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      A bomb was out there, amidst the crowd, ready to unleash fury. I wasn’t sure how long until detonation. Maybe a minute. Maybe an hour.

      Was it a small bomb?

      Was it a big bomb?

      Were we talking a dozen people dead? Or were we talking hundreds?

      Either way, it wouldn’t be pretty.

      I scanned the sea of revelers bouncing in rhythm to the beat. Taffy Beach was alive with Spring Break excitement as the DJ spun tunes from the stage. The stars flickered overhead, and the moon cast a glow on the water. The sound of the waves crashing against the sand was obscured by the music.

      Just behind the platform that held the mixing console was a van from a local radio station. Colorful graphics wrapped the vehicle, screaming the logo 107.9 Coconut Rock.

      Only the top of the van was visible through the crowd. It had been there all day, but I hadn't seen anyone broadcasting from the van.

      It was an odd place for it.

      I called Sheriff Daniels as I made my way to the van, plowing through the mob of drunk, sweaty bodies.

      “Send the EOD unit to Taffy Beach. We have a problem."

      I filled him in on the details.

      JD's band, Wild Fury, was about to go on stage.

      I squeezed through inebriated revelers and finally reached the van. It was locked up, and no one from the radio station was attending to it. The graphics covered the back windows, obscuring the view into the cargo area.

      I moved around to the driver’s side and peered through the window. I caught a glimpse into the cargo area, and my heart rate instantly skyrocketed.

      There were four blue plastic barrels with wiring and primary charges connecting them. Nobody had noticed or recognized the danger. From experience, I knew that those barrels were probably filled with ammonium nitrate and fuel oil—a stable but explosive combination when detonated with a primary charge. The amount of explosive material in the van was enough to take out the majority of the crowd and probably those on stage.

      The tipster had mentioned this device was booby-trapped.

      I flashed my badge and shouted at the crowd. "Coconut County! I need you to move away from the vehicle."

      My command was met with crinkled faces and looks of disdain.

      They could barely hear me over the roar of the massive speakers that towered alongside the stage.

      These people just wanted to party. They didn't want to listen to my nonsense. But one way or another, the party was going to come to an end if I didn't do something fast.

      I texted JD and told him about the situation.

      A moment later, the DJ cut the music.

      The crowd groaned with displeasure.

      The master of ceremonies took the stage, holding a wireless microphone. "I'm sorry for the interruption. We are experiencing technical difficulties. We need everyone to clear the area in an orderly fashion. We will resume the party shortly. But please clear the beach so we can manage this issue. Thank you for your cooperation."

      The audience booed and hissed. They shouted obscenities at the MC and threw bottles and trash on stage.

      Nobody left the area.

      This wicked concoction could explode at any moment.

      I peered into the passenger compartment of the van and studied the device as best I could from my vantage point. I examined the doors for triggers. The ignition column looked like someone had jammed a screwdriver into the key slot and twisted it. It was an older van.

      This type of explosive device was relatively simple to construct with readily available materials. Ordering some of the supplies off the Internet might get you onto a watch list, but there were plenty of legitimate reasons to possess the various chemicals.

      Contained within the blue barrels was likely a fuel source and an oxidizer. Ammonium nitrate is present in fertilizer, but there are other products that can be used as well. The primary charge was a reddish-orange material that looked like Semtex. Similar, if not identical, to the stuff we found under the bridge. I'd seen bathtub chemists make their own plastic explosives. But, if you looked hard enough, this stuff was out there for purchase. And theft was also a means of acquisition.

      The vibrate function on most cell phones puts out around 4.2 volts—enough to trip a relay connected to a battery that can trip the detonators, igniting the primary charge.

      A simple but effective anti-tamper device can be created by the bomb maker using a clothespin, metal pads, string, and cardboard.

      The modern sprung clothespin was designed by S.E. Moore and patented in 1887. It had been around for almost a century in various other iterations and had a multitude of uses that had nothing to do with hanging clothes. Termed a C-47 for accounting purposes, they are a staple on film sets used to clamp colored gels to lighting fixtures. In the early days, studios couldn't understand why the grips were going through so many clothespins, so they changed the name to a technical-sounding term, and studio accountants stopped asking questions.

      An inventive terrorist can use them to thwart law enforcement. Patches of metal wired to the battery and glued to the end of either prong can complete the circuit when the clothespin is clamped. A piece of cardboard in between the metal contact patches interrupts the circuit. That piece of cardboard can be attached to a string connected to the door. When opened, it pulls the cardboard out, the clothespin snaps shut, and the circuit completes, detonating the device instantly.

      Simple but effective.

      I scanned the passenger compartment for a similar setup. Both doors had clothespins rigged as anti-tamper devices. I suspected the rear doors did as well.

      The crowd still milled about.

      I shouted at them again, "You need to vacate the area.”

      “Eat me!” somebody shouted.

      Announcing that there was a bomb could instill panic, and with a crowd this size, a stampede could result in multiple deaths. It wouldn’t be the first time fans had trampled audience members at a concert.

      Sirens warbled in the distance.

      The crowd lingered.

      ”What part of clear the area do you not understand!?” I shouted again, growing frustrated.

      “Ease up,” somebody yelled.

      In a slow, deliberate voice, I said, “For your own safety, I need you to back away from the van and clear the area.”

      They groaned and stepped back a few paces, but the herd wasn’t really moving yet.

      A frosted glass vent on top of the van was slightly ajar. It allowed light and air into the cargo compartment.

      Friction, sudden shock, or even a static electric discharge could detonate the device.

      I put a cautious foot onto the bumper and delicately climbed onto the hood, then onto the roof. I was hesitant about it, but time was of the essence. We could all be shredded by the time the EOD unit arrived.

      I slid on my belly to the skylight and surveyed it carefully. There were no wires or booby-traps. I wedged it open as far as it would go—a 45-degree angle. From this position, I had a view of the improvised explosive device below.

      The slight movement of my climbing on top of the van had activated the gyro sensor within the phone rigged to the device, causing the screen to light up and display the timer—there was less than a minute remaining.
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      It’s not like the movies. Bomb makers don’t usually put in an array of false wires. There are no rules. The color of the wire matters not. Each maker has his own signature style.

      The main thing with any improvised explosive device is not to trigger the detonators. Remove the power supply, remove the immediate threat.

      59…

      58…

      57…

      The timer kept counting down. An incessant march toward destruction.

      This wasn’t my first rodeo, but you never get totally immune to the danger. My stomach twisted, and my skin was alive with nerves. My pulse rate elevated. I took a deep breath and reached my arm through the skylight. It was too narrow for my torso to fit, but I angled an arm toward the device. The wiring of the relay was just beyond my fingertips.

      I retracted my arm, grabbed my pocket knife, and unfolded the tiny pair of scissors in the multifunction tool. From my initial survey of the device, I concluded it could be rendered safe by snipping the wire coming off the relay. With that cut, the circuit could never be completed.

      Of course, I could have been wrong.

      But at this point, there wasn't much to lose.

      I shoved my arm through the skylight again and reached as far as I could. The blades of the tiny scissors wrapped around the red wire coming from the relay. With my fingers, I squeezed the scissors as hard as I could.

      The blades on the tiny scissors weren’t sharp, and I didn't have enough leverage to cut through the wire.

      49…

      48…

      47…

      This wasn't going to cut it. I pulled my arm from the skylight and shouted at the sound crew as they left the mixing board. "I need a wire cutter!"

      A sound guy stopped in his tracks and looked at me with a crinkled face. He had long wavy hair and a mustache.

      "I need a wire cutter! Now!"

      He fumbled through a toolbox near a conglomeration of cables, came up with a small pair of wire snips, and tossed them to me.

      The blue-handled snips tumbled through the air, but the angle was short.

      I reached over the side of the van and snatched it before it fell to the sand.

      36…

      35…

      34…

      This time, I had more leverage. I reached in, and with the sharper blades around the red wire, I tightened my grasp after taking a deep breath.

      Snip!

      Nothing happened.

      Which was a good thing.

      The timer kept counting down.

      24…

      23…

      22…

      I cut another wire—the main line coming from the battery.

      No explosion.

      I looked for any other areas of concern.

      Patrol cars with flashing lights arrived, as well as the EOD van.

      The crowd had begun to clear the area, but no one was moving with any great haste.

      The rotor blades of Tango One pattered overhead and were soon joined by a news helicopter. I was pretty sure Paris Delaney and her crew would be on the scene shortly, if they weren't here already.

      Five…

      Four…

      Three…

      I sat on top of the van, watching the timer countdown. There was no time to get out of the immediate blast zone. I’d either done my job or hadn't. I tried to make peace with it. If this was my last moment, I wanted to go out unafraid, ready to embrace the unexplored territory—though it wouldn't be the first time I'd died.

      I wasn't particularly ready to go. I still had things to do. A life to live. I wasn't sure I’d fully redeemed myself, but I was trying, and maybe that counts for something. We don't always get to pick and choose our own destiny. But we do get to choose how we react to the hand that fate deals us.

      With any luck today, fate would be on my side.
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      Two…

      One…

      Buzz… Buzz… Buzz…

      The phone vibrated atop the plastic lid to the blue barrel.

      But the bomb didn't detonate.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and slumped atop the van. I lay on my back, looking at the stars, quietly thanking the Universe for giving me another day.

      After a moment, I sat up, climbed off the roof of the van with caution, and dropped down to the sand below.

      Sergeant Hartman of the EOD unit had arrived. He marched across the beach, and by this time, the crowd had given us a wide berth. The presence of the EOD van tipped things off, and rumors spread through the crowd like wildfire.

      "You're still here," Hartman said. "I take it that's a good sign."

      I nodded, gave him the specifics of the device, and let his crew handle it from there.

      JD pushed through the crowd, making his way to us. I gave him a quick recap.

      "Let's clear this device out of here and get the show back on the road!" He was half-serious. Maybe all serious.

      We backed away to let the EOD guys do their thing. Deputies swarmed the area, and red and blue lights flickered. After Hartman's crew did their evaluation, they breached the van and began dismantling the device.

      Daniels was on the scene by this point. "I want you to track down every component of that bomb. I want to know where the barrels came from. Where the wiring and batteries came from. Where the fuel and oxidizer came from. And most of all, I want you to nail the son-of-a-bitch responsible."

      I was totally on board.

      Once the EOD unit had dismantled the device, the forensic guys went to work, dusting the van for prints, looking for any trace DNA or anything else that might lead us back to our bomb maker.

      I called the radio station. After introducing myself, the receptionist put me through to the station manager. “You wouldn't happen to be missing a van, would you?"

      "One was stolen last night from the lot," he said.

      "You wouldn't happen to have any security footage of that, would you?"

      "Yes. I sent the clip to the deputy that took the report."

      "Who did you speak with about that?"

      "Deputy Mendoza."

      I gave him my cell number and email address and asked him to send me the link as well.

      "Did you find the van?" he asked.

      "Turn on the news right now."

      "Is it in one piece?"

      I chuckled. "It is."

      I gave him the scoop before ending the call. A moment later, he texted me the link to the video clip. I downloaded it and watched it on my phone. It was from a high-def camera, but it was still grainy and blocky.

      A man wearing a ski mask and a hat clicked a key fob that unlocked the door. He hopped in, and after a few minutes of jimmying the steering column with a screwdriver, the van started right up.

      Criminals were pretty savvy about waiting in parking lots with scanners. As soon as you clicked your alarm, they’d scan the frequency and code their device to unlock your car. Ain’t technology grand?

      I watched the perp pull out of the parking lot and disappear. The video clip ended.

      Paris Delaney approached with her crew. The camera focused on me, and the sound guy hovered a fluffy microphone overhead.

      "Deputy Wild, what can you tell us about the explosive device?" Paris asked.

      "It's been rendered safe," I said dryly.

      She frowned at me off-camera. "Is this related to the other attempted bombings?"

      "I believe so. If anyone has information about who stole the 107.9 van or has any leads about the bomber, please contact the Sheriff's Department."

      "Do you know the motive behind these bombs?"

      I knew, but I didn't want to say it on-air. "Whatever the bomber's motives are, these attacks are ill-conceived. I hope, for the safety of everyone on the island, that this perpetrator sees the error of his ways."

      "Do you have any leads at this time?"

      "Nothing substantial."

      "Are you in contact with the perpetrator?"

      "We believe the bomber has made contact on multiple occasions."

      "Can you discuss any of those conversations?"

      "Not at this time," I said, then excused myself from the frame.

      The camera refocused on Paris, the van in the background. "Live at Taffy Beach, I'm Paris Delaney. We will continue to keep you updated as the situation unfolds. And remember, you heard it from me first."

      The EOD unit cleared all the hazardous materials, and the van was impounded.

      The crowd had thinned, but the drama kept curious onlookers nearby.

      The DJ spun up tunes, and music thumped again. "It's always a blast in Coconut Key during Spring Break," he shouted into the microphone.

      It was met with a roar from the crowd as they flooded back onto the beach.

      Paris approached me, and we spoke off-camera. "Would you be willing to do an interview about diffusing the device?"

      "I'll consider it."

      Paris smiled. "I'll touch base with you tomorrow about setting up a time."

      "I said I’d consider it. I didn't say I’d do it."

      She smirked. "You'll do it."

      She spun around and joined her crew.

      JD and I made our way back to the stage. Security let us backstage, and we rejoined the rest of the band. There were high-fives and congratulations all around.

      "Dude, that is so cool," Crash said. "You saved us from mass destruction."

      The guys were ready to celebrate, but I knew the danger wasn't over yet. As long as the perp was running around free, we were all at risk.

      The show had been delayed more than an hour, and it was getting pretty late. After 11, the noise ordinance kicked in, and usually, this event would be wrapping up. But nobody told the organizers to shut it down, so I took the stage and did my usual duty of introducing the band. A lone spotlight shined on me as I grabbed the microphone. I squinted my eyes and surveyed the crowd. There were almost as many people out there as before the bomb scare. "Please welcome to the stage, the mighty… Wild Fury!"

      The crowd roared, and Dizzy struck a power cord. The grinding notes rumbled the towering speakers, washing over the audience as the band took the stage. Styxx climbed behind his candy-apple-red drum set and stomped the bass drum.

      Boom.

      Boom.

      Boom

      Crash joined in on bass, and JD howled into the microphone. "Are you ready to rock 'n' roll?"

      The audience screamed.

      "I can't hear you! Are you ready to rock 'n' roll?"

      They roared even louder.

      "We’ve got an explosive show for you tonight!"

      The band broke into the first verse of their new song, Dynamite Love. It seemed appropriate.

      JD pranced around the stage in true rockstar fashion. The band played an abbreviated set and one encore, cranking out their brand of party rock.

      The crowd ate it up, and it was good exposure since most of these kids were in from out of town. They’d go back to their colleges and dorm rooms, talking about this crazy retro rock band they saw. They’d share their clips on social media, and the band's ever-growing audience would expand.

      Wild Fury was both nostalgic and fresh at the same time.

      After their final song, the band gathered at the front of the stage and took a bow before their adoring fans. I watched the show from stage-left like a proud father of this misfit group of man-children.

      A guy tapped on my shoulder, "Hey, are you the manager?"

      "I could be. Who's asking?"
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      "I'm Kurt Riker," the man said, extending his hand.

      We shook.

      He had long curly blond hair down to his shoulders. He was in his mid 30s with a square jaw, lined with trimmed stubble, and narrow aqua eyes. He looked like a California surfer. He was fit and trim with a healthy tan. He wore shorts and a T-shirt with a shell necklace dangling around his collarbone.

      I wondered how he got backstage.

      He was with a big dude. And I mean BIG—6’5” with shoulders like boulders—foothills at the base of a mountain, peaking with his shaved head. The man had a strong jaw and narrow brown eyes. Legs like tree trunks and biceps like soccer balls.

      "Big fan of the band," Kurt said. "Amazing show tonight."

      "Thanks," I said. "What can I do for you?"

      "I know this is going to sound crazy but… My birthday is tomorrow. I’m having a party at my house, and I would love for these guys to play." He clasped his hands together in prayer, bowing respectfully.

      I hesitated a moment.

      The guys had played house parties before. The last one at a frat house. I wasn't averse to the idea, but they tended to get shut down rather early with noise complaints. Of course, we had a little pull with the local Sheriff's Department, but it wasn't a blank check.

      Before I could say anything, Kurt continued, “You can name your price. It doesn’t need to be a big production either. Just the guys in the backyard, cranking out great rock 'n' roll. My guests will love it."

      Wild Fury had reached a certain level. The band considered themselves only as good as their most recent show. Every time they took the stage, it had to be something special. They had to leave the audience with an experience, whether it was a show at Madison Square Garden or in someone's backyard.

      "Do you have room to accommodate a stage?" I asked.

      Kurt smiled. "I live in Stingray Bay. I’ve got plenty of space."

      "It's a little short notice."

      "I totally understand. I'll take care of all the arrangements. This is Mason,” he said, introducing the big guy. “He handles all of my affairs. He’ll get on the phone first thing in the morning."

      I had crews that we worked with and contractors that I trusted. I didn't like to leave the logistics in the hands of anyone else. If the stage and lighting grid were going to be set up, it needed to be done right. “I prefer to handle all of the setup.”

      "I understand. Like I said, you can name your price, and I’m more than happy to cover expenses."

      When it came to money, I never liked to speak first. "What did you have in mind?"

      He casually mentioned a number that had a lot of zeros at the end of it. Enough zeros for me to not even bother negotiating a higher rate. "In cash," he added.

      Even better.

      The band came off stage, drenched in sweat and full of the euphoria that only a crowd of this size could impart.

      I introduced them to Kurt and told them about the gig. When I told them the fee, their eyes rounded. The guys in the band were ecstatic, and Kurt was suddenly their new best friend.

      "You must really like the band," I said to Kurt.

      He grinned. "You know, I've seen the band play a few times before and was always impressed. And you guys came out tonight and blew everybody away after what happened. That's grace under pressure. I said I gotta have these guys play at my birthday party. It'll set the whole vibe."

      "Just let your neighbors know it might get a little loud," I said.

      "I've already invited them." He smiled.

      It was the end of the festivities for the evening. The master of ceremonies took the stage, thanked the crowd, and told the drunks to go home.

      The roadies broke down the gear and loaded it into the van. We dropped it off at the practice studio before venturing back to the marina, having the typical after-party aboard the boat.

      I leashed Buddy up and took the little Jack Russell for a walk. He was eager to get out and stretch his legs.

      The party raged on into the wee hours of the morning.

      Ms. Buckland had taken the attitude that if you can't beat them, you might as well join them. She sauntered her petite mid-60s frame across the passerelle to the aft deck of the superyacht and began searching for JD. I think she had grown fond of him.

      But Jack already had his hands full with a few groupies.

      That didn't keep him from mixing a special daiquiri for Ms. Buckland. After three, the uptight, prim and proper, white-haired woman peeled off her clothes and tried to get into the Jacuzzi with the band.

      It's not a party until someone gets naked.

      Ladies typically didn't stay clothed long at a Wild Fury after-party. But they were usually several decades younger than Ms. Buckland.

      That's when I left the sky deck and went down to my stateroom on the bridge deck aft.

      First thing in the morning, I called my crew to set up a stage, lighting grid, and a small PA system at Kurt Riker's house for the party.

      I put on a pot of coffee and fixed breakfast, then took Buddy out for a leisurely stroll. By the time I got back to the boat, Jack was in the galley, looking worked over. His long blond hair was ratted, and his eyes puffy and red from the previous night’s debauchery. He sipped coffee, slowly coming back to life.

      "Do I want to know?" I asked.

      "What?"

      "Is Ms. Buckland in your stateroom?"

      He almost spit out his coffee. "No." A mischievous grin tugged his lips. "But I can neither confirm nor deny that certain members of the band went down that road."

      I lifted a curious brow. "Who?"
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      Jack raised his hands innocently. "What happens on the sky deck stays on the sky deck."

      I laughed.

      At this hour of the morning, we were the only ones awake onboard. The place was trashed as usual in the aftermath, but I made a deal with the guys. If they drink the liquor and use the boat, they gotta clean it up. We'll see how long the arrangement lasts.

      "I've been thinking," JD said.

      "Do you need me to take you to the emergency room? Is it painful?"

      He scowled at me playfully. "About the shipwreck. I'm not particularly interested in hauling out a bunch of three-ton cannons. That's starting to sound like work to me. What I'm interested in is the gold." His eyes sparkled.

      The gold is what we were all interested in.

      We found a shipwreck not far out of state waters, and we were reasonably certain it was the Black Rose and contained the lost treasure of the infamous French pirate Jack De La Fontaine. We found a few pieces of Spanish gold, but not the motherload.

      "I say we make a few dives, collect as much gold as we can, then turn the salvage over to Demi De Luca. She's much more equipped to handle that kind of thing than we are. And she's right—we don't know what the hell we’re doing. We’ll let her handle all the ins and outs and red tape. She can take her finder’s fee on one condition."

      "What's the condition?"

      "I'll list my demands when we talk to her."

      I chuckled. "I'll call her and let her know."

      "Not so fast. Let's make our dives first, scoop up as much as we can. Less of the shiny stuff to split."

      Jack's phone buzzed. He looked at the caller ID and lifted an impressed eyebrow. He swiped the screen and put the phone on speaker. "To what do I owe the pleasure?"

      "Shut up," Scarlett said. "I’ve been crazy busy. I'm talking nonstop. We are almost wrapped, and you guys need to come out for the last couple of days of filming and the wrap party. We get a two-week break, then go straight into filming Ultra Mega 3."

      Jack's daughter, Scarlett, was well on her way to superstardom. The Ultra Mega franchise was the highest-grossing of all time, and she had stepped into the lead role, shouldering the franchise after Bree Taylor’s death."

      "Say ‘Hi’ to Tyson. You’re on speaker," JD said.

      "Hi, Tyson!" she said in an energetic tone.

      "Hey, Scarlett!"

      "So it's confirmed. You guys are gonna come out for the last couple of days of shooting."

      I shrugged and looked at JD. He nodded.

      "I guess it's confirmed," I said.

      "Yay! That makes me so happy."

      "Are you staying out of trouble?" JD asked.

      She groaned. "I haven't had time to get in trouble."

      "Good. Stay busy."

      "You two are the ones that need to stay out of trouble."

      "I don't know what you're talking about," JD said. "We're practically angelic."

      She scoffed. "Tell it to someone who doesn’t know better." She paused and changed directions. "What's this I hear about a bomb scare?"

      "No big deal," JD said. "Tyson diffused the situation."

      "So there was a real bomb? I’ve just been getting little soundbites on social media, but you know how they blow things out of proportion sometimes."

      "It was a little more than a scare," JD said. "But we're gonna get the responsible party."

      "You guys need to be careful. Do I have to worry about you?"

      "No," Jack assured. "There is nothing to worry about. The guy who built the thing couldn’t tie his own shoelaces. There was no way it could have gone off anyway," JD lied.

      "That's good to know." She paused. "Listen, I gotta run. We’ll touch base later."

      "Love you."

      "Love you, too."

      JD ended the call and set the phone on the counter. He fixed a plate, and we moved to the breakfast nook while he crunched on crispy bacon and gobbled up scrambled eggs.

      My phone buzzed with a call from Sheriff Daniels. "While the hoopla was happening at Taffy Beach last night, we had another incident on the island."

      "What happened?"
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      The sheriff filled me in. After breakfast, JD got showered and cleaned up.

      We left the boat and crossed the passerelle to the dock. I glanced down to the slip that housed Ms. Buckland's sailboat. I whispered to JD, “Is she still aboard the Avventura?"

      He shrugged.

      We ambled to the parking lot and climbed in the Devastator. The 1970 Plum Crazy Purple ‘Cuda roared to life. It still had bullet holes in the quarter-panels.

      JD's lava orange Porsche was long gone. There was no trace of it. We figured it had been chopped up and parted out or retitled. Perhaps even shipped out of the country. Whoever the thieves were, they had a slick operation. They were on our list of thugs to track down but certainly weren’t a priority at this point.

      We pulled out of the parking lot and headed to Key Bean. I had called the victim, and she agreed to meet us there. She had checked out of her hotel and was catching an earlier flight off the island. She had enough of Coconut Key and didn't want to spend any more time in that hotel than she had to.

      The Spring Break traffic wasn't as bad this time of the morning. We found a place to park and made our way into the eclectic coffee shop. The sound of the espresso machine filled the air, and the delightful aroma of fresh java filled my nose. The subtle murmur of conversation drifted about. People sat at tables with their laptops clacking away, making blog posts, and banging out their memoirs. Forks clinked against plates as patrons snacked on poundcake. Chill, down-tempo music flooded from overhead speakers.

      Sarah McGill was a cute brunette with wavy hair that dangled past her shoulders. She had brown eyes, thick eyebrows, and a slightly chubby face, though she had a slender little figure.

      I had described our appearance to her on the phone, and she waved at us from a booth as we entered. JD was unmistakable with his Hawaiian shirt, cargo shorts, and checkered Vans.

      I displayed my badge to make her feel at ease, and we slid into the seat across the table from her.

      "Thanks for speaking with us."

      She nodded, still frazzled from the event the night before.

      "I know you went over all of this stuff before with Deputy Bauer. Would you mind going through it again with me?"

      She nodded. "I was walking back to the hotel room by myself. As soon as I stepped into the parking lot, this guy came from behind the bushes and attacked me. He knocked me to the ground and put a knife to my throat." Her eyes welled, and her throat tightened. She started to sob. "He said he would kill me if I made a sound."

      "It's okay. Take your time."

      She sniffled and tried to pull herself together as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      JD slid out of the booth and went to the counter, looking for tissues. He returned a moment later with a box. Sarah blotted her eyes.

      She took a deep breath and tried to continue. "He lifted up my skirt and pulled off my panties. I started kicking and screaming, and he took off running."

      "Did anybody else witness this?"

      "Some people came around the corner after it happened. But I don't think they saw anything."

      "Can you describe your assailant?"

      She shook her head. "Not really. I mean, he was maybe 5’10” to 6’ tall. Medium build. He wore a ski mask. He had brown eyes, I think. But it all happened so fast. It's like a blur."

      "What about the knife? Can you describe the knife?"

      "Big and shiny."

      "Can you be a little more specific? Was it double-edged? Serrated?"

      "It was a single-edged blade."

      "You know if it was fixed or folding?"

      "I think it was fixed. But I can't be sure."

      "What time was this?"

      "Around midnight, I think."

      "What were you doing alone?" I asked.

      She looked away and shrugged shyly. "I was… I met this guy, and I went back to his hotel room. I was doing the walk of shame."

      "Is there anything else you can tell me about the attacker? Did he have an accent? Was there anything identifiable about his speech?"

      "Not really. He just had an average voice. I mean, he was intimidating. He kind of growled at me." She paused. "You think you're gonna catch this guy?"

      "We’re going to do our best," I assured.

      She looked at her watch. "I guess I better get going. I need to catch my flight."

      "Thank you for taking the time to speak with us. I know it was difficult."

      She nodded.

      "We can give you a ride to the airport if you'd like."

      "Would you? That would be great."

      I offered without really thinking about the logistics of it. While usable, the backseat of a 1970 ‘Cuda wasn't exactly the most comfortable place for a full-grown man. We escorted Sarah out of the coffee shop. JD took her bag and loaded it into the trunk, then I climbed in back. She pulled the seat forward as far as it would go, and it still wasn’t enough. We drove her to the airport. It was only a short ride.

      "This is a really cool car," she said.

      JD grinned with pride. "Thank you."

      We swung around the passenger drop-off area, and Sarah climbed out. JD grabbed her suitcase from the trunk, and I got out and stretched my legs before climbing back into the passenger seat. She thanked us again for the ride and disappeared into the terminal.

      We headed back to the marina, and I made a few phone calls to make sure everything was progressing as planned for the party at Kurt Riker's house.

      There were signs of life aboard the boat by the time we returned. Crash emerged from the below deck guest rooms, looking for something to eat. As usual, he tried to talk me into fixing breakfast. I told him I would, but he needed to roust the rest of the guys from their vampiric slumber, and somebody would have to come clean about Ms. Buckland.
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      As Crash started toward the steps that led below deck, moans of pleasure filtered through the bulkhead. He froze in his tracks and looked at me. I exchanged a glance with JD. We all froze and listened as the bumping and grinding crescendoed. The moans grew louder.

      "Is that?" I asked.

      "I think it is," JD said.

      Crash had a devious grin. He scampered below deck and took the opportunity to raise some hell. He banged on the hatch to the noisy guest room and shouted, "Get up for breakfast!”

      The symphony of sexual activity halted promptly. Then resumed a few moments after Crash surfaced in the galley.

      Dizzy staggered up to join us a few minutes later, jet black hair hanging in his sleepy eyes.

      We all stared at him. He raised his hands innocently. "Don't look at me."

      That only left one suspect.

      I sizzled bacon in the pan and grilled up omelets, hash browns, and toast. By the time it was ready, Ms. Buckland strutted into the galley with bright eyes, a mischievous smirk, and a little extra pep in her step. "Morning, gentlemen. Smells delicious!”

      We all looked astonished.

      "Help yourself," I said.

      "Don't mind if I do." The prim and proper Ms. Buckland dished up a plate, sat at the breakfast nook, and went about her breakfast like nothing had happened.

      Styxx staggered up to the galley sheepishly a moment later, and we all gave him a round of applause.

      He looked embarrassed.

      "You should applaud him," Ms. Buckland said. "He was fantastic!”

      We tried to contain ourselves but didn’t do a good job.

      “Oh, stop your giggling,” she said. “You’re acting like a bunch of teenagers. It’s just sex.” Then she added, “The best sex I’ve ever had.”

      She made eyes at Styxx, and the guys responded with oohs and ahhhs.
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      "Oh, grow up. You're acting like a bunch of children. Styxx and I had a connection, and we acted on it," she said with a satisfied grin.

      "Love blossoms where it will," JD said, amused.

      After breakfast, the guys cleaned up the boat, and Ms. Buckland said her goodbyes to Styxx. She sauntered across the passerelle to the dock and strolled to her sailboat.

      "Styxx is in luuuuv," Dizzy said.

      "Shut up."

      The guys teased Styxx mercilessly.

      I called Isabella, my handler at Cobra Company. Her intelligence resources were beyond the capabilities of the department, and she could access information much faster. It wasn't always legal and couldn’t be used in a court of law, but it could point us in the right direction. Having connections to the premier clandestine agency had its perks.

      I asked her to track the incoming call from the bomber last night. With a few keystrokes, she told me, “That call came from a payphone at Waffle Wizard.”

      I thanked her for the information. We left the marina and headed to Waffle Wizard in the Devastator. It was a 24-hour breakfast joint that served every imaginable variation of waffles. There were vinyl booths and checkered floors, and you could get a hell of a milkshake there.

      The place was packed with revelers trying to eat away their hangovers with greasy food and lots of carbs.

      I flashed my badge at the hostess stand. "We're looking for a guy who used the payphone last night at around 10 PM."

      She shrugged. "I was working last night, but I didn’t really pay attention. There's a payphone back by the restrooms." She pointed across the restaurant.

      Forks clinked against plates, and the murmur of conversation filled the air.

      "Any surveillance cameras?"

      "We have a couple. One at the entrance and one that covers the dining area. There's one in the kitchen as well. For privacy reasons, there are no video cameras in the hallway that leads to the restrooms where the payphones are.”

      "I’d like to speak with the manager and see the footage," I said.

      "Sure, I'll get him."

      JD stayed at the hostess stand while I walked through the restaurant toward the restrooms. A payphone hung on the wall before the ladies’ room. There was a glass side door that led to the parking lot. It was unlocked, and you could easily enter the restaurant from the side. Even if we scanned the footage, the perp could have slipped in and out unnoticed through the side door.

      I returned to the hostess stand and greeted the manager. Ted was 35, short curly brown hair, and a round face. By the looks of things, he ate a lot of waffles. He led us back to his office and pulled up the security footage on his computer. We huddled around the monitor as he scrolled back through the timeline.

      We watched people come and go. Patrons made trips to and from the restroom. At the time the bomber made the call to my phone, I didn't see anyone head back to the restroom. At least, not anyone that matched the voice on the other end of the line. By the sound of the guy, we were looking for someone between 40 and 70, but he could have been disguising his voice, changing his accent, etc.

      The manager said he'd export the footage and send the download link. I’d have Denise sift through it.

      The way the cameras were mounted, combined with the poor lighting and distance from the subject, the footage was almost unusable.

      I thanked the manager for his time, and we left the restaurant. Though the smell of blueberry waffles did give me pause. There was always room for a second breakfast.

      We headed back to the marina at Diver Down and started planning our next dive adventure. We didn't have enough time today with the upcoming gig at Kurt's house, but hopefully, in the next couple of days, we could get back out on the water.

      It was late that afternoon when Daniels called with more grim news.
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      "I need you to get over to the Delphine Apartments," Daniels said. "Number 402."

      I groaned.

      "And what am I going to find in apartment #402?"

      "A dead flight attendant. Maintenance found her when he entered the apartment to fix a leaky faucet she had been complaining about for a month."

      "Is the maintenance guy a suspect?"

      "Everybody's a suspect at this point."

      He ended the call, and I informed JD.

      The Delphine was an upscale luxury apartment complex with under-building parking. It had a visitor lot out front. It was five stories high with nice balconies, hardwood floors, and exorbitant rent. But that's par for the course on the island.

      We parked the Devastator in the visitor lot. The medical examiner’s van was there, along with a few patrol cars. We pushed into the lobby and took the elevator up to the fourth floor. Camera flashes spilled out of the apartment as we approached, and deputies hovered in the hallway while Brenda, the medical examiner, and the forensic team plied their craft.

      Deputy Mendoza spoke with Reggie, the building maintenance guy. He was dressed in a pale green shirt with his name above the left breast pocket. Drab, forest-green work pants completed the ensemble.

      Reggie looked worried.

      I asked Deputy Robinson, “Neighbors see anything?”

      He shook his head. “We banged on doors. Those that answered didn’t hear or see a thing.”

      I flashed my badge to Reggie and made introductions. "You discovered the body?"

      Reggie nodded. "We've been pretty backed up lately, so I was just getting around to this. I knocked on the door. When I didn't hear a reply, I announced that I was going to enter, then used my key. Once I was inside, I announced my presence again. There was still no reply. Kaitlyn had complained about a leaky faucet in her bathroom sink, so I proceeded into the bedroom, and that's when I saw her."

      "Did you touch anything when you were inside the apartment?" I asked.

      "Hell no. I was like, this is a crime scene. I ain't touching shit. I backed out of the room and called you guys. I don't want you to think I had anything to do with this. I watch those TV shows. It's always the creepy maintenance guy."

      "Did you touch the body?"

      “No way. That would give me nightmares."

      "You didn't check to see if she was still alive?"

      "She didn't look alive to me. Her chest wasn't moving."

      "What time did you discover the body?" I asked.

      "I guess it was about an hour ago. Don't you have a record of when I called?"

      "We do."

      "So you just asked me that question to trip me up?"

      I flashed a reassuring smile. "I'm just trying to confirm what happened."

      Reggie was a tall skinny guy but muscular. Mid 30s. Capable.

      "How well did you know the victim?" I asked.

      "About as well as I know any of the tenants. She was always kind to me. She would smile and say hello. A lot of the residents just walk past me like I don't exist."

      "How does that make you feel?"

      His brow knitted. "I don't have feelings about it one way or the other. I show up, do my job, and go home. I'm not here to make friends. But it's nice when I do."

      "Would you say you were friends with Kaitlyn?"

      "I would say we were friendly. She gave me a Christmas card with a gift certificate. Anytime I did work for her, she’d give me a little something."

      "A little something?"

      "$10. $20. Sometimes a bottle of whiskey. Sometimes a six-pack of beer."

      "You ever engage in any type of sexual relationship with her?"

      His face crinkled. "I’d get fired if I did something like that."

      "You didn't really answer the question."

      "No. I don't think Kaitlyn thought of me in that way. Besides, I'm happily married." By the look on his face, he didn't like this line of questioning. "I'm not saying she wasn’t an attractive girl, mind you. If given the opportunity, I might think twice about it. But that was neither here nor there."

      "I appreciate your candor."

      "Am I free to go? I've got work to do."

      "If you would, hang around for a few minutes. I may have more questions for you."

      He frowned and sighed but complied.

      JD and I stepped into the apartment. Dietrich snapped photos in the bedroom. Brenda hovered over the remains wearing pink nitrile gloves. Forensic investigators dusted the door handles for prints.

      It was a nice apartment. Tastefully decorated. There was a couch, a loveseat, and a glass coffee table in the living room. A large flatscreen display was mounted against the wall. There was an exercise bike in the corner and plants on the balcony.

      We stepped to the bedroom door and took in the gruesome sight.
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      Kaitlyn Parks was a beautiful brunette. Her fixed brown eyes stared at the ceiling. Sprawled across her bed still wearing her flight uniform, her blouse had been ripped open, exposing her bare chest. Her lips were blue, and her skin pale. Her skirt had been shoved above her hips, and her panties removed, if she had been wearing any. There weren’t any in the bedroom, and I assumed the perp had taken them as a souvenir.

      "How long has she been like this?" I asked.

      "According to the body temperature, I'd say this occurred within the last two hours," Brenda replied.

      "Looks like our maintenance man just missed the killer," JD said in a tone that conveyed his suspicion against Reggie.

      "Cause of death?"

      "Ligature marks on the neck from the scarf," Brenda said. “Petechial hemorrhaging around the eyes. I'll know more when I get her back to the lab, but I'd say she was strangled to death by her own scarf."

      "Sexual assault?"

      "It would appear that way."

      I cringed.

      I looked around the apartment and spotted Kaitlyn's phone by her purse on the coffee table. I put on a pair of nitrile gloves, grabbed the device, and moved into the bedroom. I held it in front of her face, trying to unlock the screen, but it wouldn't open. There was no fingerprint scanner on this particular device, so facial recognition or a passcode were my only options. I tried a few times, and for whatever reason, the device didn't register her face. Maybe it was her cold, lifeless eyes. Maybe it was her open jaw.

      I wanted to get a list of her recent contacts.

      I gave the phone to one of the forensic investigators to bag as evidence, then continued looking around the apartment for anything unusual. Judging from her attire, Kaitlyn was either coming from or going to work. The uniform belonged to a local private charter company, Tropic Jet Skyways.

      I pulled out my phone and called the airline. I identified myself as a law enforcement officer. "Can you tell me Kaitlyn Parks's schedule today?"

      "I'm sorry, I'm not allowed to divulge that information over the phone."

      A frustrated sigh escaped my lips. "It's urgent."

      "I'm sorry. Company policy is not to discuss the schedules of our crew or passengers," she said in a snooty tone. She wasn't sorry at all. In fact, the little tyrant liked exercising her small bit of power.

      "Put me through to your supervisor."

      She huffed. "Certainly, sir."

      The phone clicked a few times, then I heard elevator music for 15 minutes, then the line went dead.

      I called back and got a different agent. After introducing myself and asking for Kaitlyn's schedule, this operator responded, "She just got back on a flight from Punta Cana.”

      "Thank you. Can you give me details? Flight number. Other crew personnel."

      "Certainly." Her fingers tapped the keyboard, and a moment later, she rattled off a list of names as well as the flight number, the type of plane, and its tail sign.

      I thanked her for the information and made a note of it on my phone.

      I stepped back into the bedroom and moved to the closet, surveying the contents. There were racks of clothing, lots of skimpy dresses, more high heel shoes than any person could wear, several flight uniforms, coats, jackets, bikinis—all the usual things you'd find in a woman's closet. Except for a suitcase.

      It was odd for a flight attendant not to have a roller case. There was a small carry-on bag on the couch in the living room but no roller case.

      Maybe her flights were all day trips to and from the Bahamas, the Dominican Republic, Miami, Mexico, etc.

      I left the apartment and took Reggie's contact information.

      "I just want to reiterate the fact that I didn't do this."

      "We appreciate your cooperation. Would you mind giving us a DNA sample?"

      Reggie's nervous eyes flicked between JD and me. "If that rules me out as a suspect, I'm all for it."

      I called into the apartment for one of the forensic guys. He appeared a moment later with a DNA collection kit. He swabbed the inside of Reggie's cheek, dropped it in the vial, sealed it, and labeled it.

      "Is that it? Can I go now?"

      I nodded, and Reggie took off down the hall.

      "Oh, one more thing," I said, calling after him. "Are there security cameras in the lobby?"

      "Yeah, we got one at the entrance."

      "Can you show me the footage?"

      He nodded, and we hustled down the hallway to join him. He led us down to the maintenance office on the second floor and pulled up the security feed on a computer monitor.

      The wide-angle lens captured the front entrance, the lobby, and an angle along the bay of elevators.

      Reggie scrubbed through the timeline until we saw Kaitlyn step through the front door. She had a roller case with a carry-on bag stacked atop it as she strutted through the lobby. She pressed the call button for the elevator, waited a moment, then stepped aboard after the door slid open.

      That was, perhaps, the last footage of Kaitlyn alive.

      We kept watching the feed. A few people came and went.

      "Is there any other way into the building besides this main entrance?"

      "There's a stairwell on either side of the building that leads down to the parking garage. But that's locked. You would need a key.”

      “Are there surveillance cameras on those doors?"

      Reggie shook his head.

      "I'll need footage from the whole day," I said.

      Reggie studied the program, trying to figure out how to export that much footage. The camera was motion-sensitive and only recorded clips when activated. He had to manually go through and select each clip and export it. It was a tedious process, and I don't think he liked doing it. He repaired drywall, resurfaced floors, serviced air conditioners, and handled plumbing issues. IT wasn't his thing.

      Eventually, he got all the clips exported, and he emailed a download link to me. I thanked him again for his time, and we headed back up to Suite #402. By this time, Brenda had bagged the body and it was on top of a gurney. She rolled it out with her crew, and the principal investigators finished up.

      I looked around the apartment one last time for the rolling suitcase but didn't find it.

      "What do you think was in the suitcase?" JD asked.
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      "I'm thinking there were more than just clothes and toiletries in that suitcase," I said.

      We left the apartment and took the stairwell down to the third floor. We banged on apartment #302, and a woman called through the door. "Who is it?"

      I flashed my badge to the peephole. "Coconut County. We’d like to ask you a few questions."

      "Come back with a warrant."

      I rolled my eyes. "The woman in #402 was murdered. We're wondering if you may have heard anything."

      She pulled open the door with an astonished look on her face. Her blue eyes rounded. She was a cute girl in her early 20s with sandy blonde hair that spun down to her shoulders. "Oh my God! Murdered? What happened?"

      "That's what we're trying to find out? Have you been here all afternoon?"

      I got a whiff of marijuana when she opened the door, and I figured that's why she didn't want to speak with us.

      "Yeah, I've just been hanging out all day."

      "Did you hear anything unusual from the apartment above in the last few hours?"

      "Not really. I mean, I think she and her boyfriend were fucking." Then a wave of realization washed over her. "Did he kill her?"

      "I don't think that was her boyfriend. And I don't think that was consensual."

      The girl gasped.

      "You know who her boyfriend is?"

      She shook her head. "I've never met her. I just hear her alarm in the morning and the… noises… when she gets freaky with her boyfriend."

      "Did she get freaky with her boyfriend a lot?"

      "It was pretty regular. She had a good sex life," she said with a twisted lip. "Better than mine."

      "Have you seen anyone strange in the building lately?"

      "Define strange?"

      "A nonresident. Someone capable of overpowering a woman."

      She thought for a moment. "Not really."

      "I'll need your name and contact information."

      Autumn gave me her number, and I thanked her for her cooperation.

      We left the building and headed to the station to fill out after-action reports. The pale fluorescent lights flickered in the conference room as we typed on iPads.

      Sheriff Daniels pushed into the room with a frustrated look on his face. "You think this is related to the attack on the girl at the fleabag hotel the other night?"

      I exchanged a glance with JD, and we both shrugged.

      "Could be," I said. “There a common thread with the missing panties, if she was wearing any. If so, this guy took it up a notch."

      "Maybe the attack at the hotel was a trial run," JD speculated. "Working up his courage. The MO is similar in some regards."

      "Our perpetrator could have snuck into the building and waited for Kaitlyn to come home,” I said. “Maybe he knew she was a flight attendant. Maybe he knew her schedule. She unlocks the door, opens it, and pulls her luggage inside. Our killer hides in the stairwell not far from her apartment. Forces his way in before she can get the door closed, sexually assaults her, and takes her panties and suitcase as a souvenir."

      The sheriff's jaw tightened. "Damn savages."

      He’d been doing this job a long time. It's the kind of job that takes a toll on a person. A lot of people become numb to the violence over time. Daniels seemed to take each one personally. An affront against humanity.

      "Hopefully, Brenda can collect trace DNA from the body,” I said. “Has the next of kin been notified?”

      The sheriff nodded. "Denise made the call. Spoke with Kaitlyn's mother. She is utterly distraught, as you’d expect. Said Kaitlyn was dating a guy named Everett Cooper. On-again, off-again type thing. She said to talk to Kaitlyn's best friend, Vanessa Taylor."

      "Was Kaitlyn close with her mother?"

      "Said they talked almost every day." Daniels frowned. He thought for a moment, something bothering him. "Why take the suitcase? I know some of these clowns kill people, cut them into pieces, and remove them in a suitcase. But that's not the case here."

      "Like I said, maybe it was a souvenir. Maybe there was something valuable in the case."

      Daniels shook his head in frustration. "Stay on top of it."

      "You know we will."

      As the sheriff was leaving, JD said, "You think it's about time we get our own offices?"

      Daniels gave him a stern gaze. "You two nitwits are hardly ever here, and you want an office?"

      JD smiled. "Something with a view."

      "You're volunteers. You're not even on the payroll."

      "All the more reason for nicer accommodations."

      That gave Daniels a good chuckle. He stormed out of the conference room without responding.

      JD muttered, “It was worth a shot."

      We left the station and headed back to Diver Down. It was packed with Spring Break revelers. JD and I fought our way to the bar and said hello to Teagan. She smiled but was too busy to chat. We put in an order to-go, then made our way down the dock to the Avventura. The guys were still lounging around, watching a movie in the theater room.

      I took Buddy out for a quick walk, and by the time I returned, a runner had delivered our to-go order. JD and I sat on the sky deck and chowed down on cheeseburgers and sweet potato fries.

      After we ate, JD told the guys, “Take the van, pick up the gear, and bring it to Kurt’s.”

      He gave them the address.

      “What are you guys going to do?” Crash whined.

      “We’re going to track down a killer,” JD snarked. “Come on! Chop, chop. We’re running out of time, and Kurt wants us on stage by 9:30 PM. We gotta shut it down around 11 PM.”

      Jack tossed Styxx the keys. They jingled through the air.

      “Why does Styxx get to drive?” Crash asked.

      “Because he’s more… mature,” JD said, slightly ribbing him.

      The guys laughed.

      “Come on, Night at the Museum,” Dizzy teased. “Let’s get going.”

      Styxx scoffed. “Dude, she’s talented. That’s all I’m saying.”

      We left the marina and attempted to catch up with Gary Olsen, the Tropic Jet pilot Kaitlyn flew with, at his home on Yellowbelly Lane. It was a nice place a few blocks off the beach. A low, creme-colored perimeter wall, topped with wrought iron, enclosed the property.

      JD parked the Devastator at the curb, and we pushed through the ornate wrought-iron gate and strolled the walkway to the front porch. It was a nice one-story French colonial with towering palms and well-manicured hedgerows.

      I banged on the arched mahogany door, and a man in his late 30s answered a few moments later. He had short brown hair parted on the side, blue eyes, a square jaw, and a trimmed beard. He looked fit. Not a bad-looking guy, but he wouldn’t be gracing the covers of any mens’ magazines.

      The sound of children playing in the house filtered into the foyer, and the TV was on in the living room.

      I flashed my badge. "Coconut County. We’d like to talk to you about Kaitlyn Parks."

      His face tensed with concern, and his eyes flicked between the two of us. "Is something wrong?”
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      "When was the last time you saw Kaitlyn?"  I asked.

      "A few hours ago,” Gary replied. “We just worked a flight together. Why?"

      "Well, she's dead," I said. I tried to put it delicately, but it never came off as anything other than cold and harsh. There was no way to sugarcoat the words.

      His eyes widened, and he gasped. A stunned look froze his face for a moment, and he struggled for words. "What happened?"

      "Someone forced their way into her apartment, assaulted her, and murdered her." I left out the specifics.

      He exhaled a breath and slumped like he’d taken a blow to the stomach. He stammered, "You know who, or why?"

      "That's what we're trying to figure out," I said.

      His dumbfounded eyes fixed on a point a million miles away. "It's hard to believe. We were just together."

      "Do you know anyone who may have wanted to cause her harm?"

      He thought about it for a moment and shook his head. "I don't think so. I know she had an up-and-down relationship with her boyfriend. But he never struck me as the violent type."

      "You met him?"

      "Once or twice, I think."

      "Do you know if he ever got abusive with her?"

      "She never said anything to me. And I never saw any indications of it. But she could have covered any bruising with makeup."

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

      His wife appeared at the end of the foyer with a concerned look on her face. "Honey, is everything okay?"

      "These men are with Coconut County. Kaitlyn's been murdered."

      Mrs. Olson's jaw went slack. "Oh, no! What happened?"

      Gary caught her up to speed.

      "I was just asking your husband how well he knew Kaitlyn Parks," I said.

      "We flew regularly together. She was a solid crew member."

      Mrs. Olson hovered at his side, curious as well.

      "Ma'am, do you mind if I have a few words with your husband in private?"

      "Oh, sure. Just holler if you need me." Her eyes flicked from me to Gary. She backed away, still curious.

      We invited Gary to step outside. He pulled the door shut behind him.

      "Is that the extent of your relationship with Miss Parks?" I asked.

      "I'm not sure I know what you're getting at."

      "Did you ever see each other outside of business?"

      He shook his head. "No. I'm a happily married man."

      "You two never had drinks together after a flight?"

      He thought for a moment. "On occasion. It wasn't unusual for the flight crew to have a cocktail or two after a long journey or on a layover. Bottle to throttle is 12 hours. So, if time permitted."

      "Did she ever mention anything concerning to you?" I asked. “Any stalkers, aggressive clients?"

      "She was a pretty girl. Kaitlyn got hit on a lot. She broke a lot of hearts."

      “Maybe somebody didn't like taking no for an answer," I suggested.

      "We did have a client a few weeks ago that got drunk and was pretty belligerent. He got a little handsy with the girls, and we almost reported him."

      "Do you remember his name?"

      Gary thought about it for a moment. "Not offhand. I'd have to check the passenger manifest."

      "From what I can tell, the perpetrator took her roller suitcase."

      Gary's face crinkled.

      "Can you think of anything of value that she might have been transporting?"

      He shrugged. “Other than T-shirts and possibly a few souvenirs, I can’t think of anything. But we’d flown this route hundreds of times. And I don't recall Kaitlyn picking up anything on this particular run."

      "Perhaps anything illicit?"

      His face wrinkled again. "What do you mean?"

      I looked at him flatly. He knew what I meant. "She wouldn’t be the first flight attendant to transport drugs in her baggage."

      "You think this could be drug-related?"

      I shrugged. "You tell me."

      "No. Kaitlyn wasn't into drugs."

      "You don't have to be into drugs to mule them."

      "Kaitlyn had a solid career and a promising future with the airline. Why risk it?"

      "People get greedy. They do stupid things."

      "Not Kaitlyn. She was a smart girl. Too smart for that kind of thing." He paused. "But hey. I just fly the plane. I'm not aware of everything that goes on."

      “I'm just trying to come up with a plausible explanation why the killer would take off with her roller case," I said.

      "Maybe he was planning on taking a trip,” he said in a sardonic tone.

      "Who were the other crew members on today's flight?" I asked.

      "Ryan Gentry was my co-pilot today, and April Valenti was another flight attendant."

      "Do you have contact information for them?"

      "I do," he said.

      I dug into my pocket, gave him a card, and asked him to text me their information. "Can you tell me a little bit about the trip today?"

      "We had an early direct flight to Punta Cana. A two-hour layover, then flew back."

      "Tell me about the passengers on the return flight."

      “A private charter. A young couple coming back from their honeymoon. Loaded. Influencers or something like that. I don't think they are persons of interest."

      "Can you tell me about your whereabouts after you landed in Coconut Key?"

      His brow knitted. "You can't be serious?"

      "Just being thorough."

      "After I left the airport, I came home. I've been with my wife and family ever since. Would you like to speak with her again?"

      I nodded.

      He opened the door and called for his wife. She stepped into the foyer and made her way to the door. She confirmed Gary’s story.

      "If you can think of anything else that might be helpful, please don't hesitate to contact us."

      "I will,” Gary said. “Kaitlyn was a sweet young woman. This is a terrible loss. My condolences to her family."

      Gary closed the door, and we ambled down the walkway to the Devastator. We climbed in, and JD fired up the beast. We rumbled away and headed to Kurt Riker's mansion in Stingray Bay.

      There was a white Lamborghini Urus SUV in the driveway along with a candy-apple-red Aventador SVJ Roadster. The futuristic car had sharp, sleek lines with aero-vectoring to reduce drag. With a naturally aspirated V12 engine, making 770 horsepower, the car redefined the meaning of the word fast.

      Kurt didn't skimp when it came to fine automobiles.

      We parked at the curb and strolled the walkway, past the Aventador in the circular drive.

      JD admired the flashy car, but it would take a hell of a lot to pull him away from his beloved Porsches. I was sure he’d get another one soon.

      We rang the bell, and Kurt greeted us with a wide smile a moment later. He wore white linen pants with no shoes and a white short-sleeve shirt unbuttoned. He was the epitome of cool and casual.

      "Happy birthday!" we both said.

      "Thank you. It has been a happy birthday indeed. Please, come in. He motioned us inside, and we entered the massive foyer.

      "Welcome to my humble abode. The guys in the band are here, and they’re almost finished setting up. They'll be ready for soundcheck in a few minutes. The guests should be arriving shortly after that."

      "Excellent," I said.

      "Can I get you boys anything to drink?"

      JD grinned. "You don't have to ask me twice."

      "What will it be?" he asked, leading us across the marble floor of the foyer to the bleached hardwoods in the living room.

      "Whiskey. Rocks." JD said.

      I nodded, seconding JD’s choice.

      "Coming right up."

      Waitstaff in the kitchen prepared an array of hors d'oeuvres and entrées. The bartender behind the wet bar poured our drinks with a smile and slid them across the counter. Mason, the big mountain of a man, lingered in the background. He gave us a nod but didn’t join us for a drink. I figured him for Kurt’s security.

      Kurt lifted his glass to toast. "To the good life."

      "Here, here," we replied, clinking glasses.

      We put the whiskey to our lips and slung the smooth amber liquid back.

      It was my cue to leave the chaos of the day behind, though the gruesome images of Kaitlyn Parks were still seared into my retinas. It was time to put a little distance between myself and the cold hard reality of life. Doing a job like this, you’ll go insane if you never let it go.

      Contemporary fine art hung on the walls—works by Basqiat, Banksy, and Mark Rothko. I got the distinct impression that these weren't forgeries.

      The home had an open architecture and blended seamlessly with indoor and outdoor spaces. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a view of the pool and canal beyond.

      We stepped onto the patio. The crew had erected a small stage and a set of PA speakers towered on either side. There was a lighting grid above and a small soundboard on the patio for the sound guys to mix the levels.

      They’d done a good job in a short amount of time. Though, I'd seen crews erect arena-size stages in less than a day. Styxx had his candy-apple-red drum set ready to go. Dizzy’s and Crash’s amps lined either side of the stage. They were tuning up as we stepped onto the patio.

      JD took the stage, grabbed the microphone, and the band broke into one of their songs.

      It was loud as hell, as usual. I had no doubt the stuffy residents of Stingray Bay wouldn't take too kindly to the racket. But Kurt had assured me he'd done his best to smooth things out with the neighbors.

      The band ran through a couple songs and were pretty satisfied with the levels they were getting through the monitors. Everything sounded great out here. They left the stage and made a beeline for the outdoor bar. I cautioned them that since this was a well-paying gig, not to get too lit up before the festivities began.

      It was easy to see that Kurt had spared no expense for the big bash. He had hired entertainers for the party—jugglers, fire breathers, mimes, dancing girls. He was paying us a small fortune, and I suspected we were only a fraction of the total cost. He had the finest food flown in fresh for the event. Caviar, lobster, you name it.

      "This is pretty impressive," I said to him.

      "You only live once." He smiled.

      Guests started arriving. Valet parking attendants out front took care of the cars and kept the street from getting cluttered. The attire was upscale casual. Lots of slinky dresses and spike-heeled shoes. Beautiful people with styled hair and fine jewelry.

      It didn't take long for the place to fill up. By 8:30, the party was in full effect.

      Kurt greeted his guests with a beaming smile as he moved from person to person effortlessly. The guy was born to entertain, and it seemed like he loved it.

      I had a few drinks and enjoyed the scenery. There was a lot of scenery to enjoy. Smooth, toned legs. Sculpted calves. Pert bottoms.

      I was relieved that nobody started doing coke off the glass coffee table. Those kinds of things happen at parties like this. Despite the lack of illicit substances, something told me we were going to be in for a hell of an evening.

      That’s when I saw her.
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      She was absolutely gorgeous. The image of perfection. Sculpted cheekbones, full, pouty lips, long legs, a svelte frame, classic features. Stunning ice blue eyes and wavy sandy blonde hair that tickled her shoulders.

      Elegant.

      The kind of woman that takes your breath away and makes you sweat a little. The kind that makes you do stupid things. The kind of woman that makes eloquent men trip over their tongues and fumble for words.

      She drifted around the party, greeting guests with an infectious smile, and I tried not to stare.

      I leaned against the outdoor bar, watching the glow from the pool illuminate her legs as she transfixed everyone she spoke to.

      I ordered another glass of liquid courage then made my way in her direction. A million thoughts ran through my head as I planned my approach. My heart beating faster with each step.

      All kinds of clever and witty openers rushed through my mind. But as I drew near, I decided to go with the tried and true. The simple, understated, "Hi, I'm Tyson. I don't think we've met."

      Her blue eyes met mine as I extended my hand, and we shook. She had nice warm, soft hands.

      So far, so good.

      She didn’t scowl at me. She didn't run away. She didn't get nauseous. All good signs.

      The night was full of possibilities.

      Then, the unthinkable happened.

      Some idiot stumbled into me, and I knocked the gorgeous beauty into the pool. My heart sank, and my jaw tightened as I teetered on the edge.

      Then I splashed into the water, unable to catch my balance.

      I wanted to clobber the idiot.

      "Sorry, dude," he slurred from the edge of the pool, nice and dry.

      The stunning blonde surfaced with a smile, unfazed.

      She wrung the water from her hair with her hands. “Well, I had planned on taking a swim, but not quite so soon.”

      She was grace under pressure. Unflappable.

      And she looked positively radiant, the water beading on her skin, her waterproof mascara not running.

      "Sorry, that's not how I envisioned our introduction going."

      "How did you envision it?"

      “A little smoother, perhaps.”

      “That was pretty smooth. You got me wet by just saying your name.” She lifted a sassy eyebrow, and I swallowed hard.

      We swam to the side of the pool. I climbed out, took her hand, and helped her out of the water. The thin white fabric of her dress clung to her perky peaks as water drizzled down her luxurious thighs. The translucent fabric left nothing to the imagination.

      A staff member rushed to our aid with two towels. We took them gratefully and dried off poolside.

      The guy responsible for the collision sheepishly disappeared into the crowd.

      The stunner tilted her head, getting the water out of her ears as she dried off.

      I’m not quite sure how she did it, but with the towel wrapped around herself, she shimmied out of the dress, and it fell onto the patio around her ankles. She tied off the towel, covering herself completely, knelt down, and scooped up her dress. She wrung it out, then looked at me. "I don’t suppose you have a change of clothes, do you?"

      I shrugged. “They’ll dry out."

      My phone was waterproof, and the cash in my pocket would spend just the same.

      She took my hand and pulled me through the crowd. "Let's see what we can come up with."

      I was happy to follow her lead.

      We weaved our way through the crowd and found the laundry room. We stepped inside, and the beautiful blonde pulled the door shut.

      "Strip," she commanded.

      She didn't have to ask me twice. I took my wallet, keys, phone, and badge from my pockets and set them on the dryer.

      The shiny gold thing caught her eye.

      I peeled off my shirt and shorts, letting it all hang out.

      Her eyes looked me up and down for a moment after I handed her my garments. She tossed them in the dryer along with her dress and turned it on. It tumbled to life, churning in rhythmic fashion.

      Wild Fury took the stage, Dizzy’s guitar thundered, Styxx stomped the bass drum, and Crash boomed bass grooves.

      "So, now what do we do?" I asked.

      She lifted a curious eyebrow. "You can stay here until your clothes dry, or you can cover yourself with that towel."

      "If you think I'm going to sleep with you right here in the laundry room, you've got another thing coming," I said in a charming but cocky tone. "I'm not that easy."

      She chuckled. "Is that so?"

      "I don't even know your name."

      She scoffed. "Like that's ever stopped you before."

      It hadn't. "How would you know? You just met me."

      "I know the type."

      "And what type am I?"

      "Well, by the looks of things, you're the type with plenty of options. And I bet that little brain you’ve got between your legs gets you in plenty of trouble."

      "Little?"

      "Well, I don't want to stroke your ego too much."

      "You could stroke something else."

      Her eyes fell past my abs and down to my hips. "What do you expect me to do? Get on my knees right here and use both hands?"

      "Well, if you insist."

      She chuckled. "Was this all part of your plan? Push me into the pool to get me naked in the laundry room. Work your magic. Woo me with your anaconda?"

      I raised my hands innocently. "Fate has brought us together in a fortuitous way."

      "So, you're my destiny," she said dryly, inching closer, the towel still wrapped around her chest.

      "I don't make the rules. The Universe does what it wants.”

      She patted the top of the dryer as it rumbled. "Right here on top of the dryer, huh?”

      I shrugged casually. "Could be interesting. It's almost like a threesome."

      She smirked. "I can't commit until I know if you're a good kisser. Are you a good kisser?"

      I smirked. "There's only one way to find out."

      She inched closer and lifted on her tiptoes, her full lips hovering inches from mine, her steamy breath against my skin. The smell of her body wash mixed with chlorine. Her blue eyes looked deep into mine as our lips moved toward an imminent collision.

      Blood flowed to the captain. It would be pointing skyward soon.

      That’s when the door to the laundry room opened.
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      “Whoops. My bad. I didn’t know we were at that stage of the party yet. Rock on," the guy said before closing the door.

      The stunning vixen backed away. "I guess that's fate trying to interrupt us."

      "Sometimes the Universe presents challenges to see how bad you want something."

      "And how bad do you want me?"

      "Isn't it obvious?"

      She looked down at the captain again. It was obvious.

      "I suppose any mildly attractive female could elicit such reaction. Call it vanity, but I'd like to think I'm more than just a warm body to satisfy an immediate need."

      "You're much more than just a warm body," I said.

      “You’ll say anything right now.”

      I chuckled. “I only speak the truth."

      "I've been around long enough to know not to trust anything a man says when he's… stimulated."

      "Then maybe we should stop talking and pick up where we were so rudely interrupted."

      "You’d like that, wouldn't you?"

      "I think I might. But I have standards too. For all I know, you could be a terrible kisser. That would be a dealbreaker."

      She inched closer. "I'm not a terrible kisser."

      I shrugged. "Prove it."

      Her eyes narrowed as she surveyed me. She inched closer and whispered, “This is against my better judgment."

      I whispered back, "I do things against my better judgment all the time."

      Our lips collided, and we melted into one another. I grabbed the small of her back and pulled her close. Our tongues danced, and with a slight tug, her towel fell to the ground. Her skin was smooth and soft, and my fingertips traced her elegant form. Her warm, steamy body against mine was heavenly.

      We indulged in the pleasure of our kiss and the sensation of skin on skin. Then she broke for air and pushed away with a devious smirk. "Not bad."

      "I've had worse." It was divine.

      She knelt down, scooped up her towel and tied it off around her chest again. She grabbed my towel and backed toward the door.

      “So, you’re just going to leave me here like this?”

      She laughed. "I need to get back to the party. People will start to wonder where I am. I wouldn’t want them to get the wrong idea about us."

      “You’re downright mean. Cruel. Cold-hearted.”

      “Maybe you should get to know people better before you get naked with them.”

      I gave her a look. “Story of my life.”

      She smiled and slipped through the door, leaving me buck naked in the laundry room, the captain full of enthusiasm.
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      I couldn't believe she just left me there.

      The band thundered, and I peered through the blinds at the festivities on the patio. Most of the partygoers had flooded outside when the music started.

      I looked around the laundry room for anything to cover myself with. My clothes weren’t dry yet, but in a pinch, they’d do.

      I moved to the door, cracked it slightly, and peered across the kitchen, into the living room. People mixed and mingled, but it was largely empty.

      I moved back to the dryer, pulled open the door, and checked my shorts. They were still soggy.

      The door to the laundry room flung open again, and I was sure an embarrassing moment was soon to follow.

      I spun around and covered myself.

      "Cute butt," the blonde said.

      She stood in the doorway wearing a new cotton dress. She tossed me a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt.

      "You didn't think I was that much of a bitch, did you?"

      "Gotta be careful who you get naked with,” I said. “Thank you."

      "You're welcome."

      Someone from the catering crew shouted from the kitchen, “Mrs. Riker, what do you want me to do with this?"

      "Duty calls," the blonde said with a smile. "Enjoy the party, Tyson."

      She took a last look at my goods before closing the door.

      Mrs. Riker!

      My stomach twisted.

      I looked for a ring. I always look for a ring. But not everybody wore one in this day and age.

      I got dressed. The T-shirt was a little small, but it would do until my clothes were dry.

      I pushed out of the laundry room. The beautiful blonde was talking to the crew, giving them instructions.

      I slipped through the house and made my way onto the patio. The wall of sound flooded over the crowd as JD and company rocked the small stage. Everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves.

      I looked through the window as Mrs. Riker interacted with the staff.

      This was bad. Had I just gotten naked with Kurt's wife?

      I weaved through the crowd, heading toward the bar. I definitely needed a drink. The bartender grabbed a bottle of top-shelf, spun it around, and filled the glass. He slid it across the counter. I didn't have any money in my pocket for a tip, but he didn't seem to mind. Kurt was picking up the tab, and I'm sure everyone was paid handsomely.

      I spun around and leaned my elbows against the bar, watching JD strut on stage, howling into the microphone. The band was firing on all cylinders, playing their hearts out as if this were an arena with 50,000 fans. One thing about the guys, they never did it half-ass. They never phoned it in.

      I cringed as Kurt approached with a wide smile. He gave me a high-five.

      "This is just awesome. Thank you so much for making this happen."

      I felt terrible. "I didn't really do anything."

      "Nonsense. You put together a hell of a show in a day."

      "It was just a few phone calls."

      "Still, much appreciated. I'm having a great time. Everyone's happy. How many times do you get to see Wild Fury play in your own backyard? These guys are gonna be big someday. I'm telling you. They'll tell stories about the good old days of Wild Fury playing keg parties. It will be part of the myth and legend of the band."

      "I didn't realize you were such a fan."

      "I'm a fan of anybody who gets up there and wears their heart on their sleeve and performs like they do. Life is short, my friend. You live with passion. If not, what's the point?"

      I couldn't disagree.

      He lifted his glass to toast. "To a life well lived."

      "Cheers," I said.

      “And when I go, bury me at sea! No pine box for me.”

      We sipped the fine whiskey, and I had a sick feeling in my stomach. He was such a nice guy. And I had done a terrible thing. I couldn't wait to get out of there.

      Mrs. Riker stepped onto the patio and mingled with guests as she sauntered around the pool and made her way toward us.

      I tried not to show my discomfort with the awkward situation.

      Kurt motioned her over and asked me, “Have you met Hannah?"
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      "He saved me from drowning in the deep end," Hannah shouted over the music.

      Kurt looked me up and down. "That would explain the change of clothes."

      "His are in the dryer right now. I let him borrow a pair of your sweats and a T-shirt. You don't mind."

      "Not at all," Kurt said. "My house is your house. What's mine is yours."

      Hannah gave me a look.

      I'm not so sure Kurt would be quick to offer me everything in his house if he knew about the encounter in the laundry room.

      "To new friends," Kurt said, lifting his glass.

      We all toasted again.

      "Well, I’ll leave you in the care of my sister while I mingle with the other guests." Kurt smiled and strolled on, greeting another couple nearby.

      A wave of relief washed over me. "Sister?"

      She nodded with a little smirk. "How do you know my brother?"

      "We met last night at Taffy Beach. I manage the band."

      "I see." She leaned in and whispered in my ear. "I don't fuck my brother’s friends."

      "We're acquaintances, really," I said in an optimistic tone.

      She chuckled. "You're complicated. I don't do complicated."

      "I'm not complicated. I'm easy."

      "We've already established that."

      "Hey, now. What makes you think I would have given you what you wanted in the laundry room?"

      "What I wanted?" she scoffed.

      "You were practically begging for it."

      "Begging for it?"

      I shrugged innocently.

      "You seemed mighty eager yourself, Cowboy." Her eyes smoldered, and her velvety voice whispered, "When I beg, you'll know about it."

      Her hot breath tickled my ear and made goosebumps rise on my skin like skyscrapers.

      "I'd like to see that."

      "I bet you would," she said before taking another sip.

      "Does your brother get upset when you date his friends?"

      "I thought you said you weren't friends?"

      "Acquaintances," I smiled.

      "Something tells me you two are going to be good friends. You are a lot alike."

      "You barely know me."

      "In the short time that I've known you, I've gathered that you're adventurous. You go after what you want. You're confident. You're cocky without being an asshole. I suspect somewhere inside, there is a soft spot."

      "You got all that from our brief encounter?"

      "I'm pretty good at reading people. I mean, Lord knows I've misread people in the past and paid the price. But I think I've pretty much got your number."

      "I don't know if I should be impressed or disappointed. I'd like to think I have a little more mystery than that."

      Her blue eyes stared into mine. "Oh, you have your secrets. As we all do."

      We stared at each other for a moment.

      She had a face I could get used to.

      "Care for another drink?"

      "Don't mind if I do."

      She turned to the bartender and signaled for another round. He happily complied and refilled our glasses.

      She lifted her glass to toast. "To new acquaintances."

      We clinked glasses and sipped the whiskey.

      Cymbals crashed, and guitars thundered as the band ended the song.

      JD hollered into the microphone. "Thank you! Are you guys having a good time tonight?"

      The crowd cheered.

      "I can't hear you. Are you having a good time tonight!?"

      The crowd screamed.

      "Let's all wish a Happy Birthday to our gracious host, Kurt Riker! On three. One… Two… Three…"

      The crowd shouted in unison, "Happy birthday, Kurt!"

      Styxx thundered the double bass drum as fast as he could, banging on cymbals. The lights flickered, and the band broke into a cover of Happy Birthday with Wild Fury flare.

      The band rocked on till a little after 11 PM. I had let the department know so that they’d cut us a little slack.

      The guys had been sipping whiskey during the show, and they were pretty lit up by the time they got off stage. They mingled with new fans and signed a few autographs. They took pictures with Kurt. He hired a photographer to document the event as well as a videographer.

      "Your clothes should be dry by now," Hannah said.

      I followed her back to the laundry room, and sure enough, the garments were toasty. I peeled out of the loaner clothes, tossed them into the washing machine, then put my clothes back on and loaded my pockets with my cell phone, badge, keys, and wallet.

      We joined the others in the kitchen as the catering crew brought out a cake loaded with flickering candles. The crowd sang Happy Birthday to Kurt, and he blew out the candles in one breath to much applause. He cut himself a piece of cake, then moved on to the gifts. He tore through the wrapping like a kid on Christmas morning.

      There were expensive bottles of liquor, fine wine, and rare cigars. Autographed jerseys from his favorite basketball player. He had nice friends. Thoughtful gifts.

      But when you threw parties like this, you had no shortage of friends.

      Hannah had gotten him a painting from a new contemporary artist, and by the looks of things, it wasn't cheap.

      The two embraced, and Kurt got a little misty-eyed as he made a heartfelt speech. "Thank you all for making this day perfect. I'm so fortunate to have such wonderful friends, old and new." He lifted his glass. "To many more years of health, happiness, and abundance."

      There were cheers all around and many congratulations.

      With the main events over, the party settled in for the long-haul. People who wanted to call it an early night left, and those who were down for the late night stayed behind.

      I helped the band break down the gear and load it into the van. The construction crew would break down the stage and remove the PA and lighting grid in the morning.

      Kurt found me and put a fat bank bag in my hand. "You don't mind a cash payment, do you?"

      "Not at all," I said. "I almost feel bad taking your money. We had a blast."

      "Nothing better than making money doing what you love."

      I agreed wholeheartedly.

      "Listen, feel free to stick around as long as you like." He leaned in and whispered. "I think Hannah kinda fancies you, but don't say I said anything."

      "You think?" I asked innocently.

      "She's coming out of a bad relationship, so if you decide to go there, be decent."

      "Of course."

      "You didn't hear that from me."

      "Mums the word."

      "Listen, I'm planning a little jump in the morning. You licensed?”

      I nodded.

      “Why don't you and JD come along? You look like adventure seekers. I'm not talking a HALO jump or anything. Just a little freedom at sunrise." He smiled. “Best way to start your day.”

      I thought about it for a moment. "Sounds like fun."

      “Meet me here at 7 AM. We’ll be free-falling by 8,” he said with a grin. “I’ve got extra gear if you need it.”

      “We’ve got our own.”

      We shook hands, and Kurt headed back inside to mingle with his guests.

      We finished loading the gear, and I told the guys we’d meet them at the practice studio to help them unload it. I headed back inside to find Hannah and say goodbye. A couple guys were trying to chat her up. Understandably so.

      I interrupted, "It was a pleasure to meet you."

      "Are you leaving so soon?" She almost looked disappointed.

      "We've got a van full of gear that needs to get stowed."

      "Maybe I'll see you around," she said.

      "You jumping with Kurt tomorrow?"

      "I'm considering it. I like adventure as much as the next girl, but jumping out of an airplane seems like tempting fate."

      "Maybe I'll see you in the morning," I said.

      She smiled. “Like I said, you and Kurt have a lot in common. I think you will become fast friends."

      "I guess that makes me off-limits,” I said.

      She smirked. "It definitely makes you off-limits."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      The parking lot of the practice studio was not the place to be at this time of night, especially with a money bag stuffed to the gills.

      The dull rumble of a band practicing spilled into the parking lot. It was well after midnight, but the usual crew of miscreants still loitered around the entrance, smoking cigarettes and drinking beer. Skinny jeans, rock 'n' roll T-shirts, studded leather belts, and jet black hair. I was beginning to think they lived in front of this place.

      We unloaded the van and hauled the gear into the old warehouse that had been converted to rehearsal studios. The dim hallway smelled like a mixture of beer and marijuana.

      We made short work of the load-in but didn't bother to set anything up.

      We high-fived the miscreants on the way out, then headed back to the marina at Diver Down. There were a few parties going on, but for once, the Avventura was quiet. Buddy greeted us excitedly as we crossed the passerelle to the aft deck and pushed into the salon. The guys looked pretty spent. We’d been going nonstop for quite some time. The party machine needed time to recharge its battery.

      I dug into the money bag and divvied up the cash five ways. That was our agreed-upon split. The guys' eyes rounded as they took their cash and fanned it out, admiring their newfound wealth.

      "Don't spend it all in one place," JD said.

      "Shit. I say we all go to Forbidden Fruit tomorrow."

      A strip club was the last place these guys needed to go with a fat stack.

      I took Buddy out for a walk, and by the time I returned, the guys had made their way below deck to the guest staterooms and crashed out. I visited the galley and whipped up some midnight rations.

      Somebody banged on the salon door.

      With a mouthful of a turkey sandwich, I stumbled into the galley and saw Ms. Buckland pounding eagerly on the glass. Her curious eyes surveyed the salon.

      I slid open the door. “Evening, Ms. Buckland.”

      "It seems rather empty. Is there no party tonight?"

      Usually, she was complaining, but her perspective had changed recently.

      "Even rock and rollers have to take a night off," I said.

      "Is Styxx here?"

      "I think you’ll find him below deck.”

      "Oh," she said, trying to stifle her excitement. She hesitated, and her excitement faded. "Is he… alone?"

      I chuckled. "Unless he's picked up someone in between now and the time I took Buddy out, I think he's alone."

      She paused for a moment. "Well, I wouldn't want to disturb him."

      She had every intention of disturbing him. She was looking for an invite aboard.

      “Do you want me to see if he’s up for a visitor?”

      She pretended to consider it. “Would you?”

      I grinned. “I’ll see if he’s still awake.”

      I left the salon and hustled below deck, chowing on my sandwich. I put a light fist against the hatch to the guest stateroom Styxx had staked a claim to. “You accepting visitors?”

      “Who?” his muffled voice replied.

      "Your new admirer."

      There was a momentary pause.

      “Sure. Why not?”

      I hustled back up to the salon and motioned the eager lady aboard. She sauntered through the salon with a sly grin and disappeared below deck.

      I finished my sandwich, rinsed my plate, and made my way up to my stateroom. I stuffed my share of the cash into a compartment then settled in for bed. I had a small safe on board but didn't mess with it tonight.

      As I tried to settle my mind, thoughts of Hannah kept creeping in. Our laundry room adventure was unforgettable, somewhat frustrating, compounded by the sounds of pleasure seeping through the bulkheads from below.

      These crazy kids.

      I set my alarm and crashed out.

      It went off before the ass-crack of dawn. I peeled open my sleepy eyes, crawled out of bed, and hopped into the shower.

      JD was up and cooking breakfast by the time I made it down to the galley. We chowed down, then grabbed our skydiving gear and did safety checks. JD taped his ankle. The last time we jumped out of an airplane, it didn’t go so well for him.

      We took the Devastator to Stingray Bay and met Kurt at his mansion.

      Despite the late-night activities, he was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. He clasped our hands and greeted us with a smile, looking eager to tempt fate. "You ready for this?"

      "Absolutely," I said.

      Hannah had her hair pulled back into a ponytail and wasn't looking as enthused.

      "I see he’s talked you into it," I said.

      "It appears that way."

      We grabbed our gear and loaded it into the Lamborghini SUV.

      "How many jumps have you made?" Kurt asked on the drive.

      "Too many to count," I said.

      "Combat jumps?"

      I nodded.

      "I figured you for military."

      "What about you?" I asked.

      "Army," Kurt said with a smile. He left it at that.

      “I’ve got my B license,” Hannah said. “He talks me into it every few months. I like it. I just don’t need it like he does. I still get nervous every time I go up.”

      “Relax,” Kurt said. “If something goes wrong, you won’t have long to worry about it.”

      She gave him a flat look.

      We drove to the drop zone, did another safety check, donned our gear, and made our way to the tarmac where a SkyMax King C350 XR waited for us. Kurt had arranged for a private flight. We were the only ones going up.

      We climbed aboard and buckled our safety belts. The engines rumbled to life, and within moments, we were cleared for takeoff. The SkyMax barreled down the strip and gently nosed skyward. The ground fell away, and we soared toward the heavens.

      Kurt was grinning from ear to ear with anticipation and gave us all high-fives.

      I checked the gear once again for good measure, then unbuckled my safety harness as we approached the drop zone. There was no arguing that Coconut Key was one of the best places in the world to skydive. Sublime views in almost every direction.

      At 14,000 feet, we'd have roughly a minute of freefall time before deploying our chutes.

      Kurt was the first one out.

      Hannah followed, then JD. I brought up the rear.

      And just like that, the sound of the engine faded away, and the wind whistled my helmet. I plummeted below on a cushion of air, my helmet rigged with a GoPro to capture the footage.

      It was a beautiful day. Not a cloud in the sky. You could see for miles. The island looked like a tiny speck below in an infinite sea of blue water. The sun hung low in the eastern sky, casting amber rays. Adrenaline flooded my veins, and my heart thudded my chest.

      It brought back a lot of memories. But this was just for fun. I wasn't dropping into enemy territory. Nobody was going to shoot at me on the way down. This was pure enjoyment. I had to say, I was having a damn good time.

      Until things went wrong.
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      We reached 5,000 feet faster than I would have liked—at 120 miles an hour, it doesn't take long.

      Hannah was the first to deploy her chute. Kurt and JD followed. Then I joined them.

      But there was a problem.

      Hannah’s chute got tangled, and she spiraled around, plummeting toward the ground, passing us by.

      My stomach twisted, and my body tensed. I kept muttering under my breath, “Cut away and deploy the reserve. Cut away and deploy the reserve."

      But she kept dropping.

      My already high pulse rate elevated.

      I yanked my cutaway and free fell again. I nosed down, making myself slender like a bullet, plummeting at maximum speed. I aimed for Hannah as she spiraled out of control, her chute fluttering in the wind—just a small clump of fabric not able to slow her descent to a safe speed.

      We were getting to a dangerous level. The island below was no longer tiny.

      I reached her, grabbed on, and yanked her cutaway.

      The chute released.

      She plummeted down, then deployed her reserve.

      This time the chute unfurled, and she glided down on a soft cushion of air.

      I pulled my reserve and was quite relieved to feel that instantaneous deceleration. We were less than 3,000 feet when our chutes deployed.

      It was a short trip to the drop zone—a grassy field near the airport.

      I landed softly.

      Hannah touched down, frazzled.

      “You okay?"

      She nodded and swallowed hard, her eyes round. "I don't know what happened. I’ve never experienced anything like that before."

      JD and Kurt touched down and rushed to Hannah.

      "That's the last one for me. I'm gonna leave the adventure to you guys," she said.

      We wrapped up our chutes and walked back to the hangar at the drop zone.

      "Well, I think that was enough adventure for one day," Kurt said in an understated tone. He wouldn't get any argument from Hannah.

      We repacked our chutes, and Kurt paid the bill. We loaded into the Lamborghini SUV, and Kurt took us to lunch to unwind.

      We ate at the Five Fathoms—an upscale surf and turf restaurant. The waitress greeted us with a smile and handed out menus. Hannah's hand trembled as she sipped a glass of water, still shaken by the event.

      "You believe in destiny?" Kurt asked.

      I exchanged a glance with Hannah.

      "She could have been dead if I hadn't invited you two along to jump today,” Kurt continued. “Think about that for a minute."

      "We’re good guys to have around," JD said.

      "I'll say," Hannah replied. "I tried the cutaway, but I couldn't get it to release."

      "Maybe it's time for new gear," I suggested.

      "I don't need new gear because I'm keeping my feet on the ground from here on out. Everybody's got a number. And mine was almost up."

      "Well, I'm eternally grateful to you, Tyson," Kurt said. "Hannah's the only family I have left, and you saved her life today. If there's anything you need, you come to me. I've got your back."

      I gave him a nod of appreciation. "No thanks necessary, my friend. Anyone here would have done the same for me."

      "You risked your life. I won't forget that," Kurt said. "You guys order whatever you want. On me."

      Kurt ordered for the table like it was our last meal. For appetizers, he got the Kung Pao calamari, the yellowtail sashimi, the jumbo lump crab cake with spicy chive remoulade, and the signature steak tartare.

      I ordered a bowl of the lobster bisque and an 8-ounce center cut filet and lobster tail with lemon and drawn butter.

      The meal was delicious, perhaps even more so after our recent brush with death.

      “We’re dead from the day we’re born,” Kurt said. “I think it’s all pre-determined. People always look back on their lives and say, I wish I would have done this. I wish I would have done that. But you were always going to do what you did. Call it fate. Call it destiny.” He shrugged. “When my time comes, I hope I go out strong.”

      “Can we talk about something other than death?” Hannah asked.

      Kurt chuckled and the subject changed. We stuffed our bellies, and Kurt picked up the tab.

      Our little escape from reality ended when I got a call from the sheriff.
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      "It just keeps getting more tragic," Daniels said.

      I groaned.

      "Kaitlyn Parks was pregnant at the time of her death. You got any leads on this thing?"

      "Not yet. We still have more people to interview."

      "What have you been doing all morning?"

      I hesitated. "Jumping out of an airplane."

      "Well, if you two nitwits are done screwing around, I'd like you to get back on this case."

      "You got it, boss."

      He hated it when I called him boss.

      "Let me know when you’ve got something," he said before ending the call.

      I slipped the phone back into my pocket. "I guess that's our cue to get back to work. Thanks for lunch."

      "My pleasure," Kurt replied.

      We left the restaurant together and drove back to Stingray Bay. We unloaded our gear and transferred it into the Devastator. Kurt shook our hands and thanked us again.

      Hannah gave me a hug.

      She squeezed tight, and I felt her heartbeat against my chest. Her fruity body wash filled my nostrils. Her body was warm. She whispered, "I owe you one."

      I chuckled. "No, you don't."

      We said our goodbyes and climbed into the Devastator. JD fired up the engine, and the 707 hp HEMI growled.

      "Hell of a way to start the day,” JD said as we drove away.

      I called April Valenti, the flight attendant who was working with Kaitlyn Parks the day of her murder. She didn't answer, so I left a message asking her to return my call.

      According to the DMV records, she lived in a cottage apartment a block off Oyster Avenue. We headed in that direction.

      She called back along the way and said we could swing by her apartment to speak with her.

      It was a nice place with light hardwoods, modern furniture, and sheer curtains that let in copious amounts of sun. It was cute and cozy.

      She invited us into the living room and offered us a seat on the couch. Steps led to a loft area above. It was only 700 square feet but didn't feel cramped.

      April was a stunning blonde with strong features, sleepy blue eyes, and pouty lips. She had a perfect little figure with all the right curves, and I suspected she broke hearts on every flight.

      "I still can't believe she's dead," April said. "I mean, it's frightening. What if somebody followed her home? What if it's one of our clients? Most of the people we deal with are super rich, but it doesn't mean they're not freaks."

      "Were you close to Kaitlyn?"

      She shrugged. "We worked together a lot. I liked her. We partied every now and then. I wouldn't say we were best friends or anything. But I didn't dislike her."

      "Did she ever express any concern to you about anyone?"

      April shook her head. "No. I know she had a travel blog. I do too. We all do. We go to all these exotic places. We post pictures and grow our social media following. Sometimes we get weirdos. But that's kind of par for the course. I can't tell you how many dick picks I get every day on social media. Can you explain that to me? Why do guys feel compelled to send me pictures of their bananas?”

      "I'm not a psychologist."

      "I mean, I don't send pictures of my cooch to random guys. Only guys I'm dating."

      "You ever date older guys?" JD asked.

      She gave him a look, considering him for a moment. “Sometimes."

      He tried to contain a grin.

      I tried to steer the conversation back on track. "Did Kaitlyn ever mention problems with her boyfriend?"

      "I think they were on-again-off-again. But it didn't sound like he was ever violent with her if that's what you're getting at.”

      "Was she seeing anybody else?"

      April shrugged. "I don't know. Like I said, we were friendly. But we weren’t that close."

      "Did she mention to you that she was pregnant?"

      April's blue eyes widened. "She was pregnant?"

      I nodded.

      "No. She never said anything."

      I got down to the real business. "Did you ever get an indication that she might have been trafficking drugs?"
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      April's eyes rounded even wider. She swallowed hard, stunned. "Drugs? Kaitlyn?"

      I nodded.

      "No. She wasn't the type."

      "You never saw her acting suspicious or nervous during travel?”

      April thought for a moment. "Not that I recall."

      "You girls travel to a lot of hot spots. Security isn’t as rigid.”

      "I guess it's possible. We get random bag checks every now and then. But we really don't get harassed much at the FBO. It's not like flying commercial." Her brow knitted. "Why do you think she was trafficking drugs?"

      "Whoever killed her took her suitcase. I'm just curious what was in it."

      "Maybe he stole items from her apartment and used the bag to carry them out.” Her face crinkled. “I heard the killer did sick things to her. Stole her panties. There are reports of some creep stalking the island, stealing panties. Could be the same person. Did you look in Kaitlyn’s panty drawer? Maybe he took all of them. Lingerie, garter belts, who knows? There are some freaky guys out there."

      I exchanged a glance with JD.

      Nobody had checked Kaitlyn’s dresser drawers. Maybe April was on to something. It sort of matched the MO of the panty thief. The link was weak, but I wasn’t ruling anything out.

      I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. "If you can think of anything else that might be helpful, please give me a call.”

      JD gave her his card as well. "In case you can't get ahold of him."

      I rolled my eyes.

      “You really ought to talk to Vanessa Taylor. She was Kaitlyn’s bestie.”

      “Do you happen to have her number?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she said, grabbing her phone. She texted the contact to me.

      “You know where we can find her?” I asked.

      “She lives with her boyfriend in the Nautilus. She used to fly until she met Owen.” She muttered aside, “Vanessa sunk her claws into him right away. I’m surprised she’s not knocked up yet. Owen is loaded.”

      “How’d they meet?”

      “On a flight.”

      We thanked her for her time and stood up to leave. Casually, over my shoulder, I asked, “What did you do after the flight yesterday?”

      “I came home, changed, and met a girlfriend for happy hour.”

      “Where?”

      “Wetsuit. Want Marissa’s name and number?”

      “If you don’t mind.”

      She texted it to me. “I didn’t rape and kill Kaitlyn if that’s what you’re getting at.”

      April wasn’t stupid.

      “I didn’t think you did. Just being thorough,” I said.

      “Like I said, we got along. I had no reason to kill her. She didn’t sleep with my boyfriend or anything like that.” She looked at JD. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “Good to know,” he said.

      We left the cottage apartment, walked to the street, and climbed into the Devastator.

      "I think that one needs further investigation," JD said as he twisted the ignition. The engine rumbled to life.

      I gave him a look.

      "After the investigation is wrapped up, of course,” he said.

      "Of course.”

      We drove to the Nautilus. It was a high-rise luxury tower with an attached marina and all the amenities. It was one of the main competitors to the Trident, just slightly older. We pulled to the valet stand under the carport, and JD gave the attendant a $20 and told him to keep the car up front. He surveyed the bullet holes before hopping into the vehicle.

      I flashed my badge at the glass door to the lobby, and the concierge buzzed us in. He looked us up and down. "What can I do for you, gentlemen?"

      "We are here to see Vanessa Taylor."

      "She's in Suite #2704. Should I tell her you're on your way up?"

      "So, she's in the building?"

      "I have not seen her leave today. But I can't be certain. Is there some kind of problem?"

      I smiled. "No. No problem."

      We showed ourselves across the lobby to the elevators, past the waterfall and grand piano. Jack pressed the call button, and a moment later, the doors slid open. We stepped aboard and launched up to the 27th floor. We banged on the door of Owen's luxury apartment, and a moment later, the video doorbell lit up. A soft female voice crackled through the speaker. "Who is it?"

      I held my badge to the camera lens. "I'm Deputy Wild, and this is Deputy Donovan with the Coconut County Sheriff's Department. We would like to speak with you about Kaitlyn Parks."

      "Oh my gosh, yes. I’ll buzz you in. I'm on the terrace."

      The door buzzed, and we pushed into the foyer. There were black and white fine art photos hanging on the wall. We crossed the marble tile into the expansive living room that was furnished with mid-century modern leather chairs and couches.

      Large, two-story floor-to-ceiling windows offered a stunning view of the ocean.

      Vanessa Taylor lounged on the terrace near the infinity pool, soaking up rays. Tanned legs glistened in the sun, and oversize Chanel glasses shielded her eyes. She had flowing dark hair and wore a skimpy two-piece. A piña colada rested on a table beside her lounge chair.

      We stepped onto the terrace, and I said, "Sorry to disturb you. I know this is a delicate time."

      She pulled her sunglasses down, revealing piercing blue eyes. "I'm so distraught about it."

      "It looks that way,” I said with a trace of sarcasm.

      Her eyes narrowed at me. "I had to take a Xanax, and I’m having a drink to calm my nerves."

      "I understand you two were pretty close."

      "She was my best friend in the whole world. We did everything together. We finished each other's sentences. We were practically twins."

      Her eyes filled, and she sobbed for a moment.

      When she pulled herself together, I asked her all the standard questions.
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      “Did Kaitlyn’s boyfriend know she was pregnant?” I asked.

      Vanessa's eyes rounded, and she gasped, "Kaitlyn was pregnant?"

      I nodded.

      "No, I don't think her boyfriend knew." Vanessa’s face crinkled in thought. "Are you sure? She never said anything to me, and I'm her bestie."

      "It's possible she didn't know yet," I said.

      "Everett is going to freak out. Have you talked to him?"

      "No," I said. "Do you know if she was seeing anyone else?"

      Vanessa hesitated for a moment. "If she was, she didn't say anything to me about it.”

      “Kaitlyn ever say anything to you about smuggling drugs in her suitcase?"

      Vanessa’s eyes widened again. "What!?"

      I told her about my trafficking theory.

      "No.” Vanessa shook her head. “Kaitlyn wouldn't do that. She’d tell me about something like that."

      "She didn't tell you she was pregnant."

      Vanessa gave me a sour look. "Like you said, maybe she didn't know."

      "So, in all the time that you flew together, you never saw anything suspicious?"

      Vanessa shook her head.

      "And no one ever approached you about carrying drugs?"

      She shook her head again. "No. It's not worth the risk."

      "Everybody has a different level of risk tolerance." I paused. "Where were you yesterday afternoon?"

      "Here."

      "Alone?"

      She nodded.

      "What were you doing?"

      "What I'm doing now. I feel terrible. I missed her text. She wanted to meet up for drinks later that night. I didn’t see her message until later."

      "Are you working at all right now?"

      She smirked. "I'm working on my tan."

      "I can see that."

      "Owen doesn't want me to work. He's so busy. And he wants me to be available when he's available."

      "What does Owen do?"

      Her face crinkled. "You know, I don't really understand it all. He's a vulture capital investor."

      "Venture capital?"

      "Whatever. He finds companies to invest in. He's always traveling and meeting with startups."

      "And that's how you met, right? On a flight."

      She nodded.

      "What can you tell me about Kaitlyn's boyfriend? Is he the violent type?"

      "Everett is really sweet. He was totally in love with Kaitlyn. Head over heels. He wanted to get married. He proposed several times, but Kaitlyn said she wasn’t ready."

      "Do you know what the hangup was?"

      Vanessa shrugged. "He's cute, sweet, treated her well. From what I can tell, he was loyal. But I'm not sure he was ambitious enough for Kaitlyn."

      "He didn't have money."

      She shook her head. "Kaitlyn was always floating him cash. I don't think she was keen on doing that for the rest of her life. And why should she? She was a beautiful girl. There are a lot of guys out there. All things being equal, why not find one that’s got money?"

      "Money doesn't always buy happiness," I said.

      "Yeah, but it buys freedom. When you don't have money, you're a slave to your boss."

      "Looks like you have a lot of freedom now," I said.

      She smiled. "I've been blessed."

      "You know where we can find Everett?"

      "As far as I know, he's working as a deckhand on a fishing boat. He lives on an old sailboat at Pirates Cove."

      I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. "We may have more questions for you later."

      She nodded again. "I hope you find out who did this."

      "We're doing everything we can."

      We excused ourselves and left Vanessa on the terrace. We moved to the sliding glass door, stepped into the living room, and strolled through the foyer.

      In the hallway, JD said, "What do you think about her?"

      "I think she's holding something back. For as close as the two were, she didn't really know what was going on in Kaitlyn's life.”

      “Maybe Kaitlyn played her cards close to her chest.”

      We took the elevator down to the lobby and strolled outside under the carport. The valet hustled to the Devastator and pulled it around. We hopped in and headed to the marina at Pirates Cove. It wasn't as nice as some of the other marinas, but the slip fees were reasonable. The place wasn't as well maintained, and it lacked amenities.

      We fought the Spring Break traffic and pulled into the lot at the marina. There were a few parties going on aboard boats. Many were out on the water, soaking up the Florida sun.

      According to the registration records, Everett Cooper lived aboard the Salty Puppy. We strolled the dock, looking for the boat. It was an older 30-foot sailboat built in the late ‘80s. It wasn’t in terrible shape, but it wouldn’t be crossing the Atlantic anytime soon.

      I banged on the hull and shouted, "Coconut County. Looking for Everett Cooper!"

      A guy in a neighboring sport-fish, drinking a beer with a few other guys, shouted back, "What do you want?"

      "Are you Everett Cooper?" I asked.

      "Is he in some kind of trouble?"
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      The man on the sport-fish resembled the DMV photo of Everett Cooper, though his hair was shorter, and his scraggly beard was gone. Now he just had patchy stubble on his jawline.

      "We’d like to talk to you about Kaitlyn Parks," I said.

      He was a fit, athletic guy with narrow blue eyes and a swarthy tan from working the decks all day. An amber bottle of beer dangled from his grasp. He thanked his friends for the beer, crossed to the dock, and stepped toward us. "Yeah, I'm Everett. Do you have any leads on the case?"

      "We're pursuing a few different directions.“

      "Anything I can do to help." A grim frown tensed his face. "I still can't believe she's gone."

      He didn't look too broken up about it.

      "Where were you yesterday afternoon?" I said, cutting straight to the chase.

      "I was working." His eyes flicked between the two of us. "You don't think I had any involvement, do you?"

      "It's just a standard line of inquiry. Though, from what I gather, you guys had an up-and-down relationship."

      His face tensed. "I wouldn't call it up-and-down."

      "What would you call it?"

      He shrugged. "I don't know." His eyes filled. His throat tightened, and he took a deep breath, trying to hold it all in. He blew the air from his lungs and did everything he could to not tear up. "She just wouldn't commit, you know?"

      "Was she seeing anybody else?"

      "I fucking hope not."

      "Did you know she was pregnant?"

      That hung there for a moment.

      His head tilted down, his jaw dropped, and his eyes rounded. He swallowed hard. Then his face froze. He looked stuck. System reboot. "Pregnant? Are you sure?"

      "That's what the medical examiner tells us."

      He shook his head. "That's not possible."

      "You two were engaged in a sexual relationship, were you not?"

      He nodded. "Yeah, but it's… It's not possible."

      "You realize how that works, don't you?" I said.

      His eyes narrowed at me. "Yes, I realize how that works. But I…"

      He hesitated and looked away, his face filled with embarrassment. He glanced around to see if anybody was paying attention to us. His friends on the sport-fish looked in our direction occasionally, but they were more interested in drinking beer and shooting the shit.

      Everett continued. "I can't…"

      JD lifted a curious brow. "You can't perform?"

      Everett scowled at him. "I can perform just fine,” he whispered. Then he muttered in an embarrassed tone, "I have a low sperm count. If we had gotten to the point where we wanted kids, we would have had to do in vitro. I don't have the money for that. Not yet, anyway."

      "I guess that answers the question about her fooling around," JD said.

      Everett's scowl deepened, and his eyes brimmed again. His whole body tensed, and his hands balled into fists. He growled in frustration, "Fuck!" He paced back and forth, looking like he was going to pull his hair out. "Are you sure about this?"

      I frowned and nodded. "Sorry to be the bearer of bad news."

      "Do you know who?"

      I shook my head. "Any ideas?"

      He paced back and forth again, fire in his eyes as he stared at the dock. Then it dawned on him. "That fucking pilot."

      JD and I exchanged a curious glance.

      "Gary Olson?"

      "Yeah. She worked with him all the time. They were always flying to these exotic locations. She’d post pictures with him on her Instabook and her travel blog. I confronted her about it, and she denied the whole thing. She said it was just work and that she had no interest in him." He growled. "I'm such a dumb ass. I believed her, too."

      "Did Kaitlyn ever mention anything to you about drugs?"

      "No," Everett said. "Why?"

      I told him about the suitcase and our theory.

      He just shook his head. "Kaitlyn was risk-averse. Everything had to be within her control. I don't think she'd ever put herself in a situation like that."

      He gave us the number of his employer, and with a phone call, we confirmed that Everett was at sea during the time of the murder. That was at least one suspect we could cross off our list.

      I thanked him and gave him my card, and we headed back to the parking lot.

      JD's phone buzzed with a call from April Valenti. A sly grin tugged his lips as he showed the screen to me before answering. He attempted to sound professional, "This is Deputy Jack Donovan."

      He put it on speaker.

      "I had one more thing I wanted to tell you. I totally forgot about it when you were here."

      She had our full attention.
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      "Have you talked to Albert Scardino yet?" April asked.

      "No," I said. "Who is he?"

      "He's a mechanic at the FBO. He had a thing for Kaitlyn. I mean, he would always stare at her. Understandable, she was a good-looking woman, but it was bordering on creepy. And, I don't know, he just has that look. He’s just kind of a socially awkward guy. Anyway, he asked her out once, and she turned him down. He didn't handle the rejection well. I was there. He got red in the face and looked like he was about to explode. He stormed away and never said anything to us again. Gave us dirty looks after that."

      "We’ll look into him,” I said.

      "I could totally see him doing something sick like that. He just gives me creepy vibes."

      "What do you know about Kaitlyn's affair with Gary Olson?"

      She gasped. "She was having an affair with Gary?”

      "Her boyfriend Everett sure seems to think so.”

      She hesitated a moment. “Now that I think about it, I guess there was a little something between her and Gary. I asked her one time if she hooked up with him. She said no. Said she just flirts with him. Said she would never sleep with a married man." April scoffed. "Lying little bitch." She caught herself. "Sorry. That sounded bad. I shouldn't talk that way about the dead. I meant it affectionately."

      "I wonder what else Kaitlyn lied about."

      "I wonder." April paused. "Well, that's all I know. If I think of anything else, I'll call."

      JD grinned. "Feel free to call anytime."

      Jack ended the call and slipped the phone back into his pocket. "Sounds like we need to have another talk with Gary Olson."

      We left Pirates Cove and headed back to the FBO. I called Denise and had her run a background on Albert Scardino. She came up with some interesting tidbits.

      We found him in a maintenance hangar, working on an engine. He wore a navy blue jumpsuit with a few grease stains. He had dark brown hair trimmed short on the sides. He had a strong brow, narrow brown eyes, and a jawline full of stubble. He looked like an angry person in general. And he wasn't particularly impressed by either of us when I flashed my badge.

      "How can I help you?"

      "You can tell me about your relationship with Kaitlyn Parks."

      His face crinkled. "I didn't have a relationship with Kaitlyn Parks. Apparently, I wasn't on her level."

      "But you asked her out?"

      "Is that a crime?"

      "No. Not at all. Can you tell me where you were yesterday afternoon?"

      His brow knitted, and his eyes tightened. "Why?"

      "Just routine questions. We’re talking to everyone who has had any interaction with Kaitlyn."

      "I had the day off yesterday. Look, you can't possibly think I had something to do with her death."

      "So, you've got no alibi?"

      His face crinkled. "Do I need an alibi?”

      I just stared at him.

      He groaned. "I see where this is going. I'm not talking to you anymore. If you'll excuse me, gentlemen, I've got work to do."

      "You know, I get suspicious when people are combative and don't have alibis."

      "You can get as suspicious as you want. Doesn't matter to me. I didn't do anything, and I resent you coming around here acting like I did." He looked like he wanted to beat us with the wrench in his hand.

      "You have a history of sexual assault," I said casually.

      His face tensed. “I don't have a history of sexual assault. Those were false allegations. I spent a year of my life in jail awaiting trial on charges that were eventually dropped when the girl recanted her statement. She made it all up because she wanted attention. That was a long time ago. You’ve got a lot of nerve coming in here and bringing that shit up."

      "So, I'll ask you again, what were you doing yesterday between 2 and 4 PM?"

      "Look, I know this game. I've been down this road before with ass-clowns like you. You’ll take anything I say and twist it around to fit your narrative so you can throw somebody in jail and look good. You don't care if that somebody is innocent or guilty. It's all about closing cases and making your quota."

      I shook my head. "It's not like that for us."

      "Oh, you guys are different," he scoffed.

      "We like to think so," JD said.

      "Well, fuck the both of you!"

      "No thanks, I'll pass," JD said.

      Albert went back to work and ignored us.

      “I don’t know about you,” JD said. “But I’m  beginning to think he might be a person of interest.”

      I couldn’t disagree.

      We left the hangar bay, and I called Isabella. "I need you to track a cell phone for me."
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      “Looks like his phone was at his apartment all afternoon and night,” Isabella said.

      I was hoping we’d be able to put Albert’s cellular device at the scene of the crime. But we weren't that lucky. It didn't mean he wasn't there, just that we couldn't connect him to the scene.

      "Look at that device’s history," I said. "Can you connect him to any of the other attacks on the island?"

      Her fingers danced across the keys, and a moment later, she said, "No. To be honest, that phone doesn't move much. It's either at home or at work. The guy is either smart enough to leave it behind, or he's not your man."

      I thanked her for the information.

      I called Mrs. Olson. "This is Deputy Wild with Coconut County. We met briefly the other day."

      "Yes, I remember,” she said in a guarded tone. “What can I do for you?"

      "I just wanted to confirm your husband's whereabouts during Kaitlyn Parks’s death."

      "You can't seriously suspect him? What possible motive would he have?"

      "I'm not sure, but we’re keeping all possibilities open. It's just routine, ma’am.”

      "It doesn't sound very routine to me."

      "This question may sound a little intrusive, but how was your relationship?"

      "I don't see what that has to do with anything." She paused for a moment. "You don't think there was something going on between my husband and Kaitlyn, do you?"

      "Her boyfriend seems to think so."

      Mrs. Olson was silent for a moment. "Why would he think that?"

      "A hunch, perhaps. Gut feeling. And the fact that Kaitlyn was pregnant."

      She gasped. "If she was pregnant, I would suspect her boyfriend before my husband."

      "According to him, that's a medical impossibility."

      Mrs. Olson was silent for a long moment. "I just don't believe it."

      "Sometimes, the truth is difficult to accept."

      "Do you have any type of proof? Anything to establish paternity? DNA?"

      "Not at this time, ma'am. If you'd like to help with that, we’d appreciate it."

      "How can I help?" she asked, confused and annoyed.

      "We can gather DNA from a drinking glass, a water bottle, a hair sample."

      She was silent again for a moment. "This is all just too much for me to process. I need to speak with my husband."

      "Where is he currently?"

      "He's on a flight. He should be arriving back in Coconut Key this afternoon."

      "Can you give me the details of his flight?"

      She hesitated. “Flight TJ-173.”

      I thanked her for the info.

      "I just don't believe Gary would do that to me. I'm having a hard time wrapping my head around it."

      "I understand. Betrayal is often difficult to accept."

      "You're speaking like you've got proof when you have none."

      "You can help us rule your husband out as a suspect. I can stop by with my partner and collect evidence. Don't you want to know the truth?"

      "I'm not sure that I do,” she said, frazzled. “Good day, gentlemen."

      She hung up the phone.

      I exchanged a glance with JD.

      "Well, can you blame her for not wanting to face reality?"

      "She's right. It's all just speculation on our part."

      "Gary is going to be in for a helluva time when he gets home," JD said with a grin.

      We had a little over an hour to kill before Gary’s flight arrived. JD suggested we hang out in the lounge at the FBO and graze on the complimentary snacks.

      My phone buzzed with another call from Mrs. Olson. "If I gave you a hair sample from his comb, would you keep that between us?"

      "If it’s not relevant to the case, I see no reason to let anyone know about it."

      "And if it is relevant to the case?"

      "You can't be compelled to testify against your husband.”

      She paused. "I would like to know the truth. If you can stop by now, I will let you search the house and collect whatever evidence you need."

      "Thank you."

      "Hurry before I change my mind."
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      We collected several strands of hair from a comb in Gary Olson's bathroom. We bagged the evidence and thanked Mrs. Olson for her cooperation.

      "I hope you're wrong about this," she said with worried eyes, her face tense.

      "For your sake, I do too."

      We left and headed back to the station, logged the hair into evidence, and it was sent to the lab for analysis. We had just enough time to get back to the airport before Gary arrived.

      The sleek slipstream G-750 touched down and taxied to the terminal. We waited on the tarmac for the fuselage door to open. A flight attendant deployed the steps, and a few passengers disembarked.

      The flight crew emerged several minutes later, and we confronted Gary on the tarmac. His curious eyes shifted between the two of us. "Gentlemen, I'm surprised to see you here. Are you making any progress?"

      "I think so," I said. "I just have a few follow-up questions for you."

      He forced a smile. "Certainly. Anything I can do to help," he assured.

      "Tell me if this sounds about right. Kaitlyn told you she was pregnant with your child."

      His brow lifted, and his eyes rounded.

      I continued, "She wanted support. She threatened to tell your wife, but that wasn't in the plans. You either followed her back to her apartment, or you two went to her place to talk," I said in air quotes. "Then you strangled her, assaulted her, and made it look like a random attack, similar to the ones that have been happening around town. Am I close?"

      Gary swallowed hard, and the color drained from his face. He looked at the flight crew who had continued on, pulling their roller cases with them. They looked back over their shoulders with curiosity at the confrontation.

      "Kaitlyn was pregnant?"

      I rolled my eyes. "Don't play innocent."

      "How do you know it's mine?"

      "So, you were having an affair with her?"

      His jaw tightened. He glanced around again, then whispered, "Just because I was having an affair with her doesn't mean I killed her. I told you, after the flight yesterday, I went home to my wife."

      "We spoke with her today."

      Concern bathed his face.

      I fibbed a little. "There's a little discrepancy in the timeline."

      "What?"

      "Between the time you touched down and the time you got to your house. There was enough time in between for you to travel to Kaitlyn's apartment, strangle her, then go home. It probably didn't take that long."

      "That's ridiculous."

      "Maybe you professed your love when you got her back to the apartment. Told her you’d leave your wife and take care of her. Got her into the bedroom. Saw the scarf around her neck and took your opportunity."

      His face reddened. "I told you. I didn't kill Kaitlyn.”

      "Did you love her?"

      "What does that have to do with anything?"

      "Just curious."

      "I had feelings for Kaitlyn, yes. But I wasn't going to leave my wife."

      "I bet that went over well with Kaitlyn."

      "She knew the rules of engagement when we started doing this. It was no secret that I was married. We just wanted to have a little fun."

      “But she wanted something more."

      “Maybe." He paused. "Did you tell my wife that Kaitlyn was pregnant?"

      I shrugged. "That may have come out in the course of conversation."

      He glared at the two of us. "Are you deliberately trying to ruin my marriage?"

      "I think you were doing a pretty good job of that all by yourself."

      He scowled at us again, hate filling his eyes. He pushed past us, dragging his roller case.

      We jogged after him.

      "You know what Kaitlyn had in her suitcase that day?"

      "I'm not saying another word to you." He stormed into the terminal.

      JD and I hung back on the tarmac.

      "I think we ruffled his feathers," JD said, feeling accomplished.

      It was our special skill.
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      We left the airport and headed to Oyster Avenue. We had to wait around for a little while, but we managed to grab a high-top table at Wetsuit during happy hour.

      The place was packed, as was every other restaurant on the island.

      We ordered appetizers and whiskey and tried to unwind. Pretty people sauntered about. Forks clinked against plates, and the air was thick with the murmur of conversation.

      Paris Delaney was on the flatscreen behind the bar, giving a special report. The sound was muted. Smooth, chill music filtered through speakers. It wasn't too loud yet, so you could have a reasonable conversation.

      My phone buzzed with an unknown caller. I stared at the screen for a moment before answering it, my jaw tightening. I didn't like unknown callers. They were almost never good news.

      I swiped the screen and put the phone on speaker. "This is Deputy Wild."

      "Congratulations. You're still alive!” The voice was unmistakable. It belonged to the bomber that had been terrorizing the island.

      "No thanks to you."

      "Actually, plenty of thanks to me. You'd have been dead if I didn't give you a heads up."

      "Are you expecting me to say thank you?"

      "I think that's probably in order. They would still be scraping bits of college students off the sand if I hadn’t warned you."

      I couldn't argue with him.

      "I will thank you for that. I’d thank you even more if you'd stop doing this."

      "I'll admit, I would have been sad if you had been killed. I think you are one of the good guys."

      "Feel free to stop this madness at any time."

      "I guess I'm calling to tell you that I stopped."

      I lifted a curious brow. "Really? If that's true, I'm proud of you."

      "I just placed my last bomb. There will be no more after that. Whatever happens, happens."

      I cringed. "Why not just stop now? Why one more bomb?"

      "I'm not really sure. I just feel compelled to do it. It's just something inside of me. You ever get that feeling, Deputy, when you know you have to do something, and you're not quite sure why, but you know it's your destiny?"

      "Never in regards to mass destruction."

      "This isn't mass destruction, Deputy. This is mass salvation. I'm attempting to save the island from further decay and debauchery."

      “If that helps you sleep better at night."

      "I sleep like a baby. What about you?"

      "I don't sleep so well knowing that there's a bomb out there. Can you tell me when it's going to go off?"

      "That would spoil the fun."

      "Right. This is all a game to you."

      "Good luck, Deputy. I suppose this is the last time we will speak."

      "At least give me a clue. Where should I look?"

      "I'm done with clues."

      "I can assure you, this won’t be the last time we speak. I'll be reading you your rights very soon."

      He chuckled. "I admire your optimism in the face of certain failure.” He paused. “In the spirit of good competition, here’s a clue. You have 3 days. Well, maybe a little less. But you can’t stop what’s coming down.”

      That was the end of the call, and I immediately dialed Isabella and asked her to track the phone.

      After a few keystrokes, she said, “That call originated from a payphone at the Inn on the Boardwalk.”

      My next call was to Sheriff Daniels. "Send a patrol unit to the Inn at the Boardwalk. I just got another call from our bomber."

      "Don't tell me…"

      "He says there's another one out there."

      Daniels groaned. "I'm sending Erickson and Faulkner along with the forensic team.”

      "We are on our way."

      JD left a stack of cash on the table, and we hustled out of Wetsuit, hoping to catch the bastard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun angled toward the horizon, and the avenue filled with Spring Breakers swarming the sidewalks. We maneuvered through the crowd and made our way to the Devastator.

      The little inn wasn't far away, but the area was so congested it took us 20 minutes to get over there. I knew our bomber would be long gone.

      We were the first to arrive.

      It was a three-story white Victorian mansion with a large veranda. Shrouded by tall palms and thick foliage, it was a cozy getaway right on the wharf. The luxurious rooms had private balconies, and there was a small private pool with a walk-up bar. It was just moments away from the historic boardwalk, in close proximity to numerous restaurants and water-sport excursions. Despite being close to the action, it had a secluded feel, far away from the noise and chaos.

      I flashed my badge to the desk clerk. "Where are your payphones?"

      She pointed to the hallway that led to the restrooms. "There's just one."

      "I need a description of the man who used that payphone roughly 20 minutes ago."

      "We've got surveillance cameras in the lobby, but we don't have an angle on the payphone."

      JD moved to the phone and stood guard, waiting for the forensic team. With any luck, we’d be able to pull a print from the phone or maybe even the change used to make the call.

      The clerk called her manager, and he greeted me with a smile. The gold acetate nameplate above his chest pocket read Zachary. He was a friendly guy in his mid 30s with short curly brown hair, a round face, and a thick torso.

      We shook hands, and I introduced myself and caught him up to speed. His face tensed with concern. He led me to his office, and we pulled up the security footage. The camera in the lobby was high up, and the wide-angle lens caught the entrance, the desk, and the edge of the hallway that led to the restrooms.

      We scrubbed through the footage. At about the right time, a man entered the lobby wearing sunglasses and a ball cap pulled low. He kept his face turned away from the camera as he walked toward the restrooms. He disappeared down the hallway. I kept watching the footage for him to come out. With any luck, we’d get an angle on his face.

      Unfortunately, he kept his head low, and the brim of the hat obscured his features. He turned away from the camera and pushed out the side door.

      Just like that, he was gone.

      The manager exported the clip and sent me a link while the forensic team dusted the phone for prints.

      We talked to a few guests in the lobby, but nobody remembered seeing the man. I had the manager print screengrabs of the suspect, and he said he would slip them under the door to each room and ask the guests if they recalled seeing the man.

      I didn't expect much to come from it.

      After we wrapped up, we drove to the station and spoke with Sheriff Daniels.

      "Any idea what this ass-clown's next target is?" the sheriff grumbled from behind the desk in his office.

      We sat in two chairs across from him.

      "He didn't say."

      Daniels frowned. "I'll have patrols keep an eye on the bridges. I’d say we should pay extra scrutiny to any venues with large crowds, but that's every place on the island right now."

      "There are bands and DJs playing every night on Taffy Beach," I said.

      "You think he'll try to hit that again?"

      I shrugged. "It wasn't successful the first time. My gut says he'll try something different. He made it sound like the bomb is already in place."

      The sheriff's face tightened. "I don’t think the mayor is going to like the idea of shutting down the entire island."

      “Is that what you’re going to recommend?”

      Daniels shrugged.

      "Something tells me that’s not going to go over too well with the local merchants either."

      "It's not going to go over well with anybody if we have a bunch of dead tourists on our hands." He paused. "I think we ought to make a sweep of every likely target. We'll get the dogs out and see if they smell anything." He paused. "What about your resources?"

      "That's how we tracked him to the Inn on the Boardwalk."

      "I don't care how you have to stop this guy. Just do it."

      The sheriff’s next phone call was to the mayor.

      I called Teagan at Diver Down and warned her of the threat. She could barely hear me over the noise in the background.

      "JD and I are on our way to the marina now. We’ll do a sweep of the property, but you need to stay vigilant. Look for anybody suspicious. Do regular sweeps. Look for any unusual packages, purses, backpacks, etc."

      "How serious is this threat?" she asked.

      "It's credible."

      She groaned. "You want me to close down?"

      "According to the bomber, the device is already in place. Once we sweep the property, I think it's safe to remain open. I won’t ask you to work if you feel uncomfortable."

      "It's the busiest season of the year, and I could use the cash."

      "Don't worry about that."

      "I don't want to shut down. The whole reason this guy is doing this is so we’ll live in fear. I don’t want to live in fear. I don't want him to win."

      "Do you get a vibe one way or the other?" I asked.

      She knew what I was getting at. Teagan claimed to have on-again-off-again psychic powers. I don't know how much of it I believed, but I knew she had an uncanny sense.

      She thought about it for a moment. "I'm not getting any real danger signs."

      "That's good. We'll see you in a few."

      We left the station and headed back to the marina. Diver Down was packed, and JD and I did a quick search of the premises. I didn't figure the bar was a big enough target for our bomber, but he seemed to have taken an interest in me. Though he claimed to like me, I wasn't about to give him the benefit of the doubt.

      We didn't find any suspicious packages or devices. Both Teagan and Alejandro were fine with keeping the bar open. I told them to let me know if they ever got uncomfortable. I'd shut it down in a heartbeat if need be. But Teagan was right. Living in fear was no way to live.

      JD and I were beyond hungry. My stomach rumbled and growled. We ordered at the bar and waited for our meal. Music pumped, and the rowdy crowd shoved their way to the counter. It was too crowded for most of the regulars.

      I could understand why our bomber was so upset. Our little town became a madhouse one month out of the year. It could be frustrating to see your regular haunts taken over by outsiders. And with the influx of tourist dollars came crime, petty theft, and quite often, something worse.

      We took our to-go boxes and strolled the dock to the Avventura.

      There were a few parties going on aboard boats as usual. We sat on the aft deck and chowed down, taking in the sights and sounds of the marina. The moon hung in the sky, casting a pale glow. The stars flickered. Waves lapped against the hull.

      I wasn’t sure where the rest of the guys were, but the boat was empty. I suspected they were out on the town, and I told JD to give them a heads up that there was another threat.

      As I was finishing my meal, my phone buzzed with an unknown caller. I cringed, thinking the worst.
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      "This is Deputy Wild,” I said, holding the phone to my ear.

      “Kurt gave me your number," Hannah said. "I hope you don't mind my calling.”

      A grin tugged my lips. “I don't mind at all."

      “I’m out with a girlfriend. If you’re not busy, you should meet us at Jellyfish. The least I can do is buy you a drink for saving my life."

      “I don’t want to alarm you, but there’s been another bomb threat.”

      “That’s not good. Seems like you’ve got more important things to deal with right now.”

      “We don’t have a target yet. You might want to avoid large crowds.”

      A grim chuckle escaped her lips. “So, you’re saying I should get off the island?”

      “Or come by the boat. I’ve got a stocked bar. You can buy me that drink here.”

      “Hmmm. Let me ask Paige. Hang on.”

      Music thumped in the background, and the chatter of voices crackled the speaker as she talked to her friend.

      "Okay. Paige is down. Where's your boat?"

      I told her how to find me.

      I had just ended the call with Hannah when Paris buzzed. "What's this I hear about another bomb threat?"

      "I'm sure you know as much as I do.”

      "I'm hearing there was some discussion of shutting down bars and restaurants and evacuating the island, but my sources tell me that's not going to happen.”

      "You seem to have good sources," I said.

      “Is this the same person responsible for the other bombs?"

      "I believe so."

      "And I take it you don't have any idea what the target is?"

      "If I knew where the target was, the EOD unit would be there right now. But you can do me a favor. You can get the word out that I'm looking for someone who used the payphone at the Inn on the Boardwalk at 8:30 PM.”

      "You have a description of the guy?"

      "Medium build. Gray hair, navy blue ball cap, khaki jacket, and pants."

      "That's not much to go on, but I'll put the word out."

      "Thank you."

      "Keep me in the loop."

      "You do the same."

      She ended the call, and I took Buddy out for a quick walk while I waited for the girls.
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      As I returned to the dock, I crossed paths with Ms. Buckland. Her poodle tugged the leash in her hand.

      "Hi, Tyson. Have you seen Styxx by any chance?"

      "I'm sure they’re out on the town.”

      She looked disappointed. "Oh, well, good for them. I hope they’re having fun."

      She continued on, and I made my way back to the Avventura.

      JD had seen the interaction. “How much do you want to bet she’s having breakfast on the boat tomorrow?”

      I shrugged. “Styxx seems to be enjoying her company.”

      “At least she’s not complaining about our parties anymore.”

      “She will be if this thing sours.”

      Jack cringed. The inevitable fallout could be bad.

      We lounged on the aft deck until the ladies arrived. I waved to them as they started down the dock. Hannah's mesmerizing smile washed away all the stress of the day.

      Her friend was a sultry brunette with wavy hair that tickled her shoulders, sky blue eyes, and sumptuous curves.

      She was just JD's style.

      They crossed the passerelle, and I greeted Hannah with a hug, and she introduced us to her friend, Paige.

      Buddy barked and bounced, making his own introduction. The girls knelt down and loved on him, and the little Jack Russell ate it up. He was a true ladies’ man and hadn't yet met a woman he couldn't woo.

      "Ladies, what are you drinking?" JD asked.

      "I'll take a cosmopolitan," Paige said.

      "One cosmopolitan, coming right up," JD said with a smile.

      "Whiskey. Straight up," Hannah said.

      The girls took a seat as JD dashed into the salon and rounded the bar.

      "I thought I was supposed to be buying you a drink," Hannah said to me.

      "I'll take a rain check," I replied with a smile.

      JD returned momentarily with the drinks and dealt them out. He lifted his glass to toast. We clinked and sipped our beverages in the soothing night air.

      "This is a nice boat," Hannah said. "Not bad on a cop's salary."

      "We are volunteers," JD said.

      "Even more impressive."

      "Would you like a tour?" I asked.

      "Certainly," Hannah said with a smile.

      We left Paige and JD to get acquainted on the aft deck. I escorted Hannah into the salon and presented the boat like a broker trying to sell it.

      The boat sold itself.

      We moved forward to the galley, then climbed to the upper deck where I presented the wheelhouse, the forward lounge, the theater room, and finally my stateroom at the bridge deck aft.

      "Is this where the tour ends?" she asked in a slightly sassy tone.

      "I haven't shown you the sky deck yet."

      "I'm sure every tour eventually ends in your stateroom, am I right?"

      I shrugged innocently. "I don't know what you're talking about."

      She rolled her eyes.

      We moved up to the sky deck, and I showed her the Jacuzzi. We sipped our beverages under the stars, looking out over the marina.

      "This is a pretty nice setup you got here."

      "Thank you."

      "Looks like you guys are having the time of your lives. You got a rock 'n' roll band, you live on a nice boat, you chase bad guys."

      I smiled. "There's nowhere else I'd rather be and nothing else I'd rather be doing."

      The pale moonlight reflected in her blue eyes as she stared at me. "I bet I can think of something else you'd rather be doing right now."

      "What could be more stimulating than a conversation with you?" I said with a sly grin.

      "You're smooth, Deputy Wild. Very smooth."

      I raised my hands innocently. "I thought you didn't date your brother's friends."

      "This isn’t a date. This was supposed to be me buying you one drink to express my gratitude." She paused. "And what if you're my friend too?"

      "I am certainly your friend."

      "You know what they say about saving someone's life."

      "I hope you plan to do something good with it,” I said. “I'm responsible for it now."

      "I have plans," she assured.

      "Big dreams and ambitions?"

      She nodded.

      "Are you gonna tell me?"

      She shook her head. "Too many people run around talking about all the things they want to accomplish, and then they never accomplish them. It's like talking about it is satisfaction enough. So I don't talk. I just do."

      "I think that's wise."

      Paige’s infectious laughter erupted from below.

      "It looks like they're hitting it off well," Hannah said before taking another sip, her full lips staining the glass with lip gloss.

      "JD has a certain charm."

      "I can see that."

      I caught a glimpse of Ms. Buckland walking back to her sailboat, the poodle leading the way. She glimpsed at the boat, and I could tell she was eager for Styxx’s return.

      Hannah took another sip, then dangled her empty glass.

      "You ready for another?" I asked.

      "I don't know. Should I stay, or should I go?"

      "I think you should stay. Your friend is clearly having a good time. Wouldn't want to cut her fun short. Besides, we’re just getting to know each other."

      I moved to the bar on the sky deck and poured her another glass.

      She took the drink from me and gave me a sultry gaze. "I guess I can stay for one more drink. I mean, how much trouble could I possibly get into?"
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      I lost track of time, chatting on the sky deck. Hannah was easy to lose time with.

      Moans of ecstasy echoed across the marina.

      Hannah lifted an impressed eyebrow. "Your friend must be good because Paige is not that easy."

      I chuckled. "Like I said, JD has a gift."

      "Apparently," Hannah said, finishing the last sip of her third drink.

      It hadn’t taken JD long to move from the aft deck to his VIP stateroom, and he was giving Paige the full tour, hard and heavy.

      I guess the commotion had made Ms. Buckland curious because she walked by again with her poodle, staring into the salon of the Avventura.

      That little poodle was going to be worn out by the morning.

      "Don't get your hopes up,” Hannah said. “You’re not getting as lucky as your friend.”

      "We’ve already seen each other naked.”

      "You don't want to get involved with me, anyway," she said.

      "Why is that?" I asked, inching closer.

      "Because I have terrible taste in men."

      "Seems like you're doing okay this time around," I said with a smirk.

      "You're trouble."

      I laughed. “And you’re not?”

      She inched closer. “I’m complicated.”

      “Aren’t we all.”

      We stared at each other, drawing ever closer. Our lips hovered millimeters apart, an unseen force pulling us toward each other. Call it fate. Call it destiny. Call it lust.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      "Are you getting excited, or is that an incoming call?" she whispered.

      “It’s probably nothing.”

      “What if it’s official police business?” Her lips were perilously close.

      “I’m sure it can wait.” I pulled her close, and our lips collided. Her body pressed against mine, and we melted into one another. Our tongues danced, and my hands caressed her smooth form.

      The phone kept buzzing in my pocket.

      I kept ignoring it.

      It wasn't long before her skimpy little sundress was on the deck, and my clothes were bunched up beside them. Her legs wrapped around me as our hips collided, giving the lounge chair a run for its money. The pale moonlight glowed her skin, and we made a symphony of our own to entertain the rest of the marina.

      Her embrace was pure delight.

      We merged together in perfect synchronization. A passionate dance of the senses. Her soft skin, her supple curves, her hot breath in my ear, tingling my skin. The smell of her filled my nostrils with enchantment. I was certainly under her spell.

      This had been brewing since our adventure in the laundry room.

      With an explosive crescendo, we retired to my stateroom for round two.

      After wearing ourselves out, we collapsed beside each other, sweaty and panting for breath. Pleasure chemicals swirled, mixing with liquor, making for a blissful heady sensation.

      I could get used to this.

      She curled up beside me and stroked my chest. She felt good in my arms, nuzzling beside me.

      "Not a word about this to anyone," she said.

      "I think half the marina already knows."

      "You know what I mean."

      "You're an adult. You can live your own life," I said.

      "Kurt is very protective. He's been that way ever since our parents died."

      That hit me in the gut. "I'm so sorry."

      "It sucks, but it was a long time ago. We learned to manage at a young age.” She sighed. “It's hard to explain. It’s ancient history now, but it’s always fresh. There's always a piece missing."

      "I understand." I knew the feeling all too well.

      "I don't know how I would have made it without Kurt. And I think caring for me gave him a reason to be. I was just 14 at the time.”

      “That’s a terrible thing to have to deal with at that age.”

      “I feel bad for Kurt. He had to shoulder a lot of responsibility. It seems like his life has been a never-ending stream of challenges. I think that's one of the reasons he’s so adamant about living every minute to the fullest.”

      “The current moment is the only one that matters,” I said. “The past is gone, and tomorrow is not guaranteed."

      She smiled. "No regrets, right?"

      "No regrets."

      "Kurt likes you guys. I don't think he’ll have a problem with this.”

      "The only thing he said to me was not to hurt you."

      "So you talked about me?"

      “I think he sensed there was something between us.”

      “He’s got a sixth sense, that’s for sure.” She sighed. "I've been hurt, lied to, cheated on, and betrayed all before. It's part of dating. But that’s the price we pay to find true love. Right? Just don't ask me to choose between love and family.”

      "I take it your last boyfriend didn’t get along with Kurt," I said.

      "Not at all. He warned me about him. I should have listened."

      "We all make mistakes."

      "Yeah, well, this was a pretty big one."

      "Can't be worse than some of the mistakes I've made."

      "I'm not so sure about that."

      I chuckled and left it at that. I wasn’t about to bring up Vinnie Farina’s daughter. He probably still had a contract out on me for what I’d done. Besides, I had a policy of not discussing exes with current prospects. It typically only led to no good.

      "You mentioned Kurt faced additional challenges," I said.

      "I’ll let him tell you about it if he feels like it. But the guy has definitely been through some rough spots.”

      We lay there talking until I passed out in a state of bliss, her warm body beside mine.

      I heard the guys storm the boat as I slept. They had pretty much moved in over Spring Break. Something told me they weren't too eager to go back to their crappy little apartments. Why would they be? The boat was paradise, and JD and I kept it stocked well. It was the ultimate bachelor pad. A pleasure bubble of good times and great adventures.

      I woke the next morning with the sun beaming through the windows. I peeled open my eyes and slipped out of bed, leaving Hannah asleep under the sheets. I took a shower, got dressed, then made my way up to the sky deck, grabbed our clothes from the night before, and finally looked at the call that had attempted to interrupt us.

      I cringed when I saw the display. I was hesitant to return the call.
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      Daniels barked into the phone when I called him back. "Where the hell have you been?"

      "I got sidetracked.”

      “Blonde or brunette?”

      He knew me well.

      “What's up?" I asked, getting back on track.

      "That panty grabber struck again."

      I cringed. “Where?”

      “An alley a few blocks off of Oyster Avenue."

      "Is the girl okay?"

      "Don’t worry, she's fine. She hit him with pepper spray. Said he took off like a bat out of hell.”

      "She get a look at him?"

      "Not really. Same description. Medium build. Six feet tall. Ski mask. Not much to go on."

      "Seems like this guy is regressing."

      "What do you mean?" the sheriff asked.

      "If this is the same guy, he moved from attacking girls on the street to attacking them in their home. Now he’s back to the street again."

      "Maybe he's just looking for victims of opportunity."

      "Maybe."

      "Stay by your phone," the sheriff said.

      “You got it.”

      “I’m taking the EOD unit to Oyster Avenue,” he said.

      The island was still packed with Spring Break revelers. They’d be here all month. The early morning was the only time it was quiet on the island, and the sheriff took the opportunity to coordinate with local bar owners to search each and every venue before the crowds resumed.

      “You want us there?”

      “Hartman can handle it. You guys recharge your batteries. You’ve been going pretty strong for a long time. Sometimes I think I ask too much of you both.”

      “You know we like the chase.”

      “Take the day off. Clear your heads. Come back to this with a fresh perspective. I feel like we’re banging our heads against a brick wall.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      “I’ll keep you posted.”

      I slipped the phone into my pocket, took the stairs down to the bridge deck aft, and pushed into my stateroom.

      Hannah stirred, looking radiant in the morning sunlight. She peeled open her eyes and squinted at me. "Morning."

      I smiled. "It certainly is."

      I climbed onto the bed and gave her a kiss.

      It didn't take much to get something going, and before long, we were rolling around the sheets. Helluva way to start off the day.

      We took a shower together and had a little fun amongst the steam and hot water. Beads glistened on her skin, and her breathy moans echoed through the bulkheads.

      By the time we got dressed, the delightful aroma of bacon, eggs, and coffee wafted through the ship. We made our way down to the galley where JD slaved at the grill. His bright eyes glimmered, and a satiated grin tugged his lips. Paige sat at the settee, and the two girls exchanged guilty glances.

      "Good morning," JD said. "I take it you two had a restful sleep?"

      "Like a baby," I said, slipping into the breakfast nook across from Paige and Hannah.

      The two girls shared a glance and giggled.

      "I'm sure you two will exchange notes later," I said.

      "We most certainly will," Paige replied.

      "Notes, hell. I think those girls could write a book," JD said.

      "JD gave me plenty of material," Paige said with a grin.

      Jack smirked.

      "It sounded like you two had a little fun of your own," she said.

      Hannah's cheeks blushed.

      JD dished up the plates and delivered breakfast to the table, then slid into the nook beside me. We crunched on bacon, and I dug into the ham and cheese omelet.

      We hung out with the girls for a little while, then said our goodbyes. We all had our lives to get back to. Our momentary detour into fantasyland came to an end.

      I gave Hannah a hug and a kiss on the aft deck.

      “I might call you later if you're lucky," she said.

      I smirked. "I’m feeling lucky."

      She giggled, and the two girls sauntered across the passerelle.

      We watched their hips sway as they hit the dock and walked toward the parking lot. They both turned back and waved one last time.

      JD muttered, "Hannah can bring her friends around anytime."

      "I take it you had fun?"

      A sly grin curled his lips. "That girl has talent. Lots of talent.”

      We stepped back inside, and I caught JD up to speed about the latest attack. We kicked around a couple of theories, but we were out of leads.

      JD liked the sheriff's idea of taking a day off, and his first suggestion was to go treasure hunting. It sounded like a good idea to me.

      We prepped the dive gear, then I disconnected shore power and water and cast off the lines. JD took the helm and idled us out of the marina. He throttled up, and the bow carved through the teal swells as the amber ball rose in the sky. Gulls squawked in the air, hanging on the breeze. Pleasure crafts dotted the sea. It was a beautiful morning.

      It didn't take too long to reach our destination. We dropped anchor over the site, lugged our gear to the aft deck, and prepared for a dive. We did safety checks, raised the diver down flag, and plunged into the water at the swim platform. I checked my dive watch, then finned below.

      The silhouette of the Avventura hovered above me, shafts of light penetrating the surface of the water. It was clear, and the temperature was comfortable. We kicked our way to the depths, the sound of the ocean rumbling. With full face masks and comm units, JD and I could communicate perfectly underwater. The full face mask offered a wider field of view and didn’t fog.

      We finned along the bottom to the shipwreck. It looked just as we’d left it.

      We brought with us all kinds of toys—handheld blowers, bags with inflatable balloons, tools for digging, and a waterproof metal detector. It looked like a sci-fi ray gun. Jack had more toys than he knew what to do with. That was half the fun.

      Jack began waving the yellow and black sensor disc over the sandy bottom. We were a few minutes into the hunt when it alerted. We exchanged a glance, and JD's eyes lit up.
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      JD scooped at the sand, kicking up a cloud of debris. A moment later, his hand emerged from the soupy haze with a bottle cap.

      Our excited faces went long.

      He continued with the detector, sweeping it across the bottom. With a few more passes, it signaled again.

      He went to work clawing at the sand, kicking up more debris. After fumbling around a moment, he pulled up a rusty nail.

      We continued on our journey, getting false alarms.

      We both knew there was gold down here. We’d found several pieces before.

      I kept a close eye on my dive watch.

      The metal detector signaled again.

      Jack pawed at the sand. From the thick cloud of debris, he pulled out a shiny gold medallion.

      It lit up our faces with joy.

      We both started clawing at the sand, kicking up even more debris until neither of us could see what we were doing.

      Jack grabbed the handheld blower and took aim. He blew off the top layer of sand, and now we were completely engulfed in a cloudy haze. Then he used the blower to clear the water.

      When we finally saw the bottom, we'd unearthed a nice mound of gold medallions.

      "Now that's what I'm talking about!" JD said.

      He set the blower down, opened a bag, and we started shoveling in gold coins.

      There were a lot.

      We filled up the small bag in no time. He pulled out another one, and I kept digging and filling, kicking up more debris. We filled up four bags of gold coins by the time we had depleted the area.

      They were all contained in a small chest that was mostly rotted away, but there were still fragments of wood and iron.

      By the time we scooped up every last shiny gold medallion, it was time to return to the surface. We lugged the bags across the seafloor, attached them to a rope I had dropped from the swim platform, and filled a balloon to take them to the surface.

      We watched the loot ascend toward the silhouette of the boat and began our ascent. We made a safety stop before surfacing, then broke through the water and climbed onto the swim platform.

      I pulled off my mask and flung the water from my hair. JD and I looked at each other with shit-eating grins on our faces. Our palms smacked with a high-five as we sat on the swim platform on top of the world, rolling with the swells.

      I retrieved the bags of gold from the water one by one, handing them to Jack. He carried them up to the aft deck. I pulled up the line and joined him. We toweled off the gear, and I recharged the tanks.

      We sat on the aft deck, ogling our new bounty.

      The gold was mesmerizing.

      Jack gave a cautious glance around, but there were no other boats on the horizon. We were out here alone as far as the eye could see.

      "How much do you think we've got here?" he asked.

      I shrugged. "A lot."

      "But never enough," he said with a grin.

      "Now, what the hell are we going to do with it?" I asked.

      The state took a percentage of everything discovered within state waters. But we were outside of state waters. It was debatable who else had a claim to the gold. That was something that would need to be sorted out later.

      "For the time being, we keep our mouths shut," Jack said.

      I wasn't the one who had a problem keeping secrets. "You need to keep your mouth shut."

      He raised his hands innocently. "Who am I going to tell?"

      "We’ll put the gold into a safe. It's gonna stay there until we figure out what to do with it."

      It was an interesting situation to be in. All that money that you couldn't spend. It's not like we needed it anyway.

      I toweled off the bags, and we carried them up to my stateroom. There was too much of it to fit in the small safe that I had.

      "Where the hell are we gonna put this stuff?" JD asked.

      I grabbed a few towels from the en suite, wrapped up the bags of gold, stuffed them into a duffel bag, and stowed them in a compartment. If anyone looked in the bag, at first glance, it would just look like a bunch of towels. A bunch of really heavy towels.

      "We need to come up with better security," JD said.

      "We'll figure something out. Remember, not a word."

      JD zipped his lips figuratively.

      I heard rumbling on the main deck below. JD and I exchanged a look, then we took the steps down and headed to the galley.

      Crash fumbled around for something to eat.

      I had forgotten they were aboard the boat.

      "Where the hell are we, man?"

      "Just out for a leisurely cruise," JD said.

      "I woke up. Everything was moving. I thought, shit, I'm still drunk."

      We both chuckled.

      Dizzy and Styxx soon joined us in the galley, both with bewildered looks on their faces.

      "Can we get back to shore," Dizzy said. "I don't feel so good."

      He was looking a little peaked.

      It's not that the seas were that rough, but the night before was.

      JD found some Dramamine and tossed the bottle to Dizzy. He scarfed one down, and hopefully, that would settle his uneasy experience.

      We weighed anchor, and JD took the helm. I stowed the gear, and we didn't say a word to the guys about our newfound loot.
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      We made it back to the marina at Diver Down. I tied off and reconnected shore power and water. Dizzy was quick to get back on dry land and feel solid ground underneath his feet again.

      I took a shower and got cleaned up, then JD and I treated the guys to dinner at Teyo Taco. Dizzy's color had returned, and I was hoping he'd be able to keep his meal down.

      We were all pretty spent and were ready for a tame night. When we returned to the marina, Ms. Buckland was waiting for us. "Evening, gentlemen. Any activities planned for tonight?"

      "Not tonight," I said.

      She made a pouty face. "Don’t tell me you can’t hang. Is the mighty Wild Fury partied out?”

      It was a challenge.

      “I think we can handle one drink,” Crash said with a grin, patting Styxx on the back.

      The entourage boarded the boat and stepped into the salon. Jack moved behind the bar. He poured drinks and dealt them out.

      This little informal gathering had the potential to grow.

      JD and I stepped to the aft deck, and we took a seat, watching Ms. Buckland inch closer to Styxx.

      JD lifted his glass to toast. "To Spanish gold," he whispered.

      I grinned and sipped the fine whiskey.

      "You know, I've been thinking."

      "Do I want to know?"

      "I did a little research on the Internet. Some of those coins can be worth up to $300,000." He gave a glance around to make sure no one was within earshot. "We've got a lot of gold coins. Beyond the price, it has historical value."

      "It belongs in a museum," I said.

      His eyes lit up. "Exactly. Our little experience with Jean Claude made me realize—these things of beauty need to be enjoyed by all. Not hoarded away in a vault or buried at the bottom of the ocean in a watery grave. This history needs to be preserved."

      "Are you going where I think you're going?"

      A mischievous grin tugged his face. "The Donovan and Wild Historic Museum," he said, painting a picture of the marquee with his hands.

      I lifted an intrigued eyebrow. "You're serious?"

      "As a heart attack. We get Demi to salvage those cannons and as much of the wreckage as we can. There are intact sections down there under the sand. I say we recreate the ship using as much original material as possible and create a place where people can step back in time and walk the deck of the infamous Black Rose.” He spoke with passion. “Feel the wind in their face, smell the saltwater, enjoy the thrill of pirate booty."

      He paused, and in a deadly serious tone, said, "Of course, we will charge admission."

      "Of course," I said, going along with it.

      "Except kids. Kids get in free."

      "Absolutely."

      "It's a good idea, isn't it?"

      "Logistically it sounds… difficult and expensive," I said in a measured tone.

      "Coconut Key needs this. The world needs this."

      "What about the Wild Donovan Historic Museum?" I said.

      His face crinkled. "It sounds better the other way, but we can work out the specifics later.”

      I laughed and lifted my glass. "I'm down."

      JD grinned and clinked the rim, the deal sealed between us.

      Jack took a sip, then basked in the glory of his new idea. "The Donovan Wild Museum of History. Or maybe the Donovan Wild Museum of Oceanic History." His face crinkled. "I don't know. We've got plenty of time to figure it out."

      JD was always cooking up a scheme. Sometimes his ideas weren't half bad.

      "I say we make one more trip out there to salvage as much of the shiny stuff as we can, then we talk to Demi,” he said.

      Jack just wanted to have a little fun crawling around in the sand before the rest of the world knew about our discovery.

      We chilled for the rest of the night, and when I slept, I dreamt of Spanish gold. The impromptu party didn’t get too out of hand. The guys kept it relatively tame, and Ms. Buckland ended up below deck.

      Daniels called in the morning. "You boys ready to get that son-of-a-bitch?"
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      "Which son-of-a-bitch are we talking about?" I asked.

      "The panty snatcher,” the sheriff replied.

      "You got a lead?"

      "One of the first victims fought him off and got a bit of his skin underneath her fingernails. DNA found a match in the system. Albert Scardino had a prior, and his DNA was in the database."

      My face lit up. “That's fantastic."

      "I'll see you boys down at the station."

      I pulled myself out of bed, hustled downstairs and banged on JD's hatch, then took a shower. I got dressed, press-checked my pistol, and holstered it for an appendix carry. I grabbed my bulletproof vest and tactical gear, headed down to the galley, and stuffed a breakfast burrito in the microwave.

      I waited for JD to get dressed and grab something to eat, then we headed to the station in the Devastator.

      We had a quick mission briefing with Erickson, Faulkner, Mendoza, and Robinson before heading to the airport.

      We surrounded Albert in the maintenance hangar as he was turning the wrench on an engine. His face twisted with confusion as we closed in with weapons drawn.

      "Face down! On the ground. Now!" I shouted.

      "What the fuck are you arresting me for?"

      "Assault, sexual assault, murder, you want me to go on?"

      The rifles in his face were pretty intimidating. He ate the ground with a tense face. His cheeks flushed. The veins in his temples throbbed. "I didn't do anything!"

      I slapped the cuffs around his wrists, hard. The cold steel had to hurt. When he was secure, we yanked him to his feet and dragged him out of the hangar. "You have the right to remain silent…"

      He’d been arrested before. He knew the drill.

      His coworkers stared in disbelief as we hauled him away. I stuffed him in the back of Erickson’s patrol car.

      From there, JD and I headed to Albert’s place in the Nereus Court Apartments. I had lifted his keys from him during the arrest, which saved us from breaking down the door.

      It was a nice apartment in a luxury building. There were bleached hardwood floors, modern furniture, and a light, airy feeling about the apartment. Not at all what you'd expect from a guy who violently assaulted women.

      In the bedroom, it got creepy.

      There was a corkboard with pictures of young girls. He'd been following his victims around, snapping photos. These random acts were more premeditated than I had originally thought. And there were several pictures of Kaitlyn Parks. All the girls shared a similar appearance—petite brunettes with striking features.

      I rummaged through the dresser. In one of the drawers, I found his secret stash of panties. Ones he had likely taken from his victims as souvenirs.

      I exchanged a glance with JD.

      "This is our guy."

      I called the forensic team. They came to the apartment, collected the evidence, and logged it.

      As we continued to search the apartment, we found various knives and a few pistols.

      Armed with a treasure trove of evidence against him, we returned to the station and had a word with Albert in the interrogation room. We sat across the table from him, his hands cuffed to his waist, the pale fluorescents flickering overhead.

      I hoped he wouldn't ask for a lawyer. Since this wasn’t his first rodeo, he knew just how dangerous speaking to law enforcement could be.

      I set a pair of panties on the table in front of him, contained within a clear evidence bag. His nervous eyes glanced at it for a moment, then he looked up at me. "What's that?"

      "It came from your apartment. You tell me."

      He fidgeted uncomfortably in his seat.

      "What were you doing in my apartment?"

      "We had a warrant. Your DNA was a match for one of the girls that was assaulted."

      His face crinkled. "That's not possible."

      "It's possible because your DNA was in the system from your prior arrest. Did you forget about that?"

      His jaw tightened, and his cheeks reddened.

      "It's over, Albert,” I said. “You have pictures of the victims on the wall in your apartment. You have their panties in a drawer. I guarantee you, we’ll be able to match DNA to those victims. It doesn't look like you washed the panties. I mean, why would you want to ruin your souvenirs by washing them, right?"

      His eyes nervously shifted between the two of us. "Can I have a glass of water?"

      "Certainly." I knew someone was watching from the observation room, and the whole thing was being recorded. "Can we get this man a bottle of water?"

      A deputy pushed into the room a few minutes later and set an 8-ounce bottle on the table. I twisted the top and slid it in front of him.

      "How am I supposed to drink this?"

      With his hands cuffed to his waist, he didn't have the mobility. He probably could have figured out a way to do it, but he would have looked pretty damn awkward.

      "Tell you what," I said. "You save the state the time and trouble and confess right now, and I'll release your cuffs so you can have a sip."

      He stared at me for a long moment.

      "You're going down anyway. Multiple counts of assault. You’ll be an old man when you get out. If you get out. Just go ahead and admit to the murder of Kaitlyn Parks."

      His brow lifted. "I didn't kill Kaitlyn."

      I scoffed. "Right. You just had her picture on your wall."

      "I had her photo on the wall because I liked her."

      "Did you like all the girls you attacked? Is that your way of expressing affection?"

      "I swear, I didn't kill her."

      "Come on, Albert. You gotta know this is hopeless for you. Confess, and I'll talk to the state’s attorney and see if we can't find you someplace comfortable to do your time."

      "I want to speak with an attorney."

      My jaw clenched. That was the end of the interview. We had to stop questioning him.

      "Suit yourself," I said.

      I gave an ominous look to JD, and we pushed away from the table. I banged on the door, and a guard buzzed us out. We stepped into the hallway, and Daniels joined us a moment later.

      "What do you think?" the sheriff asked.

      "I like him for the assaults. That's a no-brainer. Unless we can confirm Kaitlyn's panties are part of his collection, we’ll have a hard time connecting him to her."

      "Was Brenda able to find any trace DNA on the body?" JD asked.

      "Results haven't come back from the lab yet," Daniels said.

      "I guess it's a waiting game now," I said.

      “At least the bastard is off the street," JD said. "He can’t hurt anybody in there."

      My phone buzzed with a call from Hannah. Concern filled her voice. “Hey, are you busy?”

      “What’s up?”

      “I kinda need your help.”
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      JD and I hopped into the Devastator and headed to meet Hannah. She was just a few blocks from Oyster Avenue.

      Kurt’s white Lamborghini had seen better days.

      The front left quarter panel and driver’s side door were dented in. Bits of glass and plastic littered the intersection. Traffic was backed up in all directions. Hannah stood on the corner as cars tried to maneuver around the wreckage in the middle of the intersection.

      We found a place to park and hustled to her. "Are you okay?"

      Hannah nodded, her eyes electric, frazzled from the incident.

      "The light turned green, and I pulled into the intersection. This guy ran the light and smashed into me. Then he took off. I didn't know what to do. I hope you don't mind I called."

      Patrol units hadn't arrived yet, and JD started directing traffic.

      "Did you get a license plate?"

      Hannah shook her head.

      “It was a black Charger. Two guys. They just plowed into me, then backed up and took off.”

      Tire tracks stained the intersection.

      The Lamborghini's front left wheel was at an awkward angle, and the damaged quarter panel obstructed the tire’s ability to roll properly. I called for a tow truck and waited for deputies to arrive.

      "I feel like such an idiot," Hannah said.

      "It's not your fault."

      I looked around for any cameras that might have caught the incident but didn't see any.

      A patrol unit arrived, swirling red and blues. A deputy took an official statement from Hannah then took over directing traffic from JD. The tow truck came and hooked up the vehicle. The driver asked where she wanted it towed.

      "I've got a great collision guy," JD said.

      When it came to bodywork, JD had plenty of experience getting cars repaired.

      Hannah agreed, and JD told the tow truck driver where to take the vehicle. A Department of Transportation crew swept up the debris, and we gave Hannah a ride back to Stingray Bay.

      JD pulled the Devastator into the driveway of Kurt’s mansion, and I hopped out, pulled the seat forward, and let Hannah out of the back.

      "You sure you're okay?"

      She nodded. “Kurt's gonna be pissed."

      "He'll get over it."

      "Are you going to be around later?"

      I nodded.

      "I'll call you if you're lucky." She lifted up on her tiptoes and kissed my cheek. “Thanks for coming to my rescue. Again.”

      Her eyes sparkled, then she scurried inside.

      I climbed back into the Devastator. JD backed out of the driveway, and we headed to Diver Down.

      We pushed inside and made our way to the bar. It wasn't quite as chaotic yet, but the lunch crowd was pretty thick. We managed to grab two seats that had opened up at the bar and ordered lunch.

      "Any leads on that bomber yet?" Teagan asked.

      I shook my head. "Bomb squad checked out every restaurant and bar on Oyster Avenue. No sign of any explosive devices."

      "Where else do you think it could be?" she asked.

      "I'm kinda wishing your psychic powers would come back right about now."

      "You know it doesn't exactly work that way."

      "I'll take any leads at this point."

      "You gotta think like a mad bomber to catch a mad bomber," she said.

      "The guy's insane," I said. "It's hard to fully conceptualize how an insane person thinks."

      "You both are just a tad shy of insane. You should be able to figure it out."

      I sneered at her playfully.

      "Did you guys go diving the other day?"

      I exchanged a glance with JD.

      "Maybe."

      "Did you find anything?"

      My eyes narrowed at her. "Why do you ask?"

      "No reason. Just curious. What's with the cloak and dagger attitude?" she asked, her eyes flicking between the two of us. "You found something, didn't you?" She leaned in and whispered, "You found more—“

      I cut her off. "Keep quiet."

      She smirked, "I want to see."

      "So much for that secret," JD muttered.

      I gave him a look.

      "I didn't say anything," he said, raising his hands innocently.

      "You can’t even think about things in front of her," I said.

      Teagan grinned. "You know, you guys are terrible at keeping secrets."

      I looked at her flatly.

      She gave an innocent smile and walked off.

      JD leaned in and whispered, "How come she can pick up on that shit, but she can't tell us where a bomb is?"

      I shrugged.

      Teagan returned a moment later, deep in thought. Her eyes narrowed as she stared into space for a second. "You told me there was something written on that first bomb. A message."

      "Yeah. The guy had spray-painted the thing red, then he wrote in Sharpie, “Suck on This, Heathens."

      She tilted her head and thought about it for a moment. "The answer is right there."

      I saw the first bomb in my head. It was a picture that had been burned into my retina. I thought about it for a moment, then a wave of realization washed over me. "Thank you. The answer is right there."

      I sprang from my barstool, pushed out of the club, and ran down the dock to the Avventura. The passerelle clattered as I ran across it to the aft deck. I took the stairs up to the bridge deck aft, then pushed into my stateroom. I moved to my desk and fumbled through a drawer, looking for the key to this whole thing.
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      I wanted to kick myself.

      It was so obvious. How could I have missed it? On the back of a business card, a witness had written his name and number. He claimed to have seen a suspicious man at an empty house. The empty house from which the bomber had called my cell phone.

      I didn't think much of the interaction with Hunter Hicks at the time. But when I looked at his name written on the back of my card, the connection became clear.

      Hunter Hicks.

      The H, the C, the K, and the T were all written by the same person who wrote Suck on this, Heathens.

      Each letter had its unique style, particularly the way the Ts were crossed. I was sure the man who wrote his name on this card was the same man who wrote the message in silver Sharpie on the bomb at Planet Funk.

      His face was burned into my memory as much as the device. Though I was sure Hunter Hicks wasn't his real name. He had spoken in a thick southern accent in an attempt to disguise his voice. The bomber sounded different on the phone, but the tone was the same, now that I thought about it.

      I took the card and hustled back down the dock to Diver Down.

      "We gotta go," I said to JD.

      His face crinkled. "But I'm hungry."

      Our food had just been served, steaming hot and appetizing.

      Teagan grabbed two to-go boxes, dumped the burgers in, and sealed them up. We took the food and hustled to the Devastator and fought the traffic to the station.

      We found Denise at her desk, and I asked her to pull up information for Hunter Hicks. I wasn't surprised to find the man had given us a fake name. We did find a Hunter Hicks in the database, but he looked nothing like the witness I had spoken to.

      “Let's pull up anybody with a criminal history of explosives or terroristic threats,” I said. “This guy was in his 60s. White hair and a mustache. Blue eyes."

      Denise's fingers tapped the keys, and a moment later, a few suspects came up on the screen.

      None of them matched.

      A frustrated frown tugged my face.

      I found the sketch artist and gave her a description. Within 10 minutes, she whipped up a drawing that looked remarkably close to the Hunter Hicks I had spoken to. The jaw was a little narrower in her drawing, and the eyes weren't quite right. I gave her some adjustments, and she made another quick sketch on her iPad. It was easy to create a new layer, take what she had drawn before, and make the adjustments.

      "That's him! You're pretty good at this."

      She smiled. "I know."

      She added color, shading, and other details.

      The image she texted to my phone was almost the spitting image of our perpetrator.

      I studied the drawing for a moment, then texted it to Paris Delaney. “This is the bomber. Get the word out.”

      I had no doubt Paris would do what she did best.

      Within minutes, she made a breaking news report and flashed the sketch on the screen.

      With any luck, someone out there would recognize the man.

      Within moments of the broadcast, the phone lines at the department lit up with tips. There was no shortage of suggestions about who the man was. The trick would be sorting through the bogus tips.

      Deputies spoke with callers, took down names, and relayed the information to Denise. We ran each name through the system and pulled up mugshots.

      In the first 30 minutes, we went through a dozen names.

      None of them matched.

      Some of them were close, but others were way off, to the point where they had to be obvious jokes or vendettas against a neighbor that the caller didn't like. Want to stick it to an ex-boyfriend or business competitor? Falsely accuse them of a crime.

      It was an unfortunate trend that was increasing. The report content button on social media sites had conditioned people to become tattletales and report just about anything they didn't like. The number of frivolous calls the department got on a daily basis took up system resources. Resources that were already stretched to their limits.

      Hopefully, we’d get a valid lead at some point.

      We waited around the station for almost an hour. The call volume had declined with no real information.

      Daniels marched across the room with a grim frown. "We've got a problem."

      I groaned.

      We already had enough problems.
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      "A girl just called. Said she was attacked by the panty grabber the other day. She wasn't going to report it because she was able to fight the guy off, and she didn't think she'd be able to identify him anyway. Apparently, she had some bad experiences with law enforcement not doing anything, so she didn't bother."

      "Why the change of heart?" I asked.

      Daniels shrugged. "I guess all the media reports convinced her to come forward. Said she wanted to make sure the guy goes down. She's willing to come in and make a statement."

      "So, what's the problem?"

      "The problem is she says this attack happened during the time of Kaitlyn Parks’s murder."

      That hung there for a moment.

      "Maybe she's mistaken about the time," I suggested.

      "Maybe she is. But she seemed pretty adamant about it.”

      “Think she’s making it up?”

      He shrugged. “Didn’t sound like it. But maybe she’s a good actress. Who knows?”

      “That would mean we’re dealing with two different attackers,” I said.

      “The way she described the attack is the same as the others,” Daniels said. "All of those happened in parking lots when the girls were alone. They all describe the attacker as a man wearing a ski mask. All of the descriptions of his physical build are the same. Kaitlyn Parks's murder is the only one that varies from the others.”

      I wanted this case to be simple, but I knew better.

      The sheriff continued. “In every other instance, he just attacked the girls and took their panties. But he assaulted and strangled Kaitlyn.”

      “Maybe he just didn’t have the opportunity with the others,” I said, playing Devil’s advocate, still hoping we were only looking for one perpetrator.

      Daniels nodded. "Maybe. Or maybe Kaitlyn Parks’s killer tried to make it look like a copycat by taking her panties.”

      "What's the holdup with the DNA?" I asked.

      "These things take time. They're backlogged. Even with a rush request. I just want you guys to keep it in the back of your mind that the killer could still be out there."

      "I think that's at the forefront of my mind," I said in a solemn tone.

      The phone at Denise's desk rang. She answered it and spoke with the caller. A deputy had transferred the line to her. Denise listened intently for a moment, then typed the information into a file on her computer. She confirmed with the caller, “You said the description matches your neighbor?"

      I listened to the conversation, not paying too much attention.

      "You said he’s mid 60s? White hair, mustache, strong jaw. Military background,” Denise continued, repeating the info for our benefit.

      With each attribute she listed, I grew more and more interested.

      "And your name is?" Denise’s fingers tapped the keys and entered the woman's information. "Thank you, we will follow up and let you know if we need any further details." She ended the call and said, “Caller says her neighbor is the spitting image of that sketch. His name is Kenneth Campbell.”

      Denise’s delicate fingers tapped the keys again. A moment later, Kenneth’s DMV photo appeared along with his date of birth, address, and history.

      My eyes rounded with excitement. "That's our guy!”

      "You’re sure about that?" Daniels asked.

      "Positive."

      "Let's bring him in for questioning," Daniels said.

      It didn't take long to get a warrant. We gathered a tactical team and headed toward Kenneth Campbell's house. We all loaded into the armored personnel carrier, and the diesel engine rumbled to life. The giant knobby tires whirred against the road as we headed to the respectable neighborhood of Forecastle Court.

      As I suspected, Kenneth Campbell lived just around the corner from the empty house that was for sale. The one where he made his phone call from. The one that he booby-trapped, trying to shred us into tiny pieces.

      The perp lived on a gated property with a gravel shoulder in front of the sidewalk before his home. A gray fence topped with louvers lined the perimeter. There was a pedestrian gate on the main walk, and another gate enclosed the driveway.

      We parked a few houses down and flooded out of the APC, AR 15s at the ready. We all wore tactical helmets, bulletproof vests, and carried extra magazines. I had several flash-bang grenades with me.

      Daniels had mobilized the EOD unit, and they weren't far behind.

      Deputies surrounded the property.

      The front gate was locked, but a quick kick ripped the latch from the wood and sent the gate swinging wide. We stormed to the front door.

      JD gave a courtesy knock and shouted, "Coconut County! We have a warrant."

      He had barely finished the words when Mendoza and Robinson heaved the battering ram against the door.

      The jamb splintered, and shards of wood scattered. The door flung open, and I tossed in a flash-bang grenade. It bounced down the foyer then popped with a deafening bang and a blinding flash.

      We stormed in through the haze, and deputies entered through the back door. We converged on Kenneth in the living room, watching TV. He had his hands in the air.

      "On the ground, now!" I shouted.

      Without saying a word, Kenneth slowly moved to the ground and put his nose to the carpet.

      I pounced on his back and ratcheted the cuffs around his wrists, securing him.

      JD and I helped him to his feet, and we escorted him out of the house as I read him his rights.

      "You know how we caught you?"

      Kenneth stared at me and said nothing.

      I figured he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut. Right now, all we had was my word that his handwriting matched the phrase written on the pipe bomb at Planet Funk. It would never hold up. I was surprised that Judge Echols gave us a warrant. It was weak. Beyond weak. I hoped we could find something incriminating in the house.

      We stuffed Kenneth into the back of a patrol car, then returned to the property.

      As deputies began to search, I had a terrible thought. "This place could be booby-trapped. Let's get EOD to take over."

      We all backed out of the house. By this time, Hartman and his gang were on the scene. I caught him up to speed, and he deployed the robot.

      ROBI, the Robotic Ordnance and Bomb Inspector, rolled like a tank into the house. It had multiple cameras, an articulated arm, and was surprisingly maneuverable.

      We were a safe distance from the home as Hartman piloted the robot through the house, searching for anything suspicious. We watched the remote feed on the flatscreen display in the EOD unit’s tactical van.

      The robot did a check of the living room, the kitchen, the laundry room, then moved down a hallway to the bedrooms.

      It took some doing, but the articulated arm could open doors, drawers, and pullback shower curtains in the bathroom.

      There was nothing suspicious in the guest bath, the guest bedroom, the master bedroom, or any of the closets.

      The real prize was in the garage.
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      Pipes, end caps, batteries, wire, gunpowder, ball bearings, relays—everything you needed to make a pipe bomb was there.

      There were a few blue barrels stacked against the wall. We didn't find any ammonium nitrate, fuel oil, aluminum flake powder, TNT, Semtex, or any home-brewed configuration thereof, but I was sure that when the forensic team got in there, they would find residue from those materials.

      There was no doubt in my mind Kenneth Campbell was the bomber. We had the evidence to connect him.

      We seized his laptop, cellphone, and tablet. Kenneth was taken to the station, processed, and printed.

      He had no prior record. Not so much as a speeding ticket. Kenneth served in the military as part of an EOD unit and had worked for a demolition company in civilian life. I suspected that's where some of the explosive material had come from.

      That and the dark web.

      A lot of Semtex was stolen in the ’90s, and it was still available on the black market.

      After Kenneth had time to sweat in the tiny room, JD and I pushed inside and took a seat across the table from him.

      "I'm so excited," I said. "We get to speak again, face-to-face. I've enjoyed our conversations."

      Kenneth looked at me with calculating blue eyes.

      "What's the matter? You were always so talkative on the phone. Lost your confidence?"

      "I want to speak with an attorney."

      My jaw tensed. "An attorney is not going to be able to save your skin. This is a one-time deal that I'm offering. You tell me where the remaining bomb is, and we work out some type of agreement."

      He stared at me, unblinking for a moment. "I've asked for an attorney. You have to cease questioning me now."

      I glared at him for a moment before screeching my chair away from the table. We stood up and left the interrogation room.

      Daniels greeted us in the hallway. "I want to slap that little bastard."

      "You're not the only one," I said.

      "We’ve got enough to put him underneath the jail. And I hope to God he does his time somewhere hard."

      "I say we turn off the cameras and beat it out of him," JD said. He smiled and shrugged innocently. "It was an accident. He fell getting out of the car."

      I think we all would have liked five minutes alone with Kenneth Campbell, but we played this one by the book.

      It didn't take his attorney long to show up at the station and have a conference with his client.

      We filled out after-action reports. It felt like we had accomplished something, though the threat of the bomb still loomed over the island, and time was running out.

      Patrol units had scoured all of the critical infrastructure points leading onto the island. They hadn't found any explosive devices attached to support pylons under the bridge. The EOD unit cleared Oyster Avenue and was in the process of sweeping other major event sites. Airport security was on high alert.

      That dreaded sensation twisted in my stomach. I didn't want to watch the devastation on the news after it had happened.

      We left the station and headed back to the marina at Diver Down. I racked my brain on the drive, trying to piece the puzzle together. I muttered, "You can't stop what's coming down."

      "What?"

      "Something Kenneth said to me during one of our conversations. You can't stop what's coming down. At the time, I took it to mean, you can't stop what's coming."

      JD was right with me. "He's taking down a building."

      "Exactly."

      "Which one?"

      "If you wanted to send a message to keep tourists away, what would you attack?"

      JD thought for a moment. "Besides some of the things he's already targeted. A hotel. The Seven Seas.”

      I shook my head. "The Hyton. It's a high-rise. More people in a condensed area. The Seven Seas is too spread out." I paused. “Go there, now!”

      JD looked at me like I was crazy. "You want us to go to the epicenter of a potential terrorist attack?"

      I nodded.

      JD sighed and turned the car around.

      I called Denise. "I need the IT guys to get into Kenneth's laptop immediately. Also, see if he's rented a room at the Hyton. It wouldn't be under his name but check anyway. Run his credit card receipts."

      "The deputies found a couple of prepaid credit cards in his wallet when he was processed," Denise said.

      "Give me the numbers, and I'll have my contact run those as well. Send an EOD unit to the Hyton, ASAP."

      "I'm on it."

      The traffic totally sucked. We were practically at a standstill. Denise texted me the info on the prepaid credit cards. I forwarded that to Isabella and asked her to review the charges, looking specifically for anything at a hotel.

      She called me back a few minutes later. In a grave tone, she asked, “Are you ready for this?"
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      “There are four rooms charged between those two cards," Isabella said.

      "You know which rooms?" I asked.

      "I don't. I'll keep digging."

      I ended the call and dialed the Hyton. I had to go through several prompts but finally got to speak with somebody. "This is Deputy Wild with the Coconut County Sheriff's Department. I have an emergency situation. If I give you the credit card numbers, can you tell me who rented the associated rooms and what numbers?"

      The desk clerk hesitated for a moment. "I'm not sure if I can search using those parameters."

      "Can you tell me if any rooms are registered to Hunter Hicks?" It was a long shot. No way he’d be dumb enough to use the same alias.

      Her fingers tapped the keys. A moment later, she said, "Mr. Hicks has four rooms registered with us."

      "I need you to evacuate the building and keep all personnel out of those rooms."

      She was silent for a moment, then stammered, "I'll have to talk to my manager."

      "I think you better get him on the phone right now."

      She put me on hold for a moment, then the manager picked up the line. "This is Ed Branson. How can I help you?"

      I went through the entire story.

      He didn't take me seriously. "I'm sorry, Deputy, but I can't evacuate the entire hotel and cause mass panic from a phone call. How do I know this isn’t some prank? You could be anybody. I'll need some kind of verification."

      "Look, Ed," I said in a perturbed tone. "You get those people out of that building, or you will have blood on your hands. Call the Sheriff's Department. Speak with Wayne Daniels. He will confirm everything I just said to you. I'm on my way over with an EOD unit. And I want people as far away from that building as possible by the time I get there."

      "I will confirm the situation and proceed accordingly."

      I ended the call, and JD took an alternate route which was a little faster.

      By the time we arrived, the majority of hotel patrons were in the parking lot, gawking at the high-rise structure, wondering what the commotion was all about. The manager had told them it was a routine fire drill. Several hotel staff were going door-to-door to make sure all of the guests had vacated the premises.

      We pulled under the carport, hopped out, and I flashed my badge to Ed, who stood near the entrance.

      "Are you Deputy Wild?" he asked.

      I nodded. "What rooms did Hunter Hicks rent?"

      "I'm so sorry for treating your request with skepticism—"

      I cut him off. "What rooms!?"

      "Mr. Hicks rented #203 and #205, as well as #303 and #305. The rooms are near the elevator. Can you tell me exactly what's going on?"

      "I need you to keep these people as far away from the building as possible."

      "The sheriff said to evacuate the building. He didn't go into specifics. Does this have something to do with the bomber?”

      “I need a master key.”

      His face went pale. “I’d need to go inside with you to program a key card.”

      I stared at him. “Then get inside.”

      He swallowed hard, and sweat beaded on his forehead.

      “Now! We don’t have much time.”

      I pushed into the lobby with JD, and Ed waddled behind. He rushed around the counter and programmed a key with nervous, fumbling fingers.

      Skylights illuminated the atrium. The front desk was to the left of the entrance, and the bar was across the lobby to the right. There were comfy couches, love seats, coffee tables, plant boxes full of greenery, a small waterfall, and a black baby grand piano. The central glass elevator was the spine of the building.

      Four rooms filled with ammonium nitrate and fuel oil could likely bring down the entire structure and certainly cause plenty of mayhem.

      Ed handed the shaking card to me and said, “That should open every door in the building. Good luck,” he said before hustling toward the exit.

      “Is there anyone left in the building?”

      “I don’t think so,” he shouted, pushing through the door.

      JD and I took the stairs up to the second floor and hovered outside the door to room #203. A Do Not Disturb sign hung from the handle.

      "What do you want to bet the door is booby-trapped?" I asked.

      "These are adjoining rooms. I'd wager that at least one door is."

      We heard someone enter the lobby.

      JD rushed to the banister that overlooked the atrium and shouted at Sergeant Hartman. "We are on two."

      JD moved back to the door, and Hartman joined us a moment later.

      "What are we dealing with?"

      I shrugged. "Could be something, could be nothing. My guess is a similar device to what we found at Taffy Beach."

      Hartman had a high-definition fiber-optic camera in his hand. He knelt down and fed the narrow cable under the door. He was able to control the scope from the terminal attached to the cable. With a few adjustments, the cable sat up like a cobra, and the camera panned around the room like a periscope, feeding to the display attached to the controller. We huddled around, watching the display.

      Dread twisted my stomach when I saw the device.

      Instead of barrels, Hunter had used plastic storage containers readily available from any home improvement or office supply store. There were at least half a dozen of them around the room, filled with what I guessed was ammonium nitrate and fuel oil. They were topped with a rust-colored compound that I suspected was Semtex. There were blasting caps and wires, and I'm sure they were all connected to a battery somewhere. The setup was no doubt the same for every room the bomber had rented.

      "There's enough material here to send us to the moon," Hartman said casually. There was almost no emotion in his voice. Just a dry, resigned tone.

      At this point, he assumed we were all going to die, and if we survived, that would be a bonus.
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      Hartman angled the camera lens toward the inside door handle. My fears were confirmed when I saw a tripwire connected to a clothespin.

      “Sneaky little bastard," JD said.

      It wasn't surprising.

      Hartman retracted the camera, and we moved to the next door, room #205. Even numbered rooms were on one side of the hall, odd numbered on the other. He fed the scope under the door and went through the same procedure. It was the mirror image of what we found in the other room, and when he angled the lens towards the door handle, there was a tripwire as well.

      "The bastard climbed over the balcony to get out of the room," JD suggested.

      "How do you want to handle this?" Hartman asked.

      "If he got out using a balcony, then that's the way in," I said. "You got a pair of wire snips?"

      Hartman dug into his pocket and handed me a small pair.

      I darted into the stairwell and spiraled down to the first floor. I hustled down the hallway to the back exit and stepped outside. I looked for the balcony to unit #203.

      There were no guest rooms on the first floor. The balconies began on the second and overlooked the pool. With the key card, I pushed through the gate to the pool, grabbed a chair, then hustled back to the balcony. I used the chair to step up and grabbed hold of the platform. I pulled myself up, scaled the railing onto the terrace, and examined the sliding glass door for any tripwires.

      It looked clear.

      I slid it open and entered the hotel room, tiptoeing amid the containers of deadly material. The wires snaked their way between the detonators, and I traced them back to the relay, which was attached to a burner phone.

      It was the same setup as before.

      I took a deep breath and cut the wire after the relay, then cut the two wires connected to the battery.

      The door to the adjoining room was open. I hustled next door and went through the same procedure, cutting the wires. I picked up the cell phone. The timer counted down one minute, 29 seconds…

      One minute, 28 seconds…

      One minute, 27 seconds…

      There was no time to screw around. I hustled back onto the balcony, climbed onto the railing, grabbed the lower threshold, and pulled myself up. Once I was over the railing, I examined the sliding glass door before pulling it open. Kenneth had left them both unlocked. He’d climbed out the same way I’d climbed up.

      The devices in both rooms were the same as below. I took care of the device in room #303, then in #305.

      I clipped the last wire with 22 seconds remaining.

      I exhaled a breath and flopped back onto one of the queen beds.

      I had less than 22 seconds to find out if my handiwork was effective. No amount of distance that I could put between myself and the bomb would make a difference at this point, so I decided to wait it out.

      The seconds ticked away…

      Three…

      Two…

      One…

      Nothing happened.

      A relieved smile tugged my face.

      I stayed there for a moment, basking in the glory of still being alive. I pulled myself from the bed and moved onto the balcony. I shouted down to JD that everything was okay.

      He looked relieved.

      I left the room and took the stairs down to the lobby, where I met Hartman. He had re-entered the building.

      "Nice job, Wild. We'll take it from here."

      As soon as Hartman and his team had confirmed that the devices were rendered safe, the forensic investigators went to work. It would take a while before the rooms could be analyzed and cleared. There were a lot of unhappy guests standing around in the parking lot. They didn’t have a clue how close this came to ending badly.

      Paris Delaney and crew were on site, and news helicopters swirled overhead.

      The camera was in my face in no time. A fluffy boom mic hovered overhead. "Deputy Wild, is it true there were several improvised explosive devices found within the hotel?"

      "The devices have been rendered safe, and we have a suspect in custody."

      Paris smiled. "So, residents and visitors alike can rest easy tonight knowing that the threat to the island is over?"

      "Yes, they can."

      Paris slipped in front of the lens and ended her segment. “Thanks to Coconut County and our brave deputies, we can all rest a little easier. I’m Paris Delaney, and you heard it from me first.”

      JD and I climbed into the Devastator and headed back to the station where we filled out after-action reports.

      I got a call from Hannah as I was typing. She'd seen the news and was rather concerned. I assured her everything was okay and suggested we get together for dinner to celebrate the fact that I was still alive.

      "I could be agreeable to that," she said with a smile in her voice.

      Apparently, JD wanted another go-round with Paige because he whispered in my ear, "See what her friend is doing. We should all go to the Five Fathoms."

      I made the suggestion to Hannah, and she said she would speak with Paige.

      JD waited eagerly for a reply.
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      Daniels called in the morning. The phone buzzed on my nightstand. I peeled open a sleepy eye and held the device to my ear. "You're not gonna believe this shit."

      I groaned. "What is it now?"

      “Kenneth just had his arraignment. Judge Worley tossed the warrant. All charges dropped."

      I sat up, my eyes wide. "What!?"

      "The judge said there was nothing to compare his handwriting to. The phrase written on the device from Planet Funk doesn’t exist since only fragments of the pipe bomb remain. Other than your statement, there is not enough to accurately determine if the handwriting on the pipe bomb did, in fact, belong to Kenneth Campbell.”

      "Can't they piece that bomb together?"

      "Maybe, but as of right now, Kenneth Campbell is about to get processed out."

      "What about the bombs in the hotel room?"

      "Fruit of the poisonous tree. Since that warrant was deemed invalid, everything you found at his house on that initial raid is inadmissible. That includes the credit cards he used to rent the hotel room. Therefore, according to the judge, you have nothing to tie Kenneth to that hotel room unless forensics finds something in those rooms that can be traced back to him. Even then, that evidence would be inadmissible because we wouldn’t have known about the hotel rooms without the initial raid.”

      "That's total BS."

      "I agree. But that's the way it is. For now, he walks."

      "What about the clerk at the hotel when he registered? Surely, someone had to see Kenneth Campbell when he checked in."

      "Forensics pulled several prints from the room, but none of them are a match for Kenneth. The guy was meticulous. I'll give him that. The clerk's on her way down to the station now to look at mugshots. I'll let you know what turns up. We’ll get this guy. I promise."

      I thanked him for the info and ended the call.

      Hannah reached a comforting hand. "Is everything okay?"

      "Not really, but it could be worse."

      I caught her up to speed, and she offered her condolences. She was good at giving comfort. It didn't take long until we were tumbling around the sheets, picking up where we had left off the night before.

      We worked up a sweat, hit the shower, then got dressed and stumbled down to the galley for breakfast. I put on a pot of coffee and fired up the grill.

      JD and Paige emerged not long after. From the sounds we heard the night before, I assumed they had a good time. They looked like they had worn each other out. She wore one of JD's T-shirts, and her hair was tousled.

      The girls slid into the breakfast nook, and it didn't take me long to whip up a meal. I dished up plates and served our guests, and we chowed down.

      JD was livid when I caught him up to speed about Kenneth. "I don't have to tell you what I think about that nonsense."

      I knew exactly what he was thinking.

      "It would be terrible if Kenneth were to meet with a tragic accident. Just saying."

      Despite my desire to put the scumbag in the ground, I was determined to do it by the book.

      We finished the meal and had a nice morning with the girls, then drove them back to Stingray Bay. JD wanted to make another trip out to the wreckage, and it seemed like a good time to do it. We went back to the boat, prepped the gear, then set on a course for adventure.

      JD pissed and moaned the entire way about Kenneth. He had no shortage of ideas about how to deal with the bomber. I let him have his fantasies.

      It was a beautiful morning, barely a cloud in the sky. The water was calm, and the breeze was subtle.

      I scanned the horizon and didn't see any other boats. Once again, we were out here alone. Most of the pleasure craft stayed close to the island. We were far from the chaos of Coconut Key and Spring Break.

      We hauled the gear to the aft deck, did safety checks, and suited up. We gathered our toys, raised the diver down flag, then plunged into the water from the swim platform.

      Suddenly, we were in another world, and nothing else existed. I looked at my dive watch, then nosed below, kicking my way toward the bottom.

      We finned along the sand, passing over sparse vegetation to the wreckage. JD began sweeping the seafloor with the metal detector, looking for more gold.

      We found various other artifacts—silver cups, a pendant, a sword. Valuable items, no doubt, but nothing like the medallions we had found the other day.

      I was beginning to think we might have tapped this site out. We stumbled across the odd coin here and there, but no giant stash.

      We had found a considerable amount of gold on our previous outing. It was nothing to snub your nose at. But all the legends about Jacques De La Fontaine spoke of enough gold to fill a dragon’s lair. There had to be more down here.

      Sometimes, these wreckages can be scattered for miles. The ship sinks, a chest drifts with the current. Maybe it smashes on the reef, and the loot is scattered. Who knows?

      We began to search outside the perimeter of the wreckage.

      I checked my dive watch, then heard the rumble of engines. I looked above at the silhouette of the Avventura floating on the waves, the shafts of sunlight penetrating the water. I noticed that the superyacht wasn't alone. Two sport boats had pulled to the swim platform.

      "We've got trouble," I said to JD through the comm system.
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      We left the loot at the bottom and began our ascent. There was nothing we could do. We had to make a safety stop before surfacing. Neither of us was armed.

      My dive knife didn't count.

      "Pirates," JD grumbled. “And they're not looking for rum."

      We waited helplessly at our stop, then finally broke through the surface 50 yards to the stern of the Avventura. We floated on the swells, watching the thugs in ski masks run amuck on our boat.

      Two Go-Fast boats with an array of outboards waited at the stern. One trimmed in red, the other trimmed in blue.

      The muffled sounds of Buddy’s barks echoed across the water. I’d left him in my stateroom.

      The thieves could steal my stuff, take my money, I didn’t care. But they better leave Buddy and Fluffy alone. I’d break my by-the-book rule to go after them if they did something stupid and unconscionable. I’d show no mercy.

      We watched the thugs scurry across the aft deck with handfuls of our stuff. They plunged down the steps and boarded the boats. Engines howled, and the boats spit a frothy wake as they sped away, disappearing on the horizon.

      We began the anxious swim to the boat. Dreadful anticipation sizzled my nerves. Anger swelled.

      I pulled myself onto the swim platform, pulled off my mask, and slipped the tank from my shoulders. With my fins off, I carried the gear up to the aft deck and raced up the steps to the bridge deck aft.

      Buddy still barked.

      I pulled open the sliding door to my stateroom, and Buddy greeted me eagerly. I knelt down and hugged him. "You okay, boy?"

      Buddy still trembled from the experience.

      I guess his barking was enough to keep them out of the compartment.

      I checked the compartment under my bed, the gold coins were still there. So my share of the cash we’d received from Kurt.

      Buddy had saved the pirate booty from the pirates.

      The rattled Jack Russell followed me down to the main deck, and I found Fluffy on the settee, annoyed by the intrusion into her domain. She didn’t seem any worse for wear.

      We went through the ship, inch by inch, looking for missing items.

      “Son-of-a-bitch!” JD grumbled.

      “They took the sonar drone!" He shook his head in disgust.

      We continued on to his VIP stateroom, and the grumbling continued. "My guns! They took my guns and my ammo. You know how expensive ammo is these days?"

      "I'm well aware."

      He rummaged through a few drawers and noticed that his stash of cash had been taken.

      "I tell you this, we’re going to find these bastards. They're not getting away with this."

      All things considered, we made out okay. It could have been a lot worse.

      I called Sheriff Daniels and told them that we had just been robbed and to notify the Coast Guard. I described the Go-Fast boats to him, and he put out a BOLO. With any luck, the Coast Guard would pick them up, but something told me this wasn't the pirates’ first rodeo.

      They were in and out. They went for the valuables. They didn't waste time. We were most likely a random target of opportunity. A lone yacht, unattended, in the middle of the ocean. I doubted they knew about the treasure on board or below.

      "Well, this ought to brighten your day," Daniels said.

      "I'm all ears."

      "That flight attendant that worked with Kaitlyn Parks, April Valenti… She just got busted with 18 kilos of high-quality heroin in her bag."

      I lifted a surprised brow. "You don't say."

      "Customs did a random bag check. New agent. First day in Coconut Key. Looks like it wasn't April’s lucky day. I'm beginning to think your theory about Kaitlyn Parks was correct. She was smuggling drugs for somebody. You need to find out who that somebody is.”

      “We will,” I assured.

      “April will be in an interrogation room, waiting for you by the time you boys get back here. She ought to be good and ready to talk by then."

      A slight grin tugged my face. It was just the positive news I needed after getting robbed.

      We’d had enough for one day and weren’t going to risk leaving the boat unattended again. I dried the gear and stowed it, then weighed anchor. Jack took the helm as we headed back to Coconut Key.
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      We filled out a report at the station then had a chat with April Valenti. The gorgeous blonde sobbed in the tiny interrogation room, her mascara staining her cheeks. Her world had collapsed, and she knew she was looking at hard time—25 years with that kind of a haul.

      She continued to sob, and tears streamed down her cheek.

      "I know 18 kilos is not a personal use amount," I said. "Here's the part where you do yourself a big favor and tell me who you're running that stuff for."

      "I can't say anything. They'll kill me."

      "Who will kill you? The same people who killed Kaitlyn?"

      She hesitated a moment, then nodded.

      "So she was running drugs, too."

      April sniffled and nodded.

      "We can protect you. You tell me who you were running the drugs for, and if your testimony leads to a conviction, you'll get a reduced sentence. Maybe you won't even do any time. Wit-sec (Witness Security) will relocate you, put you somewhere safe, and you’ll live with a clear conscience."

      She thought about it for a long, hard moment. Then fear got the best of her. "I want to speak with a lawyer."

      "April… You got caught with 18 kilos of high-grade heroin. I don't think a lawyer is going to be able to help you. If you change your mind, just let me know."

      We pushed away from the table and moved to the door, I banged on it, and a guard buzzed us out.

      Daniels had been watching from the observation room, and he greeted us in the hallway.

      "Give her a little bit of time," Daniels said. "She might change her mind. She doesn't seem like the type that could get used to a 6x8 cell. I think she’ll find the whole thing very… enlightening."

      "You said this was a new agent that made the discovery," I said. "Where was the regular agent?"

      “Out sick.”

      "You don't find that odd? The one day the regular customs agent isn’t working, April gets popped. How many suitcases full of heroin had those girls been moving on these flights that went unnoticed?"

      "You think that customs agent is on the payroll?"

      "I think that’s something we need to look into. Check his accounts for unusual transactions. Look for large cash purchases. Is he living beyond his means?"

      "This ought to keep you busy for a while." Daniels patted us on the back as he strolled away. "I'll get you the name of the agent that was out sick.”

      "At over $30,000 a key, that's upwards of half a million,” JD said.

      "Cut it up and sell it on the street for a hell of a lot more than that. Chump change to these guys, I'm sure."

      "One tiny shipment in an ocean of heroin," JD said in singsong.

      I paused for a moment. "Whoever April was running for is not gonna let her sit in the can for long. I say we pay close attention to who pays for her bail."

      "If she gets bail,” JD said. "She may be considered a flight risk."

      We left the department and headed back to the marina at Diver Down. Teagan and Alejandro slung drinks behind the bar as fast as they could pour them. The place was packed.

      We pushed our way to the counter and ordered something to go. We had a drink and hung out for a minute while we waited for our food, then took it back to the Avventura and chowed down on the sky deck.

      We sipped whiskey and enjoyed the evening, counting our blessings. In the morning, Daniels called with news. "April Valenti just made bail. Somebody put up $2 million. She should be processed out by noon."

      "Who's representing her?"

      "Your old friend, Evelyn Foster."

      “She doesn't come cheap."

      "No, she doesn't. Somebody is bankrolling April. Somebody with deep pockets."

      "Can we get a warrant to tap April’s phone?" I asked.

      "Don't you have ways around that?"

      "I do. But it won't be admissible."

      He paused. “I’ll work on it. You do what you do. Stay on her. Find out who she's working for."

      "You got it."

      Denise gave me a head’s up as soon as April was processed through the system.

      JD and I headed over to the detention center and waited in the Devastator for her to be released. April wasn't her glamorous self when she emerged from the jail. Nobody ever is. Her hair was matted, and there wasn’t much left of her makeup. She was still wearing her flight attendant's uniform, and I suspected her job with the airline was over.

      She was in dire straits—there was no doubt about that.

      April called for a rideshare, and we followed her back to her apartment. I had asked Isabella to keep tabs on her phone.

      We sat outside for a while, waiting to see if someone would pay her a visit. Neither one of us really liked stakeouts, and after about half an hour, we were starting to get antsy.

      Isabella called. “April just got a phone call from her attorney."

      "And?"

      "Typical phone call. The attorney informed her of the charges, upcoming dates, and advised her not to speak with anyone about the case, including friends, and not to make any incriminating calls on her phone. If she’s smart, she’ll sit tight and shut up."

      "Only time will tell," I said.

      "I've gone back through her call logs," Isabella said. "I don't see anything suspicious. Phone calls to her friends, her mother, a few calls to the pilots, but nothing out of the ordinary. I suspect any coordination is being done with a burner phone, and she's been smart enough not to make any calls from her apartment on any other devices as far as I can tell. But I haven't looked that closely."

      "Let me know if anything comes up."

      Daniels buzzed my phone as I was ending the call with Isabella. I put it on speaker. "You're going to love this. Lab results came back on Kaitlyn Parks. They were able to find DNA from two different male suspects. Gary Olson and another unknown suspect.”

      “What about the unborn child?”

      “It would appear the pilot is responsible.”

      "The other suspect can't be Albert Scardino. He's in the database."

      JD said, "Seems like we need to have another chat with Gary Olson."

      "Keep me posted," Daniels said.

      JD twisted the ignition, and the HEMI rumbled to life. We pulled away from the curb and headed to Gary Olsen’s house.

      We banged on the door, and Mrs. Olson answered a moment later. She had a worried look on her face.

      "Is Gary around?"

      "No. He's flying today. He should be back later this afternoon." She hesitated. "Do you have any results to share?"

      She cringed, anticipating the worst.

      "We can confirm that your husband was intimate with Ms. Parks."

      Her face went long, and her eyes misted. She looked tortured. She swallowed hard, then stood tall and tried to maintain her composure. There was a storm brewing inside.

      "I'm sorry. I know it's not what you wanted to hear."

      “I’d rather know the truth than live a lie.” She sighed. “Please tell me, you don't think Gary’s responsible for that poor girl's death?"

      I shrugged and gave a grim frown. "We don't know yet. I would appreciate it if you didn’t notify Gary. We would like to have a chance to speak with him first.”

      She paused. "You're asking me to betray my husband."

      "And what would you call his relationship with Ms. Parks?"

      Her face tightened. "I'll consider your request. Good day, gentlemen."

      She closed the door, and we strolled the walkway back to the Devastator.

      "Gary is going to have an interesting homecoming this afternoon," JD muttered.

      Daniels called again. "Have you spoken with the customs agent who made the bust?"

      "Not yet."

      "He's at home right now. You might want to talk to him. He just called the department with a rather disturbing report. I told him I'd send two deputies, and I think you two are the ones to handle this."

      “We’re on our way.”

      I ended the call, and Daniels texted me the address. We drove to 837 Spineycheek Lane.

      The problem was obvious before I even talked to Thomas Butler. Scrawled in blood on the front door was the phrase: Your family is next.

      I’m not even going to say what was on the front porch.
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      The mint green one-story home was shrouded by tall palms and was surrounded by a solid board gothic fence.

      The forensic team arrived, and Dietrich snapped photos of the gruesome sight. I hoped that the team could discern a fingerprint in the scrawl of blood, but I wasn't holding my breath.

      I spoke with Thomas on his driveway while the investigators examined the scene. He was frazzled and could barely contain himself. Understandably so.

      He had dark curly hair, blue eyes, and kept himself fit. He was mid 30s, and was probably thinking about a career change at this point.

      "It's my day off, and this is what I find waiting for me on my doorstep instead of the morning paper. My wife is totally freaked out. My kids are crying. They killed my cat, for Christ’s sake. Who does that?"

      "I don’t see a video doorbell. Do you have any security cameras on the property?"

      He shook his head. "No, but I plan on getting some." He paused. "This was a message, wasn't it?"

      "A clear one," I said. "It's no coincidence that you busted a flight attendant with 18 kilos yesterday, and this happens today."

      His jaw tightened. "What am I supposed to do? Not do my job? You gotta find these people!”

      "We're trying. Tell me about the agent you replaced.”

      "I just got put on duty here. I filled in for a guy named Chuck, who's out sick. I haven't met him yet. Most of the flight crew are part of the Global Entry program. They use a kiosk for automated verification. We do random inspections on flight crew, but they’re generally considered low risk. I just happened to single out April Valenti yesterday."

      "Why?"

      He shrugged, then looked around to see if anyone was within earshot. "Honestly, she's cute. I may be married, but I'm not dead. Not yet anyway."

      I told him, "We'll talk to the neighbors, see if anybody saw anything. Maybe somebody's camera caught the perp. Do you have any idea what time this happened?"

      "It must have happened in the middle of the night. I didn't see it until this morning, then I wasn't sure what to do about it. Honestly, I thought about washing it off and pretending it didn't happen and making up some story about the cat. I don’t need this kind of shit. Hell, the people who did this could be watching right now. They might be upset that I’m talking to you.”

      I gave a look around and didn't see anything but County personnel and a few nosy neighbors.

      I gave Thomas my card and told him to call me if he got any more threats.

      JD and I started banging on doors, but nobody had seen anything, and we couldn’t drum up any footage.

      We wrapped up at the scene then decided to pay Chuck Turner a visit. He was still out sick. We caught up with him at the Coconut Sands Apartments.

      It was a small luxury complex, built around a central pool, not far from the beach. There was no gated parking or security. Towering palms dotted the property. Buildings were trimmed with gray siding and white accents. We banged on unit #307, and a moment later, a gruff voice shouted through the door. "Who is it?"

      "Coconut County."

      "I'm not feeling well. I might be contagious."

      "I'll take my chances. Open up."

      Chuck pulled open the door, and I flashed my badge.

      He had a curious but nervous look on his face. His eyes flicked between the two of us. He looked under the weather. Bags under his eyes, his nose red, his eyes puffy. He had lines on his face from the pillow. It looked like we'd woken him from a nap.

      He was a slightly heavy guy with a round face and short brown hair. He sniffled, and when he spoke, you could hear the nasal congestion. "What's the problem?"

      "The problem is somebody's been moving a whole hell of a lot of heroin through the FBO in Coconut Key."

      He shrugged. "We can't catch them all."

      "Seems to me like you haven't been catching any. On the day you call in sick, your replacement finds 18 keys in a flight attendant's bag."

      "Lucky for him. What are you getting at?"

      "Has anybody threatened you?"

      His face crinkled. “No.”

      "You sure about that?"

      "I think I'd know."

      "Thomas Butler's family was threatened today. Their pet was killed. You think it’s just a coincidence?”

      "I don't know what that is. It's unfortunate. Are you sure it's related?"

      I shrugged. "I'm not sure of anything."

      "Nobody's offered you money to look the other way?"

      Chuck laughed. "I'm not stupid enough to do business with the cartels."

      I wasn't so sure about that.

      I gave him my card even though I knew he would never use it. "If anybody approaches you, get in contact with me. It's not too late to come clean. Maybe we can work something out."

      He forced a smile. "There's nothing to come clean about. If that’s all, gentlemen, I'd like to get back in bed. I'm starting to feel a little nauseous."

      "I would be too if I were in your shoes. I don't imagine the cartels are going to be too pleased about losing 18 keys, do you?"

      He scowled at me and closed the door.

      JD and I exchanged a glance. We headed down the steps and made our way back to the parking lot.

      "I think he’s gonna find himself between a rock and a hard place," JD said. "The cartel will keep moving product. He'll be under additional scrutiny. If he doesn't keep playing ball, that could spell trouble."

      We headed back to the station and filled out after-action reports.

      Afterward, we stopped by Denise's desk and chatted for a minute. Phones rang, and keyboards clacked. Shafts of light filtered in through the blinds. The office bustled with activity.

      Daniels joined us. "Making any headway?"

      I shook my head. "It looks like somebody had a pretty well-oiled machine until things broke down. But I don't know who's behind it.”

      “If they're smart, they’ll change up their game plan," JD said.

      "I'm almost positive that the people responsible for Kaitlyn Parks’s death are the same ones that April Valenti is trafficking for,” I said. “The same ones who terrorized Thomas Butler.”

      "I have an idea," Denise interjected.

      We all looked at her with curiosity.
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      "We don't know how many people are involved," Denise said. "But one thing we do know, the drug dealers have lost two mules in the last week. Let's just say each flight attendant was carrying 18 kilos a trip. Let's say they made three hauls a week. You do the math. That's 108 kilos a week. A minimum value of $3.5 million. Street value, sold on the corner in little baggies—astronomical. I don't know too many people that like taking a $3.5 million hit a week."

      "What are you getting at?" I asked.

      "You’re not going to like this. I'm just gonna tell you that right now."

      "I don't like it already," I said.

      "Neither do I," Daniels added.

      "You haven't even heard what I'm going to say."

      She gave us both a sassy look. "I could go undercover."

      "No," I said.

      "Absolutely not," Daniels echoed.

      Denise’s face crinkled. "What? I can pose as a flight attendant and wait for someone to approach me."

      "And how do you know someone will approach you?" I asked.

      "I'll drop subtle hints here and there that I need extra cash. Nothing obvious."

      "These are dangerous people we’re talking about," I said. "One girl is dead. There will be times that you will be alone without backup. You will be taking long flights out of the country, and there is no way that we will be able to support you."

      "He's right," Daniels agreed.

      Denise scowled at us. "I can take care of myself. I’ve proven that on numerous occasions. This thing is going to slip away from us if we’re not careful. So you found Gary Olson's DNA on Kaitlyn Parks. Big deal. He's gonna say they were in a consensual relationship. The other DNA is unknown. We have no idea who these traffickers are. They will keep intimidating customs agents. They’ll find new mules, or find new routes altogether."

      That hung there for a moment.

      "This is the best option we have, and you know it."

      JD muttered, "She's got a point."

      "Have you ever flown before?" Daniels asked.

      "I fly in airplanes all the time."

      He frowned at her. "That's not what I meant."

      "How hard can it be? You just look cute, smile, and serve drinks."

      "I think it's a little more complicated than that."

      "I'm a fast learner. I already have all the basic training—CPR, basic first aid. I just need to learn the equipment, emergency protocols and procedures."

      "We can't do this without coordinating with the airline," Daniels said. “That would mean bringing in people outside of our circle. We wouldn't be able to ensure your safety. We don't know who else is involved in this. The owner of the company himself could be running the show. We've seen this kind of thing with other commercial transport services. Flatbed towing companies. They ship a car loaded full of drugs across the country, and if they get popped, they say the car belonged to a client which no one ever seems to be able to track down."

      "Tyson can vet the owner,” Denise said. “He's got resources. If the owner looks clean, we approach him. He arranges my employment, and I make a few flights. I keep my ears open. Maybe I hear something, maybe I don't," Denise said.

      "And how long do you plan to keep this little charade up?" Daniels asked.

      Denise shrugged. "As long as it takes. At least a couple weeks."

      Daniels eyes narrowed at her, and a breath escaped his nostrils. "Let me get this straight—you want me to pay you to fly to exotic locations when you should be here in the office?"

      "You're paying me to risk my life and track down a major drug trafficking operation and a murderer."

      I gave the sheriff a look. "You're not actually considering this, are you?"
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      I had to admit, Denise looked good dressed up as a flight attendant. The way the navy skirt hugged her hips, the way she had the girls pushed together in her blouse, the fancy little scarf around her neck—she was sumptuous.

      It definitely made me want to visit the Mile-High Club with her.

      Denise looked great in everything, including the polyester Sheriff's Department uniform, so this was nothing shocking. Still, she had to ask. “How do I look?"

      "Can I get some peanuts?” JD asked.

      She sneered at him playfully.

      I had Isabella run background on the airline’s owner and CEO, Connor Kelley. He seemed clean, though you could never really be sure. When we spoke, Connor said, “I’m appalled that my airline has been used for such a nefarious purpose.”

      He seemed genuine-ish.

      “First and foremost, let me go on record and state that I had no knowledge of such an operation. And I will cooperate fully with your department to see this through to a satisfactory conclusion.”

      It was standard PR speak. But he was more than willing to allow Denise to go undercover, provided the department indemnified the airline.

      Denise took a crash course, but she didn’t need to be FAA certified to become a corporate cabin attendant since the equipment she’d be on carried less than 19 passengers. She studied the emergency protocols, including proper operation and stowage of life vests, lifeboats, supplemental oxygen, and all the other necessary requirements.

      When her training was complete, Connor worked her into the schedule and swore to keep her presence secret.

      "Are you sure you want to do this?" I asked Denise as she primped, preparing for her first day.

      "It'll be fun."

      "Fun?"

      "I get to get out of the office and do something for a change."

      I had given her a satellite transponder to put on her keychain. It had a panic button. All she had to do was press it, and we’d know she was in trouble and where she was located.

      That didn't mean we'd be able to get to her in time if anything happened.

      We had rigged her flight wings with a hidden camera and microphone. It would wirelessly relay footage to her satellite phone and would stream the footage on the web in real time. She'd have to recharge the camera battery every evening with a standard phone charger. It would give us eyes and ears into the operation as long as she had a connection. I anticipated there would be dropouts in the signal from time to time, but at least we’d have a window into what was going on.

      “Wish me luck,” Denise said with a cheery smile.

      "Break a leg," JD said.

      “Remember to hit that panic button the minute you get an inkling something is wrong," I said.

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes, Dad,” she joked. “I’ll be fine."

      "You're taking a big risk. It's not too late to back out."

      She looked at me flatly. "I'm not backing out. I've never backed out of anything in my life. I’ve got this."

      I raised my hands innocently.

      “Have a little faith.”

      "I have a lot of faith.”

      We escorted her out of the station, and I loaded her bag into the trunk of the rideshare. We watched the four-door sedan zip out of the parking lot.

      JD patted me on the back. "She's going to be okay. Don't worry."

      I was a nervous wreck.

      We had set her up with a cover identity. Denise wouldn’t be armed. She'd essentially be traveling as a civilian, collecting information. That was it. She wouldn’t make any arrests. Just gathering intel.

      After seeing her off, we headed back to the Avventura. I worked out, took Buddy for a run, then called Demi De Luca. I put it on speaker. "You still interested in salvaging the wreckage of the Black Rose?"

      "A few other projects have come up," Demi said.

      I lifted a surprised brow. "Really?” I got a sense that she might be toying with me. Who in their right mind would pass up an opportunity to salvage the wreckage of such a historic ship? "I guess I could hand it over to one of your competitors."

      "I didn't say I wasn't interested."

      "I'm really looking for someone with enthusiasm."

      "Cut the shit, Tyson. You know I'm all about it."

      I smiled. "Good, because we have a few stipulations."

      She groaned. "What is it now?"

      I told her about JD's plan for the museum.

      "You've got to be shitting me."

      "He's dead serious."

      "Let me get this straight. You want to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars and countless man-hours salvaging a treasure ship so you can open a museum and charge $10 admission fees?"

      "Free for kids."

      "Have you done the math on how many tickets you will have to sell just to break even on the salvage and restoration costs?"

      "It's going to be bigger than Disneyland," JD said.

      Demi scoffed.

      "Pirates of Coconut Key," JD said, seeing the marquee in his mind's eye.

      "You would take 50% of the net revenue, of course," I said.

      "That's a lot of upfront on my end, no risk on your end, and a long time until something comes back my way."

      "It's not exactly no risk on our end. We've taken quite a few big risks already."

      "I have an idea that's much more reasonable."

      JD and I exchanged a glance. We said in unison, “We're listening."

      "My crew will salvage the canons, the gold, and whatever artifacts we can find. We will sell half of it, and the other half goes in this museum of yours, of which I take 50%."

      "We need to confer," I said.

      I put the call on mute.

      JD said, "Do we tell her that we salvaged most of the gold already?"

      "She's probably basing her decision, in part, on what she estimates that gold to be worth."

      JD's face crinkled.

      I took the call off mute. "That's acceptable, but we should inform you that we pulled out a fair amount of gold from the wreckage already."

      "Not surprising. What are you going to do with it?"

      "We haven't figured that out yet," I said.

      "And we took a substantial amount of risk getting that gold," JD added.

      "We got robbed during a dive. You need to be careful out there."

      "Trust me. I will have armed crew members. This isn’t my first rodeo. There are bad people out there."

      "So we have a deal?" I said.

      There was a momentary pause.

      "We have a deal,” Demi replied. “But I want to see that gold you pulled with my own eyes."

      I gave a look to JD, and he nodded.

      "Okay. But you are sworn to secrecy."

      "I'm not the one that has a problem keeping secrets."

      "When do you want to go to the dive site?"

      "I'll tell my attorney to make adjustments to the contract to include the museum, then send it to your attorney for approval. We can do the paperwork, then you can take me out there."

      "How soon can you have that ready?"

      "I'll make a few phone calls and call you back."

      JD high-fived me when she ended the call. "We’re going to build a museum."

      I rolled my eyes. But I knew better than to underestimate JD.

      We lounged around most of the day, and I tried not to worry about Denise. I checked her surveillance camera feed multiple times throughout the day.

      “Would you relax?” JD said, sensing my unease.

      “I am relaxed."

      "No, you're not,” he said, seeing through my calm exterior. “She's fine. She’s serving drinks to rich dudes on an airplane. What could go wrong?"

      I gave him a look.

      “She’s probably having the time of her life, flirting with billionaires. She could meet the man of her dreams, and he could sweep her off her feet and run away with her. They’d live happily ever after." He was trying to get under my skin. It was working. "I bet that's what you're really worried about."

      "That is not what I'm worried about."

      In the afternoon, we met up with the guys at the rehearsal studio, and Wild Fury ran through their setlist in front of a small but intimate group of fans. We went to Tide Pool afterward and watched luscious beauties frolic in the pool.

      Denise buzzed my phone, and I was happy to hear from her. "I'm back," she said.

      "How was your first day?"

      "Good. We took a guy and a couple of his closest friends down to the Dominican Republic then flew another group back. We had a two-hour layover there. Didn't get to see much."

      "Anything interesting happen?"

      "A little turbulence. I flew with Gary Olson."

      "Did you?"

      "Total perv."

      "Where are you now?"

      "I'm back in my apartment. I'm going to take a bubble bath, then crawl into bed and watch movies."

      "Sounds like fun."

      "Well, you know, I am a jetsetter now, living a life of constant travel and exotic locations."

      “So glamorous. When do you fly next?"

      "I do it all again tomorrow."

      “Keep me posted."

      "Yes, Daddy,” she said in the naughtiest of voices.

      “Oh, you’re bad.”

      “Bad in all the right ways.”

      Now she was just teasing me. “I’ll talk to you later."

      We stayed at Tide Pool for the rest of the night and had the usual after-party on the Avventura.

      Over the next few days, JD and I kept tabs on Kenneth Campbell as best we could. I had Isabella monitoring his calls and credit card purchases for anything suspicious. Unless he had another stash of explosive material somewhere, we had cleaned him out with the raid. He’d need to re-acquire material if he was going to continue his rampage.

      We paid him a visit and let him know we hadn’t forgotten about him. He wasn’t too pleased to see us.

      "Thanks to you dumb bastards, half the shit in my house got stolen."

      I just shrugged, looking at the fractured door and the splintered jamb that didn't lock properly.

      "Maybe you should have thought about that before you started trying to blow up the island."

      "Under the advice of counsel, I’m going to decline to speak with you gentlemen on that matter."

      "It's okay. We’re going to catch up with you sooner or later. And I hope for your sake, you don't have anything else planned."

      Kenneth smiled. "Good day, gentlemen.”

      The smug bastard just knew he was going to get away with it.
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      It wasn’t long into Denise’s new career before she got a little nibble. She called after a flight one day. "I think I should get an Academy Award."

      "Why?"

      "Because I just gave the performance of a lifetime."

      "Do tell."

      "Well, I've been casually dropping subtle hints. Oh, I could never afford that. Oh, my credit card bills are outrageous. And today, I broke down crying on our layover. Real tears. I laid it on thick about my dad needing surgery and not being able to afford it. I said he got laid off and had been out of work for over a year and couldn't afford his premiums."

      "Somebody approached you?”

      "Yep. You’re not gonna be surprised when I tell you."

      "Gary Olson."

      "Bingo. As usual, he invited me out for drinks when we got back to Coconut Key. I told him I didn't sleep with married men or coworkers. Of course, he tried to play it cool and say he wasn't interested in me. But he said he knew a way that I might be able to help out my dad."

      "I like where this is going, I think."

      "So, we’re having a drink at Flyers, and he says to me, ‘I know a way that you can take care of all your bills. You don't have to do anything more than what you’re doing right now. It's safe and easy.’”

      I scoffed. “Safe and easy, right?"

      She chuckled. "I know. What a sleaze-ball. Anyway, I played it skeptical but curious. The whole thing is on video. You can see it on the server. It starts around 7:30 PM on the feed.”

      “I’ll take a look and call you back.”

      I launched the app on my phone and cued up the clip. It was grainy, wide-angle surveillance footage from chest high. Gary’s face was in full view, as well as their drinks on the bar counter.

      Denise said, “What are we talking about?”

      Gary replied, “We’re talking substantial money. Life-changing money."

      “What kind of money?"

      “Before I go any further, can we trust each other?" Gary looked deep into her eyes, trying to see her soul.

      “We just met. I don't trust anybody."

      Gary laughed. "Good answer. You'll do well in this business."

      “What business are we talking about?"

      "I feel like you and I have a connection. I feel like fate brought us together."

      "I'm not sleeping with you, Gary,” she said flatly.

      He laughed. "I'm not asking you to sleep with me. But you never know, one day you may be throwing yourself at me."

      I couldn’t see Denise’s face, but I’m guessing she stifled an eye roll. "You’re not offering to pay me money for sex, are you, Mr. Olson?"

      He laughed. "I definitely couldn't afford you."

      "I guess I should take that as a compliment."

      "It's a high compliment. Whatever price you asked, it wouldn't be enough."

      "I'm glad there's at least one person in the world who thinks I have value," Denise said.

      "Trust me, my dear. You have plenty of value. And I know a way that you can maximize that even further."

      "I'm listening."

      "You're not a cop, are you?"

      Denise practically spit out her drink, laughing. "Do I look like a cop?"

      "I mean, if you dressed up in one of those naughty cop uniforms, I'd let you arrest me. You could handcuff me to the bed and have your way with me. I wouldn't even report it as police brutality."

      “Like you said, you can't afford me."

      "A woman like you has expensive taste. I can see that."

      "I value quality."

      Gary smiled and lifted his glass to toast. "To quality."

      The two clinked glasses and sipped their beverages.

      "You were saying…"

      Gary leaned in and whispered, "What if I said you could make $36,000 a day?"

      That hung there for a moment.

      "$36,000 in a day!?”

      Gary nodded.

      "Are you for real?"

      He held up his hand, "Scout’s honor."

      "You're shitting me."

      "Swear to God. $36,000 a day. Three trips a week. You do the math."

      Denise paused, then whispered, “I’m going to go out on a limb and say that this isn't exactly legal."

      Gary shrugged innocently. "It's better if you don't know. First rule. Don't ask questions."

      "Didn't a flight attendant just get busted for smuggling?" Denise asked.

      Gary looked around, making sure it was still safe to talk. "That was a fluke occurrence. She'd been doing this for over a year without a problem. The situation has been taken care of.”

      "How has it been taken care of?"

      "It just has. Remember the first rule? Don't ask questions.”

      “I’m the inquisitive type.”

      Gary whispered, “Flight attendants at the FBO rarely get singled out for baggage inspection. If it happens, it's always one of the guys that looks the other way."

      "Somebody didn't look the other way when that girl got busted."

      "Like I said, that was some bizarre fluke. I've been assured that the situation is under control."

      "Who has assured you?"

      He flashed a disarming smile. “Don't ask questions."

      "You'll forgive me if I don't want to spend the rest of my life behind bars."

      "You can’t achieve your dreams without taking a little risk. It's up to you to determine how much risk tolerance you have. I see the risk as relatively small by comparison to the reward.”

      Denise thought about it for a moment. "How long have you been doing this?"

      He shrugged and smiled. "Two years."

      "You've been doing this for two years and never gotten caught?”

      "That's what I'm telling you. April's arrest was a freak occurrence." He paused. "I've got enough to retire. I'm gonna walk away soon. I don’t want you to miss this opportunity. It isn't going to last forever. You should get in now."

      He made it sound like an MLM marketing scheme.

      "Who’s behind all this?" Denise asked casually.

      Gary grinned.

      Denise sighed. “I know, don't ask questions."

      "Look, you’re skeptical, as you should be. Take some time. Think about it. But don't take too long. They are looking for another runner, and that position will be filled soon."

      "How do I know you're not a cop?" Denise asked.

      Gary laughed. "How many cops do you know that are qualified to fly this type of equipment? That would be a deep, deep undercover operation."

      Denise shrugged. "I had to ask."

      "You seem like a sweet girl. And the only reason I bring this up is because I know you're in a sticky situation.” He tried to play it off as altruistic. “If you don't want to do it, I totally understand. But I just had to offer." He stared deep into Denise's eyes. "I know I don't need to tell you that this conversation never happened. The people I work for are great as long as you do what you say you’re gonna do.” He added gravely, “But don't ever cross them."

      It was a lethal warning.

      "You're a smart girl,” Gary said. “I know you know what I mean."

      Denise nodded.

      I stopped watching the video feed. It was all I needed to see. I called Denise back.

      “You watch the video?”

      “Yup.”

      “Real sleaze-ball, right?”

      “Of the highest magnitude.”

      "I figured I'd get back with him tomorrow and tell him I’m in. I didn't want to blow it by seeming too eager."

      "You did well."

      Her voice smiled, “Thank you. He’s on the hook. We just need to reel him in.”

      The next day, Denise told Gary she’d do it. By that evening, we were all in the sheriff’s office, discussing the plan.

      "I don't like it," Daniels said.

      "What's there not to like?” Denise replied.

      “A, it's dangerous. B, you won't have any backup. C, we’re operating well out of our jurisdiction. I expect these two nitwits to go rogue,” he said, motioning to JD and me. “Maybe you’ve been spending too much time with them.”

      Her eyes narrowed at him. “All I would be doing is what I've been doing. Only this time, there will be heroin in my bag when I come back from the Dominican Republic."

      Daniels’s eyes narrowed at her as he contemplated the situation.

      “Tell me how this proposed scenario is going to play out."

      "We fly down, go to a hotel, check-in, leave our bags in the room. We go out for a bit, and when we come back, my bag is stuffed with heroin. We fly back the next day, then I meet the contact at the Seven Seas and exchange the bag. You boys will be waiting to see who picks it up, then swoop in and make a bust. Or you can hang back and gather more evidence until we know who's behind this."

      Daniels exchanged a glance with us.

      "She's got no backup in that scenario," I said.

      "I don't need backup. I'm just picking it up and transporting it."

      "We could try to coordinate with local authorities," Daniels said.

      "No way," JD said. "We don't know who's on the take, and you don't run an operation of this scale without greasing a few palms. It's way too risky in my estimation."

      "I can't believe I'm going to say this, but I'm inclined to agree with you," Daniels said. He paused and thought for a moment, then exhaled a heavy breath. "We are talking about something completely beyond the scope of this organization. If something goes wrong, we are all going to be eating a shit sandwich."

      "We know that whoever is behind this is capable of bribing and intimidating federal agents," Denise said. "I don't think getting other agencies involved in this is in the best interest of operational security. Do you want to take these people down, or do you want to walk away from this opportunity?"
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      We had a makeshift situation room set up with large screen displays monitoring the satellite footage from Denise's hidden camera. The idea was crazy, and we were all a little on edge.

      The hidden camera had a small stabilizer in it, but it was still pretty bumpy viewing—especially when she moved about the cabin with turbulence. Not for the easily motion sick.

      The first leg of the trip was routine—flying a private charter down to Punta Cana. Things took a turn when Denise left the FBO and hopped into a cab with Gary.

      The wide-angle lens of Denise's hidden camera showed the back of the cab driver's head and out the front window. They zipped through the streets of Punta Cana at a pace that would elevate the heartbeat of a Formula One driver. The car barreled down the road, twisting and turning, making its way on Touristica.

      After a few minutes, Denise said, "I think we missed our exit. Tell him we missed our exit."

      The driver ignored her.

      "Where are we going?" Denise muttered to Gary.

      He shrugged, concern beginning to fill his eyes.

      By the sound of the engine, the taxi driver drove faster.

      “Stop the car, now," Denise commanded.

      The driver ignored her.

      She said it again in Spanish.

      In broken English, he said, "Relax. Everything is okay."

      Denise muttered to Gary, "It doesn't feel okay."

      "Just stay calm," Gary said, attempting to remain so himself. "I'm sure it will be just fine."

      I exchanged a worried glance with the sheriff. We were all beginning to think we'd made a terrible mistake.

      The microphone hidden in Denise's flight wings picked up the thump of her heart as the situation grew increasingly more intense.

      We followed her progress on the map as the GPS in her flight wings allowed us to track their position. They moved past the golf course and drove for a few miles, then turned left, heading toward the shore. After a few twists and turns, they pulled into a gravel yard. The cab driver screeched to a halt amid towering piles of aggregate. Dust floated in the air.

      "What are we doing here?" Denise asked.

      "I don't know," Gary muttered.

      "Get out of the car," the driver said.

      “No!” Denise said.

      "Lady. I just drive the car. I do what they tell me. And you should too."

      Denise and Gary exchanged a glance, then they both exited the car and closed the doors behind them.

      Denise turned, offering us a 360 degree view as the camera panned around. I assume she did it on purpose so we could get a sense of the surroundings.

      A car pulled into the gravel yard behind them—an older black Mercedes with tinted windows.

      Two men climbed from the backseat with Uzis. They wore sunglasses and moved to the front of the vehicle. They looked Denise up and down.

      "Who is she?" the lead thug asked.

      "She's new," Gary said.

      The two thugs exchanged a glance.

      "We don't like new people," the thug said.

      "She's good. I wouldn't have brought her if she wasn't."

      "How do we know she's not a cop?"

      The thugs approached, and one of them put the barrel of his Uzi right up to Denise's forehead. The wide-angle lens caught it all.

      My heart leaped into my throat.

      "Are you a cop?" the thug asked.

      "No," Denise said. She addressed Gary. "I thought you said these guys were cool."

      "You wearing a wire?" the thug asked, examining her closely. He looked right at her flight wings, staring into the camera lens.

      My heart stopped.
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      The thug's eyes glanced right over the lens.

      He let his Uzi dangle from the sling on his shoulder and patted Denise down while his companion kept his weapon aimed at her.

      I didn't like the slimeball pawing on her. I didn't like it one bit.

      "Hey, watch it there, Buddy!" Denise barked as he got a little too handsy.

      He removed his paws, stepped back, took aim with his weapon, and said, "Strip."

      "Excuse me?"

      "You heard me. Strip, unless you have something to hide."

      "I'm not taking my clothes off in front of you."

      The thug's face tightened, and so did his finger around the trigger.

      "I will put a bullet in that pretty little head of yours."

      Denise hesitated a moment, then began to undo her blouse.

      The camera tumbled away as she disrobed and set the garment on the trunk of the cab.

      The driver waited, no doubt getting handsomely rewarded for his patience.

      Denise shimmied out of her skirt and stood there in her frilly lace bra and panties.

      The thugs looked her up and down, circled around her, then conferred with each other for a moment.

      It was probably a good thing we hadn’t gone along because those two goons wouldn't be breathing right now.

      "Put your clothes back on, Ginger," the thug said.

      They watched while she got dressed.

      "Where's your baggage?” the thug asked.

      Gary tapped the trunk, and the cab driver popped it open. The lid lifted, and Gary pulled out the two lightly packed suitcases. The thugs took them from him, wheeled them around to the back of the Mercedes, opened the trunk, and filled them with the merchandise.

      They wheeled the roller cases across the gravel and gave them back to Denise and Gary.

      The two thugs gave them both a hard look before spinning around and climbing back into the Mercedes. They pulled the doors shut with a thunk, and the tires kicked up a dust cloud as the car reversed out of the lot and spun around.

      Both Gary and Denise breathed a sigh of relief.

      "What the hell was that, Gary?"

      "They've never done anything like that before. I swear."

      "Safe and easy, you said."

      "I'm sorry. They must have gotten spooked. You'll never have to go through that again, I promise. You're good with them now."

      "Don't make promises you can't keep, Gary."

      Gary hefted the bags into the trunk and closed the lid. They climbed into the backseat, and the cab driver zipped them to their luxury hotel where they would spend the night before returning in the morning.

      As soon as Denise got into her room, she muttered into the microphone, “Did you guys see all that?"

      Denise went into the bathroom, ran the shower, then called from her satellite phone. The noise of the shower hitting the tile obscured her conversation from anyone who might have been listening.

      "You okay?" I asked.

      "I'm a little frazzled, but I'm good."

      "This was a bad idea."

      "This was a great idea. And it's going to be phenomenal when you bust these jackasses.”

      "I'm glad you're okay. What are your plans for the rest of the night?"

      "I'm sure Gary will want to go to dinner and grab drinks. I may tell him I need a little alone time to recover from this afternoon. I'm a bit traumatized." There was a knock on the door. "That's probably him. I'm not going to answer right now. I'll give you a call later. I'm shutting down my camera so it can charge. Talk to you soon."

      "Hit that panic button if you need to."

      "And what's that going to do? You’re a few hours away. If I made it through this afternoon, I can make it through anything."

      She was a tough cookie and held her nerves well. I had no doubt she could weather any storm. I just hoped that was as rough as it was going to get.
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      The next day, JD and I loitered into the lobby of the Seven Seas, wearing sunglasses and ball caps, trying to blend in with tourists.

      We had baggage with us, looking like we were waiting in the lobby to get into our hotel room. Faulkner and Erickson were there as well, waiting in the wings in plain clothes.

      I watched the video uplink of Denise's hidden camera as she took a cab with Gary to the hotel. I slid the phone into my pocket as they pulled under the carport to the valet.

      I whispered into my earpiece. “Package is on the premises."

      We played it casual while Denise and Gary entered the lobby. They found an empty couch, took a seat, and left the baggage before them. There was nothing unusual about it. At a quick glance, they wouldn't typically arouse suspicion.

      Tourists drifted in and out. People enjoyed cocktails at the bar. The sounds from the restaurant filtered into the lobby. The waterfall trickled.

      The two sat there making small talk for a few moments, then Gary's eyes caught someone entering the lobby. I followed his gaze to see a big hulk of a man with a shaved head and sunglasses. His linen suit looked like it was about to split at the seams from his bulging muscles. I recognized the man instantly, and disbelief twisted my face.

      It was Kurt Riker's bodyguard, Mason.

      For a moment, I thought—hoped—Gary had just casually observed him. But Mason continued through the lobby and took a seat on the couch directly opposite from Denise and the pilot. Two rolling cases trailed behind Mason, identical to the ones that Gary and Denise carried.

      Mason grabbed a newspaper from the coffee table and proceeded to flip through it for a minute or two. Then he stood up, put the paper back on the coffee table, grabbed Gary’s and Denise’s bags, and walked away with the heroin.

      I signaled the team to move in, and we quickly surrounded the behemoth.

      "Don't move!" I shouted, my weapon aimed squarely at the walking mountain. "Put your hands behind your head."

      Mason's face was tight, but he complied.

      "Down on the ground."

      The giant slab of granite knelt down and ate the marble tile.

      JD pounced on his back and ratcheted the cuffs around his thick wrists. They barely fit.

      The two of us had a hard time getting him off the tile. Mason was a big boy and not particularly compliant.

      Faulkner and Erickson arrested Gary and pretended to arrest Denise to keep her cover intact.

      Several patrol cars pulled into the lot, red and blues flashing. We stuffed the perps inside amid gawking tourists.

      The hotel manager pulled surveillance footage from the lobby. The hotel kept footage for 30 days, so I had him export and send the past month’s feed to the department. It would take a while to export, but perhaps we could catch other transactions to bolster our case.

      We headed back to the department. Gary and Mason were processed, printed, and put into interrogation rooms.

      Denise was on top of the world. She could barely contain the grin on her face. "I told you this was a good idea."

      "This was a risky idea, and we’re lucky it went off smoothly,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes. "You two don't have a corner on the risk market. Don't be jelly."

      "I'm not jealous."

      "You'll have your day in the sun. But for now, it's my time to shine."

      And shine, she did.

      Nothing could dim that girl's spirit.

      We let the perps brew, then paid a visit to Gary first.

      "How are you doing?" I asked with a smug grin as we entered the interrogation room. "Are you having fun yet?"

      Gary stared at us and said nothing.

      "How's that retirement plan working out? The way I see it, you’ll have all your expenses paid for by the state. You won’t have to worry about a thing. Except for your cellmate in the middle of the night." I cringed for dramatic effect.

      Gary maintained his silence.

      “You know we recovered your DNA from Kaitlyn Parks’s body. I'm sure you've had that conversation with your wife already. Something tells me your alibi during that time frame is going to fall apart. Honestly, I don't know if you killed her or if the people you work for did it. It doesn't really matter, because you're going away for a long time. This is your chance. Tell me everything you know about the people you work for. Maybe we can get you someplace comfy with a TV, all the amenities of home."

      Gary stared at me, sweat misting his skin.

      "I'm gonna talk to the big boy in a minute. Maybe he rolls over. Maybe he doesn't. Maybe he fingers you as the big boss. Maybe he's just the poor guy who hustles it on the street, and you're the brains behind the operation."

      "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "I know Mason works for Kurt Riker. Is Mason running drugs on the side, or is Kurt in charge of this whole show?"

      "I don't know anything about anything. Somebody must have gotten to my baggage."

      I gave him a doubtful look. "Come on. We're past that, aren't we? We have all your conversations with your new flight attendant on video. Would you like to see them?”

      "I want a lawyer."

      I gave an ominous shrug and pushed away from the table. We knocked on the door, and a guard buzzed us out. We moved down the hallway to the next room to speak with the mountain.

      Mason sat at the table, staring at the wall. He didn't even acknowledge our presence as we entered. We took a seat in front of him, but his gaze remained fixed, unflinching.

      "Can I get you anything to drink?" I asked.

      He didn't move.

      "You hungry?"

      His face was like stone.

      "Big guys like you need a lot of fuel. You’ve been in here a couple hours already. Could be a long time before you get processed into the pod. And between you and me, the food in there is not that great. Actually, it kind of sucks."

      I needed to get a sample of DNA from him. Saliva from a bottle, a fork, a cigarette butt.

      "You smoke?"

      He maintained his icy disposition.

      "Nah, probably not,” I surmised. “A guy like you is too healthy to smoke. Too healthy to use heroin, that's for sure. Want to tell me what you were going to do with 36 kilos?”

      He kept up with the silent routine.

      "Your ability to remain calm in the face of danger is impressive," I said. “But you and I both know how this is going to play out. If you don't answer any of my questions, you're going to take the fall on this. Meanwhile your boss is gonna be out there throwing parties, cruising on yachts, and banging models. Now, while I have no doubt that you can look after yourself in prison, I don't think you’ll still be as loyal to your boss when you get 20 years in. You're looking at a minimum 30-year sentence. I want you to think about that. Is future you going to look back on present you and regret the fact that you didn't turn on the scumbag who put you in this position?"

      I stared at him, and he stared at the wall. Then he said the words which I knew were inevitable. "I want an—“

      I cut him off. “I know, I know. You want an attorney. I get it. Kurt's gonna pay for your defense, and if you rat him out, you’ll be stuck with a public defender. Not exactly the dream team. But know this, we will get a warrant to compel your DNA, and when we do, we’re gonna match you to Kaitlyn Parks. And I don't care who Kurt hires to defend you. Between these two charges, you’re gonna do serious time."

      We left the interrogation room and chatted with Daniels in the hallway.

      "Who is Kurt Riker, and how do you guys know him?"

      JD and I grimaced and shared an uncomfortable glance.

      "Until today, I would have categorized him as a friend," I said.

      Daniels sighed and shook his head. "You two keep interesting company."

      We left the station and headed over to Stingray Bay. That uneasy feeling churned in my gut. I wanted to believe that Kurt had no involvement in this. But Mason wasn’t the kind of guy to mastermind anything. He was a weapon. You pointed him in the right direction, squeezed the trigger, and the target would be obliterated.

      The Devastator rumbled through the pristine streets of the posh neighborhood. We pulled into the driveway at Kurt’s and strolled to the front door. I rang the video doorbell, and a moment later, Hannah's sweet voice crackled through the speakers. "Hey, what's up?"

      This was going to break her heart.
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      Hannah opened the door with her infectious smile. Her blue eyes sparkled, and she flung her arms around my neck and kissed my cheek. “To what do I owe the pleasure?"

      "Is Kurt home?"

      She pouted for dramatic effect. "I see how it is. Here to see my brother, not me. It's okay. I don't mind. You two were friends first."

      I forced a chuckle.

      Hannah said, “Lucky for me, he's not here right now. So I'm what you get." Her smile returned.

      "And that is certainly a prize."

      She stared deep into my eyes, then looked at JD. By the looks on our faces, she knew something was up. Her eyes met mine again. "What's wrong?"

      I hesitated for a moment.

      "That bad, huh?"

      "Mason was arrested in possession of 36 kilos of heroin."

      Hannah's jaw dropped, and her eyes widened. She was speechless for a moment. "What!?"

      "He was picked up at the Seven Seas as part of an ongoing sting operation. It seems he was involved with trafficking heroin from the Dominican Republic using a network of pilots and flight attendants."

      Hannah looked astonished. "I can't believe it. He’s so quiet and sweet." She paused in thought. "Does Kurt know?"

      "I'm not sure. But I suspect Mason will be calling him soon for assistance."

      "Understandable. They go way back. Kurt would do anything for Mason. I'm sure he'll stand by him, despite the nature of the allegations."

      "It's more substantial than just an allegation," I said.

      "He is innocent until proven guilty, is he not?"

      I nodded. "We don't think he was working alone."

      "Well, you just said he was working with a network of pilots and flight attendants." Her voice grew increasingly uneasy.

      "Between you, me, and the wall, Mason doesn't strike me as the most enterprising individual."

      "He's not stupid. If you get him alone, and he likes you, he'll open up. There are a lot of ideas in his head."

      "We think he may be responsible for the murder of Kaitlyn Parks."

      Hannah gasped.

      "We suspect she was part of the smuggling ring."

      "This is big, isn't it?"

      I nodded. "I'm going to ask you a difficult question."

      Hannah swallowed hard, and she stared at me, her intense eyes unblinking. "Why do I feel like I'm not going to like this question?"

      "You're not. Have you ever observed anything suspicious?"

      "What do you mean, suspicious? I’ve never seen any drugs in this house. It's not allowed here. Not even at parties. You’ve seen that for yourself."

      "Have you seen or heard anything that might lead you to believe that Kurt is involved?"

      That took her aback. Again, she fumbled for words. "Wait. You can't be serious? You think Kurt’s involved?"

      "It's a possibility we have to consider."

      She shook her head. "No, it's not a possibility you have to consider. It's not a possibility at all. Kurt would never get involved in something like that."

      I paused and tried to say it as delicately as possible. "Look at it from my perspective. Currently, he lives in Stingray Bay. He drives flashy cars, throws elaborate parties, and doesn't have an identifiable source of income."

      “His source of income is years of busting his ass and making shrewd investments. Now, he can pursue the things that matter most to him."

      "Like jumping out of airplanes and throwing wild parties."

      "You seemed to be enjoying that just a few days ago."

      Her tone soured, and she no longer looked at me with affectionate eyes. Eyes that were starting to mist with rage and frustration.

      "If he's involved in this, I have to do my job."

      "He's not involved in this, and how could you even think that?" Slight tremors ran through her body as rage boiled under her skin. Her eyes brimmed and spilled over. "Do not ruin that man's life. He's been through enough already."

      "You don't know how bad I want to be wrong about this. If he's got nothing to hide, the truth will come out."

      Her eyes glistened, and a tear spilled over. "I can't believe you would come here and ask me to turn on my brother. What did I tell you, Tyson? Don't ever make me choose between you and my family."

      She backed away from the door and slammed it shut.

      "I hope you're right about your hunch. Because if you’re not, you just blew a good thing," JD muttered.
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      "What do you want to do?" JD asked. "Sit around and wait for him to come home?"

      "He's gotta come back here at some point."

      "Not necessarily."

      As we chatted by the Devastator, Kurt pulled up to the house in the red Aventador, the engine growling. He hopped out with that easygoing smile of his and strolled toward us like nothing was wrong. His shirt was open and flowed with the breeze, and his necklace dangled around his collarbone. He looked like he didn't have a care in the world.

      He greeted us warmly with handshakes and bro-hugs. Then he shook his head. "It just breaks me up to hear about Mason. I had no idea he was doing anything like that. And if I had, he sure as hell wouldn’t have been working for me. I love the guy like a brother, but…"

      "So you had no knowledge that Mason was trafficking heroin," I said.

      "You think you know somebody, right?" He sighed with a grim frown.

      "Due to your close proximity, you realize that makes you a person of interest."

      Kurt nodded. "I understand. I totally get it. I spoke with Hannah, and she's really upset about it. I tried to tell her you guys are just doing your job. It doesn't bother me in the least. I'll cooperate with you in any way that I can. But I do have loyalty to Mason. I will support him through this challenging time. I'm sure you can understand."

      "Friends are friends," I said.

      "You don't turn your back on them in times of need. Like when you have a kid, and that kid grows up to be a shithead. You don't stop loving them. You try to steer them back on the path."

      "I don't know if Mason can be steered back on the path," I said.

      "Everybody can be redeemed."

      "In Mason's case, that just might take 30 years."

      "That's something he'll have to come to terms with. The Universe gives us a challenge, and we either succumb to it, or we overcome." He paused. "Listen, if you guys want to search my house, my car—have at it. I won't get offended."

      "If you don't mind, we'd like to take a look around," I said.

      "Make yourself at home. What's mine is yours."

      We walked with him to the front door. Before he opened it, he said, "I’ll try to smooth things out with Hannah. I know she really likes you. She could use a decent guy like you in her life. You can’t blame her for getting territorial. We've been through a lot together."

      "She mentioned you've been through some tough times."

      "I’ll give you the full story one of these days."

      “Out of curiosity, when did you talk to Hannah about Mason?”

      “I was at Key Bean getting coffee. I called from the payphone to check on her. Why?”

      “Just curious, since you don’t carry a cellphone and you seem to shun technology.”

      “If you’re not careful, technology will control you instead of the other way around.”

      He opened the door and stepped inside, calling for Hannah.

      She stormed into the foyer a moment later, her face red, tears streaming down her cheeks. "What are they doing here? You can’t let them inside."

      Kurt smiled. "Relax. I'm not involved. I've got nothing to hide. I told them they could look around. Everything is going to be okay."

      Kurt hugged her, and she continued to glare at us as we moved through the house, searching for drugs, weapons, or anything else that might tie Kurt to the heroin or Kaitlyn Parks’s murder.

      We searched every room in the mansion, looking in closets, dresser drawers, bathrooms, nooks, and crannies—we didn't find anything. Not even a personal stash.

      Kurt was clean.

      It didn't surprise me. The guy didn't have a TV, a cell phone, or even a laptop computer. He was truly free while the rest of us were slaves to our digital devices.

      It also meant we had no way to track his activity, though I'm sure he access to online bank accounts somehow.

      "Satisfied?" he asked with a grin after we completed our search.

      "Satisfaction wouldn’t be the term I’d use," I said.

      "It's not easy when your job gets personal, is it?"

      "It's an added layer of complexity, for sure."

      Hannah seethed, her eyes blazing into me. She asked Kurt, "How can you be so cool with this?"

      "It is what it is," he said.

      "Thanks for your cooperation," I said. "We won't take up any more of your time."

      He walked us to the door. "I'm sure she'll cool off after a while."

      "I get it,” I said. “You're close. This feels like a betrayal."

      He pulled open the door, and we stepped outside.

      "I hope this doesn't sour anything between us," Kurt said.

      "I hope not."

      He smiled again, and we shook hands before he closed the door.

      JD and I climbed into the Devastator, and he fired up the engine. It growled, and the car shook.

      "He's either innocent or he's one smooth cat," JD said.

      Jack backed out of the driveway, and we left the fancy digs of Stingray Bay.

      "If you're on the outs with Hannah, does that mean I'm on the outs with Paige?"

      "Could be, my friend. Could be."

      He winced. "That's a damn shame. She was kind of fun."

      "Call her and see what she says."

      He texted her when we got back to the marina at Diver Down. We strolled the dock to the Avventura and crossed the passerelle to the aft deck. Buddy greeted us in the salon with a wagging tail, and I knelt down and petted the boy. Jack moved to the bar and poured two drinks. We decided to avoid the chaos of Diver Down and indulge in our own happy hour aboard the boat.

      It had been a stressful couple of days, and truth be told, I didn't get much sleep while Denise was on her mission.

      JD lifted his glass. "To getting 36 kilos of heroin off the street."

      We both grinned, clinked glasses, and sipped fine whiskey.

      Buddy followed us up to the sky deck as we watched the late afternoon sun sink toward the horizon.

      I called April Valenti. I didn't think she'd speak with me, but I figured it was worth a shot. Her phone rang a few times, then went to voicemail. "April, I thought you might like to know that Mason was arrested, along with Gary Olson, for trafficking heroin. It's only a matter of time before we put all the pieces together. If you know anything that could help the investigation, it could help your situation."

      I left my number but didn't expect the call back.

      At the arraignment the next morning, the judge ruled Mason and Gary Olson flight risks and denied bail. Despite it being a first offense for both men, the amount of heroin warranted special consideration.

      At least some things were going our way. The longer those two spent in jail, the more likely they were to crack. Though, Mason didn't seem like he had a weak constitution. Still, long enough spent in a 6x8 cell will get to almost any man.

      Evelyn Foster was also handling their defense, and I suspected that Kurt was bankrolling the entire thing. I asked Isabella to locate and track any of Kurt's devices, but so far, she couldn't connect a burner phone to him, and he didn't have a cell phone in his name. I suspected he relayed orders to Mason or someone else to handle all of his business. It kept him clean.

      There was no telling how many other pilots or flight attendants were involved, but this kind of hit to the smuggling ring would definitely put a wrench in the operation. His suppliers would be looking for someone to fill the void.

      It was my guess that the heroin originated in Afghanistan and found its way to the Dominican Republic via long-established routes. It was no secret that poppy fields were a valuable cash crop, and established regimes often utilized the revenue to finance other ventures. Despite previous bans, I was sure the current regime would allow production to go ahead unhindered.

      Over the next couple of days, I kept trying to reach out to Hannah, but she wouldn't take my call.

      We got a warrant for Mason's DNA and waited for the results. In the meantime, we took the surveillance van, parked down the street from Kurt's house, and kept tabs on the place. A couple of days of sitting in the cramped van was enough to make us both go stir crazy.

      There were no networks in the home to hack. No smart devices to access. If we wanted a look inside, we’d have to do it the old-fashioned way by planting a device, but neither of us was getting into the house anytime soon.

      I hated to do it, but I had Isabella keep tabs on Hannah's phone just in case she was involved. Hers was the only cellular device in the house, and I began to think that maybe she helped coordinate some of the activities.

      I didn’t want to think that way, but I had to keep an open mind.

      After a few days of parking on the street disguised as an AC repair van, we were starting to look pretty conspicuous. We were about to throw in the towel and come up with another plan when Kurt left the house with a small roller bag and hopped into a rideshare.

      We followed the vehicle to the FBO. The little white sedan dropped him off at the curb. Kurt grabbed his bag from the trunk and strolled into the terminal.

      We parked the van, hopped out, and sneaked to the entrance, trying to keep out of sight.

      Kurt used the restroom, grabbed a snack in the lounge, then strolled across the tarmac to a Tropic Jet Slipstream G750 charter. He boarded the plane, and the tower cleared them for take-off a few minutes later.

      I flashed my badge to an attendant at the FBO. “Can you tell me where that plane is headed?"
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      “Punta Cana,” the attendant said.

      I noted the tail number of the sleek jet.

      "Maybe he's going down there to do damage control," JD said.

      "Maybe he knows this is all coming to an end, and he’s getting away," I replied.

      There was nothing we could do to stop him.

      We hustled back to the illegally parked air-conditioning van and drove to the station. I caught the sheriff up to speed, and his face tensed. "If you let that son-of-a-bitch get away—”

      "We'll get him,” I assured.

      "Lab results came back. The trace amounts of semen found in Kaitlyn Parks were not a match for Mason."

      A disappointed frown tugged my face. But before I could get too dejected about it, Daniels said, “But an eyelash found on her scarf does match the scumbag."

      I grinned.

      "So he was definitely in the apartment," JD said.

      "That doesn't necessarily put him in the apartment,” I said. “He could have given her a hug elsewhere, and the eyelash could have transferred. At least, that’s what his defense team will say.”

      Daniels smiled. “They can say anything they want. But I’ve got evidence to the contrary.”

      Daniels pulled out his phone and played an audio clip. "The dipshit called his mother on the phone from the pod. All pod phone calls are monitored and recorded."

      "Visitors have no expectation of privacy on jail phones," I said with a smile.

      Daniels pressed play.

      Mason said, "Don't worry, Mom. It's all bullshit. I grabbed the wrong bags. That's all. It was an honest mistake. Could happen to anybody."

      "What about the girl?" she asked in a worried tone. "Please tell me you didn't have any involvement in that."

      "Mom, I swear. I've never met Kaitlyn Parks before in my life. They just need to frame somebody for this, and I'm their patsy. I didn't do any of it."

      Daniels ended the clip. “He’s gonna have to explain that statement. And as far as picking up the baggage by mistake, Denise sifted through the surveillance footage from the Seven Seas—the video captured at least two instances of Mason exchanging luggage with Kaitlyn Parks and Gary Olsen. He’s full of contradictions. Mason’s going down on heroin charges—there's no doubt about it. There's a pretty strong circumstantial case against him for Kaitlyn Parks. I'm guessing his attorney will want to come to the table and negotiate a plea. I’ll talk to the state’s attorney.”

      We left the station and grabbed something to eat at Totally Tubular. We unwinded, chowing on steak burritos, people watching.

      Afterward, we stopped by Kurt’s house. I didn’t figure Hannah would speak to me, but it was worth a shot. She hadn’t returned any of my calls or texts.

      JD waited in the car as I strolled to the front porch and rang the bell. A moment later, Hannah’s voice crackled through the speaker. “I don’t have anything to say to you.”

      “Can we talk about this?”

      “What’s there to talk about?”

      "There's quite a lot to talk about," I said.

      "There's nothing to talk about. Next thing, you'll be accusing me of something. Don't think I didn’t notice the air conditioning van parked down the street for three days. Are you keeping this house under surveillance? Are you wiretapping my phone? What else are you doing?"

      My jaw tensed. I didn’t want to lie to her. “We're just trying to get to the truth."

      "No, you're trying to destroy a man who's already been destroyed once."

      "How do you explain what Mason did?"

      "Mason is a grown man. He makes his own decisions. What he does has no bearing on Kurt or myself."

      "Do you know that Kurt’s in the Dominican Republic right now?"

      She said nothing.

      "Do you know why he's there?"

      There was nothing but static over the intercom.

      "Just answer my question. Are you tapping my phone? Are you keeping the house under surveillance?"

      My jaw tightened again. "I don't think you will like my answer."

      "Goodbye, Tyson."

      The speaker crackled as she ended the call.

      It was like a punch to the gut.

      I left the front porch and hustled back to the Devastator. When I climbed into the passenger seat, JD said, “That didn’t look like it went well."

      I just shook my head.

      An explosion rumbled in the distance, and we shared a look of dread.
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      JD cranked up the engine, and the Devastator rumbled to life. He dropped it into gear and pulled away from the curb. We raced through the neighborhood streets, heading in the direction of the explosion. A small plume of black smoke drifted into the sky.

      My phone buzzed with a call from Sheriff Daniels a few minutes later. "Neighbors are calling in reports of an explosion at Forecastle Court."

      "We are on our way now."

      We zipped through the streets and made our way to the residential neighborhood that was home to Kenneth Campbell. As we turned onto his street, flames flickered into the air. Black smoke billowed.

      A crowd of neighbors gawked, and the sound of distant sirens warbled. The horn from a fire engine blared in the distance.

      JD pulled to the curb, and we hopped out of the vehicle and rushed to the scene.

      The house was ablaze. It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out what happened. Kenneth had been dabbling in explosives again and made an unrecoverable mistake. A static electric discharge… Accidentally connecting the leads… Who knows…?

      The house was engulfed with flames, and to tell you the truth, I wasn't too keen on rushing into a burning building to save a guy whose sole intent was to destroy. Odds were he'd already perished in the initial blast.

      The fire department arrived, and crews doused the house. Embers drifted in the air along with black, sooty particles. The acrid stench of burning wood, plastic, fabric, and fire retardants filled the air.

      Residents of neighboring homes were evacuated, and we kept our distance, trying not to inhale the noxious fumes.

      The fire department got the blaze under control. The house was nothing but smoldering ruins. First responders entered the premises, searching for victims.

      Sure enough, they found the crispy remains of a man who fit the approximate build of Kenneth Campbell. It looked like he had been cooking up something at his kitchen table for nefarious purposes.

      It would take some doing to get a positive ID. He looked like a log that had burned for quite some time—black and charred, cracked and ashen.

      I just shook my head.

      We left the scene for the arson investigators and headed back to the station to fill out reports. I figured that was case closed on the Spring Break Bomber.

      As we left the station, I got a call from Demi De Luca. I put it on speaker.  “My attorney sent the contract to your attorney. I reviewed the adjustments that your attorney made. I'm ready to do the deal if you are."

      I looked at JD, and he nodded.

      We met Demi at the marina and did a final read-through of the agreement between us.

      JD and I signed on the dotted line.

      "Show me the wreckage," Demi said with a smile.

      "Don't you want a drink to celebrate?" JD asked.

      "No, I want to see it now. We dive today."

      We had no objection.

      I prepped the gear, and Demi disconnected shore power and water and cast off the lines. JD took the helm, and we cruised the Avventura to the dive site.

      This time JD stayed aboard while I took Demi to the shipwreck. We had stored all of the gold coins in a safe deposit box at the bank. We weren’t about to risk another pirate attack.

      Demi and I descended, making our way to the bottom. I gave her a tour of the site. Her eyes lit up at the crusty canons, the artifacts, and the possibility of more treasure.

      It was hard to resist the temptation to dig around in the sand. We used the metal detector, sweeping it over the bottom, sifting through the false alarms until we found a few more sparkling coins. It was only a handful, but plenty enough to give her the fever.

      When we returned to the boat, she was ecstatic. She marveled at the gold medallions on the aft deck, mesmerized by their beauty and enigmatic allure.

      "Careful now," I said. "I might think this is your first time."

      She gave me a sharp look. "I am no virgin when it comes to treasure. But this is a nice find. How much gold did you say you've already pulled from this wreckage?"

      JD and I exchanged a sheepish glance, and we both shrugged innocently.

      "A few pieces," JD said.

      She rolled her eyes, knowing better.

      "I'm telling you, be careful out here," I said.

      "Trust me. I will. I'm not worried about weekenders coming out here and trying to raise the canons. But if word of this gets out, every Tom, Dick, and Harry is gonna be out here trying to pull up a coin or two or 20."

      "We're the only three people that know about this site," JD said.

      "Don't forget to include the people who robbed you the other day," Demi said.

      "I don't think they even considered what we were diving for. They took the guns and other valuables. That was it." JD said. "They probably couldn't find their way back here if they tried."

      "I hope so," Demi replied.

      We weighed anchor and headed back to shore.

      Demi said she'd get her crew right on it, and I had no doubt she would be out there tomorrow. The girl didn't mess around.

      The next day, Daniels called with a little good news. "Mason has indicated he's willing to cut a deal and give us his employer."

      "What's the condition?"
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      “On the drug trafficking, he does 15,” Daniels said. “For Kaitlyn Parks, he gets murder 2 and does 15 years to serve concurrently.”

      A look of shock lifted my brow. “Concurrently?”

      “If you want Kurt Riker, that’s the deal.”

      “Mason will come clean and testify?”

      “I guess the eyelash, the phone call with his mother, and the security footage from the hotel spooked him. If this thing went to trial, I don't think even Evelyn Foster could keep him from doing life."

      Evelyn Foster of Foster & De Veen LLP was one of the most prominent defense attorneys on the island. We’d had dealings in the past, and she was skilled in the courtroom, to be sure.

      “I want to speak with Mason,” I said.

      “That can be arranged.”

      We headed to the station and caught up with the walking mountain in an interrogation room. He’d been transferred from the pod. He looked dejected and broken as any man would who had betrayed his best friend.

      "Where's Kurt at?" I asked.

      Mason shrugged.

      I gave him a flat look. "You realize the deal you agreed to only works if it leads to a conviction? We can't convict Kurt if we can't catch him. If you ask me, you’re getting off light."

      He looked at me and frowned. “It doesn’t feel light.”

      “Should have thought about that sooner.”

      "Kurt stays on a private key down there."

      "Which one?"

      “Cayo Bravo.”

      "You been there before?"

      He nodded.

      "Who owns the key?

      "Kurt’s connection."

      “Who’s the connection?”

      Mason hesitated for a long moment. “That’s not part of the deal.”

      “What have you got to lose?”

      He looked at me like it was a stupid question. “My life. These guys don’t play around. You think I wanted to kill Kaitlyn? You think I like that kind of thing? I hate violence. I really do."

      "Why did you kill her?"

      "Because I had to."

      "Because Kurt told you to."

      "Only because we had no choice."

      "You always have a choice."

      "Yeah, sometimes your options aren't that great."

      "Who put pressure on you?"

      "Look, she killed herself the minute she threatened to go to the cops."

      "Maybe you guys should have just let her out when she wanted out?"

      "This is a business that you can't get out of. Once you get in, that's it. It's for life." He paused and sulked. "They don't really tell you that when you first sign up."

      "Who is they?"

      "You know, they. The powers that be. The machine behind all of this."

      "Who runs the machine?"

      His face tensed, and he gave a reluctant sigh. "Drake Marshall. He controls the supply. And he doesn't like disruptions. After Kaitlyn, we had a void that needed to be filled."

      "How did Kurt get involved with Drake?"

      “Old Army buddies. Did a few tours in Afghanistan together. Made some connections. Kurt’s not doing anything some of the three-letter agencies haven’t been doing for years. Only Kurt wasn't doing it to finance foreign wars. He was doing it for a better cause."

      "What better cause? Personal enrichment?" I asked.

      Mason didn't answer.

      "I assume Drake has local officials in his pocket?"

      "You don't run an operation like this without greasing a few palms.”

      "Tell me about the island."

      "Small. A little villa with a dock for a boat. Nice beaches, waitstaff, private chef. Paradise."

      "What about security?"

      Mason nodded.

      "How many?"

      The big guy shrugged. "Depends. Drake is there occasionally. He travels a lot. But when he's there, he’s always with an entourage. At least four armed guards, if not more. If Drake’s not there—one, maybe two guards are on site to keep an eye on the property and make sure the staff isn’t stealing anything. But you’d have to be a fool to steal from Drake. He’s the opposite of Kurt. Totally ruthless."

      "Why the hell did you two get involved in this in the first place?" I asked.

      “Sometimes life deals you lemons. Kurt had to make the best of it, and I wouldn’t let him do it alone."

      His eyes filled, and he hung his head in shame. The big behemoth shed tears and broke down into sobs. His chest jerked and heaved. It was a sight to see. I almost felt sorry for the guy. Almost.

      With Mason’s sworn affidavit, we had a warrant in no time. We knew Kurt was out of the country, but we knocked on his door anyway. Instead of breaking it down as usual, I rang the bell.

      Hannah's voice crackled through the speaker a moment later. "Tyson, enough!”

      "I have a warrant this time. Mason flipped."

      "I think at this point, Mason will do or say anything to save his ass."

      "He made a choice between life imprisonment and friendship. That kind of choice will challenge even the most principled of men.” I paused. “Are you going to open the door? Because these guys will break it down. They love to break down doors in this neighborhood. Doors in this neighborhood are expensive. Some of these doors are more than a cop's salary. Do you know what kind of satisfaction that gives them?"

      "No need to break down the door,” she said in a dry monotone voice.

      She pulled it open a moment later and motioned us inside. "You've already done this once, but go ahead, do it again. Am I under arrest too?"

      "It doesn't have to be this way."

      "It sure doesn’t. But that was a choice you made."

      “I know you don’t want to believe this, but Kurt is involved in something bad. I wish it weren’t true."

      "It's not true," she declared. "Mason is lying."

      "Have you talked to Kurt since he's been gone?"

      "I haven't."

      "You two are so close. I find that hard to believe."

      "What do you want from me, Tyson. I'm not gonna turn on my brother. No matter what."

      "Even if he is guilty?"

      Her blue eyes stared into me as the deputies marched around the property. They filled with tears, and she wiped them away as fast as they appeared. "Do what you gotta do, then leave my house."

      "You mean Kurt's house. One that he likely purchased with drug proceeds."

      "No. It's in my name. It's my house."

      "Mason told us where to find him. One way or another, Kurt’s going to face justice."

      Tears spilled over her lids and rolled down her sculpted cheeks. Torment twisted her face. She looked like she wanted to say something but bit her tongue.

      "Mason said Kurt ordered him to kill Kaitlyn,” I said.

      Hannah broke down in sobs. "It's not true. Kurt would never do that."

      Seeing her like that really tore me up. Maybe Mason was lying. Maybe he'd been playing us for fools.

      The reality of the situation was closing in around Hannah at an unpleasant pace. Did she know about Kurt's business? Had she turned a blind eye? Was she involved? Or had Kurt managed to keep it from her?

      Those were questions I would probably never find the answers to.

      As I expected, there was nothing in the house. I apologized to Hannah and said, "I hope someday you can understand and forgive me."

      She gave me a look full of hate, confusion, and loss. Her puffy eyes continued to weep.

      We left the property and walked back to the Devastator.

      JD said, "I don't think Kurt's coming back. We’re gonna have to go down there and get him."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            56

          

        

      

    

    
      The United States has an extradition treaty with the Dominican Republic, but there were a lot of hoops and legal red tape to jump through. And with local officials on the payroll, we’d never recover the fugitive.

      Even if we did go through legal channels, Kurt would be long gone by the time it was all worked out. He’d flee to a non-extradition country. There were plenty to choose from, and many were eager to take money from wealthy entrepreneurs.

      I contacted Isabella and updated her on the situation. I asked her to identify any cellular activity on Cayo Bravo. During our conversations, she picked up a cell signal on the small island. Someone had made a call from Coconut Key—burner phone to burner phone. Isabella recorded the call and sent me an audio file.

      The voices were unmistakable. Hannah had called Kurt.

      "Is it true?" she asked.

      "Don't ask me questions like that,” Kurt said.

      "They were here again this afternoon. That's twice they searched the house. They have a warrant for your arrest. Mason gave them everything." She was in tears again, hysterical. "I need to know if it's true. Is that where the money comes from?"

      "I hate to see you so upset, sweetie," Kurt said.

      "Answer the question," she demanded.

      "There's some kind of interference. You’re breaking up. Listen. I love you. I’ll see you again someday soon. Until I reach out, forget about me. Live your life. You’ve got more than enough to take care of yourself."

      “Answer me, goddammit."

      Kurt ended the call.

      I called Isabella. “That's definitely him.”

      “That cell phone is off the grid again. If you go after this guy, do it soon. Sounds like he's making plans to move. If he slips away, he might be gone for good. How bad do you want this guy?”

      I thought long and hard. “He put a hit on someone. He's trafficked countless kilos of heroin. He's gotta face the music.”

      “Let me know if you need resources.”

      “I need resources.”

      “Let me see what assets I have in position. We’ll talk soon.”
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      Within a few hours, Isabella had acquired detailed satellite imagery of the island. She sent the images to me, and I zoomed in on my phone and studied the layout of Cayo Bravo. There was a stunning mansion in the center of the island surrounded by towering palm trees. The teal blue pool in the back was encircled by lounge chairs, a Jacuzzi, and a Tiki bar. Near the main house was a guest house, and on the opposite end were servants’ quarters.

      The small island was enveloped by pristine white beaches and teal water. Trees and foliage ensconced the resort-like compound. A yacht was tied up at the dock along with a sports boat and some jet skis. There was a clearing for a helipad but no helicopter.

      It was an island paradise. The stuff of dreams.

      The resolution of the imagery was so detailed I could see a girl lounging by the pool in a bikini. Next to her was a man with long blonde hair to his shoulders, wearing sunglasses.

      It had to be Kurt.

      I saw two armed guards on the property and two groundskeepers. I figured there was more staff inside.

      When I spoke with Isabella on the phone, she said, “From what you told me, I'm inclined to think that Drake Marshall is not on the property. I've run background on him. Everything Mason told you checks out. Former military. He's moving a lot of product. A big-time player. Don't expect any support locally because they're all on the payroll."

      "Sounds like a nice guy," I said.

      "I have an asset in place in Punta Cana. I'm arranging air travel and passports. Juan Martin will pick you up at the airport, supply you with weapons, and provide transportation to Cayo Bravo. He is not a tactical asset, so do not count on him for anything but transportation and supplies.”

      "Copy. What about exfiltration?"

      “I’ve made arrangements for a seaplane. A Grumman Mallard. Let me know once you’ve acquired the target, and I’ll get you and the package out of there.”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      “You owe me for this one.”

      “I know.”

      “Get ready. You leave at 19:30 hours.”

      “We’ll be ready,” I assured.

      We headed back to Diver Down, grabbed a nice meal and filled our bellies, prepped our gear, then caught a rideshare to the FBO.

      Isabella had a Slipstream G750 waiting for us on the tarmac.

      It pays to have connections.

      We met the flight crew and boarded the plane. There was a package waiting for us from Isabella containing passports with fake names to get us into the country. Just in case anything went wrong, we’d have a burner identity.

      I sunk into the cushy leather seats and relaxed for the flight. With any luck, we’d be back in Coconut Key with the fugitive in custody by morning.

      I passed on the complimentary cocktails and used the time to catch up on my sleep. It would be a long night.

      JD did the same.

      It seemed like the minute I closed my eyes, the wheels touched down, barking on the tarmac in Punta Cana.

      We deplaned and moved through customs and immigration without an issue.

      Juan Martin greeted us in the FBO. "Welcome, my friends."

      He was 5’8” with short dark hair, a square jaw, and a pleasant disposition. He ushered us to a little white four-door Toyota in the parking lot. I hopped up front with him, and JD climbed in the back.

      Juan zipped us away from the airport. "I have everything you need for your mission in the trunk. Tactical gear, AR 15s with extra magazines, helmets with night vision opticals, infrared sights, and bulletproof vests. Everything Isabella requested. You must be high on her list.”

      "We go way back,” I said.

      Drug trafficking had skyrocketed in recent years. The country was a good waypoint for the international trade. Colombian cartels would often move product into Haiti, then cross into the Dominican Republic. From there, it was transported to Spain and Portugal and disseminated throughout Europe. It would also be transferred to Puerto Rico, then shipped into the States, bypassing customs. It was also a stopover for narcotics coming from Asia.

      The Dominican National Police Force established a joint tactical unit with the FBI to combat organized crime. But I’m not sure how effective the new tactical unit was. A Dominican congressman was recently charged with drug trafficking in Miami. How high did the corruption go?

      Juan drove us to a marina where we unloaded the duffel bags full of gear from the trunk and boarded a 45-foot sportfish with a rigid inflatable tender. I cast off the lines, and Juan took the helm. He idled us out of the marina and into the inky swells of the night.

      The boat pitched and rolled, and the thick clouds kept the moon mostly covered. The engines rumbled, and the salty air filled my nose.

      JD pulled his hair into a slick ponytail. We donned our tactical gear, painted our faces, and went over the plan.

      I press checked my pistol and holstered it, then slapped a magazine into the short-barreled AR-15 with a suppressor. My fingers pulled the charging handle, chambering a round with a clack. I made sure the selector switch was set to safe.

      I put in earbuds and connected to an app on my satellite burner phone which allowed secure communications with Isabella. "Almighty, this is Zulu 1. Do you copy?"

      "Copy that, Zulu 1. Zulu 2, are you there?"

      "Elvis has entered the chat room," JD said, connecting.

      "Due to cloud cover, I do not have satellite visual at the moment. You two are going in blind."

      "Copy that," I said.

      "I was able to hack the network on the island. There are multiple wireless security cameras around the perimeter. On your approach, I will loop the feeds. You should be able to pass by the cameras undetected.”

      “Should?”

      “Never a guarantee.” She paused. “The last visual I had on the island, I saw only two armed security personnel. That may have changed. Stay frosty, gentlemen, and break a leg.”
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      It took a few hours to reach our destination. Juan killed the engines about 1/2 mile offshore.

      We floated on the black swells, the moon poking through the clouds now and then. There was a gentle breeze, and it was a warm 80 degrees.

      I scanned the island with IR optics. The foliage obscured a direct view of the villa. Lights from the main house and the guest house flickered through the trees. There were a few around the pool as well.

      "I'll stay here until you're ready for exfiltration," Juan said. “Then we’ll rendezvous with the seaplane.”

      I gave him an appreciative nod.

      JD and I launched the rigid inflatable and climbed aboard. The small electric motor whined as we approached Cayo Bravo, heading into the wind to minimize our sonic footprint.

      The small boat pitched on the swells. I killed the engine as we drew near, and we paddled the rest of the way in.

      I didn't see any guards strolling the beaches. I figured they'd keep to the perimeter of the house. I hoped.

      We hopped out in the surf and pulled the tender up to the tree line, concealing it in the foliage as best we could.

      JD whispered, "Almighty, Elvis is on the island."

      Isabella crackled into our earbuds, “Copy that."

      We advanced through the underbrush without making a sound. Without the moonlight, the forest was dark.

      Voices filtered through the night air, and the sound of Jacuzzi bubbles echoed. We held up at the tree line surrounding the pool.

      Kurt enjoyed the company of a gorgeous young woman. They frolicked in the steaming Jacuzzi, drinks at the edge of the water.

      I scanned the area, looking for guards, but Kurt and his companion were the only two in sight.

      I signaled JD to circle around, flanking Kurt. He took off through the foliage.

      A moment later, his voice crackled in my ear, "I'm in position."

      I gave another look around. Satisfied it was clear, I whispered, “Let's acquire the target."

      Like jungle cats stalking their prey, we both advanced and converged on the couple. Soon, they were staring down the barrels of intimidating rifles.

      The pretty girl shrieked.

      "Don't say a word!" I hissed, keeping my head on a swivel.

      Terror filled her eyes.

      Kurt seemed both frustrated and amused. He had the look of a man that knew his time would come eventually, but perhaps not quite so soon. "I'm impressed. You boys don't give up, do you?"

      "We've got a warrant for your arrest," I said. “Out of the water. Now."

      He laughed. "You're a little out of your jurisdiction, aren't you?”

      "Not for long."

      "I don't suppose there's some kind of cash amount that would make you boys forget you found me?”

      I shook my head.

      "Naw. I figured you two didn't need the money."

      "Get moving. Now!”

      "Alright, alright," he said.

      “Both of you, out of the water. Face down,” I commanded.

      They both took their time getting out of the Jacuzzi.

      "Move, move!" I hissed.

      The topless girl climbed out first, the water beading off her curvaceous form. She trembled as she laid face down on the concrete.

      Kurt followed.

      I kept a watchful eye on our surroundings during the process, then pounced on Kurt’s back and ratcheted the cuffs around his wrists. I yanked him to his feet, and JD told the girl, “Close your eyes and count to a thousand. You so much as move before then, I’ll kill you.”

      He tried to sound tough, but it was all BS.

      She closed her eyes and nodded, then began counting aloud.

      "In silent," JD said.

      I dragged Kurt into the woods, then marched him in front of me. I kept a few paces back and whispered into my earbud, "We have acquired the target."

      "Copy that," Isabella replied.

      "You guys are sophisticated," Kurt said. "What are you, the CIA?"

      "Better," I replied.

      "You know if you take me down, somebody else is going to replace me in no time. What's the point of it all, anyway?"

      "The point is, you brought in an illegal product that causes untold harm on the streets. And you ordered someone killed."

      "I didn't order anyone killed. I was just relaying a message."

      "From Drake?”

      "You do your homework. Look, I didn't choose this life. I was forced into it."

      "Keep your voice down," I said, my eyes scanning the perimeter.

      Kurt shuffled his feet, crunching leaves, trying to make as much noise as possible.

      "Step lightly," I commanded.

      We were almost to the tree line at the shore.

      So far, so good.

      We'd gotten in and out without a shot fired. I was almost starting to feel good about things. Almost.

      We reached the beach, but the tender wasn't where we left it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            59

          

        

      

    

    
      From behind trees, squatting in the underbrush, emerged all the guards we hadn't seen.

      And there were more than just two.

      Angry barrels took aim, and twitchy fingers wrapped tight around triggers.

      "Drop your weapons and put your hands in the air," the team leader commanded in broken English.

      His name was Pedro. He was short and skinny with curly brown hair and a thin mustache.

      My body tensed, and my stomach twisted.

      So close, but so far.

      I tossed my weapon to the ground and complied with their demands. JD and I exchanged a defeated glance.

      I hoped Juan was watching from the boat, but I wasn't holding my breath.

      "Back to the house. Now," Pedro commanded.

      "Does someone want to uncuff me?” Kurt asked. "He's got the keys on him somewhere.”

      Arturo patted me down, took my sidearm, and found the cuff keys. He was a little taller than Pedro and rounder as well. I thought about making a move, but surrounded by three other Uzis, I thought better of it.

      "You might want to take his earpiece,” Kurt said. “They are communicating with someone. There may be more nearby."

      Arturo removed my earbuds, along with JD's. Then he released the cuffs from Kurt’s wrists and used them to restrain me.

      They were a nice pair. Better than what you could get online or in some cheap sex shop. Not easy to get out of.

      Arturo found JD’s cuffs and shackled him as well.

      "Move!” Pedro shouted, pushing the barrel of his Uzi in my back between my shoulder blades.

      We marched back toward the pool.

      “How many more of you are there?"

      "Just us,” I assured.

      Pedro cracked me in the back of the head. I grimaced, and pain shot down my spine. Rage swelled. I wanted to pummel the guy. I felt the warm trickle of blood down my scalp.

      "We are alone on the island," I said. "We’re in communication with our tactical operation center. If we go radio silent, there will be more coming.”

      The thugs considered my warning but ignored it.

      "I bet you’re asking yourself if this little trip was worth it," Kurt said. "You really shouldn't have come down here. It's out of my hands now."

      "To hear you describe it, the whole thing was out of your hands,” I said.

      "It was. I had no choice. My hands were tied."

      “You always have a choice."

      "You make it sound so simple, but it's not. My choice was to watch my daughter die or try to give her the best chance at life. So I chose to do something that would ensure I would have the means to pay for her treatment. Like I said, people were gonna bring this product into the country one way or the other, whether I was involved or not. Why not get my share of the pie? People are adults. They can make their own decisions. If they want to shoot the stuff into their veins, that's their choice, isn't it? This whole war on drugs is a farce, and you know it."

      "It's the collateral damage,” I said.

      "If you play the game, you need to be aware of the consequences."

      "Seems like you don't want to face those consequences."

      "You know how many people are strung out on prescription pills? But I don't see any big Pharma execs going to jail.” He sighed in frustration. “You know what ought to be illegal? The way they constantly fuck people over. My daughter was dying. She needed an experimental drug that cost $100K a month. A drug that probably cost a buck to make. But when your kid is dying, they know you’ll pay anything.”

      We reached the patio and continued toward the house.

      “That's when you got into trafficking?" I asked.

      "Like I said, I had no choice. I’d lost my job. Insurance wouldn’t pay. I did what I had to do. And you’d have done the same.”

      Arturo opened the back door and marched us inside.

      The place was sleek and modern with a tropical beachy vibe, as you would expect.

      Drake Marshall descended the steps to greet us in the living area. I recognized him from the file photo Isabella had sent me.

      He was mid 30s, athletic, short dark hair, sky blue eyes. He wore shorts and a short-sleeve shirt. He could have been on the brochure for an island getaway. The silver Rolex on his wrist didn't come cheap.

      Drake forced a smile. "Gentlemen, you realize this island is by invitation only, and I don't believe we've met.”

      I stared him down. "We're just here to take Kurt back to the States. You let us do our job, and nobody gets hurt."

      Drake laughed, then looked at Kurt. "I take it these are the ones that have interrupted your operation?"

      Kurt nodded. "A minor misunderstanding. They're really good guys. I'm sure we can work something out."

      Drake's piercing eyes looked back at me. "If you've interrupted Kurt's operation. You've interrupted my operation. Nobody interrupts my operation."

      "They might not be alone," Pedro said. He held out the earpieces. "They were talking to someone."

      Drake's ominous gaze fell upon me again. "Who else is here with you?”

      "Nobody."

      Drake nodded to Arturo. The scumbag put the barrel of his Uzi to JD's head.

      "Are you sure?"

      "Put that earpiece in, and you can speak to our command center,” I said. “But we are the only two people on the island.”

      "What are you, feds?"

      "Deputies, actually," Kurt said.

      Drake laughed again. "Now I've seen everything. Why are you even here?"

      "Well, if you check the website, I am on Coconut County’s 10 most wanted list," Kurt said with a degree of pride.

      Drake shot him an annoyed gaze. “Is this some kind of joke to you? Do you know how much money your incompetence is costing me each week?"

      Kurt raised his hands innocently. "It's costing me money too."

      Go with Pedro and the boys. Take the deputies out and dump them in the water. I don't want them washing up ashore. Go a good distance away. Then I want you to sweep the perimeter of the island and make sure there is no one else out there."

      Kurt nodded.

      "And when you come back, we are going to have a long talk. I gave you refuge here, and you bring this to my island. You compromise my safety and security. And speaking of, I want to know how they got past our surveillance cameras."

      The security guards all exchanged dumb looks and shrugged.

      "It's bumbling deputies one day. It could be someone else another,” Drake said. “Someone more dangerous. Let it be known that I am not happy with any of you." He gave them all a stern gaze. "Get these clowns out of my sight.”
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      The thugs marched us down the dock and forced us aboard a Go-Fast boat. It was white with a red pixelated fiery design that looked like something from a retro video game.

      I knew we were in trouble when they brought aboard two Danforth anchors and some rope. It didn't take a rocket scientist to see how this was going to end—JD and I at the bottom of the ocean, handcuffed and struggling to overcome the weight of the anchors.

      Two thugs stayed behind to guard the island while Pedro and Arturo boarded the boat with Kurt. He cast off the lines. Pedro took the helm, cranked up the engine, and throttled up.

      The five Mercury 450 outboards roared, spitting a frothy trail behind us. The boat carved through the inky blackness, heading out into the abyss.

      "Are you really gonna let this happen, Kurt?" I asked.

      He said nothing.

      We skimmed across the surface, heading toward our doom.

      "Your daughter would be proud," I said.

      Rage twisted on his face. "Don't you talk about my daughter. Everything I did was in an attempt to save her. You couldn't possibly understand."

      "You're right. I don't."

      "I lost everything when she died. My wife left. I fell apart."

      "But you kept trafficking drugs."

      He glared at me.

      The wind whipped around the boat, and mists of saltwater sprayed. Dappled rays of moonlight pierced the clouds. We raced across the water for 20 minutes.

      I guess the thugs figured we had gone far enough. Pedro cut the throttle, and the boat slumped into the swells. The waves crashed against the hull, and the boat pitched and rolled. He moved aft, tied the rope around the Danforth anchor, then started to tie me up.

      Arturo did the same to JD.

      A conflicted look twisted on Kurt’s face.

      "Careful," I said to him. "You might be next. Or Hannah."

      He knew that was a definite possibility.

      He watched for another moment as the thugs secured the ropes around us. Then Kurt charged forward, shoving Pedro.

      In the same motion, he snatched the pistol from Pedro’s waistband as the goon fell over the gunwale into the water.

      Muzzle flash flickered as Kurt squeezed two bullets into the thug, flailing in the inky swells.

      Kurt spun around toward Arturo. He opened fire again, and flames flickered from the barrel.

      Arturo simultaneously squeezed the trigger on his Uzi, peppering Kurt with a flurry of bullets. Volcanoes of blood erupted from his chest as he twitched and convulsed with each hit.

      Arturo fell against the gunwale, blood spewing like a fountain from the carotid artery in his neck. He was dead by the time he hit the deck. His body slumped on the port side of the boat while Kurt fell against the starboard gunwale. He struggled for breath, blood oozing from his wounds.

      There was nothing I could do for him.

      Kurt’s breath rattled as his lungs filled with fluid. His sad eyes met mine, and with his last breath, he started to say…

      But he didn't have the strength.

      The light faded in his eyes, and his body went limp.

      A sudden quiet blanketed us, only the sound of the waves.

      We stood there for a solemn moment, the boat rocking on the swells, the pale glow of the moon piercing through gaps in the clouds.

      JD dug his hands into Arturo’s pocket, looking for the keys to the cuffs. He pulled them out an instant later and released himself, then me.

      Our grim eyes fell upon Kurt's lifeless body. I couldn't help but feel the tragedy of this entire situation. And despite it all, I felt like I had lost a friend.

      "Now, do we go back to the island and get that son-of-a-bitch?” JD said. “Or do we get the hell out of Dodge?"
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      We surveyed the weapons aboard the Go-Fast boat—one Uzi with a little more than half a magazine, and a 9mm pistol. Not exactly the tactical resources necessary to storm the island and take out a drug kingpin.

      Still, it was a tempting thought. Shit rolls downhill, and everything flowed from Drake Marshall.

      My body tensed as I heard the rumble of engines in the distance. I scanned the horizon and saw running lights on a course toward us.

      I grabbed Kurt's pistol, and JD grabbed Arturo’s Uzi. I didn't know what was heading our way, but we prepared ourselves for anything.

      Out of the blackness emerged Juan’s 45-foot sportfish.

      I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Soon, he pulled alongside us. From the fly deck, he shouted. "Glad to see you're okay. I saw those thugs take you off the island, and I followed along, but you were moving way too fast for me." He surveyed the bloody bodies on the deck. "Looks like things got a little out of control.”

      "It was tense for a minute or two," JD said in an understated tone.

      Jack and I hovered over Kurt’s remains for a moment of silence.

      I took Kurt's necklace. It was the only thing he had on him. He’d worn it constantly since the day I met him.

      JD and I lifted his body and gave him back to the sea. He didn't want to be caged, and he certainly wouldn't have wanted a wooden box in the ground.

      We hopped the gunwale into the cockpit of the sportfish, leaving the Go-Fast boat behind.

      "You wouldn't have extra weapons on board, would you?" I asked.

      Juan's face crinkled. "Why?"

      "Just a little unfinished business."

      He lifted a concerned eyebrow. "You're not going back there, are you?"

      "It's probably not advisable right now,” I admitted.

      “You do what you want. Isabella says to provide support. I’m down for whatever, as long as I don’t have to leave the boat.”

      “Let’s save Drake for another time,” JD said.

      It was unusual coming from him. But he was right. It wasn’t the time to strike. But if Drake Marshall ever set foot in the States, he was in trouble.

      The sky changed from midnight blue to shades of pink and orange as the amber ball crested the horizon.

      I called Isabella and gave her a sit-rep.

      Since we didn't have a prisoner in custody, we could fly out the way we came. Dragging Kurt through the FBO in handcuffs might have aroused suspicion and unnecessary questions.

      We changed back into civilian clothes and ditched the burner sat phones in the ocean. Juan navigated us back to the marina near Punta Cana. We transferred to the white Toyota, and he drove us to the FBO and dropped us at the curb. We thanked him for his support.

      “Look us up if you’re ever in Coconut Key,” I said before hopping out.

      “I will. Safe journey, my friends.”

      We strolled into the terminal, found a seat in the VIP passenger lounge, and waited for our flight to arrive. The events of the night replayed in my head. I didn’t know what I’d tell Hannah or if she would even listen. If she did, I’d tell her that Kurt saved our lives.

      The flight back was smooth and uneventful. I caught a little sleep, reclining in the comfy leather chairs. The adrenaline spike had worn off.

      When I got back to the Avventura, I checked the messages on my regular phone, which I had left behind. There were several missed calls and texts from the sheriff.

      [Where are you two nitwits?]

      I called him back right away. “What’s up?”

      “Oh, just another dead body,” he said casually.
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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.

      Thanks for reading!

      —Tripp
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