeling?" I asked.

      "How does it look like I'm feeling," she slurred, a little hazy from the pain medicine.

      "Looks like you’ve seen better days."

      "You’re that dipshit from Kickstand."

      I chuckled and nodded.

      "You got some balls on you, I’ll tell you that much. That, or you’re plain stupid."

      "Who did this to you?"

      "Do you have to ask?"

      "Why did he hit you?"

      "Does he need a reason?" She paused. "I'm not gonna press charges if that's why you're here."

      "Actually, it's the State's discretion to press charges."

      "I'm not gonna tell them who did it."

      "You already told me."

      "I'll say you’re lying.”

      I frowned at her.

      “You don't understand. This is nothing compared to what will happen to me if you guys try to arrest Rhett for this."

      "I'm not gonna push the issue if you don't want. But I need your help."

      "You need my help?"

      "Hellcat is missing."

      She tensed slightly.

      "I know you know something."

      Pinky went quiet.

      "I think they've made a mistake about Hellcat,” I said. “I think her life could be in danger. I think you already know that."
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      Pinky hesitated for a long moment. "How do you think I got in here? I mouthed off to Rhett about Hellcat. Boy, was he pissed off. He cocked his fist back and smacked me in the mouth before I knew what happened. They think Hellcat is a cop.” She paused. “Is she?"

      I wasn't about to blow her cover. "Kat is not a cop. She's just a girl who got mixed up with the wrong crowd. What have they done with her?"

      She eyed me suspiciously.

      "Rhett said they caught her asking questions and recording conversations on her phone."

      "If you know where she is, you need to tell me."

      "Right now, I suspect they’re trying to beat the truth out of her."

      I cringed. "Where?"

      "I don't know where they took her. They brought her back to the house, but Rhett didn't want to keep her there. I heard them talking about Crystal Key."

      "Are you sure about that?"

      "Yeah, I’m sure,” Pinky said. She frowned. “I shouldn’t be telling you this stuff, but they use that island a lot to pick up shipments and move product. But you can't say I said anything."

      "How many are involved?"

      She hesitated again. "Rhett, Tiny, Tank, Gear, and Knuckles."

      "Knuckles is dead."

      Her eyes widened with shock. "How?"

      "Long story,” I said. "I can get you into the witness security program. You can start a new life in a new location. They can set you up with a job and a place to live. You can get away from all this."

      "You want me to testify against Rhett and the others?”

      "It's a way out. Think about it."

      I could see the thought bounce around in her mind. I wasn’t going to press the issue. But maybe in time, she'd decide to do the right thing. I wished her well before leaving the room.

      JD and I left the hospital and raced back to the marina. I called Liam Oliver along the way. I put it on speakerphone so JD could hear. "I know where Kat is."

      “Where?”

      “Crystal Key Island.”

      “No. She’s not there.”

      “How do you know?”

      “We’ve got good intel that she’s been taken to a location in Pineapple Bay.”

      “Where did you get the intel?”

      “A reliable CI. That’s all I can say.”

      I didn’t know how to respond. I couldn’t believe he was so dismissive. “Has anyone even looked at Crystal Key?”

      “My SAC has activated the Special Response Team. We are mobilizing all our resources to deploy to the location in Pineapple Bay. I’ve been put on administrative leave and removed from the case, but I have full faith in the Bureau.”

      "So, you’re just gonna sit this one out?"

      "My hands are tied." He paused. “Look, I appreciate your concern and assistance. But we’ve got this. It’s one of our own, and we’ll handle it. My SAC doesn’t want any more screw-ups.”

      That was the end of the call. I was astonished at his attitude. I reasoned he blamed us for the snafu at the stash house and didn’t want to have any more to do with the Coconut County Sheriff’s Department.

      I couldn’t blame him. I wouldn’t want outsiders fumbling one of my operations either, especially in a situation like this.

      We pulled into the parking lot at Diver Down, and JD gave me a look. “Do you think his intel is solid?”

      “I don’t know what to think. Pinky seemed genuine, but maybe she was just trying to throw us off.” I paused. “My gut tells me Kat’s on that island.”

      “I say go with your gut. It never lies. What’s the worst that can happen? We get out there, and she’s not there. It’s worth a shot.”

      “Do we loop Daniels in on this?”

      “I think we do this our way,” JD said with a sly grin.

      We jogged down the dock to the Avventura and gathered our tactical gear—assault rifles, extra magazines, optics, night vision goggles, the Draeger rebreather, and anything else we thought we might need. Gray clouds rumbled on the horizon as we loaded the gear onto the wake boat along with a few fishing poles to use as cover. If the Savage Barbarians were on the island, there was no doubt they’d be keeping watch. We would have to make a careful approach to the island.

      I knew coming in full force with guns blazing would escalate the situation. The moment they heard the patter of rotor blades overhead or patrol boats on the horizon, we’d lose the advantage.

      If Kat was still alive, and that was a big if, we’d need to slip onto the island undetected, assess the situation, then execute a recovery plan to perfection.
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      The engine roared, spitting a frothy white wake as we plowed through the swells. The angry sky belched and burped as thunder rumbled in the distance. The heavy gray clouds blanketed the sky, blocking out the sun. It made it feel like dusk.

      Crystal Key was a speck on the horizon as we fought the wind. The island was abandoned, but it was once destined to become a luxury resort. A developer had done extensive work, building out cabanas on stilts, tennis courts, pools with swim-up bars. At one point in time, there was a main lobby and a lounge with a dining facility. There was a pier for pleasure craft and white sand beaches with lounge chairs and sunshades. But two hurricanes had nuked the island, damaged all the structures, and put the developer in bankruptcy. The island had been sitting vacant for years, and no one had taken over the property. Now it was overgrown, and the foliage was taking back the island millimeter by millimeter.

      The abandoned resort was a popular place for kids looking to hang out and do drugs. It also served as a waypoint for various criminal organizations picking up and dropping off. You never knew what you might find on the island.

      JD throttled down, and we cruised through the swells. We were against the wind, and that was to our advantage when it came to noise. It would be more difficult to hear our engines as we approached, but we wouldn’t be able to motor up to the shore undetected.

      I grabbed the binoculars and surveyed the island. A small sport boat was anchored in the surf. The waves crashed against the beach, but I didn't see any activity near the tree line. There was no telling who the boat belonged to, but I was feeling optimistic that we were in the right place.

      I told JD to keep heading east.

      He throttled up, and we continued carving through the swells, taking the long way around the island. We circled back, and JD killed the engines, letting the storm blow us toward shore. We’d be coming in on the east side, opposite the resort structures. It would be a good point of entry to the island, and we caught a lucky break with the wind. The gusts and current slowly pushed us toward the shore.

      "How do you want to play this?" JD asked.

      It was a tough call. Part of me wanted to let the wind take us right to the beach. The other part wanted to anchor the boat a good distance out, then swim in. I wasn't sure how organized the Barbarians would be. Did they have someone patrolling the island at routine intervals? Or was their security lax?

      I kept surveying the island through binoculars as we drifted closer. There was a flash of lightning in the distance, and a jagged bolt struck down from the sky. Light rain spat on us, and within minutes, it grew in intensity to a full-on downpour.

      The sky darkened even further.

      The wind picked up, and we let it push us all the way into a cove by the shore. JD dropped anchor in the surf, and I hopped out with my assault rifle and advanced toward the tree line.

      JD followed.

      The rain came down in sheets. It pattered against the leaves, and trees swayed.

      I knew the island well. I’d been out here several times before. We advanced through the underbrush, moving as quietly as possible, the wind and rain giving us additional cover.

      We held up at the tree line that rimmed the abandoned resort. There were a series of cabanas that dotted the clearing. The asphalt paths were cracked, and weeds had sprouted through. The grass in the clearing was several feet high, and ripples of wind flowed through it.

      I heard voices in a cabana. The windows were broken, and the sound carried across the meadow.

      A moment later, Tank glanced out the window and scanned the area.

      JD and I were crouched low behind a tree, hiding in the tall grass. I hoped we wouldn’t be seen.

      Tank’s eyes swept the tree line. His face tensed. "There's nobody out here."

      "Walk the perimeter," Rhett said.

      "Why do I have to walk the perimeter? Nobody's here. Nobody knows we’re out here. Nobody's coming. Stop being paranoid.”

      I hoped they maintained that attitude.

      "Look, goddamnit,” Rhett growled. "You get out there and walk the perimeter of the island. And I want you to keep an eye on the horizon.”

      "If she was a cop, she would have talked by now. Nobody can withstand that. For Christ’s sake, Rhett. We just beat the shit out of a friend of the club. She's no cop."

      "Then why was she recording conversations in the bar? Why was she asking about Dallas Johnson?”

      "Maybe she's scared? Have you thought about that? You killed that snitch, and you're even talking about killing Dutch because you think he's gonna roll."

      "Don't push me, Tank,” Rhett growled.

      "And what if she is a cop? Do you know how much heat is going to come down on us if you kill her? Have you even thought about that? This was fucking stupid.”

      "It's not like we can let her go now."

      The shouting match echoed across the meadow.

      “I want to know what she knows and what she's told the cops,” Rhett said.

      Another bolt of lightning struck in the distance, and a crack of thunder rumbled through the air. The heart of the storm was drawing closer.

      "Now get out there and make sure the island is secure,” Rhett commanded.

      A moment later, Tank pulled open the door and stomped onto the landing. The wooden steps creaked and groaned as he made his way down, avoiding the broken steps. The staircase wasn't far from collapse, and underneath the weight of a guy like Tank, I was surprised it held.

      He drew his pistol from his waistband and stomped down the asphalt path that led to the northwest beach. If he circled the entire island, he would certainly find our wake boat.
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      "How many of them do you think are inside?" JD asked.

      “Rhett, Tiny, and Gear,” I said.

      "We’ve got 10 or 15 minutes before Tank finds the boat."

      We doubled back and followed Tank as he strolled the path. We moved through the trees like ghosts, staying parallel to the path.

      Tank hunched over, trying to shield himself from the driving rain. Wind swirled, and rain pounded down. Tank walked past a few bungalows, and at the last one, he stepped underneath the stilted structure, getting out of the rain. He wiped the water from his bald head and face. Tank grumbled and groaned, completely soaked.

      He fished a pack of cigarettes from a pocket, pulled one out, and stuck it between his narrow lips. He fumbled for a lighter, flipped open the chrome lid, then struck the flint. After a few attempts, an amber flame erupted. He lit the cigarette, took a long drag, and the cherry glowed. I could tell he had no intention of strolling around the island. He was going to stand under the structure and smoke a few cigarettes, killing time before he returned to the others. And that was good for us.

      Tank stood there, smoking his cigarette, staring down the pathway toward the beach, enjoying his little moment of peace and quiet. A moment away from his domineering overlord, Rhett.

      We had a window of opportunity, but it wouldn’t last long.

      We circled around him from behind, then closed in. It wasn't long before we were right behind him, both our pistols aimed at his large frame.

      I hissed, “Don't move. Don't say a word."

      Tank grimaced and took another drag from the cigarette. He flicked it to the ground and raised his beefy hands in the air.

      JD kept his weapon aimed at him while I ratcheted the cuffs around his wrist and secured him to a support beam. I quickly patted him down, taking a pistol from his waistband and a large hunting knife sheathed on his belt. The blade had small serrations near the hilt. There were speckles of dried blood in the crevice, and I began to wonder if this was the blade that had killed Dallas Johnson.

      I found a walkie-talkie in Tank’s vest pocket.

      "How many people are in there?" I asked.

      “Rhett, Tiny, and Sprocket."

      “Is this where that little bastard’s been hiding out?" JD asked.

      Tank grunted.

      “Where is Gear?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. He didn’t want to have any part of this.”

      "What kind of weaponry do they have?"

      "Pistols and knives."

      "Anything heavier?"

      I stared him down. "If you’re lying to me, I’ll make sure you regret it.”

      "I swear, I’m telling you the truth.” Tank paused. “So what's the deal with Kat? Is she a cop?"

      "Does she look like a cop?"

      "Not like any I’ve ever seen."

      "Is she alive?"

      "Yeah, but Rhett did a pretty good number on her.”

      Rhett's voice crackled through the speaker of the walkie-talkie. "Tank, what do you see? Is there anybody out there?"

      I cringed, then told Tank, “You’re gonna tell Rhett that you haven't seen anything. You’ve been around the entire island. There's nobody here, and you're heading back. Make so much as a peep otherwise, and it will be the last thing that ever comes out of your mouth."

      Tank nodded.

      I aimed my pistol at his head and held the walkie-talkie in front of his face. I clicked the talk button with a healthy dose of trepidation.

      "I don't see shit,” Tank said. “I'm coming back in."

      I released the talk button.

      "Good job. I’m impressed. You can follow instructions."

      Tank glared at me. “I want special consideration for helping you out. This wasn’t my idea.”

      “I’m sure the DA will take everything into consideration,” I said whatever I thought he wanted to hear. “Now, don’t cause trouble. And keep your mouth shut.”

      JD pulled a red bandanna from a pocket and gagged Tank. The big ogre grumbled and groaned, but with the wind and rain, you couldn't hear his protests at the target location. We left him handcuffed to the post and advanced from bungalow to bungalow, moving closer to the target structure.

      We held up amid the pillars of the neighboring cabana. I exchanged a glance with JD, and he gave me a nod, letting me know he was ready. I looked up to the window of Rhett’s cabana to make sure it was clear, then advanced across the alley and flattened my back against the post by the base of the stairs.

      JD was right behind me.

      I pulled a flash-bang grenade from my tactical vest and put a light foot on the first step. I eased my weight onto it, and the wood held. I moved carefully up the stairs, stepping over the broken slat, and continued up to the top landing. A few boards creaked slightly along the way. I hoped the wind and rain covered the sound.

      The sky flashed.

      Thunder crackled and boomed.

      We were both in position outside the door. I gave a nod to JD, and we each lobbed a flash-bang grenade into a different window.

      BOOM!

      BANG!

      The deafening blasts rattled the entire shack.

      We simultaneously kicked open the door. Wood splintered, and the rotten door practically flew from its hinges. We swung the barrels of our rifles into the cabana.

      The air was filled with a soupy haze, and the disoriented bikers grabbed their pistols.

      Muzzle flash flickered through the haze, and a flurry of gunfire erupted.

      The deafening bangs echoed off the walls in the small living area. Bullets drilled into the sheetrock, blasting bits of gypsum into the air. Blood spewed, and the thump of copper against flesh reverberated.

      My rifle pounded against my shoulder, and the sharp scent of gunpowder filled my nostrils.

      It all happened in a few milliseconds, but it seemed like an eternity.

      I put two rounds into Rhett's chest. He fell back against the counter in the kitchen and slid to the ground. His weapon clattered to the tile.

      JD took out Tiny, and the whole cabana rumbled as the big bastard crashed down.

      The room was clear, and we focused our attention on the bedroom.

      The door was closed.

      The paint was peeling from the walls, and the drywall had patches of green mold. There wasn't any furniture in the cabana, except for a tattered couch. The fabric had been ripped away. The seat cushions were long gone, and the coils underneath were exposed.

      JD and I inched toward the door, the floorboards creaking. We took a position on either side. I gave JD another nod, and we kicked open the door.

      It cracked and splintered.

      We slung the barrels of our weapons into the bedroom, clearing the corners.

      Kat lay atop a ratty, stained mattress on the floor. She was bound at the wrists and ankles, her mouth gagged. Her terrified eyes found us as we entered.

      JD and I cleared the closet and the bathroom before attending to her.

      The back bedroom window had long since been broken out. I moved to it and peered out and saw Sprocket sprinting away. He must have jumped out the window. He was racing toward the beach where the boat was anchored.

      "Take care of Kat," I said to JD as I sprinted out of the bedroom.

      I darted across the living room, milky haze still lingering in the air. It swirled as I rushed through and stepped onto the landing. I plummeted down the steps, and my foot went through a soft board. I sunk toward the ground but caught myself with a hand on the railing and pulled myself up.

      I continued down more gingerly, then sprinted down the path toward the beach, chasing after Sprocket.
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      Tank shouted at Sprocket as he raced past him. "Hey, get me out of here."

      Sprocket slowed up for an instant and looked over his shoulder, having completely missed Tank handcuffed to the pillar.

      Sprocket hesitated, then shrugged. "Sorry, dude."

      He kept running.

      The trees swayed with gusts of wind. Rain poured down, and the gray  sky rumbled. The angry clouds grew ever darker as dusk set upon us.

      Sprocket careened down the path and hit the beach. He kicked up a trail of wet sand as he sprinted to the shoreline, splashed into the surf, and climbed over the gunwale of the speedboat. He tried to weigh anchor.

      I hit the beach, shouldering my rifle, lining him up in the reticle of my sights. "It's over, Sprocket!"

      He dropped the anchor line, turned around, and raised his hands in the air as the manic swells crashed against the boat. He could barely maintain his footing.

      The boat pitched and rolled, and Sprocket fell to the deck as I kept advancing.

      When he sprang to his feet, he had a pistol in his hand and squeezed off two rounds.

      Muzzle flash erupted from the barrel, and the bullets snapped through the air.

      My finger squeezed the trigger twice, returning fire. The bullets rocketed across the surf and drilled into Sprocket’s torso.

      The hit spun him around.

      With the undulation of the boat, he fell overboard, splashing into the surf on the far side of the boat.

      I circled around and moved cautiously to the other side of the vessel. The surf carried Sprocket’s body to shore after a few cycles. Blood swirled in the saltwater and quickly dissipated.

      I pulled his body ashore and dragged him up the beach. My fingers felt for a pulse in his neck, but there wasn’t the faintest trace. The two gaping holes on the left side of his chest had seen to that.

      I left the beach and sprinted back to the cabana, passing Tank along the way. "Looks like you're short on friends these days," I muttered as I passed.

      I carefully made my way up the broken steps and pushed into the cabana.

      JD had untied Kat and removed her bonds. He gave her a bottle of water from his pack, and she sat on the edge of the mattress, trying to recover. Her face was swollen and bruised. Her skin was multiple shades of blue, purple, yellow, and green. Her nose and lips were crusted with blood.

      Rhett had given her a serious beating.

      Her left eye was completely swollen shut, and her right wasn't much better, but she could see through it.

      My blood boiled. It made me so mad to see her in that condition.

      We were too far out for cell reception. We’d have to radio the department from the boat.

      "What took you guys so long?” Kat asked dryly.

      "It wasn't for lack of trying," I said.

      She forced a smile, and I winced at the sight—she was missing a pearly white.

      "Looks like I'm gonna need some cosmetic dentistry and maybe a plastic surgeon."

      She seemed to be coping rather well, despite all she'd been through. She was  one tough lady.

      "Can you walk?"

      "I can try.”

      JD and I helped her to her feet. She was a little weak and unsteady, but her legs were in pretty good shape. It seemed Rhett had focused his fists on her face.

      “How’s your balance?”

      She nodded.

      I held onto her as we escorted her across the room and carefully navigated down the slick, decrepit steps.

      "What do you want to do about Tank?" JD asked as we reached the bottom of the steps.

      "He's not going anywhere. He can wait for a patrol boat to pick him up."

      We fought the wind and rain, hustled across the meadow, and plunged into the underbrush. We made our way through the trees to the southeast beach and trudged into the surf.

      I helped Kat aboard the wake boat, then boarded myself and gave JD a hand. His ribs were still sore.

      I weighed anchor, and JD cranked up the engine. He spun us around and crashed against the surf, heading out to sea. I got on the radio and contacted the Sheriff's Department, updating them on the situation.

      JD throttled up and headed back to Coconut Key. The boat pitched and rolled on the swells as the angry sea gave a subtle reminder that we were just passengers, traveling completely at its mercy.

      Waves undulated, and whitecaps broke. The ride home felt like a roller coaster. To make matters worse, the last traces of daylight had evaporated, and the storm showed no signs of letting up.

      Kat was solemn on the way back. She hardly said a word. She had that empty look on her face—the face of someone who has seen the worst of humanity. Some people bounce back from situations like this, and some carry that look for the rest of their lives.
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      The red and white lights of an ambulance flickered across the dock. The EMTs and paramedics waited for us at the Sheriff’s Department. They triaged Kat and took her to the emergency room for treatment. The beating was severe enough to require CT scans to look for brain trauma and internal injuries.

      The weather had gotten so bad that Daniels didn't want to send other units and the medical examiner to Crystal Key until the storm broke.

      We filled out after-action reports, and Daniels had us surrender our weapons. We were put on administrative leave, pending the outcome of his investigation. It was just a formality, and we would likely be back in action the next day.

      When we finished the paperwork, we headed over to the hospital to check on Kat. She'd been admitted, and Dr. Parker wanted to keep her overnight for observation. By the time we made it to her room, they had completed all the scans, had her cleaned up, and on serious pain meds.

      Dr. Parker said that she had sustained a hairline fracture in her orbital bone and had suffered a concussion. They had a special cryo device to bring the swelling down. It would automatically circulate cold water around her face in intervals.

      "She's lucky she didn't lose vision in her left eye," Parker said. “She took a hell of a beating, but I think she's going to make a full recovery.” He paused. "What the hell do you people get yourselves into?"

      I shrugged. "I don't think you want to know."

      "Something tells me I don't," Parker said. "I think if most people really knew what went on around here, they’d move."

      "It's not that bad," I said with an optimistic voice.

      He shrugged. “Maybe. But I seem to see the worst of it."

      We hung out for a while and tried to keep Kat entertained. All things considered, she was in good spirits.

      Liam showed up not long after. His eyes rounded when he saw Kat’s condition. "Thank God you're okay. I was worried sick about you."

      "Well, thank God for Coconut County,” Kat said.

      An embarrassed frown tugged Liam’s face.

      He looked at us and shook our hands. "I guess you guys were right."

      "Sometimes you get lucky, sometimes you don't," JD said.

      There was an awkward tension in the room.

      We were soggy and wet, and my shoes squished every time I took a step. It was cold in the hospital, and the damp clothes didn't help. I wanted to get home, make a drink, and take a hot shower. I moved beside the bed and took Kat's hand. She squeezed tight.

      "Hang in there, kiddo,” I said. “You’re gonna be just fine. Call me if you need anything during the night. Doesn't matter what time."

      She smiled with her puffy face and fat lips. "I owe you one."

      I shook my head and smiled. "No you don't." I paused. “Well, maybe I’ll let you buy me a drink when you’re on the mend.”

      She chuckled. “Deal.”

      We headed back to the marina, and JD dropped me off at the dock. It was a rare occasion that the top was up on the Porsche, the rain still pouring down. I told him I'd catch up with him later and sprinted down the dock.

      I boarded the boat, and Buddy was excited to see me. Fluffy lounged on the settee, wagging her tail, looking annoyed as usual.

      I headed up to my stateroom and finally got that hot shower. Afterward, I poured a nice glass of whiskey. I sat in the lounge area of my stateroom, sipping my drink, watching TV, listening to the patter of rain.

      Denise called. "Hey, I've got a little good news."

      "I'm all about good news.”

      "You know that DNA sample the lab misplaced? Well, they found it."

      “Has the chain of custody remained intact?"

      "Yeah. It was just placed in the wrong area."

      "Have they run an analysis on it yet?"

      "Yeah, and I can tell you this… It's not a match for Cody Callahan."

      "I'm pretty sure I know where we could find a match."

      "How are you going to get a DNA sample from Mad Dog Whalen?"

      “I’ve got a plan."

      "Want to tell me about it?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            52

          

        

      

    

    
      It stopped raining around midnight. I figured it was as good a time as any for a covert operation.

      I told Denise it wouldn’t be glamorous, but she wanted to tag along. She swung by the marina and picked me up in her banana yellow SUV. I climbed inside the passenger seat and gave her directions to Mad Dog Whalen's estate.

      We twisted through the streets of the posh neighborhood, and I instructed her to pull the vehicle to the curb a few houses down from Mad Dog’s.

      "Keep the engine running,” I said.

      I pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves, hopped out of the car, and jogged down the street. The clouds were drifting away, and patches of sky poked through. There were a few stars flickering above.

      The neighborhood was mostly quiet. A dog barked in the distance. The air was heavy and saturated.

      Mad Dog had already left for his fight in New York. I didn't think there was anybody home. I ran up the driveway to the back of the house where several trash cans were filled to the brim. Trash pickup was tomorrow.

      I pulled the heavy-duty green bags out of the trash cans and set them gently on the concrete, trying not to let the contents clink and rattle.

      I had two bags removed, and I grabbed one in each hand and sprinted down the driveway as a neighbor flicked on the kitchen light.

      A neighboring dog barked.

      It was kind of ridiculous, but trash is fair game. Once it's discarded, it's no longer private property.

      I ran down the street, and Denise popped the back hatch to the SUV. It raised up, and I tossed the bags into the cargo area. I peeled my gloves off and tossed them beside the bags, then slammed the hatch shut. I ran around to the passenger seat, hopped inside, and told her to hit the gas. She dropped the SUV into gear and sped away from the curb.

      Her face crinkled. “Ew, that stinks, Tyson."

      "It's trash."

      She gave me a sour look.

      "Hey, you wanted to be more involved in covert operations."

      "This isn't exactly what I had in mind."

      We drove back to the station and sifted through the bags of trash, looking for water bottles, hairbrushes, toothbrushes, or anything else that might contain trace elements of DNA. We put the individual items in plastic bags and tagged them, then submitted them to the lab for testing. It was the wee hours of the morning by the time we finished.

      Afterward, Denise drove me back to the marina, and her SUV still smelled like trash—and so did we after sifting through it for several hours.

      She turned into the parking lot and pulled around by the dock. Before I hopped out of the car, I said, “Thanks for your help."

      "I'd say anytime, but next time can we do something a little more fun than a trash run?"

      I grinned. "I'm sure we can."

      "When do you leave for New York?"

      "This afternoon. I'll catch a few hours of sleep, pack my things, then nap on the plane."

      "Break a leg," she said. "I know the band's gonna do great."

      "One way or another, they'll pull it off," I said.

      There was a long, awkward moment, both of us looking into each other's eyes, smelling like trash. Not exactly conducive to a romantic interlude.

      "Get out before I do something I regret,” she said.

      "What's life for if not to make a few mistakes along the way?”

      “I’ve already made enough mistakes.”

      “Learning experiences,” I said with a sly grin.

      "Calm yourself down. Not when we both smell like rotten eggs."

      "You're more than welcome to take a shower with me."

      She smiled. “Nice try."

      I smiled back.

      “Good night, Tyson.”

      “Good night, Denise.”

      I hopped out of the car and ambled down the dock, thinking about what a hot shower with Denise would be like. If I thought about it too much, I'd need a cold shower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            53

          

        

      

    

    
      Chloe’s tour manager had arranged all of our transportation. We were traveling in style. A sleek G-750 Slipstream sat on the tarmac at the FBO at the Coconut Key airport.

      A limousine had picked us up and rolled us to the steps. The pilot greeted us with a smile and a handshake, and we loaded aboard the luxurious aircraft. Styxx and Dizzy would certainly be jealous of our transportation.

      JD, Crash, Faye, and I reclined in the soft leather seats as a flight attendant served us drinks before take off. JD had a partner in crime with Faye, and the two of them started in on the whiskey early.

      Barring any delays, we'd be in New York by the late afternoon. That would give us a few days to settle in and prepare. The fight was Friday night, our big shows Saturday and Sunday night.

      We buckled into our seats, and the jet rocketed down the tarmac. The nose lifted, and we glided skyward.

      Crash had never flown private before. He had a wide grin on his face, soaking in the luxury. "I could get used to this."

      He reclined in his seat, sipped a glass of whiskey, and ordered a meal from the flight attendant.

      JD still winced occasionally from his cracked ribs. He dug into his carry-on and pulled out a prescription bottle. He popped a hydrocodone in his mouth and swallowed it down with a gulp of whiskey.

      "I want a party favor," Faye said.

      "I have a legitimate need for this. You don't."

      She frowned at him. "You're no fun."

      "It's a felony to share medication, and I have a prescription."

      "Don't you two ever break the law?"

      JD smiled and joked, "My attorney tells me that I don't recall."

      She smirked at him.

      By the time we landed at the FBO at LGA, the two of them were lit up. The hydrocodone made Jack a little sleepy and slurry.

      We loaded into a limousine, and the diver cruised us from the FBO, across the Triborough (RFK), and we took FDR south. The traffic wasn’t too bad. We arrived at the Imperial Plaza on 35th Street, and the limo rolled to the main entrance.

      The driver hopped out, shuffled around the car, and pulled open our doors. We stepped out of the limousine and pushed to the lobby while the driver handled the bags.

      Dizzy and Crash had already checked in and loaded the gear into their suite. We proceeded to the front desk, checked in, grabbed our room keys, and headed up to the 40th floor.

      Eric, the tour manager, had reserved a series of rooms all on the same floor. Massive suites with two bedrooms each and a large living area. The luxury hotel had a trendy skyline bar, an 8,000 square-foot rooftop terrace, and a five-star restaurant that offered some of the best views in Manhattan. The decor was sleek and modern, and we were right across from Madison Square Garden.

      I slipped the key card into the slot, and the light turned green. I pushed open the door, and we stepped into the luxurious suite.

      JD called dibs on the bedroom that he wanted, and I took the one across the living room. Dizzy and Styxx were in the suite next door, and Crash planned on sleeping on the foldout couch. We'd arranged for a standard room for Faye so she'd have her privacy, but I had a sneaking suspicion she might end up in JD's room more often than not. I don't think the other guys in the band were aware of their rule-breaking activities, and that was probably for the best.

      Chloe called. "Are you in?"

      I smiled at the sound of her voice. "Yes. We just got to the hotel."

      "Awesome. I'm so excited. I hope the accommodations are satisfactory."

      "They’re fabulous. Thank you. Eric did excellent work. Everything went smoothly."

      “Great. Glad to hear it. Listen, I gotta run. We’ve got a show in Philadelphia Friday night, then we’re off to New York. I’ll see you Saturday. I can’t wait!”

      "See you then."

      Her tour was a massive endeavor, with a fleet of semi-trucks rolling from city to city, setting up and tearing down on a daily basis—hundreds of miles of speaker cables, tons of speakers, instruments, and lighting equipment. There were backup singers, dancers, road crew, and lighting and sound technicians. An army of sonic soldiers fought in the trenches to make every show go off without a hitch—the unsung heroes.

      Wild Fury's show may have been a blip on the overall tour, but it was a milestone in the band's career and something few musicians ever achieve.

      We settled into the hotel, and JD took a nap to recharge for the evening. Afterward, we all gathered for dinner in the posh hotel restaurant. We feasted like kings, drank more, and soaked in the moment.

      It was the calm before the storm.
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      “Looks like our trash dive did some good," Denise said when she called the next day. "The lab got a DNA match from one of the bottles."

      "That's good news. Now we just need to narrow it down. There are multiple people that could have tossed that water bottle in the trash—Mad Dog, Willow, or his two bodyguards."

      "Brenda's already figured that out. There were multiple strands of DNA on the different items we recovered. The DNA recovered from Gunner and the water bottle from Mad Dog’s trash match. The DNA shares markers with two different individuals within Mad Dog’s home. That means either Mad Dog struck the fatal blow, or his daughter, Willow. Something tells me it wasn't Willow."

      "This presents an interesting situation."

      "The judge issued a warrant for Mad Dog’s arrest. Daniels contacted the NYPD. They're going to coordinate with you to make an arrest since you have no jurisdiction there. Detective Butler is going to contact you. I know you guys want to be in on the takedown, but it will have to be as observers.”

      “As long as they take him down, I’m happy.”

      “Mad Dog will be arrested, and he has the option of fighting extradition or waiving his right. If the latter is the case, you two can bring him back to Coconut Key to face the charges.” She paused. “Daniels reminded me several times to tell you guys not to take this into your own hands."

      "We'll sit back and let the NYPD handle it,” I assured.

      It wasn't long after I talked to Denise when I got a call from Detective Bob Butler. He introduced himself and said he'd spoken with Sheriff Daniels. "So, here's the deal… I'll put a team in position, and we’ll make the arrest after the fight. We don't need the chaos of an angry stadium full of pissed off fans."

      "That works out for me because my partner’s got money riding on the fight."

      "So do I, as well as half the guys in the precinct,” he said. "Let's meet at the stadium prior. I'll go over the plan with you. You can sit back and watch the fireworks."

      "Sounds good to me. We appreciate your cooperation."

      "My pleasure, and if the situation was reversed, we'd expect the same."

      "Absolutely."

      I filled JD in on the situation, and he was relieved that the fight would get to play out. Truth be told, we were all anticipating the rematch. What was the harm in letting Mad Dog have one last fight before taking him into custody? And Detective Butler was right. I didn't want 20,000 irate fans rioting.

      It seemed like everything was falling into place. But nothing ever goes according to plan.
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      There were bigger and newer stadiums, but the Garden had history. Perhaps the most iconic venue, it was the epitome of sports and entertainment. Everybody who was anybody played the Garden.

      Throngs of spectators filtered through the doors as attendants checked tickets. We met Detective Butler at the security office.

      He was in his late 30s and wore plainclothes—a leather sport coat, T-shirt, and jeans. His pistol dangled from a shoulder holster, and his badge hung from a chain around his neck.

      Butler introduced me to his partner, Detective Hawthorne. He was about the same age but taller and skinnier. He had a narrow face, dark hair, and light blue eyes.

      They were with two uniformed officers.

      We shook hands and exchanged pleasantries. Butler gave Crash, Styxx, Dizzy, and Faye a curious glance as they hovered behind us.

      "Is this the entire team?" I asked.

      "Yeah. It shouldn’t be a problem," Butler said. “After the fight, we’ll take him down in the dressing room. He's not gonna resist. It's not a good look."

      I shrugged. "It's your show."

      "You really think he's guilty?" Butler asked.

      "The DNA doesn't lie."

      “One punch killed the guy, huh?"

      I nodded.

      “I’ll tell you one thing, I wouldn’t want to be on the wrong end of Mad Dog’s fist." Butler chuckled. "Who do you like for the fight tonight?”

      "Mad Dog all the way," JD said.

      "My money's on him, too," Butler replied. He paused, running out of chitchat. “I guess we'll see you after the fight.”

      We shook hands again, then found our way to our seats as the crowd continued to flood in. Our seats were so close, you could get hit with mists of sweat and blood from the fighters. The place was packed, and the crowd lively.

      There were two bouts before the main event—two scrappy featherweights and two bantamweights that beat the snot out of each other.

      After the opening fights, the arena went dark. The crowd cheered and whistled. Blinding spotlights swept the ring.

      The announcer took the mic, and in a low, powerful voice, said, “Ladies and gentlemen, the moment you’ve all been waiting for. Chaos and carnage. Fists of fury. The main event of the evening. 12 rounds of boxing for the WBI Heavyweight championship of the world!” He drew the last word out, then paused for dramatic effect. “Ladies and gentlemen in the audience, and those joining us from around the globe, let’s get rowdy!”

      The crowd hollered.

      Cameras flashed.

      Spotlights swirled, and the bell rang.

      “Introducing in the red corner, the challenger and former heavyweight champion of the world, from Coconut Key, weighing in at 221 pounds, with a 31 and 1 record—30 coming by way of knockout—wearing white trunks with black trim, Maverick Mad Dog Whalen!"

      The announcer's voice trailed off, the audience cheered.

      "And in the blue corner, the defending world champion, hailing from New Orleans, Louisiana, wearing black trunks with gold trim, weighing in at 239 pounds, with an impressive 29 and 0 record—24 coming by way of knockout—the undisputed heavyweight champion of the world, Bobby the Butcher Broussard!

      The entire venue rumbled, and the crowd went wild.

      Broussard was the odds-on favorite.

      There were last-minute preparations in the corners, and trainers gobbed on Vaseline to the boxers’ stone faces to help deflect the blows.

      The announcer introduced the referee, Lyle Langford. The two fighters squared off, swaying as they stared each other dead in the eyes, neither flinching.

      The ref gave them fight instructions. He indicated what shots would be considered below the belt. "I want a good clean fight. Obey my commands and protect yourself at all times. Let's do this!"

      The two boxers touched gloves and returned to their corners.

      After a moment, the bell rang, and the crowd went crazy. The roar was deafening. The two fighters stormed to the middle of the ring, and Mad Dog came out swinging.
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      Mad Dog threw two left jabs, saw an opening, then landed a crushing right hook. His fist struck like a viper. The smack of the glove against the Butcher’s cheek reverberated through the arena.

      The Butcher took it all in stride. His head barely wobbled. He shrugged it off, regrouped, and pushed forward, throwing a few jabs of his own.

      Mad Dog circled around the ring, plotting a new course of attack. He was lighter and more agile. Bobby the Butcher was a beast. A wrecking machine.

      They marched toward each other like two bulls and traded punches. There were grunts and groans and dull thumps.

      The crowd shouted and cheered.

      The two boxers continued to dance around the ring, trading a flurry of punches. They’d lock up, and the referee would break them up. Then they'd march toward each other again, snarling and grunting, unloading sledgehammers at each other.

      Sweat flew, and near the end of the first round, the Butcher caught Mad Dog with a left hook, opening a cut above his eye.

      The two fighters returned to their corners at the bell, and trainers squirted water in their mouths and coated them with more Vaseline. Mad Dog’s cut man tried to stem the tide of blood.

      Two stunning vixens pranced around the ring, holding up round cards. Their barely-there bikinis vanished into delightful valleys. Taught fabric screamed for mercy as they smiled at the crowd.

      The bell rang for round two, and the gladiators marched back into the fray. They went straight at it again, exchanging a flurry of fists. It wasn't long before the Butcher had Whalen against the ropes, hammering body blow after body blow.

      It was looking like it was going to be a short fight—three or four rounds, but Whalen managed to punch his way out of the ropes and dance around. He circled for a moment to catch his breath, then got a second wind. He charged the Butcher again and switched to a southpaw stance.

      I don't think the Butcher was expecting that. It threw him off guard and got him out of his rhythm.

      A couple right jabs, then a strong left hook caught the Butcher on the cheek. His head twisted to the side, and his mouthpiece flew out and tumbled to the canvas. The Butcher staggered, then sank to one knee.

      The referee ran in and broke up the fight. He waited for the Butcher to get to his feet and replace his mouthpiece.

      The crowd was out of their seats, screaming at the top of their lungs. Was this it? Was this the match?
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      The Butcher looked dazed.

      The ref started the count.

      One…

      Two…

      Three…

      Four…

      The Butcher finally nodded that he was okay.

      The ref evaluated him carefully, then stepped away. The two bruisers marched toward each other like a freight train.

      Mad Dog had that look in his eyes—he was ready to finish this. He charged forward and threw his wrecking-ball fists with all his might.

      Blood and sweat glistened under the lights.

      The two pummeled each other for the last seconds of the round until the bell rang, and they both returned to their corners.

      This went on for several rounds—the two giants beating each other senseless. Eyes were puffy and swollen, and streams of blood trickled down faces. Each corner worked hard to stem the tide so the fight wouldn’t be stopped.

      It was the 8th round, and both fighters were starting to look weary from putting everything they had behind each punch. The blows weren’t coming quite as fast, each fighter realizing brute force alone wouldn’t get the job done.

      This would take finesse and strategy.

      Whalen kept circling around, trying to work the body more. Body blows really take their toll after a while.

      It looked like the strategy was working. The Butcher started to favor his right side that Whalen had been targeting with heavy blows. Whalen switched up his stance again, throwing the giant off for a moment, but the Butcher quickly adjusted.

      Then Whelan got a surprise of his own.

      A meaty left hook to the face sent him to the canvas with a thunderous crash.

      Once again, the crowd was on their feet. Cameras flashed, and the roar was piercing.

      Whalen was slow to get up.

      Real slow.

      The ref gave the count, and Whalen struggled to his feet just in time.

      The ref gave him a look, and Whalen nodded. The two were at it again.

      Whalen kept dancing around. The bell wouldn’t save him, and the Butcher was out for blood. He stomped forward, and the two collided again.

      Both fighters were tired, and they weren’t protecting themselves as much as they should have been. Gloves hung low, and faces were exposed.

      The Butcher swung that devastating left again.

      The sleeper.

      His fist careened through the air, whooshing toward Mad Dog’s cheek.

      This was the blow that would end the contest and put to rest any question about the Butcher’s supremacy.

      That was if it landed.

      Mad Dog leaned back, and the gold glove missed his face by a millimeter.

      The Butcher had put his entire body into it. When he missed, it left an opening for Mad Dog to strike. He landed a crushing fist on the Butcher’s cheek, and the ogre’s head twisted at an unnatural angle.

      The Butcher stumbled and hit the canvas. He didn't even put his gloves out to break his fall. He hit the mat face first, and the canvas rumbled and quaked.

      Everyone was on their feet, shouting.

      Bobby the Butcher Broussard didn't move.

      For a moment, I thought he was dead, and so did everybody else.

      The referee rushed to him and waved his hands in the air.

      The fight was over.

      Mad Dog threw a triumphant fist in the air, and cameras flashed. His corner guys rushed to greet him and basked in the victory.

      Mad Dog had reclaimed his title.

      JD grinned. He leaned in and shouted in my ear. "I told you."

      Nobody believed Whalen could pull it off. They said he'd gotten soft, that he lacked the fire, that he just wasn't hungry anymore. But he had proven them all wrong. And now JD was $100,000 richer.

      Whalen celebrated in the ring, his hair soaked, his skin glistening with sweat and trickling with blood. His eyes like slits.

      The announcer took to the mic. “And the winner by knockout, the heavyweight champion of the world, Maverick Mad Dog Whalen!"

      There were more cheers and hollers.

      As soon as he got out of the ring, the euphoria of his victory would come crashing down.
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      I looked around and spotted Detective Butler and the uniformed officers waiting at the entryway that led to the locker rooms.

      Still in the ring, Mad Dog had the gold belt over his shoulder, and his fist held high. Domingo climbed through the ropes, pushed through the crowd, and whispered into his ear.

      Mad Dog’s puffy eyes glanced around and found JD and me in the first row. Domingo had casually pointed us out to him. Suddenly the grin faded from Mad Dog’s face.

      His trainer helped him remove the gloves. His knuckles and wrists were wrapped in white sports tape.

      I nudged JD. "Something's up. I'm thinking Coconut County might not be the only department with a leak."

      Mad Dog slipped through the ropes and hopped down to the main floor. His personal bodyguards escorted him a few steps toward the dressing room. The heavyweight looked at me, then down the passageway to the uniformed NYPD officers. He had a concerned look on his face, and he knew what was coming.

      Mad Dog strolled around the ring with his entourage.

      Cheering fans shouted and hollered.

      At the next aisle, Mad Dog took a hard turn and sprinted away. He ran through the stunned crowd, and I took off after him.

      His two bodyguards tried to block the lane like an offensive line. I head-faked and caught Domingo off balance. I tucked my shoulder and plowed through the goons.

      JD followed, and the NYPD brought up the rear.

      Mad Dog sprinted down the aisle, then vaulted up the steps.

      The audience didn't know what the hell was going on.

      I chased him up to the concourse, and he sprinted past vendors, plowing into unsuspecting attendees. He took the steps down to street level and burst through the exit doors on 8th Avenue.

      The big behemoth sprinted down the block and took a left at the corner. Horns honked as the big guy darted into the street. A yellow cab screeched its breaks and almost plowed into him.

      The cars started rolling again just as I arrived. I played dodgeball on the street as I crossed.

      More horns honked, and somebody shouted a few unsavory words.

      I lost JD and the NYPD guys back in the stadium. I was on my own.

      Mad Dog disappeared into an alley.

      I chased after him, darting into the narrow passageway. His heavy footsteps slapped against the concrete as he raced past a dumpster and bags of trash.

      The alley dog-legged left, and that was the end of the line. When I rounded the corner, Mad Dog had run into a dead end.

      Trash and newsprint shuffled on the breeze across the concrete.

      The heavyweight champ threw his hands up in frustration and spun around to face me.

      I didn't have my pistol. Only NYPD officers were allowed to carry inside Madison Square Garden. I was hoping my backup would arrive shortly, but I was well ahead of them, and I didn’t know if they had seen me run into the alley. I was waiting for the sound of friendly footsteps, but I never heard them.

      "Aren't you a little far from home?" Mad Dog asked.

      “You killed Gunner,” I said. “You gotta face the music."

      His battered face twisted. "I didn't kill him. I punched the son-of-a-bitch, and he fell down."

      "Then he died, and you left the scene. You gotta own up to it, Mad Dog."

      "You can't arrest me here. You can’t do shit."

      "There's a nationwide warrant out for your arrest. You’re gonna get picked up some time. Make it easy on yourself and surrender."

      Mad Dog looked past me down the alleyway. "I don't see your friends. And don't tell me you’re dumb enough to follow me into an alleyway all by yourself."

      My jaw tensed, and I took a deep breath.

      He looked at me with the same ferocity he looked at the Butcher. Mad Dog closed in on me, and I figured his world champion fist would be careening toward my face momentarily.

      "You really don't want to play it this way, do you?” I said, hoping to avoid the inevitable. “It’s gonna end badly for you."

      He shook his head, loosened his shoulders, and warned, “It's gonna end badly for you."
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      I had the luxury of watching Mad Dog fight for 8 rounds, so I had a little insight into his strategy. But watching, and stepping into the ring, are two completely different things.

      Mad Dog took a southpaw stance, threw two quick jabs, then a hard left. His cinder block fist careened toward my face.

      I leaned back, sidestepped, and the fist whooshed beside my head. I blocked his arm and threw a hard fist into his ribs.

      It was like punching a brick wall.

      I spun away quickly, getting out of reach. We squared off against each other and circled, each sizing the other up, plotting avenues of attack.

      I had a few things going for me. Mad Dog was battered, bruised, tired, and his swollen eyes affected his vision. He was also used to fighting in one dimension with a set of rules. It was a linear mindset.

      Out here, there were no rules.

      I had a background in multiple styles of hand-to-hand combat, all with the sole purpose of neutralizing an enemy threat. Despite that, one solid punch from a guy like Mad Dog could turn out the lights.

      Mad Dog stalked toward me. He feinted right, then launched another hard left, putting his shoulder into it.

      Again I blocked, sidestepped, put another hard right into his rib cage, and danced away.

      We squared off again, circling each other. Mad Dog was starting to breathe a little heavier. He stormed toward me again. Like a cobra strike, another left rocketed toward my face.

      I ducked, dodged, and kicked the side of his knee.

      His leg buckled, and he went down momentarily, then sprang back to his feet.

      A look of confusion filled his puffy eyes like I just cheated. "Oh, so you’re gonna play like that, huh?"

      He closed in again, changing up his stance, switching to a right-handed position. He came at me with a slight limp and unleashed a flurry of punches.

      Left.

      Right.

      Left.

      I dodged and danced, then returned with a hard right aimed straight at his jaw.

      He dodged and came back at me with a sweeping left.

      He was fast for a big guy. And despite having gone 8 rounds, he still had plenty of moves left.

      And plenty of power.

      His fist smacked my face and twisted my head to the side, staggering me a few paces.

      Talk about having your bell rung.

      Pain shot through my neck and down my spine. My skull vibrated, and my teeth rattled. Stars flickered in the periphery of my vision.

      Maybe this wasn't such a good idea.

      I tried to regroup, but Mad Dog closed in for the kill. Another flurry of punches came my way, fast and uncompromising.

      Atomic bombs.

      I did my best to deflect them, but my best wasn't good enough.

      He backed me up against the wall and landed a few body blows. The air escaped my lungs. It wasn't a good position to be in.

      I kneed him in the groin and squirreled away. He doubled over, and I put an elbow into his back, and he spun around with another hard left.

      I ducked and dodged, then returned with another hard right to his face.

      It was like his face had been carved from the side of a mountain. I put everything into that blow, and it barely moved the needle. But it opened up the cut on his eye, and a river of blood streamed down.

      My fist hurt.

      He looked at me and mustered a slight grin.

      We danced around, and he walked me down. We exchanged a few blows, then that devastating left of his rocketed toward my face.

      I dodged and ducked and swung a hard uppercut.

      It connected with his chin, and I heard his teeth rattle. The blow actually appeared to do some damage.

      Mad Dog staggered back, dazed. He lowered his fists slightly, and I followed with a roundhouse kick. My foot hit his jaw and spun his head to the side. He staggered a few more steps, regrouped, and squared off again.

      Blood flowed, and his left eye ballooned.

      This guy had a hell of a chin. He could take a beating and keep on going. It was a mindset.

      An admirable one.

      Never give up. Never surrender. Pain is only weakness leaving the body. We had a lot in common in that regard.

      Still, I tried to negotiate. "What's the point, Mad Dog? You can't run from this."

      "Maybe not, but I can give you an ass-whooping.”

      "How's that working out for you so far?" I snarked.

      He didn't like that. His jaw tightened, and he stormed toward me again. He squared off, toe-to-toe, and swung a wild right.

      I dodged, leaned back, and blocked. I swung a devastating left. My fist slammed into his ear. I followed with another knee to the groin and an elbow that connected with his neck.

      He came up swinging with another hard left, and I felt the air as his fist rushed past my face.

      I spun around with another roundhouse. My foot hit the back of his head.

      Mad Dog staggered forward, twisted around, then squared off again, ready for more.

      I had landed some good punches—blows that would put most people in the hospital. I was doing damage, but not enough.

      The bloody monstrosity came at me again, looking like something out of a horror movie. He threw another flurry of wild punches.

      I ducked and weaved, drilled another hard fist into his rib cage, and again he caught me with that left hook.

      Son-of-a-bitch!

      I stumbled, seeing stars again. My jaw stabbed with pain. My brain bounced around in my skull, and his fist had opened a gash on my brow. Warm blood trickled down my face.

      By the time I regrouped, Mad Dog had launched toward me, tackling me to the ground. I crashed to the concrete with the heavyweight on top of me. He cocked his fist back and hammered it toward my face for the old ground and pound.
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      This was a bad situation, and Mad Dog was too heavy to buck off.

      His fist struck down like a sledgehammer.

      I twisted my head aside, and his knuckles grazed off the side of my cheek and smacked the concrete.

      That had to hurt.

      I throat punched the bastard, jamming my knuckles into his trachea. It was a precision strike, crushing his windpipe.

      Mad Dog tried to suck in a breath of air. He had a look of pure terror on his face—the look of a man drowning on dry land.

      For a moment, I thought he was going to die.

      I was about to worm my way free when the cavalry arrived.

      "NYPD!" Detective Butler shouted as he rounded the corner with his gun drawn.

      JD and the other uniformed officers followed.

      They swarmed in as Mad Dog wheezed for breath, finally filling his lungs.

      A uniformed officer slapped the cuffs around his wrists, barely getting them latched.

      Butler extended a hand and helped me from the ground. He had a smug grin on his face. "Looks like we got here just in the nick of time."

      "I had everything under control," I said. "He was about to go down for the count."

      Butler rolled his eyes.

      "Seriously, that last throat punch messed him up good."

      "That'll make for a nice story when you get back to your island, Deputy.” He said in a condescending tone, “You can tell your friends whatever you want."

      "Ask him yourself."

      Mad Dog grunted. "Shit, you’re lucky. I was about to fuck you up real good.”

      I just laughed.

      "Besides, you cheat."

      “Tell you what," I said. "How about you line me up a $10 million payday, and I’ll step in the ring with you and do it for real." I paused. "Of course, you'll be an old man by the time you get out of jail."

      He puffed up with arrogance. "I don't know what you’re talking about. I acted in self-defense. Gunner came at me, and I had to protect myself."

      "You think anyone is gonna believe that. Who would be stupid enough to brawl with you?"

      "Somebody like you?"

      Butler laughed.

      "Was anybody with you at the time of Gunner’s death?”

      “I’m not saying any more to you without an attorney."

      A uniformed officer read Mad Dog his rights and escorted him down the alley. They stuffed him into a patrol car waiting at the curb.

      Butler extended his hand, and we shook. "Looks like you got your man. We’ll book him in and see if he fights extradition. If he does, it could be a while before you get him back."

      I thanked him for his cooperation.

      "Might want to have that looked at,” he said, pointing to the cut on my brow.

      "I'm fine."

      Butler ignored me and called for an ambulance, anyway. The flashing red and white lights arrived a few minutes later, and an EMT cleaned and dressed my wound. He put a butterfly strip on my brow, closing the gash. He gave me ice packs for my face and neck, and I declined the invitation to go to the hospital for a CT scan.

      When it was all over, we walked back to the hotel and regrouped with the band.

      "What the hell happened to you guys?" Crash asked.

      "Oh, just got into a little tussle with a heavyweight," I said.

      JD poured drinks, and I regaled them with true tales of my fight with Mad Dog. No one believed my claims that I was about to get the upper hand.

      I nursed my drink and my wounds, icing my neck and face throughout the night.

      I urged the band to practice moderation as they partied. I was beginning to sound like a broken record, and I didn’t particularly like the role of chaperone. “Tomorrow is a big day, and you all need to be on your A-game.”

      Somehow my admonition went largely unheeded, and they overindulged to the point of being sloppy. Throughout the night, I could see JD getting increasingly irritated as Faye flirted with the guys in the band, clinging onto them, falling into their laps, taunting them with her assets.

      I muttered in his ear, “This is why you don't break the rules."

      He gave me a sour look.

      I left the band’s suite a little after midnight. I was tired and sore and wanted to crawl in bed and recover. We were in the suite next door, so I heard the dull thump of music through the walls, even though I was in the opposite bedroom.

      It was around 4 AM when I heard JD’s key card enter the slot. I peeled open my eyes for a brief moment and looked at the clock as he staggered in. I didn't hear any other voices, so I figured he was alone. I rolled over and went back to sleep.

      The blackout shades did a good job of keeping the room dark, and I slept in. It was a little after 8 AM when I woke up, and I laid in bed for a while, not wanting to move. My neck was stiff as hell, despite having iced it. When I finally pulled myself out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom, the sight in the mirror was gruesome. The blue, purple, and green colors around my cheeks and eyes were vibrant, and I had pronounced swelling. I carefully splashed hot water on my face, brushed my teeth, and took a shower.

      I got dressed and went for breakfast. None of my compatriots were awake yet, and I enjoyed a nice quiet morning, eating an omelette, crunching on bacon, and sipping gourmet coffee, all while wearing sunglasses to conceal my bruises. It makes other people uncomfortable when you look like you’ve been in a brawl. People stare and gossip as they speculate how you got the injuries.

      I had a little time to kill, and I didn't figure the band would be conscious until the afternoon. I walked around the garment district, taking in the sights and sounds of the city. Car horns, exhaust fumes, and throngs of New Yorkers hustling up and down the sidewalks.

      I walked to the Empire State Building, then circled around and stopped in a photo store. I browsed cameras and high-end equipment, looking at toys we could use for future music video productions. When I finally got back to the hotel, JD was awake, though somewhat sluggish.

      "Anything exciting happen after I left?" I asked.

      "They were still going when I left," JD said.

      "I think it's time we rouse them out of bed," I looked at my watch. "We need to load in, and we’ve got soundcheck in a few hours."

      We walked down the hall and banged on the door to the band’s suite.

      There was no reply.

      We kept banging on the door, and a neighbor across the hall pulled open her door and gave us a dirty look. "Do you mind?"

      JD flashed his badge. "Official police business, ma'am."

      She grunted and closed the door. The deadbolt latched, followed by the additional security latch.

      Crash finally pulled open the door, his hair tousled, his eyes droopy. "What time is it?"

      "Time to get things rolling," I said as we marched into the foyer.

      The place smelled like beer, whiskey, and the remnants of marijuana.

      “Before you get mad, I just want to say it wasn’t my fault,” Crash said.

      We both eyed him curiously, wondering what had happened that required a disclaimer.
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      Faye’s naked body in the pullout sofa bed was the first clue. It didn't take a great deal of detective work to determine what had happened.

      JD's face reddened.

      Crash shrugged. He whispered. "It wasn't my fault."

      JD glared at him.

      "Dude, I was wasted. What was I supposed to do? She was all over me. I'm only human."

      The veins in JD’s temples started to pulse.

      "I know I broke the rule, but shit…" He gestured to Faye’s sumptuous body, half exposed. "Look at that."

      He had no idea JD had already broken the rule.

      I patted them both on the shoulder. "Seems like you boys have something in common."

      JD's annoyed eyes flicked from Crash to me, then back to Crash.

      Crash’s eyes rounded. "No way! You did it too?”

      He seemed relieved and smiled. He raised his hand, expecting a high-five, but JD didn't respond in kind.

      Crash’s smile soured. “You’re not mad, are you?"

      JD bit his tongue for a moment. "No. I'm not mad. Why would I be mad?”

      He was mad.

      Faye yawned and stretched. She’d been listening in. "Jesus, what’s with you people? It's just sex."

      She whipped the covers away, got out of bed, and sauntered across the living room completely naked. She didn't care, and JD and Crash had already seen the goods.

      I'm not going to pretend I didn't enjoy the show.

      She pushed into Dizzy’s room and slipped into the bathroom.

      "Who else has joined the club?" JD asked.

      Crash shrugged.

      JD just shook his head.

      "We need to get moving," I urged.

      JD banged on Styxx’s bedroom door, and I banged on Dizzy’s. "Rise and shine!"

      Dizzy groaned, rolled over, and put the pillow over his head.

      Faye emerged from the bathroom a moment later and sauntered past me, looking like she was still hurting from the night before. "Morning, Tyson."

      She crawled back into the fold-out bed and curled up with the sheets.

      "Come on! We've gotta load in,” I shouted, loud enough for the entire suite to hear.

      It took another 20 minutes to get the gang out of bed and another hour for them to get dressed and fed.

      Dizzy and Styxx had unloaded all the gear and carted it up to the suite when they had arrived. There was no on-site parking at the hotel. The van was parked down the block in the parking garage, which cost $55 a day.

      Jack gave Styxx cash to pay the parking bill. Unfortunately, there were no in-and-out privileges. Styxx ran down the block, picked up the van, and drove it back to the main entrance of the hotel. We grabbed a couple bellhop carts and loaded the amps, cabinets, and instruments aboard. It took several trips to get everything loaded back into the van, then we headed to the venue.

      We drove into the loading area. It was packed with rows of semi-trailer trucks that carried miles of speaker cables and equipment for Chloe-C’s show. The idle of diesel engines rumbled, and the area filled with exhaust fumes.

      The band didn't need much equipment. Their small amps would be mic’d up and blasted through the massive PA speakers.

      We were lost at first amid the sea of crew members shuffling back and forth, unloading semi-trucks full of expensive gear. I texted the tour manager, and 15 minutes later, we found each other.

      Eric greeted me with a hurried handshake and the smile of a man that was trying to manage the unmanageable.

      He rounded up a few roadies, and the band didn't have to touch their equipment. The professional crew unloaded the gear and carted it away. Eric escorted us to the backstage dressing rooms.

      The band had their own room. Taped to the door was a paper sign that read Wild Fury. Inside the room there was a refrigerator stocked with beer, soda, and bottled water. On a 6x8 table, there were snacks. On the counter, there was an assortment of whiskey, vodka, and rum.

      The band was impressed by the accommodations.

      "I gotta get back to it,” Eric said. “But if you need anything, let me know. Soundcheck is from 4 to 5 PM, then you guys go on at 8:30.”

      We all shook hands again.

      “Have a great show!” Eric said before slipping out of the room and scurrying down the hall.

      It was like an ant colony, working furiously to satisfy the demands of the Queen. And Chloe-C was certainly the Queen of pop.
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      The anticipation was palpable. When the band walked on stage for the first time for the sound check, they were all awestruck. They marveled at the stunning arena, taking in the 20,000 seats of the forum—each one with a clear view of the stage.

      I stood with Crash stage-left, watching as Dizzy and Faye plugged into their wireless transmitters. Chloe’s drum tech had set up and tuned the drum kit, and Styxx made last-minute adjustments, positioning the snare, toms, and cymbals just how he liked them. The tech made sure all the microphones were positioned properly.

      From the mixing booth, the sound engineer communicated to a stage tech with a walkie-talkie. The tech told Styxx to bang consistently on each drum head as the engineer set levels. It was a slightly boring process.

      Dizzy and Faye tuned up and waited.

      Crash watched with envy. He was excited for the band, but his eyes almost misted, knowing he wasn't going to be a part of what might be the greatest moment the band would ever have.

      None of us really knew where this was going. This could be the pinnacle of Wild Fury's career, or it could be the beginning of a meteoric rise.

      Crash definitely felt like he missed out. I could see it in his face. I put a comforting hand on his shoulder. "Don't worry. The guys will be back here again someday."

      He gave an optimistic nod.

      When all the levels were set, Styxx clicked off the intro to the first song on their setlist, and Dizzy strummed his guitar. The thunderous power cord rumbled the arena, and Faye’s bass boomed. The kick drum was like a cannon, and the snare popped like a .50 caliber rifle.

      The sound was massive.

      The sonic waves vibrated my body and rattled my internal organs.

      JD grabbed the microphone and muscled through a deep breath. He howled the lyrics to the first verse. He looked like he was still in pain, but he was getting through it. I figured with the adrenaline of the show, standing in front of 20,000 fans, the pain would fade to a manageable level.

      After the first song, they gave feedback to the sound engineer. He adjusted various monitor levels so they could hear themselves on stage. They ran through the whole setlist once and wrapped up in under an hour.

      They all came off the stage with beaming smiles.

      "Holy shit!” Dizzy exclaimed. "I've never heard my guitar that loud."

      "We're gonna rock this!” Faye shouted.

      "I don't know how we're gonna go back to playing small venues after this," Styxx said. “That was awesome.”

      "Savor the moment,” I said. “Savor the moment."

      As we left the stage, we ran into Chloe and her entourage. She wore big sunglasses and a baseball cap. She smiled and ran to greet me, giving me a big hug. Her jaw dropped when she got a good look at me. “My God, what happened to your face?”

      “You should see the other guy.”

      She looked at JD. His bruises were a little faded but still visible. “What the hell did you two get yourselves into?”

      I shrugged and shook my head dismissively like it was no big deal.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I nodded. “I’m fine.”

      “Well, I’m so glad you made it! I caught the tail end of the soundcheck. You guys sounded amazing. I hope everything's been going smoothly, other than getting beat up.”

      “I didn’t get beat up,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Yes, he did,” JD added.

      “Things were about to turn my way,” I insisted. “But other than a minor confrontation, things have been going great. We really appreciate the opportunity."

      Chloe smiled. "Of course. It's well-deserved."

      I introduced her to the rest of the band, and they were a bit star-struck.

      "I gotta run. Schedule is tight, and we’ve got soundcheck. We'll talk later," Chloe said with a naughty smirk.

      She kissed me on the cheek again before scurrying away with her entourage. She ran up the steps to the stage.

      We left the venue and walked back to the hotel. The band couldn't stop talking about the soundcheck and meeting Chloe.

      Everybody was upbeat and optimistic. I felt good about the show. We’d overcome a lot of challenges to get here, and I was starting to relax. We were in the groove. All the band had to do was show up on time and do what they did best.

      But that was easier said than done.
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      We went back to the hotel and had a pregame feast at the rooftop restaurant. Faye ordered a round of drinks, and we all toasted. Again, I played the role of chaperone. "To a great show," I said. "But let's save the overindulgence until after the show.”

      "Just a little something to loosen up," Faye said. "Nothing wrong with a little pregame to quell any nerves."

      Crash said, "Fuck that. I'll get hammered. I don't have to do shit tonight except watch you guys rock."

      He lifted his glass, and we all toasted again.

      One drink turned into two, turned into three. I figured a full meal would help absorb the alcohol. I just needed to get the band on stage. That was it. That was my sole job at this point.

      We chowed down, then headed back to the rooms to prepare. JD changed into his stage wardrobe and emerged from the bedroom looking like a full-on ’80s rocker—leather pants, bandanna, cut off Wild Fury T-shirt, studded bracelet, and eyeliner. He was part rockstar, part pirate.

      "Have you seen my hydrocodone?" he asked.

      "Not since the plane," I said.

      "I thought I'd pop one before the show, just to take the edge off the ribs.”

      I gave him a concerned glance.

      "No worries. I can handle my high. Strictly for medicinal purposes."

      He went back into the bedroom and fumbled through his bag but came up empty-handed.

      I looked at my watch. It was almost 7 o'clock. "We should head to the venue and get in game mode."

      We left the suite, and I walked next door and banged on the door. Crash pulled it open a moment later and invited us in.

      We walked through the foyer to the living area. The guys were dressed and ready to go. Styxx was warming up, banging drumsticks on the counter, tapping out different rhythms.

      "Where is Faye?" I asked, looking around the suite.

      "She went back to her room after dinner to get changed and put her makeup on," Crash said.

      I spun around, walked back down the foyer, and crossed the hall to Faye’s room. I banged on the door, but there was no response. I waited a moment and knocked again. “Faye! We need to get rolling."

      She didn't answer.

      I kept knocking on the door with no luck, then headed back across the hall to the band’s suite. I banged on the door, and Crash pulled it open. "Where is she?"

      Crash shrugged.

      "Did she say she was going somewhere?"

      "Not that I know about."

      "When was the last time you saw her?"

      "We all came up here after dinner. We went to our room, she went to hers. That was about an hour ago."

      I stepped inside the suite and made a beeline for the phone and dialed the front desk. "This is Deputy Wild in Suite #3205. I need access to a room one of our party is staying in. Can you send the hotel security?"

      "Certainly,” the desk clerk said.

      I left the room and waited in the hall. A few minutes later, the security officer ambled down the corridor. He wore a suit with a gold acetate nameplate that read Charles Green. "What seems to be the problem?” he asked as I flashed my badge. It carried no weight here, but most people didn't pay attention to the jurisdiction. They just saw the shiny gold thing and figured you were some type of authority.

      I pointed to Faye’s door. "I need to get into this suite to do a welfare check."

      Charlie knocked on the door. “Hotel security. Can you open the door?"

      My jaw tensed. “I’ve been knocking for 15 minutes. Let's not waste any more time."

      He slipped the master key into the slot, and the light flashed green. He twisted the handle and pushed open the door, and I rushed into the room.

      Faye was passed out on the bed. I ran to her and tried to wake her. “Faye, wake up! Faye!”

      She was non-responsive.

      My fingertips felt her neck for a pulse. It was faint, and her breathing was shallow. I shouted to the security officer. "Call 911!”
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      Seconds ticked by like hours as we waited for the EMTs to arrive. By this point in time, the other band members had filtered into the room and gazed upon Faye’s motionless body in terror.

      "What the hell is going on?" Styxx asked. "What happened?"

      “I don't know," I said. "Did you see her take anything?"

      Almost as soon as I asked, I had my answer. I grabbed Faye’s purse from the nightstand by the bed and rummaged through it. Sure enough, JD's hydrocodone bottle rattled inside—and it seemed considerably lighter than the last time I had seen it.

      The EMTs and paramedics rushed into the room and attended to Faye. I informed them that I thought she might have OD’d on hydrocodone and alcohol.

      They took vitals and administered Narcan. Within a few moments, Faye regained consciousness. The drug counteracted the effects of opioids quickly, blocking receptors.

      The EMTs asked Faye a series of questions to determine her cognitive ability. She knew her name, where she was, and what the date was.

      "What have you taken?" an EMT asked.

      "Just a couple of pills,” Faye replied innocently. “I guess I took too much."

      "How much did you have to drink?" the EMT asked.

      "She shrugged. Three or four drinks at dinner, and a few more in the room.” She had demolished everything in the minibar.

      “How many pills?”

      She shrugged.

      "We're gonna take you to the hospital, get you checked out. They’ll probably want to keep you overnight."

      She shook her head. "I can't," she slurred. "We've got our show."

      “Not anymore, you don’t. Sorry, it’s protocol. We’ve gotta take you in. You need to be monitored for the next several hours. It’s possible that the overdose symptoms could return.”

      “I’m fine now. Really.” Faye was far from fine.

      “Is this a regular thing for you?”

      “No, I don’t usually OD,” she said, her face twisting.

      “The pills and the drinking?”

      Faye shrugged again. “I like to have a little fun from time to time.”

      “If you’re a regular user, the anti-opioid medication may cause you to go into withdrawals.”

      Her face crinkled. “I’m not a junkie.”

      “Come on, let’s get you to the hospital.”

      Faye finally relented, and the EMTs helped transfer her onto a gurney and started supplemental oxygen. They rolled her out of the room, and we followed down the hallway.

      Faye looked at me with apologetic eyes. "I'm sorry, guys. I really fucked up."

      Her eyes filled.

      I asked an EMT, “Where are you taking her?"

      "Presbyterian Hospital.”

      The EMTs loaded her into the elevator, and the door slid shut.

      I looked at the distressed faces of the band. They all slumped with sad eyes, practically on the verge of tears.

      "What the hell are we gonna do now?" Styxx asked.

      “Screw it," Crash said. "Let's cut this cast off so I can access the fretboard."

      I asked Charles if he had wire cutters.

      "I can ask the maintenance guy," he said. He pushed the talk button on his walkie. "Hey Jerry, we need some wire cutters up here on 32 ASAP."

      The walkie crackled with static. A moment later, Jerry said, “I’ll be up in a minute.”

      “Hurry,” Charles said. "Like yesterday.”

      I looked at my watch. Time was running out.

      It took Jerry 10 minutes to make his way to us, and he had several wire cutters for us to choose from.

      I grabbed one of the shears, and we moved back into the suite. Crash rested his arm on the bar counter, and I took the cutters and planned my attack.

      Crash’s eyes filled with concern. "Don't cut me, man."

      "Relax. I'm a trained professional," I joked.

      I started slicing my way through the plaster cast, cutting out an area around the palm. I needed to make sure Crash had enough clearance to move his hand freely and grab the fretboard and move his thumb.

      The plaster cracked and crumbled with each snip. It wasn't exactly the prettiest job in the world, and it made a huge mess. I freed up the grip area in about 15 minutes. There were bits of plaster and dust all over the counter, along with bits of internal padding.

      Crash checked out his range of motion. His hand was still puffy, swollen, and stiff.”

      “Is that going to work?” I asked.

      “I think so,” he said, examining the cast, moving his hand around. Spending several days in a cast hadn't done wonders for his mobility.

      “Speak now, or forever hold your peace.”

      Crash nodded. “I’m good.”

      I thanked the maintenance guy, handed the tool back to him, and dug out a $20 from my wallet.

      He seemed appreciative.

      We left the room, raced down the hallway to the elevator, and plunged down to the lobby. We ran across the street to the venue.

      It was a good thing we were only a block away.

      The massive crowd flowed into the stadium as we made our way to the service entrance. We flashed our credentials to the security guard and hustled to the dressing rooms.

      The tour manager looked relieved to see us. "Cutting it close, aren't you?"

      JD smiled. "We're here. That's all that matters."

      His eyes surveyed us. "You’re missing someone.”

      "Sort of," I said.

      "Sort of?" His eyes went wide.

      Crash raised his hand. "I'm back on bass.”

      Eric’s nervous expression deepened. He looked at Crash’s cast. "And you can play?"

      Crash smiled. "Hell yeah, I can play!”

      Eric didn't look sold, but what the hell was he going to do? "Well, you guys are on in 15. I'll be back to give you your queue. Break a leg!"

      He left us to our own devices in the dressing room.

      The band took a moment to compose themselves and put on their game faces.

      JD took the opportunity to give the guys a pep talk. "We came here to show the world what Wild Fury is all about. And we're gonna do just that. As a band. One unit. It doesn't matter what life throws at us. We're always gonna come out on top."

      The guys cheered.

      JD reached out his hand, and the others took it. “Let's go out there and kick some ass!”

      They shouted in unison and broke from the huddle like a football team heading to the scrimmage line.

      Chloe stopped by to wish us well. "I know you guys are gonna do great. They're gonna love you out there. I'll see you guys after the show."

      Chloe pulled me aside. “Sorry we haven’t had much time to connect. It’s just been so crazy. I feel like I haven’t gotten to catch my breath in months.”

      “What did you want to talk about?”

      She spoke in a shy, soft voice, “Well, I was thinking—“

      Eric poked his head into the dressing room. "It's time!”

      The band hooted and hollered.

      "Who's introducing the band?" Eric asked.

      Without hesitation, JD said, "Tyson!”
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      The arena was dark when I took the stage. I had a wireless microphone in my hand, and a lone spotlight illuminated me as I marched to center-stage.

      The blinding light made it difficult to see the crowd. From what I could tell, there were still people straggling to their seats. Wild Fury was the opening act, after all, and this was a crowd that was here to see a pop icon.

      Still, Chloe had been promoting Wild Fury's music on her social media accounts, giving the rockers unbelievable exposure.

      With a low, drawn-out rumble, like I was announcing a prizefighter, I said, “Please welcome to the stage… the mighty… Wild Fu-u-u-u-ury!"

      The announcement was met with a roar of applause.

      I was a little surprised. This wasn’t in their home venue like Sonic Temple, but there was a large number of local fans. The band’s video had gone viral, and they had gained fans around the world.

      Dizzy struck a power cord, and his thunderous guitar growled like a chainsaw. He flailed the whammy bar, and the lights came up. The band ran onto the stage as I exited.

      The crowd howled.

      Styxx climbed behind the candy-apple red drum set and twirled the drumsticks. He thumped the kick drum, boom, boom, boom!

      Crash jogged to the opposite side of the stage.

      Jack grabbed the microphone and shouted, “Hello, New York City!"

      Screams filled the forum.

      “Are you ready to rock 'n' roll?"

      The Wild Fury fans filled their lungs and shouted.

      "I can't hear you. Are you ready to rock 'n' roll?"

      The second response was even louder.

      "That's more like it!" JD nodded to Styxx, and the band thundered into the first verse of Iron Heart.

      I stood offstage, watching the spectacle.

      JD pranced around like a rock star, his long hair flowing. He howled the first verse, and he sounded as good as ever. He did a great job of hiding the pain.

      Crash seemed to be holding his own.

      The lights swirled, and Dizzy's fingers raced up and down the fretboard.

      Chloe watched with me from the side of the stage.

      By the time they finished the first song, they had made a lot of new Wild Fury fans.

      “They’re really good,” Chloe said. “And JD knows how to work the crowd.”

      I smiled. "Yeah. I think they are going places.”

      “I do too.” She had a naughty glimmer in her eyes.

      She took my hand and led me down the steps. She glanced around to make sure no one was looking, and then we slipped through the black curtain that partitioned the scaffolding under the stage.

      We were all alone, away from the prying eyes of the crew and the thousands of adoring fans. Chloe lifted onto her tiptoes and pressed her lush lips against mine. I felt like a high school kid underneath the bleachers making out.

      I wasn’t about to complain.

      Her lips were soft and full, and I could taste the traces of her lip gloss. Our tongues danced, and I pulled her warm body against mine. The scent of her shampoo filled my nostrils.

      Our hands were all over each other, and our hips mashed together. Wild Fury thundered above. I hadn’t seen Chloe in a long time, and we picked up right where we had left off. I lifted up her top and grabbed copious handfuls of perky goodness.

      I felt a little bad about missing the show, but not that bad.

      I lifted her skirt and grabbed her tight assets. It wasn’t long before her cotton panties were on the ground, and my pants around my ankles. We used the scaffolding for support as our hips collided.

      We went for broke underneath the stage, the deafening music drowning out Chloe’s screams of ecstasy. She could be as loud as she wanted.

      The towering speakers vibrated the entire arena, rattling the scaffolding. It made for interesting sensations.

      We managed to wrap up our little adventure before Wild Fury ended their set. We slipped through the curtain, straightening our clothes, and climbed the steps to the side of the stage.

      Chloe had a satisfied smirk on her face.

      Wild Fury finished their set with their internet hit, All I Need. The fans were cheering and hollering, holding their illuminated cellphones in the air, waving them back and forth.

      JD sang the song, and the crowd sang with him.

      When the show ended, the entire arena erupted with applause, whistles, and screams. It was safe to say Wild Fury had made their mark and would be a tough act to follow.

      The guys rushed offstage, dripping with sweat, their faces elated with joy.

      “Amazing show,” Chloe said. “You guys killed it!”

      There were high-fives all around as we shuffled back to the dressing room.

      Chloe kissed me on the cheek. “I gotta get ready. I was thinking… the next break I get, we should go on vacation. Something relaxing. No stress. Plenty of…” there was that naughty glimmer again. “You know.”

      I smiled. “That sounds good to me.”

      She jumped up and down. “Yay!”

      Who in their right mind would turn down a vacation with Chloe-C?

      She kissed my cheek again, then scurried away to her dressing room, getting ready for her own show.

      I called Faye to check on her. She said she was doing fine, and they were going to keep her overnight. She apologized profusely for letting things get out of hand. I urged her to use more judgment when mixing substances in the future. I wasn’t sure if it would do any good.

      We hung out in the dressing room, mixed cocktails, and raised our glasses to toast. It was a major milestone for the band, and they would do it all over again the next night.

      “What did you think?” JD asked.

      “I think you guys killed it.”

      “What about Fastlane? I was running out of breath on that one.”

      “Sounded great. They loved you out there. Relax.” I was too preoccupied at the time to even remember what he sounded like during the song, but I put on a good show.

      After our celebration in the dressing room, we watched Chloe’s performance from a private lounge full of her special guests. We ate and drank our fill, and the guys received plenty of compliments.

      They were stars for an evening.

      Chloe put on a spectacular show. There were giant LED panels, dazzling lights, choreographed moves, and expert backup singers. Her musicians were top notch. The production was insane, and her fans loved every moment of it. They screamed at the top of their lungs, and Chloe played three encores before calling it a night.

      We connected after the show, and I ended up staying in her suite for the night, where we discussed potential vacation spots, among other things.

      Faye got discharged from the hospital the next day, and she watched the second show from the side of the stage with me, regretting her missed opportunity.

      After the end of the second show, it was time to break down, and Chloe’s road crew went straight to work after the crowd left. They helped the guys load their gear into the van, and we brought it back to the hotel, unloaded it, then took the van back to the parking garage.

      Chloe was off to the next location on the tour. We said our goodbyes and promised to reconnect soon.

      The next morning, we loaded all the gear back into the van, and Dizzy and Styxx took off for Coconut Key.

      The weekend was over. And after all the adrenaline, there was the inevitable come-down.

      Before we left town, I got a call from Detective Butler. Mad Dog had decided not to fight the extradition. I think he was hoping for some type of plea agreement, and he felt by cooperating, things might not be as bad for him.

      Detective Butler met us at the FBO and transferred the prisoner to us. Mad Dog was in an orange jumpsuit, shackled about the wrists and ankles. We did the paperwork, and Butler said, “He's all yours."

      "Pleasure doing business with you,” I said. We shook hands, and I thanked Butler for his assistance.

      I escorted Mad Dog aboard the plane. His face was still swollen and puffy from the fight. So was mine. He walked with a limp, and climbing the steps to the fuselage was a challenge for him. I ushered him to a seat and sat across the aisle from him.

      "You’re not still mad about our fight, are you?" Mad Dog asked.

      I smiled. "I'm not mad at all.”

      “I’d have kicked your ass if your friends hadn’t shown up."

      I scoffed. "Like I said, give me a $10 million payday, and I'll step in the ring with you."

      He chuckled.

      “Tell me about your bodyguards. Were they with you during the incident?" I asked.

      "My attorney has advised me not to discuss anything pertaining to my case."

      "Because if your bodyguards were present, I’m gonna get them too.”

      He looked at me with swollen eyes but remained tightlipped.

      The flight attendant came through and asked if we wanted any beverages or snacks.

      “I’ll take a glass of whiskey,” Mad Dog said.

      I shook my head. “No alcohol for him.”

      Mad Dog frowned. “Ah, come on, man!”

      “Sorry,” I said with a smile.

      Mad Dog ogled the cute flight attendant. “I guess I’ll take a Diet Coke.”

      She smiled back at him. “Certainly.”

      When she headed back to the galley, Mad Dog leaned across the aisle. “Since I might be doing a little time, how about you give me a little private time with the flight attendant?”

      “Sorry, Mad Dog. You’re not going to be joining the mile high club on this flight.”

      “Shit, I joined long ago. I’m a lifetime member.”

      I chuckled. Something told me Mad Dog wasn’t going to like prison very much.

      Sheriff Daniels buzzed my phone as we were taxiing to the runway. "I just heard the perp is in your custody."

      "Yes, he is," I said.

      "Good. I need you boys back here as soon as possible. We’ve got another problem."
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      Thanks for all the great reviews!

      I’ve got more adventures for Tyson and JD. Stay tuned.

      If you liked this book, let me know with a review on Amazon.

      Hope you are well during this challenging time. Thanks for reading!

      —Tripp
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